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      Thunder shook the Azoren Federation Outpost barracks, and the lights flickered a few seconds later, then winked out. Major Talbot O’Bannon looked up from the private terminal he’d been working at and stared at the connection indicator. It wasn’t green or red but dark, powered off, like the now-silent heating unit.

      No surprise, really. Emergency power would be prioritized to the command and communications systems located in the operations center.

      When the slim panel of emergency lights above his door finally powered on, he rose from the chair that was nearly as much his home on the giant moon Jotun as the operations center. He pulled on the crisp, white shirt that would chafe against his skin throughout his shift, musty from the chemical that kept the material smooth. Over that shirt, he slipped the deep gray coat of an officer of the Grand Azoren Federation Army.

      He didn’t need to see his long, rangy body in a mirror to know how he looked: sharp, with not one single wrinkle visible. The hands that buttoned up his jacket were still strong and sure, but they looked deflated somehow, and they had acquired brown blotches somewhere along the way. He had seen the age settling into his face, though—bags under his blue eyes and gray in the waves of his thinning, pale brown hair. And there were wrinkles to be seen on his face, of course. It was a face that always looked drained.

      And why wouldn’t it be? On a huge moon named for giants but known among his men as Moloch.

      A dark god of blood and sacrifice from millennia ago, when his people knew only one world. It was a world that couldn’t contain such varied people with their wildly divergent views, a world dead now, depleted.

      Yet humanity had outlived that world and had survived long enough to reach the stars before splitting off and finding their separate ways.

      And now he was a proud officer in one of those ways, a leader of men.

      Because soon, men would be all that was left in the Azoren Federation. What need was there of women now that there were vats to preserve and spawn future generations? If all that mattered was war, and that was the domain of men, then why waste precious resources on women?

      He chuckled softly at that as he let himself out of his barracks room, pulling the door shut behind him with a metallic clank.

      What would Mia think if he told her how the younger men in his unit still talked about the hope of finding a wife someday? With her strong jaw and nose, she could never be mistaken for one of the idealized propaganda simulations, but when they lay together in the dark, she was as warm and soft as any woman could ever have been. And she was all he could have ever wanted.

      And men would sacrifice such a thing? For the greater good of the Federation? In his youth, he would have given up almost anything for a night with his dear, sweet Mia and the dark waves of her hair.

      But now he was old. His bones creaked and muscles cramped. And the Federation needed him far from home, on the frontier.

      “Listening,” he whispered, again chuckling.

      After all, what did he listen to?

      Chatter. The words of an enemy too caught up in its own struggles over identity and destiny and acceptance. He shook his head at his thoughts. It was hardly an enemy at all.

      His boots thudded on the concrete steps as he descended to the tunnel that ran beneath the barracks structure. He could have braved the biting wind and rain outside had he the light to find his overcoat and respirator mask and to bundle himself in all the insulating material.

      Not today, though. No gloves. No overcoat. No risk of boots slipping on ice.

      Today, he trudged down the long tunnel that took him to the basement of the building that had been his command for the past eighteen months. He walked the shadow-draped length caught up in thoughts and regrets, wondering how it was that his father had fallen into such an ideology, an ideology that had brought the younger O’Bannon into the Azoren fold without any chance to consider whether or not he actually believed in the dogma that had put him in uniform at seventeen and in the trenches only a few months later.

      Memories of the many battles he’d fought seemed to ignite the deadened nerves where his arms and legs had taken bullets or laser beams or shrapnel.

      As he approached fifty, those memories were almost all he had of life.

      There had to be more to it than that, though.

      His steps boomed in the stairwell as he climbed first into the basement, then up to the bottom floor of the main structure. Breakfast aromas—sausage and reconstituted eggs, cabbage and potatoes—brought him around, but he didn’t have the stomach for anything like that today.

      He swung through, took a pastry and a cup of coffee after waving at the hefty men working in the kitchen, then returned to the hall. The coffee was bitter and strong, the pastry crunchy and somewhat sweet. A few sips, a few bites, and the rest went into a disposal chute outside the operations center.

      Gurgling in his gut was all he needed to hear, the reminder of what lay ahead.

      “All hail to the Azoren Federation.” Muttered. Bitter as the coffee.

      And then he was through the heavy double doors that shut behind him with a solid mechanical hiss and pop. Lights glowed from rows of consoles, most not even manned yet. His staff came on in an hour or so.

      To listen to the stars and the whispers of the great enemies opposing our people, he reminded himself.

      Because that was the role of the listening station on Jotun.

      His command. His home away from home for another six months. His little slice of the Azoren concept of Valhalla—glorious war without end.

      O’Bannon patted the back of young Niels Andressen, who would make corporal soon.

      The fellow turned, gave a gap-toothed smile, and said, “Good morning, Major.”

      “Good morning, Private Andressen.”

      “The breath of Fenrir blows hard today.”

      “Best we stay inside where it’s warm then, heh?”

      The young man blew into his hands. “It is, Major.”

      And who would know better the pain the cold caused to hands than the man who had suffered injuries that had broken every bone in those hands? Yet Andressen was barely into his twenties. He had nearly forty years remaining before the Federation would be through with him.

      If he lived so long. The way the war was grinding on against the Moskav Alliance, none of them were likely to see retirement.

      Another of O’Bannon’s soldiers looked up from his console, a beefy young private named Lyonne. He suffered the misfortune of darker skin, something he blamed on the indiscretions of an ancestor. It didn’t matter. Lyonne would never rise to sergeant, despite a sterling record and decorations on the battlefield.

      “Good morning, Major.” Lyonne tapped his display with a crooked finger. “A busy morning already.”

      O’Bannon bent over to inspect the display. “And what is this, then?”

      Lyonne whispered, “It is the work of Captain Knoel, Major.”

      The younger man’s brown eyes flicked toward the steps that led up to the heart of the operations center, the place that had been the major’s little nest for the past eighteen months.

      The older man patted his subordinate’s thick shoulder. “Well done, Private.”

      O’Bannon headed up the steps slowly, unbuttoning his overcoat despite the relative chill. It would be warmer at his station, where the heat from all the equipment collected.

      Broad-shouldered Jan Franke was waiting there, the muscles of his cheek rippling beneath pale skin. He was a gaunt, unattractive man, with yellowing teeth from a condition suffered as a child.

      As O’Bannon hung his coat on a hook just inside the somewhat isolated open area that served as his office now, he glanced at the displays on the shared desk. “Updates on the latest tournaments, Jan?”

      The lieutenant turned. “Hm? Oh. Yes, Major. The glory of the western land has been confirmed after three elimination rounds. Gadsell advances to the finals.”

      “All hail to the Azoren Federation.”

      “Yes. All hail.” But the lieutenant never turned from the office opposite the little shared space that had once been his own.

      Light leaked around a privacy screen over the window, something O’Bannon had never believed in when he’d sat in the office.

      O’Bannon loosened his tie ever so slightly, and for a moment longed for the simplicity of exchanging artillery and infantry assaults with the Moskav. “What devilish work is he up to today, our dear Captain Knoel?”

      “You haven’t heard?” Franke ran a knuckle across his nose.

      “Only that things are busy, which never bodes well with our dear captain.”

      “He has ordered me to take a squad out to the crater.”

      Fire lanced through O’Bannon’s body. “He has now, has he? And why?”

      Franke bobbed up and down on the toes of his scuffed boots, then turned to the console and typed in a command before swiping through the interface. It wasn’t graceful or quick, conducted as it was by hands more at home holding a Destiny-II battle rifle, but it brought up a report nonetheless.

      The lieutenant pointed to the image. “This.”

      “And what is ‘this’?”

      “Monitors. The satellites detected a strange signal.”

      “Hmph. We see strange signals all the time.”

      “Yes, but the captain feels this could indicate a potential communication.”

      “From the crater? And what would that be? A ghost? The crater and ruins have been abandoned for centuries, long before humans ever came here.”

      “The captain worries that is a lie.”

      O’Bannon dropped into the chair and studied the report. There were indeed signals of some sort, but there was no exact identification of the origin and even less data on the type of signal. It could have been an encrypted burst, or perhaps another of the inexplicable random radiation releases. Archaeologists had never managed to make heads or tails of all that remained of what they were sure must have been an advanced civilization, and thanks to orders from High Command, no one would ever enter the ruins again.

      “The satellites will be in place soon for imagery collection.” O’Bannon swiped through the interface until he had the satellite view on the screen.

      Franke shrugged. “The satellite covering that part of the sky no longer works.”

      “Everything here is breaking down. It is old and miserable. Like me.”

      That made the younger man smile. “You will outlive the rest of us, Major.”

      “Only if you make some very poor life decisions, Jan.” O’Bannon pushed himself out of the chair. “Don’t leave just yet.”

      “There is time for breakfast?”

      “Maybe time for you to eat and work on that growing gut of yours before you head to bed for the night, huh?”

      Franke seemed to relax a little. “These Black Lightning Commandos, they think they know more about the war than the Army.”

      “They have fought nothing. They wear medals to acknowledge such victories.”

      “The victory of the mind, Major.”

      O’Bannon tapped his temple. “So dangerous, this enemy, the mind.”

      “They speak of how ridiculous it is that we have yet to crush the mongrel horde and send them to slavery or a more permanent end.”

      “These Moskav ‘mongrels’ we fight pull triggers and launch weapons with every bit the effectiveness any Black Lightning Commando could hope to.”

      Franke once more turned from his staring at the office. “Careful, Major.”

      “Yes, careful. Or I will be the next one they seek to persecute.”

      “There is still a career to be wrecked for you, unlike mine.”

      O’Bannon adjusted the gig line of his shirt and belt, then pulled his coat back on. “Your career will be long and glorious, Lieutenant, something the angels sing about to babies when they spring forth from their artificial wombs.”

      The gaunt man shook his head. “You dance with danger, Major.”

      “After fighting the Moskav, what should scare me?”

      “These Commandos. They are all from those artificial wombs.”

      “They are still human. They are still our brothers.” But there was no conviction to O’Bannon’s words. Knoel and his comrades were smooth-cheeked, rhetoric-spewing, administrative heroes raised by the Federation, with no understanding of what it meant to be a human. They were not brothers. They were bright young things, toys for the Supreme Leader. “Go. Get some breakfast.”

      The lieutenant grunted, then took his coat and departed.

      Without even a perfunctory knock, O’Bannon entered the captain’s office—the Jotun Commander’s office, which had been O’Bannon’s until the Commandos’ arrival.

      Knoel was on his feet instantly, his pasty face and dead, blond hair aglow in the light of a terminal. Like his men, he had a cadaverous look, with dead, silvery eyes. And like his men, Knoel’s face was smooth and soft as a baby’s, with features that hovered somewhere between masculine and feminine. Who had need of facial hair to tend to in the military? No one, so engineer it out of them.

      The engineered officer scowled. “Major O’Bannon! What—?”

      “Sit down, Captain. This is only a visit.”

      “You will knock—!”

      “And good morning to you on such a bright and warm day, Captain Knoel.”

      The captain managed a twitchy smile. “Do close the door, Major.”

      O’Bannon glanced at the door but stayed where he’d stopped, in the center of the office that had been his sanctuary for so long, a place where he could think of Mia and the children. “What is this I hear about you assigning Lieutenant Franke to search the crater?”

      “Ah, yes. A short laser burst in need of investigation.”

      “That crater randomly emits radiation bursts—”

      “This was no radiation burst but a message.”

      “Sent to where, which shipping lane, to what purpose?”

      The young officer looked away. “Inadequate data. That was the reason for the assignment. Your mongrel will take a team out to investigate for more information.”

      O’Bannon ran a finger over the sharp edges of the Order of the Iron Cross, the single decoration he held pride in. “To begin with, good Captain, my ‘mongrel’ is a decorated soldier who has fought in three campaigns against the Moskav. In addition, this is my command, so you will go through me for such assignments. Finally, if you had bothered to do your research instead of assuming you actually knew everything, you would have known that crater is off limits.”

      “Off limits to whom?”

      “Off limits to anyone with the intellect and will to survive.”

      “Then your mongrel should do well with the assignment given.”

      O’Bannon wondered what the penalty would be for pummeling to death a tube-born degenerate Commando. Would there finally be time to spend with Mia and the little ones before the whole of the Federation descended into lunacy? “I have canceled the assignment, Captain. Have a good morning.”

      To signal the conversation’s end, the major exited without fully shutting the door. The little bastard could close it himself.

      But as O’Bannon settled into his small cubicle space, curiosity began to gnaw at him.

      What if something had come from the charred pit in the ground or the ruins connected to it by the strange, twisting, narrow ravine? So little was known about the species that had created the place, the species that doctrine claimed as the forerunner to humans—true humans such as the Azoren ideal. Could the archaeologists be coaxed to return to Jotun and to send more people into the ruins?

      A chill ran down his spine. After so many failures with robotic probes and the loss of an entire team of researchers, no one would ever enter the ruins again.

      But perhaps there was merit in looking into the crater.
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      Lieutenant Brianna Stiles smoothed down the front of her uniform jacket—deep blue, with gold trim that caught the glow of her gold-brown skin and highlighted her dark green eyes. It had taken a few hours to become comfortable again in the outfit that had been tailored snug to emphasize her figure, hours spent decelerating after taking the Pandora out of Fold Space, and even with returning familiarity, she was wrestling with what the uniform represented. Lieutenant, not petty officer. The Group for Strategic Assessment, not Kedraalian Republic Navy.

      The golden brown of her delicate fingers seemed washed out in the glow coming from the search-and-rescue ship’s command console. No matter how well she knew the commands, this wasn’t her job, not her position. It belonged to the dead now in cold sleep: Lieutenant Commander Benson and her crew. It was their impressions that remained embedded in the seats, their scents and artifacts. Stiles had been forced to spend an hour repositioning Benson’s pilot seat, adjusting the taller woman’s unique preferences and posture. Her mug—still stained with the dark bronze lipstick she’d preferred—hadn’t been moved from its cubbyhole beneath the command console. Strands of her fine, brown hair still clung to the headset she’d worn most of her shifts.

      She’d been a good officer, someone Stiles had actually looked up to.

      But death in service to the Republic was still death, and someone had to pilot the Pandora back into Kedraalian space.

      A green light flickered on the comms section of the console: an incoming message.

      Stiles pulled the spare headset from under the console, brushed back black strands of hair, and settled the device on her head.

      “Kedraalian Republic Starship Pandora, this is KRS Clarion, do you copy?”

      Stiles thought back to her training. The Clarion was a light destroyer. Built for speed, with a mission centered on signals intelligence—SIGINT—rather than combat. It had been headed for mothballs, then spared and instead sent off for upgrades, which had only recently been completed. Officially a Navy ship, it was one of the GSA’s more frequently called-upon assets.

      She cleared her throat. “Clarion, this is Pandora. You’re coming through loud and clear.”

      “Pandora, Clarion command requests identification of ship personnel.”

      “Clarion, Pandora active personnel consists of Lieutenant Brianna Stiles, acting captain.”

      “Pandora, message received. Stand by for orders.”

      “Clarion, standing by.”

      She was still several hours out from Tamos, a place unofficially classified as the Kedraalian Republic military’s sphincter. It was a planetoid, with just enough atmosphere to allow for sandstorms and brutal heat but not enough to block out dangerous radiation. Assignment there had eventually fallen to a small contingent of Marine reservists and civilian administrators responsible for depot-level maintenance on older spacecraft and management of the oldest weapons graveyard in known space, all managed by contractors.

      Thousands and thousands of contractors.

      Someone had to run the orbital shipyard, even if it no longer actively produced warships and rarely saw more than a few coming in for massive overhauls. All the dangerous work was done by robots, but without humans to oversee them, those robots couldn’t be counted on completely.

      So at least someone was making money off the refusal to completely mothball ships long past their prime.

      But Tamos was still officially classified a military site.

      It’s still at risk.

      Stiles forwarded the comms to her personal communicator, unstrapped from the chair, and found her balance against the tug of the braking reverse thrust. She headed aft, to Martinez’s cabin, which she’d made her own. Fresh-printed sheets, citrus-scented cleaner sprayed liberally over all the surface areas, scrubbing the deck on her hands and knees—she still hadn’t removed his imprint.

      She never would. He was dead because of her. Because of the GSA.

      A loyal sailor who followed orders he disagreed with. A hero.

      She set out the weapons belt and pistol she’d taken from the crates stored in the restricted area of the cargo hold below. They were a distinctive black, almost glossy. The belt material was smooth and cool to the touch as she adjusted it to rest on the swell of her hip.

      Rather than head straight back to the bridge, she continued aft, stopping in the infirmary—now scrubbed clean of the gore from the gunfight with the Azoren privateers. Antiseptic, white lights matched the medicinal smells. She passed through the outer area to the surgical cube, then opened the hatch that gave her access to the cold sleep chamber. Soft blue light revealed long, clear, plastic trays lining the walls. Her comrades were in those trays, as were Marines and a nurse lethally radiated thanks to the reckless behavior of Martinez and his senior engineer, Chief Will Parkinson.

      She winced at the memory of Parkinson’s tongue in her mouth, his hands on her body, his—

      It’s the job. It’s only the job.

      Stiles pressed the button that opened the tray holding Benson, then squatted beside the dead woman. Statuesque, pretty, smart. The gunshot wounds and freezing gel couldn’t erase those elements. The commander had nearly ruined the entire mission into the Azoren DMZ. A lesser officer should have been chosen.

      “I’m sorry for what happened, ma’am.” Stiles pressed her hand on the plastic lid above Benson’s heart. “We all have our missions.”

      The tray slid shut, and Stiles returned to the bridge. Not long after she settled back into her seat, the Clarion connected again.

      “Pandora, Clarion command requests you dock at shipyard. Berthing information transmitting now. All questions should be reserved for mission commander Colonel Avis McLeod. Copy, Pandora?”

      “Message received, Clarion. Coordinates plugged in. Pandora out.”

      McLeod. Probably the most senior GSA officer in the field. That meant things were proceeding. The insertion tests had worked. How long did they have before the risky business of testing Azoren defenses failed, though?

      She would know soon enough.

      Docking the Pandora was a simple task. Most piloting operations were automated and rarely required human intervention, but Stiles was ready, just in case. She checked herself in a mirror one more time, then headed to the cargo hold and the main airlock. It showed an airtight seal with the shipyard.

      The older airlocks made a terrible noise as their gears ground and pumps labored. At least the Pandora had an excuse, what with the privateers and Azoren Marines breaching the hatches. The shipyard was just poorly maintained.

      Beyond the airlock, lights revealed a scuffed, gray corridor. Paint peeled from a section that must have once held a sign designating what section she was in. Or maybe it had been a map display. Either would have been helpful.

      But there was no escort waiting. No robotic maintenance units. Just a long, empty passageway.

      Stiles adjusted her jacket, sighed, and marched forward. Somewhere, someone must be waiting for her, or there must be signs of some sort. Her boots clomped hollowly, lending a sense of abandonment and disrepair. The facility was at least a century old, and before the War of Separation had been active for ships headed to the outer worlds.

      Enemy worlds now, she reminded herself.

      The passageway came to an intersection, where an older, heavyset woman in gray urban camouflage stood at parade rest. The woman smiled pleasantly and stepped forward, extending scarred hands that glistened in spots with fresh, pink skin that hadn’t quite aged to match the almost bronze natural flesh. “Lieutenant Stiles? Welcome to the Tamos Shipyards. I’m Major Fero. I run the Marine detachment here.”

      “Thank you, Major.” Stiles shook the other woman’s hand. They were about the same height, but Fero seemed old enough to be a grandmother. It was an odd sensation for Stiles, as hard to get used to as Lieutenant Commander Gaines’s matronly behavior.

      Fero took them down a better maintained corridor, explaining the shipyard’s history and current situation with a dry, raspy voice that must have come from the bottom of a lot of alcohol bottles. It was all old news to the young GSA officer. She’d absorbed the war and all the associated history during her time in the knowledge vat. In fact, she could actually correct the major on what had destroyed the upper wheel of the shipyard if such a correction were important. If people wanted to believe that a Moskav separatist’s bomb blast was the cause, that was fine. It all ended up with the same narrative: People with radical views couldn’t tolerate people who didn’t share those views, and when the views became radical enough, violence was inevitable.

      They took a couple turns, each corridor better maintained than the last, then stopped outside an open hatch. Voices and warmth drifted out, along with a mixture of scents—cologne, a stale starchiness, the distinct chemical signature of the flex-material of combat boots.

      The major poked her head around the entry. “Colonel McLeod? The lieutenant’s here.”

      Silence settled inside whatever was beyond the entry, replaced quickly by whispers, things being shuffled around, and the scuff of boots. Soldiers, administrators, and contractors filtered out, all of them unremarkable, and many of them curious enough to glance at Stiles before heading down the opposite end of the passageway.

      “Lieutenant?” It was a man’s voice—deep, commanding. Confident.

      The major waved Stiles ahead. “I’ll see you later, Lieutenant.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.”

      A long, brown-black table with a scratched and chipped surface ran the width of a conference room. Chairs as old and abused as the table ran around it. At the far end, a tall, pale-skinned man with white hair sat with hands clasped in front of him. To his left, a younger, dark-skinned man barely any taller than Stiles sat. The taller man wore the same dark blue uniform as Stiles. The shorter man wore unmarked urban camouflage combat dress that was cut to accentuate his athletic frame.

      The taller man indicated the seat to his right with a nod. “Lieutenant, if you would join us?”

      Stiles crossed to the colonel’s right but kept her attention focused on the younger man. His jaw was set, his dark eyes—nearly the color of the table—were locked onto her.

      McLeod turned to the younger man. “Lieutenant, this is Samir Patel.”

      “From SAID.” She smiled just long enough for it to register.

      Patel glowered. “I was expecting Agent Penn, Lieutenant.”

      “One of the fatalities, unfortunately, Agent Patel.”

      “I find that hard to believe.”

      “You might not realize it yet, but I’m the only person to have stepped off the Pandora.”

      “Agent Penn wasn’t just some Marine or sailor, Lieutenant. He had extensive training. He was a valuable asset.”

      “I respectfully disagree with you, Agent Patel. They were all valuable assets.”

      McLeod cleared his throat. “We have hospital staff pulling the crew out of cold sleep right now, Lieutenant. The folks suffering radiation poisoning will be sent on to more advanced facilities, but the scans you uploaded of the Pandora crew killed in the DMZ indicate resuscitation should be viable.”

      Her spine tingled. Was that relief? “Thank you, sir.”

      But Patel didn’t seem relieved. He distractedly drew a small circle on the tabletop with a fingertip. “This mission has been put at risk without Agent Penn.”

      The colonel nodded slowly. “I’ll note that in the record, Agent Patel.”

      Stiles bowed her head. “I noticed only the Clarion in orbit, Colonel. Is the rest of the task force delayed?”

      “Diverted, unfortunately. Comms traffic has been crazy the last few days.”

      “Trouble, sir?”

      “Not yet, but there’s increased activity across the DMZ.”

      “Activity as expected?”

      “Situations are escalating between the Azoren and the Gulmar. Violations of the established borders, claims of clandestine attacks, espionage—it’s all moving a little faster than expected.”

      “It was one of the scenarios we were briefed to expect.”

      “Yes, but…we had hoped for something different. Now we’re adjusting plans accordingly.”

      The lieutenant’s eyes shot to the SAID agent. “A facility like Tamos—”

      McLeod seemed to catch her meaning. “Is strategically valuable and would be at risk should anything happen along this part of the border, yes. Reinforcements are on the way.”

      Patel stopped drawing circles, and his eyes seemed to focus again. “The mission remains the same.”

      “We’ll need to wait for new orders, Agent Patel.”

      “I’m afraid not, Colonel. I’ve been given broad discretion in this regard, and a lack of reinforcements and data from my most valuable asset doesn’t change the objective.”

      Color flashed through the tall man’s cheek, darkening a knuckle-sized circle of flesh more than the rest. “Is Central Command aware of this?”

      “I just told you, I’ve been given broad discretion. The objective—”

      “It sounds like there might need to be a communication with—”

      Patel’s eyes narrowed to slits and he stood. “Colonel, as of this moment, I am Central Command.”

      The colonel seemed to wrestle with the idea for a heartbeat, then nodded.

      Seconds passed, then the SAID agent stormed out.

      Stiles opened her mouth to speak but stopped at the shake of McLeod’s head.

      He pulled out a small device about the size of a pinky finger and walked all around the room with it, stopping at the hatch to seal it before returning to his seat, grim-faced. He slid the device back in his pocket. “That could have gone better.”

      “He’s upset over Agent Penn’s death.”

      “SAID sheds no tears over the loss of military lives, but they value their own. Until they don’t.”

      It was a terrible, twisted game, the world of espionage. Stiles resented having been thrust into it, but no one had given her a vote. “So what’s the plan, then? We don’t have the ships to do further testing of the Azoren DMZ, do we?”

      “No.” McLeod’s cheek twitched. “But I don’t think that’s going to matter to Patel. This is all very personal to him. Penn was a pet project.”

      “It was unfortunate he lost his life.”

      “All life is valuable.” The colonel cocked his head.

      Is he questioning my loyalty, or does he think I’m questioning my orders? “The accelerated aggression between the Azoren and Gulmar—?”

      “Something must have been found in the DMZ implicating Gulmar agents. Perhaps the recovery of a well-established Gulmar security expert with proof he was an Azoren spy? That would worry many within the Azoren hierarchy, especially once they discovered how close they’d come at a chance to recover a key Haidakura executive.”

      Stiles reached inside her jacket and pulled out a storage device, then placed it in McLeod’s extended hand. “And once the Gulmar realize that the key Haidakura executive’s restricted data has been compromised…”

      “Panic. Yes. Escalating tensions would be the only foreseeable outcome. Well done, Lieutenant.”

      She nodded. It still felt terrible, but the recognition took some sting off. “If we don’t have the ships for more border testing, exactly what mission does Agent Patel have in mind, sir?”

      The colonel’s face twisted into a frown. “We’ve lost contact with a listening post just inside Azoren space.”

      “We have a listening post inside Azoren space?”

      “Several. This one happens to have one of our more senior SIGINT teams, and they’re monitoring an Azoren listening post. But that’s not what makes it special to Samir.”

      “Are we influencing the monitored data, Colonel?”

      “Yes. But that’s not it.”

      “If it’s one of our teams, why does he care?”

      “Because there’s a SAID agent embedded. Agent Patel’s sister.”
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      Cold gripped Lieutenant Commander Faith Benson, a cold so intense that it paralyzed her. It started somewhere at the base of her spine and radiated out, leaving every limb frozen. She couldn’t sit up, couldn’t open her eyes, couldn’t even breathe. It felt as if her blood was a thick gel, incapable of being pumped properly.

      “Commander Benson?”

      The voice had a muted, distorted quality, as if spoken through meters of water. Was she drowning?

      A pinprick of pain started in the crease of her left arm, then turned into a slow-spreading stream of fire. It raced through her chest, into her belly, then into her legs and right arm.

      Her lips tingled. They parted, and she took a breath.

      Sweet. No. Chemical. Sharp chemicals. The sweet smell was…alcohol? And there was a dull taste on her lips. Latex?

      Next came her eyelids, sliding up like a rusted airlock hatch.

      Blinding lights, stainless steel.

      She turned. Someone—Dietrich—on a gray surgical bed to her left. Bright white sheets, pale aqua walls. It was like looking out onto a peaceful ocean. Was the heat from the sky? Maybe she and Halliwell were on a beach, slowly cooking beneath a brilliant afternoon sun, enjoying a heat of their own?

      “Commander Benson?” The voice was there again, but this time it was clearer. Male. Deep. Resonant. Confident.

      It came from the direction of her feet. She looked that way. A tall, white-haired man grinned at her. He seemed tall, maybe close to her height. She couldn’t recognize his uniform—not Navy, not Army or Marine. Her heart skipped a beat: Was he Azoren?

      He frowned. “Are you all right, Commander?”

      She licked her lips. Definitely latex. “Water?” It was a croak.

      The man’s frown deepened. “I don’t know what I’m thinking.”

      Whoever he was, he slipped along the right side of her bed and poured water from a pitcher into a cup, then helped her take a drink.

      “Thank you.” It was cool but not freezing. She felt much better.

      “You’re welcome.” He nodded back toward the entry to the room she shared with Dietrich. Someone stood in the hatchway. “I believe there’s someone who’d like to talk with you, if you’re up to it.”

      “Who—?”

      But it was obvious who, if Benson was willing to squint: Petty Officer Stiles. She wore the same sort of uniform as the white-haired man, although hers was tailored.

      Benson turned back to him. “Who are you?”

      “Colonel Avis McLeod. You might say I’m Lieutenant Stiles’s boss. For now.”

      Colonel. Lieutenant. Benson tried to wrap her head around that. She waved for more water and drank it when it was offered.

      Nope. It still made no sense at all.

      “Colonel McLeod. Should I know you?”

      “Not if I’ve done my job well. I’m a senior field director from the Group for Strategic Assessment.”

      “GSA.” Her stomach flipped. Things started to fall into place. Benson wore the same uniform. She was a lieutenant. She hadn’t helped repel the Azoren—

      Benson groaned and curled into a ball.

      Gunfire exploded all around her. The boarding party! Their weapons, tearing the cargo crates to pieces! Halliwell! Grier! The Pandora crew!

      Benson’s crew!

      McLeod grabbed her shoulder. “It’s just memories, Commander.”

      She shivered as pellets ripped into her side. They’d almost punched through the armor, and they’d found places that weren’t protected.

      Her neck!

      Fingers traced along the spot that had felt simultaneously hot as the sun and cold as a frozen ocean of ammonia. Her skin was slick in one spot, smooth in others. She felt under the sheets covering her, digging along the side of the gown until more slick spots told her the memories were real.

      McLeod released her. “The resuscitation process can be problematic. Coming out of a death like you suffered, it can leave the victim reliving the memories for a while.”

      Benson had heard that. Dietrich had explained the medical and chemical process. That helped a little. Memories. Just memories.

      But people who died and were resuscitated often were forced into separation. That was one of the reasons the military was often refused the process. Would her career be destroyed so quickly? Destroyed by something she couldn’t even understand?

      “What…?”

      “What happened?” The colonel beamed. “Or do you mean what really happened?”

      She simultaneously hated and appreciated that knowing hint of a chuckle in his voice. “Yes.”

      “I’m afraid we owe you and your crew an apology, but…”

      He considered the hatch. And Stiles. He wanted her in the room, and he wanted Benson to give her approval.

      She clenched her hands into fists beneath the sheets. “Who survived?”

      “Lieutenant Stiles was able to get Commander Dietrich, Chief Parkinson, Sergeant Halliwell, Petty Officer Kohn, and Corporal Grier into cold sleep in time to preserve their viability.”

      “They’re alive?”

      “Your crew is alive. The ones who survived the privateers. I’m…sorry about that. We had been led to believe SAID’s agent would intervene in time to save Republic personnel.”

      “SAID?”

      “It really would be easier if you allowed Lieutenant Stiles to join us.”

      But that was the last thing Benson wanted. She wanted to find Halliwell and curl up beside him in his bed. Would he still be functional? Would he remember her? The boarding weapons had done so much damage, and he’d lost so much blood. There were limits to even the resuscitation technology.

      Or so she had heard.

      Getting answers was only going to happen if the GSA officer approved, and he was clearly linking that to Stiles being brought into the room.

      Benson brought her hands up, examined her fingers. They were intact.

      “Commander?”

      She pressed her fingers against her face. “All right. Bring her in.”

      Stiles’s boots seemed to whisper across the floor. She came to a stop at Benson’s left, lips quivering slightly. “Thank you, Commander.”

      “Don’t you dare thank me, Pet—Lieutenant. My people died because of you!”

      A tear trickled down the young woman’s cheek, and she turned her focus to the wall. “I’m sorry.” That was barely even a whisper.

      McLeod cleared his throat. “Commander, perhaps if I provided an explanation?”

      “That won’t bring back Commander Gaines or Private Lopez or Lieutenant Clark.”

      “Or Commander Martinez. I understand that. But if I frame the matter appropriately, perhaps you’ll appreciate the value of those tragic losses.”

      “I don’t give a damn about Lenny’s death. He was the cause of—”

      “Commander Martinez was following orders, same as you would in his shoes.”

      She glared at the colonel. Would she follow orders to do what Martinez had done? Would she put her crew in harm’s way? Why? “The safety of the crew is paramount.”

      “Commander, in the military, the safety of our nation is paramount. Everything else is secondary. And if you don’t understand that, perhaps you aren’t ready to wear the rank you’ve been given.”

      Benson clamped down hard to keep herself from saying something that could ruin her career. Finally, she sucked in a breath, held it, then blew it out. “Go on.”

      “For the past several years, the Azoren have been building up their military. New ship designs, increased production, entirely new military and intelligence branches. There are well over thirty civilian Azoren ships flying in Moskav space at any one time, raiding worlds and commerce vessels. But lately, they’ve been focusing less on the Moskav front and more on the Gulmar. And on us.”

      “How do we know this, Colonel?”

      “Through a lot of sacrifice. Like the sacrifice of your crew.”

      “My crew wasn’t given the option of sacrifice.”

      “That’s how war works, isn’t it? I truly am sorry about the deaths that couldn’t be undone. Those people have already been identified, and they’ll receive recognition for their bravery.”

      A tear leaked from the corner of Benson’s eye. Did being the victim of murder constitute bravery, or was it just sloppiness? “So, the Pandora was part of your grand effort to provoke the Azoren?”

      “Provoke? Commander Benson, the last thing we want is war, especially with the Azoren. But that can’t be said about them. They’ve had their eye on the core worlds they feel rightly belonged to them since the day they signed the armistice.”

      “More of your sacrificial knowledge?”

      “It is, whether you accept it or not.”

      “I happen to have known some intelligence types, Colonel. Several of the people I went to the Academy with went into intelligence service. Most had a certain…viewpoint.”

      “A bias toward seeing enemies everywhere, even if it meant twisting the data?” McLeod chuckled. “It’s part of the job.”

      “It’s not a good idea to trust someone who trusts no one else.”

      Stiles bowed her head. “That’s why we have different intelligence operations groups, ma’am. Because we can’t trust everyone.”

      The SAID agent. Benson took in the two GSA operatives. “Who ran this?”

      McLeod twisted just enough to take in the open hatch. “Some years back, the SAID…inserted some special operatives into enemy hierarchies. Those agents have continued to feed critical intelligence back to us through various means. They’ve also made it possible for us to insert other operatives into the sprawling bureaucracies, militaries, and even just common citizenry.”

      “So this was an SAID spook mission?”

      “In cooperation with the GSA and Central Command.”

      “Using military assets without telling them?”

      “The alternative would have been to order them in. Such assets couldn’t be allowed to be captured by the Azoren, Commander. The methods they use to extract information…” His eyes went to Stiles. “Everyone breaks eventually.”

      The young woman raised her chin high, as if to challenge him. “Commander Martinez was briefed at Persephone Station that the Pandora would have special equipment installed. He was also told he would be taking on a GSA operative and gear.”

      Benson couldn’t believe Martinez hadn’t shared this information. “You.”

      Stiles nodded. “He thought it was Lopez.”

      “And the equipment? That was for ships to test security in the DMZ?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “And the Rakshasa?”

      Stiles glanced at the colonel, who nodded. “That was the real mission.”

      “The real—?”

      “The SAID operative. He’d been deeply embedded in Azoren operations for a few years, then he’d come back for specialized training before heading into Gulmar space.”

      What was it Rai had said? Penn had come to Chung with the idea to kidnap the Haidakura executive? “Penn was an SAID agent?”

      “An extremely valuable one, with knowledge about Azoren and Gulmar intelligence and military operations.”

      “Then why didn’t he help us against Chung’s people?”

      “Because he had another mission objective we weren’t made privy to.”

      McLeod’s lips twisted into a frown. “We suspected the SAID might try something like that. They have a well-established history of treating military assets poorly. Lieutenant Stiles was the right solution, fortunately.”

      Benson’s jaw dropped. “Solution? Colonel, your operative was the most—”

      He held a finger up. “Lieutenant Stiles avoided confrontation to reduce the odds of a complete slaughter. That’s exactly what Agent Penn was angling for. Of you and the privateers. Because in the end, all he cared about was creating a scenario where the Azoren and Gulmar moved closer to war.”

      “That Azoren destroyer?”

      “The Hammer of Heaven. Destroyed. It had some political significance to the Azoren higher command and to the fleet assigned to monitor Gulmar space.”

      “And we were the distraction?”

      “The bait.”

      Benson pressed her hands against her face. “I feel so stupid.”

      Stiles patted the commander’s shoulder. “The intelligence world is like that.”

      “I’d been hoping Dev would be the one to help us. He seemed so different.”

      “He did.” The young lieutenant’s eyes rose to the colonel’s. “You’ll see in my report that he wasn’t really a part of Chung’s crew.”

      “I think they—” Benson shrugged. “—tolerated each other. Common goals?”

      McLeod’s face twisted. “Gulmar criminal organizations are hard to fathom. Most of them are fairly particular about who can join, and the loyalty expectations are just as great as any military’s.”

      Benson felt strong enough to take the water cup herself. She emptied it in one gulp. “Was it worth it? Did you get your war?”

      The two GSA officers couldn’t meet her gaze.

      It was McLeod who finally spoke. “We didn’t want war, Commander.”

      Stiles’s head came back up. “But it will come. Eventually.”

      We’re not ready for war, and now my career is over. Benson craned her neck until she could see Dietrich more clearly. The doctor was still unconscious, but there was a sad, hollow look about him. “So what happens now? Discharges?”

      McLeod smirked. “That policy doesn’t apply at this point, Commander.”

      Benson wasn’t so sure she felt relieved, at least not like she’d expected. “So, we take the Pandora back to port for re-staffing?”

      “I’m afraid not.”

      “Then—?”

      The white-haired man pulled a device from inside his uniform jacket. “You’ll have the opportunity to discover your new assignment in approximately one hour.” He set the device next to her. It was black, slick, and about the size of the old playing cards some folks still used to pass the time.

      “A command tablet?”

      “You’ll need it, I’m afraid. We’re dramatically short of qualified officers.”

      “Thanks for the compliment.”

      After squinting for a second, McLeod groaned. “I’m sorry. That came out backhanded, didn’t it?”

      “All’s forgiven.” She picked up the tablet, which scanned her face and eyes.

      “The rest of your crew should start coming around soon. Have them suit up. You should bring your Marine non-comm with you.”

      Halliwell! “Where—?”

      “One room over. He’s in with the other Marine.”

      The other Marine. Corporal Grier. “And this appointment?”

      “Follow the directions from your tablet.”

      The tablet opened, presenting her with options while it downloaded her data from the Pandora: update her status, check on crew, examine her schedule.

      It was all a bit much. Command tablets were reserved for ship captains. Ship captains of real ships, with crews. It was overkill for something the size of the Pandora.

      Had she misjudged Stiles so completely?

      McLeod raised an eyebrow. “I’ll see you in an hour.”

      Stiles turned, but before she could go, Benson reached out. “Lieutenant?”

      The younger woman flinched, as if ready for rebuke. “Yes, Commander?”

      Benson took the younger woman’s hand and squeezed. “I’m sorry.”

      The lieutenant relaxed, and her delicate fingers squeezed back. “Thank you, ma’am. But you might want to wait before you say that.”

      She followed her boss out of the room, and Benson threw the covers back on her bed. “Threw” might have been a bit extreme. After cold sleep and resuscitation, she was still weak. There was a fresh uniform waiting for her on a nearby chair. She hobbled toward that, then leaned against it when dizziness left her shaking. Uniform pressed to her chest, she shuffled into the bathroom. The shower couldn’t possibly produce hot enough water, but it reddened her skin and seemed to revive her.

      After an eternity, she got the outfit and boots on, then headed for the adjoining room.

      But her excitement at seeing Halliwell again was dampened.

      What had Stiles meant by turning aside the offered apology? Was there something she hadn’t shared, something that Benson should still hold against the GSA agent? Or was the situation they faced so dire that it might have been better to be dead?

      When Benson saw Halliwell’s eyes, she set aside her worries.

      But she knew they would come back soon enough.
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      Lights seemed to dim in the passageway as Benson compared the map on the tablet to where she actually stood. Paint peeled from the walls, one of the hatches she’d passed had been frozen half-closed, the deck was uneven, and the metallic ribbing was often visible through chipped sections of tile.

      Halliwell glanced over her shoulder at the map. He’d sneaked some cologne from somewhere that came close to his normal scent, which was distracting. “I think we’re a deck below where we need to be.”

      “The deck above is shut down. All the decks above are shut down.”

      “This one should be shut down, too. The way that deck above is buckled…”

      She turned at the sudden buzz of a live electrical current. “It should.”

      He took the tablet from her, fiddled with it, then handed it back. “We’re a deck above where we need to be.”

      They were, and they had five minutes to get to their meeting. Benson stomped back toward the last accessible stairwell, the pounding of her boots echoing into the corridor until Halliwell shuffled forward at a quicker clip and waved for her to follow. It would have been nice to show up late and point out that the station’s mapping software was so out of date that it showed up reversed on the tablet, but it would be even better to show up on time.

      The sound of their breathing coiled around the stairwell tube—labored, shallow.

      She was lightheaded, her sense of depth off, and everything felt cold.

      Resuscitation was a scientific miracle, but it came at a cost, especially when the death was particularly brutal. Hers hadn’t been so bad: bleeding out, no serious internal injuries beyond cracked ribs. But Halliwell had been touch-and-go for the surgical team. He’d suffered two wounds that could have been fatal on their own. His collapse could have come from either one, but both had left him with significant tissue damage that would be weeks regenerating fully, even with the advanced medications in his system.

      But they were alive. It was more than Benson had expected when she’d fallen.

      Was it more than they deserved?

      At least no one was talking about a court-martial. Not yet.

      When they came out of the tube, Halliwell pointed the way they needed to take. This level was in better condition—not even a scuff mark in sight. And it was warmer.

      He checked his communicator. “One minute, five seconds. Could these guys possibly get one thing right?”

      She traced the chevrons on his sleeve. “You look good as a staff sergeant.”

      “Sure. And you look great with those commander epaulets, but they’re the wrong ranks.”

      “I’ll talk to Colonel McLeod. He’ll get it fixed.”

      “See if you can get us the pay, at least. Everything they owe me…”

      How likely was it they were going to allow Halliwell to proceed with his separation request given everything that had happened in the last handful of weeks? Benson didn’t hold out much hope, and a selfish part of her hoped he’d change his mind and stay with her—with the Pandora—until everything was sorted out. That seemed to be the expectation, otherwise he wouldn’t have been invited to whatever the meeting was.

      They found the conference room with seconds to spare and plopped into seats closest to the hatch while the others stared. There were only five: Colonel McLeod, Lieutenant Stiles, a dark-skinned man in urban camouflage that showed no rank, a female Marine major, and an older man dressed in a long-out-of-fashion suit.

      McLeod relaxed when he saw Benson. The hatch slid shut, and he cleared his throat. “Thank you all for taking the time out of your busy schedules for this meeting. There’s a lot to do, so I’ll keep it brief.”

      The older civilian in the out-of-fashion outfit bowed his head. He seemed relatively fit, yet the bronze flesh of his face had started to sag into jowls. “One second, Colonel.”

      “Go ahead, Jared.”

      “I’d rather we not just speed through this. I have questions.”

      “And we’ll address them.”

      Jared glared at the man in the urban camouflage uniform. “To begin with, the idea that the SAID has any authority here at—”

      “Mr. Klees.” Without the slightest move, the man in the urban camouflage uniform had cut the older man off.

      Benson had no idea what SAID was doing on the station, especially a station as far out on the edge as Tamos. Her initial reaction was the same as this Jared Klees person’s—the intelligence organization had no business on a military installation, especially not one run by civilians and reserve units.

      But after all she’d seen in the DMZ, Benson knew better than to believe SAID didn’t belong anywhere.

      This mess the Kedraalian Republic was in had the SAID’s fingerprints all over it.

      Would Halliwell accept that, though?

      His jaw was clenched, and his eyes were locked on the dark-skinned man.

      The SAID agent leaned forward slowly. “We operate under a very different model than what you’re used to, Mr. Klees. As Colonel McLeod can tell you, the particulars of my license are for me to decide at present.”

      Klees’s jowls shook. “Agent Patel, the structure of command doesn’t dissolve simply because you say so.”

      “I’m afraid it does. And if you’re uncomfortable with such a structure—”

      “Uncomfortable? You’re undermining established authority—”

      “—then you’re free to designate someone to fulfill your obligations—”

      “—to further your illicit scheming—”

      Patel slammed a hand down on the table. “That is enough, Mr. Klees.”

      The older man rocked back in his seat, clearly unprepared for such a response. “I’ve been in charge of Tamos Shipyards for forty-two years!”

      “If you wish to reach your forty-third year, do yourself a favor and be quiet. Or designate someone else to perform your duties. Your choice.”

      The old man seemed to be seriously considering leaving.

      Rather than let things calm down, the SAID agent leaned forward. “Which will it be, Mr. Klees?”

      Klees curled his hands in front of him. “Go on.” It came out ice cold.

      Did the old man have something on Patel? On SAID?

      Patel didn’t seem concerned. He nodded at McLeod, who seemed to need a second to center himself.

      Stiles’s eyes darted from her own clasped hands to the colonel’s closed eyes.

      GSA. SAID. The civilian folks running the shipyard. The Marine reservists.

      How were they all going to fit in with whatever the colonel had in mind?

      McLeod opened his eyes. “Several days ago, the Pandora contacted the Clarion, which passed the ship along to Tamos control. You’ve all been briefed about what transpired, and I’m sure you’ve heard about some of the incidents that are being reported from ships monitoring the DMZ.”

      Major Fero held up one of her pudgy, shiny hands. “Colonel, just how close is the situation between the Azoren and Gulmar to escalating into a hot war?”

      “We probably won’t know until it happens.”

      That drew a dissatisfied grunt from the old woman.

      McLeod put a smile on display—chipper, unflappable. “What you probably haven’t heard is that shortly before the Pandora arrived, the Clarion lost contact with a sensitive listening post inside Azoren space.”

      Klees’s bright eyes flew wide. “A Kedraalian post? Inside enemy space?”

      “Yes.”

      “Are we trying to provoke war, Colonel?”

      “Quite the opposite, I can assure you. But avoiding war requires that we project strength, and since we aren’t going to see budgeting for the military to expand, projecting strength means intelligent allocation of resources.”

      While the colonel spoke, the SAID agent glared at the civilian leader.

      Benson caught the disgust and disbelief in Halliwell’s eyes. She had some explaining to do for dragging him into this.

      Patel tapped the table with a finger. “Mr. Klees, this listening post was inserted with the greatest care. And thanks to its position on a moon that also has a very small military installation, it provides intelligence we could not possibly gain otherwise, intelligence on Azoren and Gulmar operations, planning, and even their own intelligence.”

      The old civilian shrugged. “Some intelligence isn’t worth the cost.”

      “It is worth any cost! We’ve struggled for years to operate out of sight, to—”

      “Yes, yes. I know about your little war in shadow, but it’s about to be exposed to the light, Agent Patel, and we’re all going to pay the price.”

      Little war in shadow.

      From what Benson had seen, the effort would hardly qualify as “little.”

      McLeod flashed polished teeth. “Perhaps if I continued?”

      Patel leaned back in his seat, cool and distant again.

      “At first, we hoped the listening post might have suffered a mechanical failure and would return to service. The moon they’re on has significant atmospheric anomalies, and they’ve gone silent for days at a time.”

      Benson leaned in; she could hear the big “but” in the colonel’s voice.

      “Four hours ago, the Clarion received another message from the listening post. Most of it was garbage—corrupted. But analysts were able to pull out one vital piece that survived: an SOS.”

      The Marine major’s brow wrinkled. “How many people are assigned, Colonel?”

      “Twenty-one.”

      It was a strange number, but the intelligence groups all had their own operational requirements. Was it enough to justify expending resources and risking war?

      Klees sighed. “It’s unfortunate to lose even a single life, of course—”

      Patel drummed his fingers on the tabletop. “Don’t even begin, Mr. Klees.”

      “Begin? I was simply going to point out that twenty-one lives—”

      “Mean more to us than this entire shipyard.” Patel jabbed a finger at the old man. “But it’s not the lives we’re concerned with. It’s the intelligence. It’s the risk of the Azoren knowing what we know.”

      The intent behind the discussion seemed to finally sink in for Fero, whose jaw dropped. “You’re planning to enter Azoren space?”

      “There is no alternative.”

      “I don’t mean to sound heartless, Agent Patel, but don’t these facilities have explosives to destroy their gear?”

      “And their personnel. They wouldn’t have sent an SOS if they’d succeeded.”

      Silence settled over the room.

      Major Fero winced. “I’m really sorry, Agent Patel, but I just can’t see how you’re going to get the resources you need to pull off some sort of rescue. Central Command hasn’t responded to any request from Tamos, no matter the urgency, not since the last major cutbacks, what, fifteen years ago?”

      McLeod cleared his throat. “We have a few ships already in the area that will join us, but you’re correct, Major: We don’t have sufficient resources for an operation like this.”

      “Which I’m assuming means we turn to diplomatic measures immediately.”

      “That won’t be possible.”

      “Then…?”

      “We turn to the only reasonable alternative.”

      Klees buried his face in his hands. “Dear God. That’s why you asked for the inventory report.”

      “Yes. And it’s why I’m going to ask you to cancel all time off and to increase hours for your staff for the next five days, until we can get the Marie Belle, the Pulsar, and some select support pieces operational again.”

      “Five days? We couldn’t do what you’re talking about in five months! Just getting approval from Central Command logistics would take six months. And—”

      The colonel’s smile didn’t budge. “Mr. Klees, we have five days. We have sufficient personnel to re-install engines, upgrade systems, and launch the ships into orbit.”

      Klees gasped. “That’s impossible! Don’t you think I would know—”

      “I’ve run the numbers. Reallocating every asset to this process, doubling shifts, canceling vacations—”

      “Every single one of the things you’re asking for requires approval from at least one level higher in the command structure.”

      “Not with the powers Agent Patel is invoking. He’s authorized everything we’re talking about right here. You’ll have formal documentation filed by the end of the day.”

      The administrator seemed ready to protest more but couldn’t seem to get words out.

      Major Fero patted Klees’s hand. “Colonel, meaning no offense, but even if you get those ships running again, you won’t have the crew to staff them.”

      McLeod and Patel exchanged a glance.

      It was the SAID agent who spoke next. “Nearly four hundred personnel working on Mr. Klees’s staff are former Kedraalian Navy personnel. They will be reactivated for the duration of this operation.”

      Klees made a couple sounds. Fine threads of spittle dropped from his mouth. “The authority—”

      “All covered by the Wartime Emergency Measures Act, Mr. Klees.”

      “Not…” The old man gulped for air. “We’re not at war.”

      “If we don’t act now, we will be.”

      The old administrator pushed away from the table. “I…”

      He got to his feet uncertainly and stumbled around the table, back stiffening when he reached the hatch. Instead of making some sort of fiery speech, he staggered into the passageway.

      The Marine major got to her feet. “I’ll make sure he’s okay.”

      McLeod waited until she was at the hatch, then stood as well. “Major?”

      She turned. “Yes?”

      “Your Marines will be part of this as well.”

      “I…understand.” She didn’t seem much better before the hatch hid her from view.

      Patel turned his dark eyes on Benson at that point. “As you can see, Commander, there will be a serious shortage of competent officers to run this operation. As a result, you will be appointed the head of the task force.”

      Throughout the meeting, Benson had felt outside the effect of the crushing sense of madness. She’d never seen such an impossible presumption, the assertion of so much authority on such flimsy rationale and reasoning. While Klees came across as ridiculously out of touch and precious, his disbelief at the unilateral assumption of control was understandable.

      The Wartime Emergency Measures Act? Authority for that only came down to actual emergency measures during an actual war. What Patel was describing was a crisis, an embarrassment and…not much else. Not yet.

      And now he was foisting his insane plan onto her? Command of the task force that would consist of…what? The Pandora? Whatever ships they had called in?

      What were the odds of getting even one of the mothballed ships running?

      The SAID agent didn’t wait for her to reply, instead turning to McLeod. “We’ll talk again over breakfast, Colonel.”

      Then the man strutted to the hatch, as if he thought he were in an honor guard parading before all the citizens of Kedraal.

      When the hatch closed, McLeod wagged a finger. “Don’t say it, Commander.”

      “Say what?” She stared at the hatch, still unable to believe what had just happened. “You’re enabling a despotic lunatic—”

      “Agent Patel is operating within the boundaries of his license.”

      “Colonel, you can’t invoke the Wartime Emergency Measures Act without two things: a war and an emergency.”

      McLeod licked his lips. “Lieutenant Stiles?”

      The young woman had spent the meeting staring straight ahead, similar to how she had behaved when the privateers had been ready to slaughter the Pandora crew or when Gabriel had been ready to…

      Abruptly, Stiles blinked. She looked around. “Agent Patel can invoke the act, Commander.”

      Heat flashed through Benson’s cheeks. “I know the act, Lieutenant.”

      “Then you know that there are provisions for crisis aversion.”

      “Yes. For weather and other catastrophic events that we clearly see—”

      “There are elements in Parliament who argue that the provisions extend beyond those limited interpretations.”

      “Radical elements, yes. Definitely. No one sane, though.”

      McLeod patted Stiles on the shoulder, as if she were a pet he had great pride in. “Elements with a great deal of support, Commander. They’re the elements that will argue that war between the Azoren and the Union is spinning up, that it’s inevitable.”

      Benson couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “It is inevitable. You told us that was the intent of the SAID operation that got us killed!”

      “Yes, but when it happens, the Republic must be in position to capitalize. That means striking the Azoren where they’re most vulnerable, and that’s information this listening post has. It’s information we must recover or, if necessary, destroy.”

      “Colonel, we don’t even know what happened to that station. It might already be in Azoren hands.”

      “Then we’ll have to retake it, Commander.”

      “This is suicide. It’s murder. You’re going to assign hundreds of people who probably haven’t been aboard a ship in a decade to vessels you’re pulling out of mothball, and you’re asking them to go into Azoren space?”

      “We’ll sneak in using the Pandora’s sensor-avoidance systems.”

      “That didn’t stop the Hammer of Heaven from spotting us.”

      “Its full capabilities weren’t used. It can get us through the DMZ.”

      It was too much for Halliwell. “You’re sending all these people to their deaths, Colonel.”

      McLeod sat on the table, still smiling. “Fewer will die with a competent commander at the helm. A commander who has experience commanding a ship in a combat situation.”

      Benson looked at her epaulet. “This rank…?”

      “Official notification of your promotion had been on hold until the Pandora situation was resolved. We had to keep you aboard.”

      How? It was all she could think to herself: How?

      How far back had all of this been planned?

      How could such deception and manipulation be acceptable?

      The colonel twisted around. “Lieutenant Stiles, I have a feeling I’ll need to chat with Mr. Klees. If you could answer any other questions Commander Benson might have, I’d appreciate it.”

      He exited then, leaving the three Pandora crewmembers alone.

      Halliwell groaned. He looked ready to put a fist through the table. “They’re breaking the law. This sort of secret war isn’t legal!”

      Benson grabbed his forearm. “Lieutenant, can this Colonel McLeod be trusted?”

      Stiles seemed to look far away for a moment. “He’s a very senior GSA officer.”

      “That’s not a resounding endorsement.”

      “I understand. But he’s going to run this mission. That’s his assignment.”

      “Run? He’s been trained to command?”

      “He’ll be delegating, ma’am, but he has to be there. Commander, you have a choice to make. You can trust us or not. This war, however it shapes up, it was coming with or without the GSA. All we’ve been trying to do is make the outcome as good as it can be.”

      Benson swallowed. “All right. If you don’t mind, Sergeant Halliwell—Staff Sergeant Halliwell?”

      Stiles smiled. “His promotion was also delayed.”

      At least there was that. “We’d like to discuss what comes next.”

      “You can reach me at any time using your tablet, ma’am.”

      The lieutenant exited without another word, her brisk steps silenced by the hatch closing.

      Halliwell snorted. “Unbelievable.”

      “I was going to ask you if you thought Brianna could be trusted, but now…”

      He took the hand Benson had grabbed him with and kissed it. “I thought we were dead. Then I thought we were court-martialed. Now?”

      “I know.”

      A part of her felt invulnerable. She’d survived pirates and an Azoren boarding party. But another part of her realized she had done no such thing. She’d barely avoided rape and death thanks to the manipulations of rogue intelligence agencies.

      And now she was being given the choice: Do as they asked, or war would come. It was a horrible choice that left her feeling like a traitor either way.

      Except she wasn’t so sure that war wasn’t coming no matter what.
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      There weren’t enough lights in the Azoren Federation Outpost basement garage. There never had been and never would be, and as a result, everything took on a ghostly half-life. Cold seeped through the rough concrete floor so intensely that O’Bannon was shivering before he had the outer thermal cover on over his uniform. Neither the outer nor the inner thermals were the sleek, black microfiber material used by the Black Lightning Commandos. No, the soldiers who had actually fought on the Moskav front had bulky, ancient thermals that would slow them down and make them clumsy. Like the lights, it was a cost-cutting decision made by people in uniform, people in headquarters with no experience in battle.

      Lieutenant Franke came around the back of the Night Leopard AAV—armored assault vehicle—smacking its dark gray skin appreciatively. “We are ready to inspect this crater if you still wish, Major.” His voice seemed to be drawn away to the corners of the open room, where it faded rather than died.

      “Are we, then, Lieutenant?” O’Bannon tugged his boots on.

      “Suited up, I mean, sir.”

      O’Bannon let his boots catch the weak, flickering light. The reflection shimmered like a spirit. “That is half the battle, isn’t it.”

      The lieutenant bowed his head and rubbed the top of one of his boots against the back of his outer thermal layer. “Would you like to drive this time?”

      “It is time for Andressen to show he’s ready for his corporal stripes.”

      “I would think so.”

      “Has he ever been out to the crater?”

      “No, Major.”

      “Hm.”

      O’Bannon walked around the blocky vehicle, checking the bug-like telescoping light fixtures and the dense tires that didn’t even rest on the rough-textured concrete thanks to hard, pointy spikes. The garage lacked the polish and finish that had once been a Federation hallmark. But after so many years of war and so much obsession with conquest, they were running out of money.

      Their former fascination with quality and design was dead. One had to look no further than the vehicle to see that.

      Protective plating had been removed before shipment to Jotun, leaving it with the bare minimum of armor to even qualify as an AAV. It was five meters long and three wide, rising from a low forward cabin to a boxy section where passengers sat. At the very rear were cargo compartments. The Night Leopard wasn’t the ideal vehicle for conditions like those on Jotun, but it sufficed with the adaptations his team had made.

      Private Andressen stood at the front of the vehicle, skin as pale as a corpse in the wavering light. “The engine was checked earlier, Major.”

      “Good. The weather like it is, you don’t want this breaking down halfway out, do you?”

      “No, Major.” The private flashed a confident, gap-toothed smile.

      “Let’s see if those broken hands of yours can manage the steering, then.”

      When O’Bannon opened the passenger-side door, something clattered at the back. He turned in time to see Private Lyonne drop to his belly. The beefy youngster whistled at something beneath the Night Leopard.

      O’Bannon strolled to the back, wary of the open hatch. “Problems, Private?”

      The lights turned Lyonne’s olive skin a sickly yellow. “Nothing of concern, Major O’Bannon.”

      A metallic, canine snout poked out from beneath the vehicle. Its cold, silvery eyes seemed to blink.

      “Your robot appears frightened.”

      Lyonne twisted around quickly enough to grab the metal creature’s neck. “That’s enough, now, Jurgen.”

      Claws scraped across the concrete as the robot-dog was dragged out. Its shell had once been a shiny, stainless steel with black-armored joints. Now there was no armor and the metal was dull and dented.

      A second robot-dog stuck its head out of the back hatch. It wasn’t in any better shape.

      Lyonne snapped his fingers. “Into your compartment, Engel. Now.”

      The second robot disappeared inside the storage compartment.

      The muscular private patted Jurgen’s head. “The major watches you. Would you look like a coward to him?”

      Jurgen’s shoulders slumped.

      “Inside your compartment, then.”

      The robot jumped into the hatch space, circled around to nuzzle with the private, then disappeared inside.

      O’Bannon smiled. “You have trained them marvelously.”

      “They are overdue for upgrades and repairs, Major. I am sorry you saw that. Jurgen has been suffering outages with his behavior module. I could probably repair it with some extra time.”

      “Those models are long past retirement. Get what more you can from them. They’ve already served the Federation exceptionally.”

      Andressen sat at attention, hands on the steering wheel, until O’Bannon was buckled into his seat. When the major nodded, the private started the motor. It gurgled and shook, an old combustion system that was still reliable enough for serious work.

      If it was taken care of.

      Andressen did what he could with the limited parts and tools, but the vehicle was old, and the conditions were brutal.

      They rumbled forward, spikes popping and scratching on the concrete as they turned onto the ramp that eventually took them out of the garage and onto the Jotun landscape.

      Lights flared to life, dazzling white beneath blackened hoods that looked like heavy eyebrows. Once they were clear of the compound and picked up speed, the stalks holding the lights extended out a bit, and the beams brightened until they were like little moons themselves. With the lights at different heights and depth, targeting the vehicle off nothing but the glow wasn’t a sure hit.

      O’Bannon pointed to the rocky surface ahead of them—silver-bright in the lights’ glow. “Watch for areas where the ice has grown deep, especially where the stones are already worn smooth.”

      “Yes, Major.”

      “And watch for sudden shifts in elevation, places where drainage has gouged out a channel. It will be particularly hard maneuvering.”

      “Yes, Major.”

      “Never outrun the lights. The darkness hides dips and jagged rocks that could damage the tires or the suspension if we hit them hard enough.”

      “Yes, Major.”

      “And I am stating the obvious to a young man qualified to drive the Night Leopard, am I not?”

      The private flashed a sheepish, gap-toothed grin. “Yes, Major.”

      “Your hands, Private—they trouble you in this cold?”

      “The heat from the vents is sufficient, sir.”

      It wasn’t, of course. O’Bannon’s old bones had suffered breaks, and his joints had known their share of sprains and tears. With the anemic gasp of heat coming from the cracked venting, everything ached, and no thermals—old or new—would change that.

      But they would be done with this errand soon enough. It was a few hours round-trip to the crater. Surely he could handle that. His men deserved proof he deserved their support.

      He leaned back and allowed the young man to find his own comfort driving.

      Something flashed in the vehicle lights, and Andressen gasped as he whipped the steering wheel hard to avoid whatever had been there.

      The vehicle skidded and started to slide sideways, then threatened to tip.

      O’Bannon grabbed the wheel. “Brake, Niels! Foot off the brake!”

      “Yes! Sorry!”

      They continued to skid, the rocks and low hills flashing by, but the slide became a bit more manageable. The young man twisted the wheel as the major guided, and the skidding overtook the sliding. They were on all six tires now, slowing.

      Then they slammed into something with a terrible groaning sound and a worse jolt. The engine went quiet. One of the lights died, and the other dimmed.

      O’Bannon’s door had crumpled inward and was now pressing against his knee. There was a bruise forming beneath his thermals and uniform and an ache that wasn’t likely to go away, even with time in front of a heater and a whiskey-laced mug of hot cocoa.

      But they were alive.

      He twisted around; the light in the passenger space flickered. “Lieutenant? Full report!”

      Voices called back and forth. A belt rattled, and someone rushed to the back of the vehicle.

      Lyonne checking on the robots, O’Bannon realized.

      Franke sighed. “Everyone is fine, Major.”

      O’Bannon relaxed. The Night Leopard be damned, the Federation be damned. At least his soldiers were unharmed. He turned to Andressen, who was deathly pale in the sickly light coming from the dashboard display. His eyes were like saucers, and his lips quivered.

      “Private Andressen?”

      The young man turned, blinking rapidly. “Yes, Major O’Bannon?”

      “You are now qualified.”

      “Yes, Major.”

      “Back us up so that we can inspect the damage.”

      The motor had a curious new squeal to it, and O’Bannon’s door rattled and groaned as they pulled clear of whatever they’d smashed into, but they did move. Andressen sighed as he braked about three meters away from the impact site, which turned out to be a huge, black slab jutting out of a fine bed of pebbles.

      O’Bannon pulled his rebreather mask down, secured his hat, then wrapped a scarf over the back of his head and neck. He pushed the damaged door open with a hard shoulder thrust.

      His boots struggled to find a grip on the icy rock until he extended the built-in ice crampons. Frozen rain came at him almost parallel to the black, rocky ground. It was a constant pap-pap-pap on the vehicle’s skin.

      Franke had the rest of the team out before the major could complete a circuit around the vehicle. “Major, leave the work to us.”

      O’Bannon shrugged. “It is only a functional check. The tires, fuel—”

      “We can do this, sir.”

      “I’ve done it many times before.” O’Bannon shivered. It really was work for younger men, but leadership required sacrifice. “No injuries?”

      “None but yours. You limp.”

      “I do?” O’Bannon took a step. He was favoring the leg.

      “Is it a problem, sir?”

      “Nothing but old age.”

      “I will take the wheel, Major.”

      “Nonsense. Something came out of the darkness. Private Andressen avoided hitting it.”

      Franke spun around. “Something?”

      “Ask the young man. This old one barely noticed the movement.”

      “Should we search for it?”

      O’Bannon shivered again, but this time it had nothing to do with the cold. “No, Lieutenant, we should not. This moon has no indigenous life on it. Whatever it was, it was not natural.”

      The lieutenant shouted for Lyonne. “Get up on the gun and keep that spotlight running a three-sixty.”

      Lyonne scrambled back into the vehicle, then popped open the top hatch. A few seconds later, a blinding disc of light began a slow rotation over their heads, matching the movement of the heavy machine gun mounted on the turret.

      O’Bannon waved to where they’d impacted the jutting rock. “We lost a light on impact.”

      Franke waved another of his men forward. “Search for the headlight over there.”

      “It was quite capable driving from Private Andressen.”

      The lieutenant scoffed. “The major knows driving better than his lieutenant does.”

      “I do, and I’m telling you he did well.”

      “A terrible night for anyone to drive.”

      “Why else would our Black Lightning commander ask us to check the crater?”

      “He is an ass.”

      “They are all asses. Now, have your men set up a perimeter while Andressen gives the engine a look.”

      The young private already had the hood up and a maintenance lamp hanging down into the engine compartment. He stopped every now and then to scrape ice from the lamp hood.

      O’Bannon turned around slowly, careful to not push his knee. “Do you feel that?”

      Franke grunted. “Like something watches from the dark?”

      “Hidden in the black hills, beneath rocks, perhaps. Private Lyonne, do you see anything in your floodlight?

      Lyonne cupped hands around his mouth. “Nothing, Major! Nothing but black rock!”

      O’Bannon wrapped his arms around his chest. “Keep your men in close.”

      The lieutenant nodded.

      “And keep them focused on the task. We must be ready.”

      “For what, Major?”

      “Anything.”

      Franke chuckled. “Do you think the captain is sleeping now?”

      “Comfortable in his blanket, dreaming of his state-mother.”

      “It’s the firing squad for anyone who talks in such a way about the glory of the Black Lightning Commandos, Major.”

      “In their heated rooms, with their lightweight thermals and watertight ponchos. Only the best for the best. Those who have never had to actually fight to prove themselves must be coddled by high command.”

      Franke sniffled. “Perhaps I could have been in an elite unit if my great-great-grandfather had been more discreet.”

      “You do not choose your love, Lieutenant.”

      “Marrying who he did?”

      “She had his heart.”

      And O’Bannon had seen videos and pictures of the woman. She had been stunning. Even Mia had said as much and without jealousy. How was someone who had been an upstanding member of the party in the years before the War for Independence supposed to know their in-laws would one day join the Khanate? And why should it have mattered? Franke was an excellent officer, and he was loyal.

      But the ideology of purity had become something far worse than conceived in those years.

      The lieutenant’s voice dropped to barely more than a mumble. “It is right to hold his actions against him. I accept that. But it feels unfair to judge someone on the actions of others.”

      “It is how things are.”

      “I understand. Have you ever wondered if maybe the Kedraalians aren’t better for not being so obsessed with such ideas?”

      O’Bannon laughed. “There are no angels in the galaxy, Lieutenant. There are only humans with devils inside them. The difference is whether they choose to embrace or suffocate those darker parts of themselves. For us, the devils demand expansion and the theft of resources to fuel our quest for more resources, the snake eating its tail.”

      “But we need the resources!”

      “What of the resources we expend in this struggle? Is it not a fool’s endeavor and a hollow claim that we must take to have?”

      The lieutenant studied the revolving spotlight for a moment. “You do not believe in this war?”

      “We have been foot soldiers for a cause that isn’t really ours.”

      “Then we should quit?”

      “What choice do we have? We are outsiders now, but there is no leaving the Federation, and there is no changing it.”

      Franke took his helmet off and knocked it against his thigh until ice broke free and fell away. “What do we do, then?”

      “What we can, Jan. Protect and further your way of life. It’s that or risk death fleeing to someplace else.”

      “Do you believe that, Major?”

      “Some would say it is all that keeps many in place.”

      The lieutenant stepped back as a short, plump soldier came forward holding a twisted rod. “This is the light, Private Gerard?”

      “It can be repaired, I think.” The private was, like Andressen, someone capable with his mind, someone who found a way to keep things running when they shouldn’t have been able to.

      O’Bannon took the rod. It looked ruined. “Set it in the back, with the dogs.”

      “Yes, Major.”

      As Gerard walked away, the light inside the engine compartment went out, and a second later, the lid slammed shut.

      The major shivered. “If that engine starts, perhaps the time to get Andressen his new stripes is today.”

      And in fact, the engine did start. The squeal was still there, but not so bad.

      O’Bannon’s door groaned as he pulled it shut. He was careful to avoid banging his tender knee with the warped metal. He sat back, wondering how long his body could endure such treatment, then buckled back in.

      Andressen’s head was bowed. “I will work until everything is repaired, Major.”

      “That isn’t necessary, Private Andressen. But we will need to be more cautious with only the one headlamp, won’t we?”

      “We still head to the crater, sir?”

      “We do. Carefully.”

      It took several minutes longer than it would have, but aside from a new set of rattles and banging, the Leopard sounded almost normal.

      As Lyonne readied the robot-dogs for the search of the crater, Lieutenant Franke had the rest of the team set up a perimeter. O’Bannon waved his junior officer to the side of the giant hole in the ground.

      Franke rubbed his arms as he stared into the black depths. “The cold is worse here.”

      O’Bannon ran a flashlight over the wall below. “It is.”

      “Can the dogs handle these walls?”

      “As well as we can. Probably better. The angle isn’t so bad up here. The problem is the ice and the slick rock.”

      “The report said that there is a lake of black glass on the bottom.”

      “Not much better on the sides, either. Not down below. You see?”

      “What is it that was so big as to cause this? A meteorite?”

      O’Bannon put the flashlight away and pulled out binoculars. He set them to his rebreather mask and scanned the eastern horizon, then handed the device to Franke. “I have marked it. To the east.”

      The young man scanned for a bit, then stopped. “Those are the ruins?”

      “That’s what the archaeologists say.”

      “They look flattened. Everything is black.”

      “Charred. It was an old settlement.”

      The lieutenant handed the binoculars back. “These archaeologists, they have a theory about what happened?”

      “The ones who lived?”

      “Some died?”

      “All who stayed within for any period.”

      “Hmph.” The younger man twisted. “What theory did the survivors have?”

      “A weapon.”

      “So, you have seen the files then? We have more knowledge than we admit?”

      “They do. And they believe that was the target of a strike. Or an accident. Or maybe it was the place being protected when they used the weapon that caused this great pit.”

      “What sort of weapon could do this?”

      “Something orbital. Something advanced. Whatever it was, perhaps it is what caused this moon to become such a barren waste.”

      “Madness. And no one knows for sure?”

      “There is no knowing, not with something so old. But there is theory.”

      The younger man’s eyes twinkled with curiosity. “About who these people were?”

      “Yes. You have heard it yourself: Some of the planets we claim have ruins, maybe like this. Others throughout Gulmar and maybe Moskav space have the same.”

      “Older species?”

      “Or just one. More advanced, certainly. But they settled here long ago.”

      Franke harrumphed. “This does not match the teachings.”

      “Only a blind few believe we were the first and the greatest, but those are dangerous enough. So nothing is spoken about these findings.”

      “We could learn from them?”

      “Possibly.”

      “This weapon—what would justify destroying a place that could support life?”

      “Hatred of other life, Lieutenant. A lesson we already know, do we not?”

      “But they must have left more in their ruins.”

      “Who knows what they left behind. Who knows what happened to them. And maybe that is the lesson. Anyway, the military position has always been not to wake the dead. I happen to agree.”

      A clatter brought them back around. The robots were coming toward them, Lyonne between them, eyes locked onto a glowing, hand-sized piece of plastic. “Major!”

      The dogs stopped at the edge of the crater and looked down. Ice already covered them.

      O’Bannon took the piece of plastic from the private. The world as seen through the robot-dogs’ eyes filled the display. “Good. Send them down, please.”

      Lyonne squatted beside the robots and snapped ice from their backs. “You two be careful. You saw the image of what we’re looking for. Antennas, devices of any sort. Something that could indicate someone transmitted from down there. Okay?”

      The dogs rubbed against him.

      “Go on!”

      They jumped down about four meters, their metal paws scraping and scratching. On the display, it was all smooth rock—here a ledge, there a flat area where something had cracked and collapsed, and over there a pit that could lead to something breaking. The robots’ programming handled it all flawlessly.

      After a few minutes, the dogs were close to the bottom. Their mix of thermal, ultraviolet, and LIDAR signals produced an interesting map of the way down. The glass-like bottom—smooth as a still lake in one area—almost seemed like an optical illusion.

      The major snorted. “A distinct lack of equipment for transmission, I fear.” He handed the display back to the private.

      Franke nodded to the east. “What of the ruins?”

      “Possibly. There is a winding path, a wide fissure that connects the crater and the ruins. We could—”

      Lyonne gasped. “Major!”

      “Yes?”

      “It is Jurgen. His signal—” The young man shook his head. “Gone. It is gone.”

      The major looked over the young man’s shoulder. “Send Engel around to where Jurgen was.”

      The remaining signal filled the display, but there was no sign of the other robot anywhere.

      Lyonne handed the display back to O’Bannon. “I will go, sir. He is probably—”

      “No. Leave it.”

      “But Jurgen—”

      “They’re old and unreliable, Private Lyonne, but you are not.”

      “I know how to climb, Major.”

      “The risk is too great. Log it as a loss due to system failure. Bring the other one back now.”

      “Yes, sir.” Lyonne brought up a command console and tapped. Tears rolled down his cheeks.

      O’Bannon patted the young man on his shoulder. “Maybe we’ll find him in the summer.”

      Lyonne laughed, but it was only a temporary respite from his sorrow.

      O’Bannon waved Franke away from the edge. “I plan to report that we checked the source of this signal out and it was nothing. What do you say?”

      “It makes sense, Major. What could have possibly transmitted from this horrible place anyway?”

      The major glanced back at the crater and shivered. “What, indeed?”
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      The Clarion was an ancient ship, officially a light destroyer, which wasn’t even part of fleet designation anymore. Its bridge was spacious compared to the Pandora’s, and there was a jarring brightness and polish to everything, something Benson had noticed when glancing at the outer airlock hatch. The smell of fresh paint and cleanness was pleasing, as was the barely perceptible whisper of the air filtration system. But the newness also warned her that the recent refit and upgrade that created the sheen of modernity couldn’t hide just how old the ship really was.

      Could it be relied upon if things became violent with the Azoren?

      Colonel McLeod was waiting for her on the bridge. He took her by the elbow and guided her to the command station behind the helm bay, all under the watch of a pale, stocky woman with black hair and thick sideburns that reached her jaw. “This is the Clarion’s primary crew.” McLeod pointed to the woman—a lieutenant commander. “Commander Benson, Commander Patricia Scalise. She’ll be your executive officer.”

      The stocky woman stepped forward, eyes raised to look up at Benson. “Commander. Welcome aboard. I have five years as an XO.”

      “Thank you.” Benson felt off-balance. She’d printed a fresh dress white uniform on the chance there would be some sort of celebration or ceremony, but the crew wore blue flight suits. I didn’t get the memo.

      McLeod didn’t seem to notice just how awkward the moment was. “So, this will be where you spend most of your time during the mission.”

      He seemed similarly oblivious to how out of place his enthusiasm was.

      Benson put on an uncomfortable smile. “Commander Scalise, could you—?”

      “Oh!” The stocky woman turned toward the helm. “I’m sorry. These are your staff. Lieutenant Bales is your communications officer, Lieutenant Ferrara is your helmsman, and Ensign Chao is your weapons officer.”

      Bales was a youthful-looking, lanky black man with a broad smile. “Welcome aboard, Commander.”

      Ferrara was a much less youthful-looking man and had more of a bronze skin tone. His face was puffy, his eyes large. He extended a hand, which seemed equally swollen. “Commander.” His grip was weak.

      Sick. Benson would need to check his record. “Thank you.”

      Finally, Ensign Chao straightened. “Welcome aboard, ma’am.”

      He was small, but he obviously took care of himself. When he shook her hand, there was the same sort of confident strength she’d come to know from Halliwell.

      “Thank you so much.” Benson turned back to Scalise. “Is this…?”

      Scalise arched her eyebrows. “The entire bridge crew? Yes. Staffing changes affected even capital ships. Smaller ships are down to minimum personnel. The Clarion was just launched a few months ago after two years of refitting. You won’t find a bit of slack in her roster.”

      “I’m sure we’ll all have a chance to learn about each other over the next few days, but I promise to come up to speed on things quickly.”

      The staff smiled obligingly.

      Not Scalise, though. Her pale brown eyes kept a piercing, patient lock on Benson.

      Is there going to be a problem? “Commander Scalise, would you mind showing me to my quarters?”

      Scalise glared. “Of course, Captain.”

      The way “captain” came out—bitter, sharp…there was definitely going to be a problem.

      They left McLeod on the bridge and sped past Sergeant Halliwell, who had been waiting outside. He was sharp enough to pick up on both officers’ tense body language.

      “Officers’ Country is just down this passageway, ma’am.” Scalise was short of breath, and not from the brisk walk. “If you notice that the passageways are narrower than on most ships, it’s to allow for more circuitry and systems hardening and redundancy. Everything’s embedded in these shielded walls, distributed to provide a better chance of survival.”

      “I see.”

      “It’s almost impossible for a single hit to cripple the Clarion because of this design. The Clarion’s the first to have it implemented, and now they’re retrofitting it into the Valor.”

      Another delay for the Valor. Benson noticed the bristling posture of the other woman. “Mind telling me what I’ve done wrong, Commander?”

      “Only if the captain gives me permission to speak candidly.”

      Their boots clomped against the deck.

      “Permission granted.”

      They turned down a passageway that connected to another one at the end but stopped shortly after the turn. Everything was painted a light gray. There were three hatches on the right wall, four on the left.

      Scalise sucked in a breath, and the color that had built up in her cheeks faded slightly. “It’s not fair for me to be mad at you, of course, but you’re the only one I can be mad at right now, so there you have it.”

      “Since I don’t believe in hysterical nonsense, there has to be a reason.”

      “I have a reason, but it might be considered petty and misguided.”

      “You were expecting to be given command of the Clarion when you received the assignment?”

      The husky woman bowed her head. “Everything. I did everything to ensure my promotion, and another year goes by without…” Her voice broke slightly at the end.

      “I understand the feeling.”

      “I don’t think you do.” Scalise tugged one of her sideburns. “Look at me. Look at you. You’re one of the hotshots coming out of the Academy; I had to bust my ass coming up through candidate school. You came from money; my parents ran an agri-business on Muresi.”

      Muresi. Halliwell’s home. Not a great place. “I do understand what you’re feeling. What I mean by that is that I wanted command so bad, I started to look down on my situation and not to believe in myself.”

      “I believe in me plenty! It’s everyone else who—”

      “Give me a second. Please. What I mean is that I turned sour on the system because it felt like it had given up on me. But now I’ve got this.”

      “I know what you have, Commander.”

      “Do you? Think about what we’ve been assigned. A destroyer that was refitted instead of mothballed. A few other ships en route that can’t be much better if at all, and they’re pulling two ships out of mothballs down there. Those ships aren’t being given significant upgrades. I’m not even sure they’ll be truly space-worthy.”

      “And you’ll be in command of the entire task force.”

      Benson ground a knuckle into her forehead, trying to thwart an imminent headache. “A task force that’s been given an assignment with almost no chance of success. This is going to be the second time in a month I’ll be heading into Azoren space, and the last time got me killed.”

      Scalise tensed, then relaxed. “I’m sorry. We hadn’t been informed you were among the dead.”

      “Among the living now, thank you.”

      The short woman shoved her hands into her pockets. “Might as well show you your cabin while we’re here.”

      She opened the first hatch on the right—the closest to the bridge. The interior was about twice the size of Benson’s cabin on the Pandora. The fold-out bed was down and made; it was larger than her old one as well. The bedspread was Navy gray-blue and had the Clarion’s emblem printed on it. There was a set of shelves, and the personal locker space was significantly larger.

      And she had a head of her own—a small shower, toilet, and sink as big as the walk-in closet she used to have in her bedroom back on Kedraal.

      Benson ran a hand over the bed cover. “It’s nice.”

      “Thank you.” Scalise looked the cabin over with open pride.

      “You cleaned it up?”

      “Printed out the blanket. Put a few personal touches on the shower and sink.”

      “Don’t give up, Commander. It may not turn out to be what you were expecting, but it will come if you keep trying.”

      The stocky woman swallowed. “I won’t.”

      Benson eyed the spot that would hold her globe. It seemed so silly now, yet it also seemed a part of her that couldn’t be shaken off. How would her mother feel knowing that her daughter had finally been given a command of her own? Would the truth come out if the task force were obliterated by the Azoren, or would SAID bury the whole thing even from parliament members?

      Scalise cleared her throat. “Any chance there’s still some time left on that freedom to speak candidly?”

      “I’d prefer we always have open and honest discussions, personally.”

      “Good. So, one of the people you didn’t meet today was Owen.”

      “Owen?”

      “Captain Owen Gadreau. He’s the head of your Marine contingent.”

      “Does he have the same sort of problem with me?”

      “He’s going to have an all new problem with you, I think. Was that good-looking Marine outside the bridge from the Pandora?”

      “Yes. He ran my—” Benson could see what Scalise was driving at. “I’ve received authorization to keep Sergeant Halliwell on as a consultant.”

      “Mm-hm. Which won’t offend Owen at all.”

      “Sergeant Halliwell—”

      “I know Clive, Captain. He might not remember me, but I remember him. And he’s going to be a problem.”

      She knows Clive? “He’s a very disciplined—”

      “The Clive Halliwell I knew was stubborn and reckless.”

      “He’s changed.”

      “People don’t generally change that much, not unless they undergo trauma.”

      “Which Sergeant Halliwell has. He and Corporal Grier are the only two survivors—”

      “Of the Dramoran Incident. I know. I’ve got a few friends with connections.”

      “It made a big impact on him.”

      Scalise chewed her lip. “He’s still going to be a problem. Owen runs a tight operation. I knew him when he was still a gunnery sergeant. He’s got a spotless record and lots of experience, and he follows orders.”

      “We all follow orders.”

      “He follows orders without hesitation and without question.”

      Gadreau isn’t just going to have problems with Clive; he’s going to have problems with me.

      It was exactly the sort of thing that had been gnawing at Benson since waking from death. Since the second she realized Martinez had put the entire ship into danger. Orders had to have some reason and rationale behind them. If headquarters sent out a directive to fire on civilian facilities, it was an illegal order. It couldn’t be followed.

      But this Gadreau sounded like the sort who expected all orders to be followed.

      It was something they’d have to sort out later.

      Benson leaned against the bed. “Tell me about the crew.”

      “Well, you’ve met the best of them. I think Ensign Chao’s full of promise. Bales is competent. Lieutenant Rao is good. She runs the second shift. She was supposed to be promoted this last time around, but it looks like she was one of the lucky ones who will make it next year.”

      “And Lieutenant Ferrara?”

      “He’s coming off a batch of cancer treatments. He applied for separation and was denied. If you hadn’t heard, they’re having a hard time keeping quality officers in.”

      “And they’ve cut back on Academy class sizes and OCS commissions. I know.”

      “Isn’t your mother Assemblywoman Sargota Benson?”

      Benson blushed. Here came the inevitable accusation of favoritism. “Yes.”

      “Might want to keep that to yourself. Owen doesn’t care for the Labor movement.”

      “Labor Party. It’s been an accepted party for as long as the current version of the Republic has existed.”

      “As far as he’s concerned, it’s still a front organization for the Moskav.”

      “My mother’s as loyal to the Republic as anyone. It’s possible to have views that aren’t popular and still be a good citizen.”

      “I guess. But if those are your views—”

      “They’re not!” Benson winced. “Sorry. My mother and I don’t agree on much.”

      “But you’re sticking up for her. I understand. Just…don’t mention it around Owen.”

      Benson bunched one of the pillows. How wonderful would it be to have Halliwell’s head pressed against that cloth? To hear his sleeping breath once again? To run her fingers through his hair and look into his eyes?

      But that was going to be a lot tougher on a ship the size of the Clarion. “I’ll be keeping my old crew with me, Commander Scalise.”

      “It’s your call, Captain.”

      “Call me Faith, please. When it’s just the two of us.”

      Scalise shrugged. “I wouldn’t do it if I were you.”

      “Commander Dietrich is the best surgeon we have in the fleet. Chief Parkinson and Petty Officer Kohn are already involved in getting those ships online. And Sergeant Halliwell’s combat experience against the Azoren should prove invaluable.”

      The stocky woman took a couple steps toward the hatch but scuffed to a stop and let out a little sigh. “Clive ever talk to you about Jaqqi Gosset?”

      “Who?”

      “Jaqqi Gosset.” Scalise slowly turned around. “The reason he went into the military.”

      A shiver twisted in Benson’s gut. “I don’t recall the name, no. Clive—Sergeant Halliwell and I haven’t really discussed personal matters before.”

      “That’s terrible. He’s a good-looking guy. There are a lot of women who’d love to sink their claws into him.”

      “I’m sure there are.”

      “Jaqqi did. They were a big article at school the year before I left. Her family came from Kedraal, flush with money, connected and influential. You’re from Kedraal, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “It made Jaqqi popular with everyone. That and, well, the rumors. You don’t always believe the rumors, but Jaqqi certainly had the looks. Caramel skin, amber eyes, this dark red hair. You know how schoolgirls can be jealous and say hateful things.”

      “I remember what it was like, yes.”

      “Well, everyone said she had Clive wrapped around her finger. Sure seemed like it. But if you thought about it, it sure seemed like Clive was the one who had the most to gain from the relationship. Jealous girls didn’t quite see that angle, though. They just saw the biggest stud dating a pretty girl from a wealthy family.”

      “It sounds like school drama, doesn’t it?”

      “That’s what it was. But I heard a few years after I went off to university that things had fallen apart. Poor Jaqqi had just…disappeared. And Clive was heartbroken.”

      “Lots of heartbroken kids enter the military.”

      “I know. The thing is, you remember how I mentioned having connections of my own?”

      Benson’s guts twisted. “I do.”

      “One of them happened to know someone in Muresi law enforcement. Turns out Jaqqi’s parents were convicted of a major smuggling scheme. They both ended up being sent off to prison for several years, and Jaqqi was sent back to live with family on Kedraal.”

      “That’s…tragic.”

      “It’s the kind of thing that could haunt someone. It could probably negatively impact a career if dots are connected.”

      “Maybe you should talk with Sergeant Halliwell. I’m sure he’d like to reminisce.”

      “I doubt it. But maybe you could tell this Corporal Grier to be careful that her career won’t be put at risk. Taint tends to spread pretty easily.”

      “I’ll do that. Thank you, Commander.”

      Scalise exited the compartment, leaving Benson to digest what had been said. Was it a threat? How had the other woman known so much about everyone from the Pandora? Did she know about Stiles?

      There had to be something going on, someone feeding the husky woman data, because Benson was pretty sure she’d never said a thing about Grier being a woman.

      And that meant someone was definitely feeding personal data to the XO. With all that was going on, who could want to undermine Benson’s command?

      More importantly, why?
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      The Night Leopard limped down the ramp, engine gurgling uncertainly, the right front tire catching with a bit more confidence than any other. For the last few kilometers, the only light had come from the searchlight mounted above and behind the front cabin. The beam now flickered unsteadily along the gray ramp walls, leaving O’Bannon thinking once more of spirits and ghosts. Burning oil had somehow managed to insinuate itself into the heating, leaving a sharp, vile taste in the major’s mouth. His extremities were numb, and his jaw ached from clenching against the shivering. His heart, however, swelled with pride at the way Andressen handled his own obvious discomfort with the stoicism of a true soldier.

      O’Bannon would never admit to his soldiers that there was no real pride in dying in some pointless endeavor, yet the false feeling brought warmth and a strangely gratifying sense of defiance.

      Any satisfaction vanished at the sight of Captain Knoel standing in the garage, gloved hand stroking the side of one of the other Leopards. The Black Lightning Commando’s pasty face was as rigid as soft flesh would allow. His dead, silvery eyes turned automaton-like onto the wounded vehicle as Andressen brought it to a stop beside one of its twins. Talbot imagined the click-clack of gears at work beneath the dead-pale skin. There would be no heartbeat in the chest but cogs and sprockets and chains rumbling to the timing of a silicone chip beneath the lifeless, almost white hair.

      O’Bannon shouldered his door open and did his best to climb out as if returning from a day at the hot springs he and Mia had enjoyed together so many years ago. “Good morning, Captain.”

      “Is it?” Knoel marched around the Leopard much more stiffly than he should.

      “Morning? Or do you mean good?”

      Rather than reply, Knoel turned his attention to the battered vehicle, clomping around to the battered door. “An accident?”

      “One of the perils of live combat is that the enemy actually returns fire.”

      Knoel’s head came up from where he’d been closely inspecting the dent. “You were fired upon, then? Because this has none of the attributes one would associate with battlefield damage. Unless your enemy hurled rocks at you?” He rubbed a gloved finger along a gouge and held the grainy smudge up for O’Bannon to see.

      “What a life it must be, trapped by the literal, unable to gather meaning beyond the explicit and apparent.”

      The captain dusted his gloves together. “Where have you been?”

      “A training mission.”

      “I cannot say I recall seeing such a thing logged.”

      “That’s good, because I cannot say I recall logging such a thing.”

      Franke’s men climbed out of the side door, and the lieutenant straightened into something close to a position of attention at the sight of the Commando. “Captain Knoel.”

      The captain didn’t acknowledge. “Perhaps we should review the results of your training exercise in my office, Major?”

      O’Bannon chuckled. “How fortunate you arrived at the idea.”

      “Fortunate?”

      “I had been thinking of it myself for a while. Imagine my worry that I was alone in seeing the pleasure of sharing your company to discuss military matters.”

      Knoel frowned.

      O’Bannon sighed. “Yes. I do apologize. How foolish of me to ask you to imagine.”

      The captain spun on a heel and headed toward the stairs that led up to the housing level several meters above. At the base of the stairs, he turned. “Major, that wasn’t a request. I expect to see you in my office.”

      “Immediately, yes. Thank you.”

      But O’Bannon didn’t move. He smiled indulgently and tried not to grind his teeth too obviously.

      Once only the slightest echo remained of the Commando’s booted steps on the concrete stairs, the major turned to Franke. “Please see to it that the men are checked for injury, then have them get some food and rest.”

      “But the Leopard—”

      “Can be seen to on the next shift. It won’t be going anywhere soon, Lieutenant. Unless you think Captain Knoel and his brave Commandos intend to head out into the cold in one of our ancient vehicles instead of their freshly manufactured ones?”

      The younger man bowed his head but not fast enough to hide a sneer. “Of course not, sir.”

      O’Bannon dug around in his coat pocket for a few moments before he was sure that his numbed fingers had found what he was looking for: a small, rectangular device that could fit into his palm. He pulled the device out, activated it, then fumbled through the login credentials before finally getting to the point where he could connect to the robot-dog Lyonne and Gerard were helping out the back of the vehicle. Downloading the record of their trip to the crater took several seconds, which brought even more satisfaction to O’Bannon.

      After a few tries, he had the device back in his coat pocket. “If you will excuse me, gentlemen, I am afraid duty calls for me to spend some time describing the details of an operation performed with professionalism. Do carry on, thank you.”

      Franke and his soldiers laughed, bringing some warmth to the major’s old body.

      By the time he’d reached the top of the stairs, there was real warmth in his limbs from the exertion, and his knee throbbed where the door had been caved in by the impact against the boulder.

      Bruising, he told himself. It would be no worse than a few weeks of tenderness.

      “Give me the strength to soldier on,” he muttered to himself.

      It was the prayer spoken each day by every soldier and sailor on the Moskav front. It was a prayer spoken each day by fewer and with more desperation.

      As he made his way up to the operations center, O’Bannon wondered whether or not it was truly a benefit to have been reassigned to Jotun. Life on the moon was harsher than most of the contested Moskav worlds, but it was life. The odds of seeing another promotion were long, but the odds of seeing Mia and the children were improved. What was another promotion but a change in the insignia on his uniform and a change in how he was addressed? But living to see his loved ones again? Perhaps having the opportunity to see grandchildren, should those still be allowed?

      For the thousandth time, he wondered what his generation was fighting for. Killing “the enemy” seemed far too broad a concept. The leadership continually changed the definition. It had once been anyone who threatened the freedom of the Azoren way, then it had become anyone who tried to restrict the Azoren Manifest Destiny, then it had become anyone who disagreed with the Azoren leadership in any way whatsoever.

      Which makes me the enemy. As well as anyone else with a sliver of sanity and reason.

      Unless he was the one to have lost his mind and ability to think.

      That seemed unlikely. No rational reason existed for seeking out conflict without end, yet that was exactly what the Supreme Leader and his architects of destruction had done. The Azoren Federation had gone from a group of like-minded states made up of rugged individuals seeking the freedom to live as they wished, to a monolithic tribe embracing the words of their glorious leader as the very religion they had scorned when rubbing against the Khanate and its people.

      And now? O’Bannon wasn’t so sure he could ever truly belong to the place of his birth again. With the creation of people like Knoel, those like O’Bannon and his children had been socially engineered out.

      He scuffed the soles of his boots against the little mat outside the office that had once been his, raised a hand to knock, then winced.

      No. There would not be such inappropriate decorum. Not now.

      O’Bannon turned the knob and let himself in, turning away when the young captain’s face flared bright red. The older man focused on pulling his outer thermals off and set them on a chair. “Captain, thank you so much for your time.”

      “You will knock—”

      O’Bannon pulled the command tablet out of his coat pocket and tossed it to the Commando officer. “Do put that into the terminal, won’t you?”

      The other man instinctively fumbled for the thing and managed to keep it from falling to the floor; the device thudded against the desktop. His smooth cheeks shook with fury. “I am the command—”

      “Did you wish to know what my men and I were doing or not, Captain Knoel? You must be explicit and consistent if you expect your lessers to understand you.”

      Knoel snatched the device from the desktop and glared at the blank surface. “Your credentials.” It came out through gritted teeth.

      “Ah. See? This is the penalty suffered by the old and inferior.”

      The younger man held the device out with a shaking hand.

      O’Bannon tapped and swiped. “You’ll want the latest video.”

      Knoel sniffled in annoyance, synced the device with the desktop terminal, then smoothed his coat before sitting again. “You had someone record this?”

      “Something. One of our robot-dogs.”

      “Those old machines are long past retirement.”

      “They are. In fact, one of them failed.”

      The captain snorted. “All things old fail.”

      “We should all be so fortunate to have the opportunity to see the day when we can gracefully shut down, Captain.”

      “The true honor is in service to the Federation.”

      “Yes, of course. As I warned you, my mind falters at times.”

      The image of slick, black rock whipping past flashed on the display. It was jarring, especially when the dog jumped rather than ran. When it whipped its head around to scan, nausea tickled O’Bannon’s gut.

      Knoel stopped the video playback. He looked paler then normal. “What is this?”

      “You asked about our training activity, Captain Knoel. This was it.”

      “The robot descending…?”

      “Into the crater. You do recall your insistence that the lieutenant investigate an inexplicable signal from there, do you not?”

      “Major O’Bannon, your failure to maintain respect is—”

      “Your perception of a superior officer failing to maintain respect—”

      “You. Are. Not. Superior. Major.” With each word, the Commando slapped the desktop.

      “Excuse me, Captain. Perhaps clarity was lacking. Context does have value. That word was used in reference to rank.”

      The younger man’s body shook, his doughy cheeks shuddered, then he straightened, turned back to the terminal, and resumed play. “This is the crater.”

      “If you are asking for confirmation, it is.”

      “The bottom here glistens like water.”

      “Melted rock. Liquefied. It must have been a pool before cooling. You will note a lack of any transmission equipment anywhere the robotic eyes can see.”

      “Yes. Unfortunate. What about the ruins to the east?”

      “You said the signal originated from the crater.”

      “The old equipment of this place and the troublesome satellite network makes exactness impossible.”

      O’Bannon shrugged. “The warning is the same for both: Do not enter.”

      “I am quite surprised you and your soldiers had the bravery to visit such a dangerous place.”

      “And I am surprised you and your Commandos did not.”

      Knoel pinched his bottom lip. “Perhaps we should.”

      “The galaxy would not mourn your loss, although it might note the cries of the innocents you doom.”

      “What innocents would be put at risk by entering a caldera?”

      “This is no caldera, Captain.”

      “Then what is it?”

      “A weapon strike.”

      “Nonsense. The crater is at least two hundred meters deep and easily twice as wide at the bottom. For a weapon to do that, it would cause damage all around.”

      “Ah, for a weapon that we know of. This is something greater than in our arsenal.”

      Knoel stopped the video and leaned back in his chair. “Those are the words of a conspirator or traitor, not a loyal soldier.”

      O’Bannon stomped to the captain’s desk—a desk that had been the major’s own and was still by all rights—and tapped a finger against the top. “I have proven my loyalty with blood and shattered body, Captain. I’ve buried boys barely old enough to shave, boys who died fighting mechanical nightmares only made possible because of the blind ambition of people like you. So do not question my loyalty because I posit that some species had a superior weapon at some point.”

      The younger man smiled, a slithering, lizard-like smug look. “You are a dinosaur, Major. You read poetry and worry about the perils of the human soul.”

      “Only for those born with one.”

      “I have seen your records. You want to know why you were relieved and assigned here, so far from the front?”

      “We had earned our rotation out.”

      “No, Major. You were reassigned because the war is changing, and someone like you lacks the requisite imagination necessary to fight in this new war. You lack the mental acuity and quickness to be effective. Better to let you waste away out here, far from the front.”

      O’Bannon pulled his hand away from the desk and stepped back, struggling to drive from his thoughts the glorious image of choking the weak little fool to death. When the image wouldn’t go away, O’Bannon gathered his outer thermals and folded them, brushed off the melted ice, then turned back to the younger man.

      “And why are you out here on Jotun, Captain? Hm? Why are the deadly and terrifying Black Lightning Commandos serving alongside a broken old dinosaur and his ineffective soldiers, so far out from the front? Have you an answer to that enigma?”

      Knoel turned the video off and tossed the command tablet back to O’Bannon, who caught it easily. The Commando’s smile was still there, but now it was evil, hateful. “Because, Major, younger minds are more agile.”

      “Agile?”

      “Yes. They do not accept that words have a set meaning. You see, I have the capacity to understand that what we call the front is about to change.”

      “You are a fool.”

      “I am the fool?”

      “For the Moskav to make Jotun part of the front, to push us all the way against the Gulmar and Kedraalian borders, the war would have to slide into an utterly hopeless state. They would have to break through Army Group Moskav and two field corps, then they would have to break through the First Fleet. The Moskav haven’t the unified power to do such a thing.”

      “You prove my point, Major.”

      The way the younger man’s smile twisted even more, O’Bannon felt like a mouse caught in a trap. “And how is that?”

      “I never said anything about the Moskav.”

      Panic seized O’Bannon for a second. The fool was talking about the Gulmar or the Kedraalians, maybe even both. The absurdity of a second front was too great to even conceive of. “You play with words. Without accepting their meaning, you cannot conceive of their implications.”

      “Oh, we accept what is to come, Major. We embrace it.”

      “What about death, then? Does the meaning of that word change? Hm?”

      Knoel’s reptile grin lessened slightly. “The word that matters is victory.”

      “If you open the floodgates, you will not know victory. You will be swept away in the waters.”

      “Is that a threat?”

      O’Bannon opened the door wider. “Merely an observation. Perhaps your younger mind will appreciate the distinction before too long.”
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      The entire forward bulkhead of the Clarion bridge was covered by a display terminal partially blocked by the helm station and staff. Five meters across, and half as high, the display was crisp and vibrant, providing data overlays Benson wished she’d had with the Pandora. It wasn’t likely to have saved lives, but it would have made the job so much easier. Now, it merely amplified the stress. She struggled to keep up with everything flowing in. Sensor feeds painted distant objects that were too small for the human eye to detect with colors and labels. Comms updates scrolled up the left side of the display, allowing her at a glance to get a 3D image of the task force positioning. And along with that, there was the chatter—of the bridge crew and the radio feed being piped in through the receiver she had adhered to her earlobes.

      Someone moved to her left: Scalise. The woman’s odor was sharp among the perfumes and colognes of the others, and it should have been a giveaway. “Focusing on one thing at a time seems to help.” Her voice was mercifully soft.

      Benson nodded, but she couldn’t take her eyes from the constantly updating data stream. “Sensory overload.”

      And it was. Even the newness of her uniform scraping at her skin seemed an insistent reminder that things had changed dramatically.

      “Until you gain control, yes.”

      “How can you have control without taking all the data in?”

      “You have a crew. Rely on them.”

      “Thank you. I’ll learn.”

      But the learning should have come with weeks of time on training missions with the crew and ship, undergoing exercises and simulations. Jumping straight into a potential combat situation with no opportunity for even a hint of training? It was reckless and desperate.

      Did that say something about the situation facing the Republic?

      It had to. And she could almost understand it. After years of cutbacks and drawdowns and reduced training, there really was a dearth of quality officers in the fleet. And her mother was part of the effort to hamstring the military.

      Would she hold such a position if she knew what was going on?

      The hatch opened, drawing Benson’s attention away just enough to allow her to see who was coming onto the bridge. It was a big man, probably in his mid-forties, with broad shoulders and a barrel chest. Otherwise, he was unremarkable—pink-skinned, brown-haired, and lightly freckled. But the set of his jaw and pale eyes said he was anything but unremarkable.

      Captain Owen Gadreau. The man who’d been avoiding her since the task force had launched.

      But he couldn’t avoid her anymore.

      Benson stepped away from the command station. “I appreciate the opportunity, Commander Scalise.”

      The stocky woman’s eyes followed Benson’s stare. “Careful.” It was whispered.

      “Noted.”

      Gadreau stepped aside as Benson approached. “Ma’am.”

      She did her best to put on a pleasant smile, even though she could feel the challenge coming off of him already. “Actually, Captain, if you have a minute, I’d appreciate it if you could accompany me.”

      His thin eyebrows curled. “Of course, Captain.”

      They exited the bridge, then he fell in just behind her as she headed aft.

      “Mind if I ask where we’re going, ma’am?” He had the same stiff, uncomfortable posture.

      “There are a couple Marines I want to introduce you to.”

      He slowed. “Sergeant Halliwell and Corporal Grier.”

      “Staff Sergeant Halliwell. But yes.”

      The Marine officer stopped and didn’t budge when she cocked her head. “By my reckoning, ma’am, he’s still a sergeant. He requested separation at that rank.”

      “And was denied. Then was promoted. None of this is unheard of, Captain.”

      “Unheard of?” He sucked his lips in. “That might be true. It’s also not typical.”

      “Are you of the opinion he’s unqualified, Captain Gadreau?”

      “Unqualified would be a harsh evaluation.”

      She crossed her arms. “Then what is your evaluation?”

      “Of Sergeant Halliwell?”

      “Staff Sergeant, yes. And Corporal Grier. Don’t dismiss her outright, please.”

      “No dismissing at all, ma’am. They’re not part of my detachment.”

      Benson closed her eyes. Gadreau was going to be every bit the problem that Scalise was. More. “They’ll be consultants for me.”

      “Consultants for what, ma’am?”

      “Marine operations against the Azoren.”

      “Can’t say as I’d considered that a particularly good option, ma’am. You looking to repeat the tactics you used against the Azoren Marines on the Pandora?”

      “No, although they would have been effective had conditions been less unfavorable.”

      “Favor comes to the prepared, Commander.”

      She brushed hair from her brow. “You’ve obviously read the AAR—”

      “I’ve read the after-action reports, watched the videos, studied the—”

      “Then you’re aware of the challenges we faced.”

      He stared over her shoulder, not meeting her gaze. “Favor comes to the prepared, ma’am. That holds true no matter what.”

      The callous disregard for reality was nearly as frustrating as the hopelessness she’d felt when the Azoren ship’s umbilical had connected. Dogma, stubbornness…how had humanity survived?

      Her communicator buzzed; she pulled it out. It was Scalise. “Go ahead.”

      “Commander Benson, you’re needed on the bridge.”

      Relief washed over Benson. She wasn’t ready to deal with someone like Gadreau. Not yet. Not with so much else to learn. “Excuse me, Captain.”

      He didn’t budge. “Is that all, ma’am?”

      “Yes, that’s more than enough, thank you.”

      She was halfway to the bridge hatch before she finally heard his boots stomping away.

      Good. Maybe I pissed him off. Maybe it’ll sink in that he’s going to have to change to get along with me.

      But she knew well enough that he wasn’t going to change.

      When the hatch opened, Scalise was waiting, arms crossed behind her back. She turned and nodded toward the giant display. “We’ve detected sensor buoys.”

      “Active or dummies?” Benson followed Scalise to the command station.

      “Estimates are that one in five are active. If so, we’ve found ten.”

      “Within what sort of range?”

      Scalise cleared her throat. “Increase magnification to show buoy positioning.”

      The display shifted, now showing a very realistic representation of space. Bands of bright blue were overlaid, indicating distance, then red and green globes flashed.

      Benson squinted. “Red indicates live buoys?”

      “Green the dummies.”

      “This is based on active signals?”

      “Not at this distance. They’ll be watching for heat signatures, radio waves, and the like this far out. The active scans kick in once one of the positives is triggered.”

      “Will our diffusion shields be enough?”

      “It depends on how old the systems are. If they’re newer and higher end, they’ll probably trigger off even the diffused heat. There’s only so much we can do.”

      “Altering course?”

      “This sensor network is going to be the same no matter which way we go.”

      It was a valuable stretch of space. Coming in from a different angle would have cost precious time, and there was no guarantee it would have been any better.

      Benson squinted again. “Have you relayed for everyone to switch to tight-beam comms?”

      “Just before I contacted you.”

      “Would’ve been nice to avoid all this using Fold Space.”

      “The risk of passing through a disruptor is too high.”

      It was another instance of stating the obvious, an annoying trait; Benson let it go.

      Entering the DMZ with just the Pandora had been easy enough. It was smaller, and they’d come out of Fold Space already accelerating toward the Kedraalian side of the zone. The Clarion was much, much larger, and along with Benson’s old ship, there were six other ships to worry about. The Marie Belle and Pulsar were frigates, about sixty percent the size of the Clarion. The three gunships were roughly comparable in size to the Pandora. But the Istanbul—the ship that had met the task force just before it entered the DMZ—was another light destroyer, the Clarion’s equal in size but not upgrades. Shy of keeping it directly in the Clarion’s shadow, it was going to be a challenge hiding the ship from sensors.

      Benson knuckled her forehead. “I’m having second thoughts about the Istanbul. The guns it brings don’t make up for the problems it presents.”

      “You’re thinking of sending it back?” Scalise’s voice rose an octave.

      “Maybe Captain Gadreau could accompany it to ensure it makes it back safely. Preparedness to provide favor or whatever.”

      “He can be very charming on that first date.”

      “I’d take him home to mother, definitely. They deserve each other.”

      Scalise rapped a knuckle against the command console. “If there are sensors…”

      “Mines. I realize that. Have we detected movement?”

      “They’re designed not to be seen. No rockets, small profile—”

      “And an absorbent exterior. Yes. But they ride on magnetic paths created by the sensor buoys. That means there are only so many places we could be hit.”

      Scalise stopped rapping her knuckle. “We could predict where they’d send them after us.”

      “The buoys would have to fire their own rockets to hold position. That’d be our first signal. Once we see that—”

      “Watch for the electromagnetic path.”

      That at least gave them a chance to detect incoming mines, assuming the inevitable detection.

      Benson was almost afraid to ask but had to. “The people aboard the Pandora, they know how to operate the stealth system?”

      “Colonel McLeod and Lieutenant Stiles worked with Agent Patel to train them.”

      “In your opinion, would it be worth using that system now?”

      Scalise puffed her cheeks out. “We could be tipping our hands.”

      “Assuming the buoys have a Fold Space transmitter built in. That seems like a big space and energy consumer.”

      “They only need one within a reasonable distance—a few hundred million kilometers—and they can get the message transmitted ahead of us.”

      A short hop for a laser burst to travel. It was too great a risk. If detection was inevitable, holding onto the surprise of the Pandora’s system was an advantage they would need.

      There didn’t seem to be any alternatives, no matter how many ways Benson twisted the problem around in her head. “All right. Bring the Istanbul into our shadow. All eyes on the sensor buoys for movement or maneuvering rockets. Begin scanning for those electromagnetic paths and keep us out of them.”

      Minutes crept along, and she realized her legs were locked. She twisted, bent, and pivoted while keeping her eyes glued to the display. Scalise and the others didn’t seem the least bit affected by the stress.

      You don’t stare at the sun to see the light.

      That had been one of the lessons she’d learned at the academy. Sometimes, it was better to not focus on something if she wanted to actually see what was important.

      So Benson tried to figure out how she was going to integrate Grier and Halliwell into the Clarion without causing a blowup with Gadreau.

      But the blowup had already happened. He’d done everything he could to avoid running into her until they were deep into the mission. He’d already had run-ins with Major Fero back at the station and was trying to marginalize his commander by going through Scalise and by establishing backchannel communications with the colonel and Agent Patel.

      Sending the Marine captain packing seemed like the best idea.

      Ensign Chao twisted around. “Heat flares, Commander.”

      Benson bit her tongue. It was Scalise’s ship to run.

      The shorter woman leaned forward. “Put it on the display, Ensign.”

      One, two…four of the sensor buoys flared yellow. Then six more. Then ten. Half of them were buoys they were now coming into range of; the others were farther into the DMZ. Above, below, off port and starboard, the buoy network surrounded them. Even if the buoys were dummies, they could be connected to the live ones and controlled. They could be used to create a web of paths for the mines to ride on.

      Scalise seemed to sense the problem as well. “They must have a lot of mines.”

      “And they know where we are. We have to assume if that Fold Space transmitter is out there, they’ve sent an alert off to another relay station somewhere, and that means every Azoren asset within range is going to know something is in the DMZ.”

      “Fall back?”

      “Agent Patel wouldn’t have it. We need to accelerate. There’s nothing to be gained by creeping along now.”

      “And the mines?”

      Chao called out, “Electromagnetic signals! Everywhere!”

      Benson tensed. “They’re on their way. Pass along the safest course.”

      Scalise gave the helm instructions, keeping her voice calm and strong. There was no need to panic yet. Patel and McLeod had been warned from the start that anything more than a single ship like the Pandora was going to be detected without using its systems. That seemed to be an acceptable price. Or maybe it was something that happened all the time and no one outside very small circles knew about it.

      Mother wouldn’t support something like this, would she? And she wouldn’t push so hard to reduce the effectiveness of the military if she knew we were risking war. She couldn’t.

      Benson’s gut felt like one huge knot. It was painful to realize there was simply no knowing what her mother was capable of. Her disdain for the military and her belief that all solutions could include peace as an end goal made her seem inflexible and irrational many times. And if she seemed irrational, did that indicate the potential for her to do things that put the Republic at risk?

      The weapons officer twisted around again. “Commander Scalise, those sensor buoys?”

      Scalise studied the display. “They’re moving.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Moving? That meant the paths were shifting—

      The stocky commander straightened. “Lieutenant Ferrara, adjust to deal with this shifting.”

      “Aye.”

      “Lieutenant Bales, pass along the new route to the rest of the task force.”

      The lanky black man was hunched over his console, mumbling.

      Scalise raised her voice. “Lieutenant Bales?”

      He turned. “Commander, something’s wrong with the gunships. Their laser reception seems to be broken.”

      Benson took a step, then stopped herself. It was still Scalise’s call.

      She leaned forward to examine her display. “Send me what you’ve got, Lieutenant.”

      It was the wrong call. They needed to come off tight beam comms. They were already detected, so it didn’t get them anything. Figuring out what was wrong could come later.

      The lieutenant commander stroked her sideburns. “The connection went dead two minutes ago, Lieutenant.”

      Bales pivoted around. “Yes, ma’am. I was trying to troubleshoot—”

      Chao spun around. “Detonation, Commander! GS-081!”

      The rear gunship! How much damage could a ship that size take? A decent-sized mine hitting the Pandora amidships—

      Benson backed up to Scalise’s station. “Open comms up.”

      The stocky woman made a soft, grunting sound. “You ordered tight—”

      “Things have changed. Open comms up. Warn them all to adjust course now.”

      “Another detonation, Commander! GS-081 again!” Chao pushed video into a window within the main window of the display. Fire jetted out from a small ship, then almost immediately died.

      “And another! The Marie Belle!” Chao changed the angle of the video.

      The larger ship seemed fine. But the gunship…

      Furrows creased Scalise’s brow. She shook her head. “Those gunships shouldn’t—”

      She’s breaking. She’s not ready for this. Benson stepped forward. “Lieutenant Bales, take comms back to open channels. Inform—”

      Scalise slapped her console. “Belay that order, Lieutenant!”

      Fire bloomed in Benson’s gut. She didn’t want to do this. “Commander Scalise—”

      “I’m the Officer of the Deck!”

      “Not anymore.” Benson swallowed. “Lieutenant Bales.”

      The young man turned his back to the two commanders. “Yes, ma’am.” His voice sounded on edge as he relayed information to the other ships.

      Scalise stepped from her station stiffly. “Relieved of my command already.”

      Benson sighed. “You’re no such thing.”

      “You just said—”

      “I just saved the lives of the rest of those gunship crews.” Benson turned her back on the bridge console and craned her neck so that her mouth was close to Scalise’s face. “Stubbornness can’t cost people their lives, Patty.”

      “It was your order—”

      “Orders change. We have to adapt to the battlefield. If you can’t accept that, you aren’t fit for command.”

      Ensign Chao called out, “More electromagnetic paths!”

      Almost immediately Ferrara announced a course adjustment.

      Benson turned to Bales, but he was already passing the course corrections along. She relaxed slightly. “Ensign Chao, any other damage?”

      “No ma’am. But we lost GS-081.”

      Tears formed in the corner of Scalise’s eyes, and she looked away.

      Her pain was the least of their worries. They’d lost a ship already, and if the bridge crew couldn’t keep up with the changes, they’d probably lose more. Worse, there was a very good chance the Azoren knew the DMZ had been penetrated and where.

      Speed was the only thing the task force could fall back on now, and one thing Benson knew from the first days of the academy: Nothing moved faster than the speed of trouble.
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      Sunlight burned the dun sands of the Yelchin Desert so that it appeared as sparkling diamonds blazing in a nuclear furnace. Too long in that desert, and a man would die, whether through automated sniper or tripwire mine or dehydration. O’Bannon had lost soldiers to all three. When the universe held mercy within its cold heart, the kill was instantaneous. Most times, the soldier died screaming for someone to save him. Or finish him.

      What madness, war. What madness.

      Wind scoured the sand with a shuddering hiss, abruptly turning the clear, fresh air into a blinding, golden haze that carried a dull, mineral stench. O’Bannon pulled his mask up from his neck to cover the lower half of his face and lowered the protective goggles over his eyes.

      They liked to use the natural cover of the dust storms, these Moskav bastards. It wasn’t that their technology better handled the obscuring or that they knew the placement of all the defensive weapons. No. It was that the Moskav soldiers were desperate and brutal, fighting to hold every inch of their territory because it meant another day of survival for their loved ones. For some, maybe it was about a belief in the teachings of their own Great Leader.

      How many were like that, as caught up in the death cycle of blind rhetoric as the Azoren leadership?

      Not many. Most were like him, doing what they did to survive.

      All hail the Supreme Leader. All hail the suffering he causes.

      Somewhere behind him, a door groaned against the wind, then slammed. It would be someone desperately performing a pointless endeavor, going from one building to the next, allowing sand into the rooms meant to trap it, leaning into the wind just to stumble a meter or two.

      “Major O’Bannon!”

      It was Franke, his earnest lieutenant, fighting to prove his worth to the Council of Genetic Clarity, watchful gods of the pure race.

      The tall, broad-shouldered man staggered to the wall shielding O’Bannon. “Major?”

      “How did you find me?”

      “Your communicator, Major.”

      O’Bannon smiled, something the lieutenant wouldn’t see with the sand and the masks. But he could see the eyes behind the bug-like protruding lenses of the major’s goggles. “Do you think they might use the same means to find us?”

      “Who is that, Major?”

      “The Moskav assassins even now charging across the desert in the hopes of planting a needle-tipped blade into our throats and hearts. Do you think they might have the ability to track our communicator locations?”

      “No, Major. They are simple brutes. They probably use their animal sense of smell.”

      “Yes, it is so.” O’Bannon knocked sand from his helmet and shook more from his jacket. He was melting inside it, but it offered armor and it looked quite becoming. “Tell me, Jan, does it disturb you to hear the ministers of Genetic Clarity call you a mongrel?”

      The other man looked away. “I am a mongrel, Major.”

      The major squeezed his lieutenant’s shoulder. “You are a man, Jan. Same as these Moskav bastards. And you would do the same as them should some black-hearted invader come for your children and wife.”

      Franke pressed one of the eyes of his mask against O’Bannon’s. A tear welled in the young man’s eye. “Careful, Major. My life is what it is, but your career is at the mercy of those with concerns of politics, not conquest alone.”

      “My career will only take me so far, Jan.”

      “You needn’t worry about someone like me to your own peril.”

      Someone ran past them, so close O’Bannon could make out the brown of a crudely sewn shirt and bulky cut pants. Pale hair whipped above a red kerchief fashioned as a bandana over nose and mouth. A heavy black backpack and dark brown satchel—those were the last details to be made out before O’Bannon’s instincts took control.

      He grabbed Franke and pulled him to the ground as the other form disappeared in the haze.

      Franke pushed away. “Major, what—”

      Then a door groaned against the wind.

      O’Bannon was sure he heard startled shouting, then the earth shook and a fire more intense even than the sun washed over them.

      Followed seconds later by another blast. And another. Then another.

      He sat up in bed with a gasp, clutching the elbow that had been the only part of him to actually suffer injury so great that the nerves still tingled as if he’d rested against a lit stovetop.

      Instead of the sands of Yelchin Desert collecting around him, there was only the tangle of blankets that should have been bunched around his throat.

      O’Bannon shivered, pulled the blankets back up, then froze when a quiet knock came from his door.

      “Major?”

      It was Franke.

      Like in the nightmare. But this was real. The hellish cold of Jotun, the cramped room that seemed inadequate for even O’Bannon’s simple and austere life.

      He threw the blankets back, pulled on slippers, and padded to the door. “Jan?”

      It sounded like slippers scraping somewhere away from the door, then soft steps coming back. “Are you awake?”

      O’Bannon opened the door, glanced around to be sure only Franke was there, then waved him in. After closing the door, the older man hurried back to the covers and draped them over his shoulder. Franke had a housecoat, gloves, and pajamas on but seemed fine with that.

      “Did I wake you, Major?”

      “The bombs in the desert woke me.”

      “You were back on Karuska?”

      “We can never leave there, can we?”

      “Too many were left behind.”

      “Yes. Buried in the sand.”

      O’Bannon shuffled to his desk and pulled out a small flask and two glasses. It was a familiar thing, done without effort or thought. His slippers whispered across the floor as he handed one glass to the lieutenant, who didn’t protest but sat on the corner of the foot of the bed while the older man filled the glass with a dark, amber liquid.

      Franke sniffed the fluid. “A new shipment from home?”

      “From the last one. The final bottle for now, so enjoy. You never know when we will see another.”

      The lieutenant nodded, took a sip, flinched slightly, then took another.

      “Strong, is it not?” O’Bannon could feel the alcohol in his sinuses when he sniffed the liquor.

      “It is. At least this has not been diminished by the war.”

      “The last thing we will have will be beer and spirits. They soften the blow of failure and loss.”

      Franke stared into his glass. “Is this nothing but failure and loss to you then?”

      “The war, or our adventure here on Jotun?”

      “Are they so different?”

      “When you hold your sweet wife and child in your arms after the war has ended, you will know the difference between a war that has been won and one that extends through generations into eternity.”

      The young man grunted, then took another sip. “What of Jotun, then?”

      “They will send us to the front again, to some blasted Moskav world, and we will find a new way to kill them and they a new way to do the same to us. And this moon? It will be a memory frozen into our hearts.”

      Franke tossed back the last of his drink, then wiped his lips on the back of his glove.

      “You’re troubled, Jan. What has you scampering about in the frozen bowels of our home away from home, hm?”

      “It is nothing. Dreams, like you had.”

      “Your hair is mussed, and you wear your nightclothes, but your eyes are bright. You never fell asleep. So, tell me, what troubles you?”

      After a second staring at the glass, Franke dug into the pocket of his housecoat. He fumbled around for a moment, then brought his hand up to his mouth and bit the tip of the glove and tugged it off his hand. On the second try, he pulled out a data tablet. He turned it over in his hand as if it were a poisonous animal to be kept preoccupied with movement so that it might not strike.

      O’Bannon held a hand out and took the tablet when it was finally offered up. He settled at his desk and connected to the tablet with his terminal. “Whose credentials?”

      “Private Drummond.”

      It was one of theirs, at least. O’Bannon fed his own credentials to the device, then accepted the approved override. Now it was his device.

      He dropped into the interface, found a folder, and opened it.

      Data unfolded. Message traffic from the look of it.

      The major took another drink, but the warmth that settled into his gut couldn’t drive off the chill coiling within him. “When did this happen?”

      Franke pointed his glass at the terminal. “The time stamps are accurate. Drummond brought me the tablet when he went to the mess for lunch.”

      Timestamps showed that Knoel had ordered two interceptors piloted by his elite Black Lightning Commandos into the air nearly three hours prior. They had reached the crater in under thirty minutes, and after half an hour of circling it and the ruins had returned to the small airfield attached to the compound.

      O’Bannon rubbed the scar that ran along the bottom of his chin. “The captain appears incapable of believing what he’s been told.”

      “It seems to be the case.”

      “And what did the interceptor pilots report seeing after flying their special vehicles over the crater?”

      “Officially? They did not report at all. It was a training mission.”

      “And he’ll log it as such, even though he would prefer to rub this in my face.”

      “Yes.”

      “But he cannot rub it in my face if it returned nothing to refute our findings.”

      “Which is how Drummond discovered this. The mission was handled by one of the captain’s men, but when the pilots returned and went into his office, our most benevolent captain resorted to shouting and making quite the racket.”

      The major chuckled. “A master of subtlety, this one.”

      “Subtlety may be lacking, but persistence isn’t.”

      “Which means what, exactly?”

      “The pilots returned to the airfield. The interceptors have been refueled. There is more in the file. Further down.”

      There was something to the captain’s stubbornness that was almost admirable. Not quite, but it was close. O’Bannon appreciated someone determined, but those who refused to believe evidence simply because it ran counter to their accepted positions were annoying.

      “He sent them to the ruins?” It was an absurd waste of resources.

      “And in a few days, they will fly up to the satellites. They have software uploads to correct the orbit decay and to upgrade the imagery systems.”

      “So upload them from the ground.”

      “He wishes to use the cameras through the interceptors.”

      “Because he thinks the cloud cover will suddenly lessen and he can drill straight down into the crater depths?”

      “Using the infrared systems. He should be able to already.”

      O’Bannon scrolled through the data again. “And what does he expect to see, then? Something he didn’t see during the flyovers?”

      “This transmitter that the dogs missed.”

      “Of course.” O’Bannon refilled his glass, then stretched out and refilled Franke’s. “There was a time where the soldier admitted defeat and searched for different objectives. When you waste a battalion trying to take a hill and have nothing to show for your efforts but the shattered corpses of a thousand young men, you call in artillery and flatten the hill; you don’t send another battalion to fall on enemy bayonets, hoping to weigh down the rifles for a third charge.”

      Franke sipped at the dark fluid, which rippled in his shaking hands. “Do you remember what happened on Karkos?”

      “After the bombers?”

      “They sent us graduates. So fresh from boot camp that their hair had yet to grow out. Remember?”

      “I remember every recruit to have joined my unit, Jan. The eyes of the dead watch me from the growing dark in here.” O’Bannon bumped a fist off his chest. “Nothing better validates humanity than the pain suffered from loss, and no greater condemnation can be made of someone than the lack of such humanity.”

      “You do not believe this Knoel is human, do you?”

      “I tried to. I tried to believe that it wasn’t the soul born into a child by its connection with a mother. That’s nonsensical mysticism. Yet here we are with those cold, dead eyes of these monsters not formed of a man and woman’s love, not plucked from a living womb but crafted in sterile dishes and fed in glass vats.”

      “So it is the lack of parents that makes them what they are?”

      “No.” The older man breathed in the vapors of his drink. “It is the parents they do have that make them inhuman. It is the state that tells them who they must be, and it is the scientist who engineers them to map to the state’s desire. Computers feed them not the sustenance of a mother but the cold data of hate and fear.

      “These aren’t humans, Jan. Not like you and I. But they will replace us.”

      The lieutenant sighed. “Is it possible we resent the change and that it is good?”

      “Anything is possible.”

      “But you do not believe that, either.”

      “No.” O’Bannon slowly drained his glass, then set it down with a hollow thunk. “This captain, he speaks of the border changing, of the war coming to Jotun and his Black Lightning Commandos gloriously leading the Federation to victory.”

      “Do you believe him?”

      “He speaks of war expanding to the Kedraalians and Gulmar. He thinks this is something to celebrate, that our leaders will go from fumbling about in a bloody war against one opponent to victory when we face three.”

      “Then you do. You believe him.”

      “What matters is that he believes this, Jan. And for someone like him, belief must come from an outside source. His sort lack imagination.”

      The younger man finished his drink and set his glass beside his commander’s, then stood. “There is another file.”

      “Hm?”

      Franke waved for O’Bannon to move, then typed a command that revealed a hidden folder on the storage device. “There.”

      The major squinted. His eyes were getting old, and he was already feeling the warmth expanding in his body. “What is it?”

      “Open it.” The young man crossed his arms over his chest anxiously.

      O’Bannon opened the folder and poked through some of the files within. It was data like what he’d seen in the other folder. “This is from Private Drummond as well?”

      “Yes.”

      “Hm.”

      The files revealed updates addressed to Knoel. There were troop movements using fleet resources, new spending on war materials, new weapons systems taking priority on the manufacturing front, ship reassignments. Some had been sent to the DMZ and—

      O’Bannon leaned forward. “Have you seen this, Jan?”

      “Before I brought it over, yes.”

      “Of course. You were upset. Interceptors flying to the crater and ruins could have waited, but this—”

      It wasn’t the wild fancy of a naive Black Lightning Commando officer in search of glory and significance to further his career. There were ships entering the DMZ, and not just to probe defenses and sensors. There were actual targets.

      O’Bannon swallowed. “Dear God, they wanted a war, and now it comes.”

      “This new front the captain spoke of?”

      “Yes, my friend, the new front. It is coming. And it will be here soon. And it will destroy us all.”
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      It seemed to Benson as if the temperature on the bridge had dropped several degrees. Her shirt was damp, and it sounded like her breathing rhythm was out of whack. Everything felt out of whack, but now that they were out of the DMZ things were improving.

      So it came down to damage control.

      She swallowed and immediately wished she had her cup from the Pandora. Printing a new one up would be easy, but she wanted the original. There wasn’t any obvious place for it on the bright and orderly bridge of the Clarion, and the others would probably find it odd to see the task force commander drinking from the scratched, old container. Sentimental value…it seemed so ridiculous now, so she told herself what she was missing was the sweet flavor that had soaked into the thing over the years.

      After what she had to do next, a little sweetness would be nice.

      “Commander Scalise, estimated time to arrival?”

      The short woman stared at the command console that dominated her station behind the helm bay, jaw muscles working beneath whiskers in time to the gentle thrumming of the ship systems. “We should come out of deceleration approaching Riefenstahl in ten hours, eighteen minutes.”

      The gas giant was the sixth planet in the system, and their destination was one of three extremely large moons.

      “Let’s get Lieutenant Rao’s team up here and give your folks some rest.”

      Scalise blinked. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Benson could see that Scalise was still stinging; the repair work wasn’t going to be easy. It made sense to let her pass along notice of shift change. Benson used that time to drift to the helm station and convey personal praise to each of the bridge crew. They were tired but seemed proud.

      Good.

      When turnover was done, Ferrara exited quickly. He seemed the worst off of the bunch. Benson vowed to check on his cancer status when she had time.

      Rao listened patiently as Scalise went over obvious items and dragged the turnover out far longer than it needed to be. Benson made a point of watching the younger lieutenant. She was a little taller than Scalise, with a narrow face dominated by a big nose. Rao’s hair was cut short, a look that seemed aimed at de-emphasizing her unremarkable face.

      Was she facing the same sort of problems Scalise seemed to think she was?

      When Scalise finally wrapped up turnover and headed off the bridge, Benson followed. She waited until she was sure no one else was in the passageway, then caught up. “Patty?”

      Scalise turned, eyes wide. “I’m not sure it’s appropriate—”

      “Sorry. If you want to keep things completely formal, I understand. But I’d like to grab a drink in the galley and talk—”

      The shorter woman seemed close to losing her balance. She stopped, eyes darting up and down the passageway, as if she expected a literal ambush. “Commander, I think it would be best if we remained in a purely professional relationship, if you don’t mind.”

      “All right. Then if you have a moment to talk professionally?”

      “About you countermanding my orders?”

      Benson reminded herself that everyone saw things from their own unique perspective. Three views of the same thing: my view, her view, and reality. “I think it’s important that we arrive at an understanding.”

      “That I’m in command of the Clarion?”

      “You are. But I’m in command of the task force, and if I see someone endangering—”

      Scalise’s skin reddened. “Endangering? The mines—”

      “I don’t want to analyze the situation.”

      “You can’t say that I endangered the mission or ships or—”

      “You did endanger the ships, Commander Scalise.”

      “Your orders were very clear, and I was following them.”

      Benson rubbed her forehead. “One of the greatest strengths you’ll need to show as you progress is the ability to quickly respond to changing situations.”

      “It’s my mistake that your orders weren’t adequate to see us through a dynamic situation? Is that it?”

      Is she always so difficult, or is this resentment? “You tell me.”

      “I—” Scalise blinked again—three times, rapidly, then again but slowly.

      “Maybe it is my problem.”

      “I…I’ve been accused of being inflexible and argumentative.”

      “But you don’t see it that way?”

      “No. I believe in clear and consistent communications. When something breaks down, I believe in getting to the root of problems.”

      It was a relief to know it wasn’t something personal and that Benson wasn’t the first to encounter the problems she’d seen during the stressful moment, but it was a serious problem to know Scalise couldn’t see the issues in herself. Projecting onto everyone else…that wasn’t the sort of material that was right for command.

      Benson checked the command tablet. She had just enough time to clean up and get some sleep. “We’ll talk later.”

      “I—”

      “Get some rest. We all need it.”

      The chunky woman looked ready to fight the point until she won, so Benson turned before anything more could be said. There was video from the bridge. The situation could be reviewed later to ensure Scalise didn’t have a point.

      But there was no way she was right. When orders are obviously obsoleted by events, you change the orders. That was how command worked.

      The hatch to Benson’s quarters slid open, and the lights came up.

      And she froze.

      Halliwell lay in her bunk, naked shoulders poking out of the sheets. His uniform hung in her modest closet; his boots were set flush against her desk. She wrestled with how to react, but hurried into the cabin and let the hatch seal behind her.

      What should she have expected when she’d cleared him to enter her cabin? Wasn’t that a signal that everything was just as it had been before? And didn’t she still have feelings about him?

      He shifted, and his head came up from the pillow, then he rubbed sleep from his eyes and threw off the covers. “You’re still dressed?”

      She still had feelings for him all right. And him for her. Obviously. “This is dangerous.”

      “I thought danger excited you.”

      “I think I’m swimming in an ocean of danger right now.” She tugged her coat off, then her shirt. She would need a fresh one.

      He slid off the bunk and helped her out of the rest of her clothes. “If you’re too stressed, we can just rest.”

      It sounded wonderful, but he could never settle for “just rest.”

      I should feel complimented, I guess. “It’s not a good idea. Not right now.”

      He sighed, then began dressing. “Corporal Grier’s having issues with sleep, and that means I’m having issues with sleep.”

      Benson blushed. Had he brought Grier up to create jealousy? The corporal obviously had her own feelings for him, and being stuffed into a compartment together was only going to complicate matters.

      “I’m sorry, Clive. When this is behind us, I’ll make it up to you.”

      “When this is over, I’ll be pushing my separation through.”

      Benson ran fingers down his back, noting the fresh-forming scars that would one day blend in with the others. “You…could sleep here.”

      “Nah. I need to work things out of my system.” He pulled his T-shirt on.

      That was definitely meant to make her jealous. “Can’t we—?”

      “It’s like you said, a bad time.”

      The way he pulled his socks on, then his boots—rushed, angry—she knew there wasn’t anything she could do to stop him. “Do you remember Patty Scalise?”

      He stopped while securing his boots. “From Muresi? Wow. So that is her.”

      “Then you remember her?”

      “Who wouldn’t? Meet her once, you can’t forget her. That beard thing she’s got going? It was just wispy stuff in school, but she refused to do anything about it back then, too. I mean, they were poor, so…”

      Benson’s fingers traced her own jawline. “You just remember her for her looks?”

      “Nah. A lot of the guys said it was her personality that made her so bad.”

      “Personality? In what way?”

      “She wanted to argue about everything. She wouldn’t budge one bit about showing everyone who she was—body odor, those whiskers, being heavy. If you had a problem with that, it was you, not her.”

      Hearing her own thoughts voiced by Halliwell left Benson unsure of her own thinking about Scalise. “Is there something wrong with being yourself?”

      “No. But there’s nothing wrong with being normal, is there? Fitting in?”

      “What if being yourself isn’t fitting in?”

      “C’mon, Faith. Stinking the place up is part of her identity?”

      “What about Jaqqi Gosset?”

      Halliwell blushed. “I don’t know why I didn’t think she’d bring Jaqqi up.”

      “She said you went into the military because of her.”

      “Just one of the reasons. You live on Muresi, you aren’t looking for reasons to stay.”

      “Her family were criminals.”

      “Sure. A lot of people on Muresi were. Excuse me.”

      She stepped away from the hatch and covered herself as he hurried out, trying to hold back tears and control her heartbeat.

      Why did things have to be so complicated?

      She let the hot water of the shower pound her skin until it was tender, then pulled on a T-shirt and panties and crawled under the covers. His scent was there, just enough to make the tears come easier and the sleep come harder. And when she did finally sleep, she dreamed of having him there and woke up regretting her decision to turn him away.

      There was just enough time to freshen up and grab a bite in the galley and review updates on the command tablet. She had a meeting in half an hour.

      Planning room. Lower deck.

      She scanned the rest of the modest-sized galley. It was huge compared to the space aboard the Pandora but still felt small.

      And, of course, Grier and Halliwell were there, off in a secluded section, out of sight unless you happened to look to your right immediately after you stepped in. He seemed sullen and completely caught up in his own misery, and the young woman seemed to be capitalizing on it—patting his shoulder, taking his wrist.

      Touching. Intimate contact.

      Could he fall for her? She wasn’t ugly, just…muscular.

      The corporal saw Benson and waved.

      Benson almost spilled her drink on the tablet. “Corporal Grier!” She returned the smile, pretending not to have recognized them until now. Tray in hand, she moved to their table, dreading each step. “How are you two adjusting?”

      Grier punched Halliwell on the shoulder lightly, then rubbed the spot she’d hit. “I’m doing better than Clive, I think.”

      He didn’t look up. Her plate was empty; his was barely touched.

      “Well, maybe you two could join me on a call I’ll be taking in the planning room.” Benson finished her coffee and spread a napkin over the small pastry she’d grabbed. At least it had looked small when she’d grabbed it. “I could use your expertise in the meeting I have in just a little bit.”

      “Meeting, ma’am?” Grier finally took her hands off Halliwell.

      “Colonel McLeod, Agent Patel, and Major Fero want to discuss the next step.”

      Halliwell looked up a little, eyes shielded by his brows. “Why do they need Marines for this?”

      Grier nodded. “Isn’t this a rescue mission, ma’am?”

      “Well—” Benson finished her drink off. “—the particulars haven’t been released yet.”

      The staff sergeant groaned. “These intelligence people. You can’t trust them. Mission data should have been fully available from the start.”

      “We were talking about it earlier—” Grier rubbed Halliwell’s back. “Do you think those Marines from Tamos are ready for something like this, ma’am? They’re reservists. They spent most of their time doing civilian work at the facility and wear a uniform in rotation one week a month. It’s not ideal. Right? Clive?”

      Halliwell nodded. “This whole thing smells just as bad as what happened with the Pandora.”

      Benson turned as someone else entered the galley: Gadreau.

      The captain saw the three of them, then turned away, heading for the counter to order his meal.

      It seemed to Benson less like she was in command and more like she was babysitting. “Excuse me.”

      When Gadreau finished his order, and the robot cook began preparing the meal, she tapped the captain on the shoulder. “Captain Gadreau.”

      He turned, feigned surprise, then turned back to the robot. “Ma’am.”

      “Will you be joining us in the planning room?”

      He glanced at the two Marines. “Will I be needed, ma’am?”

      He’s not even pretending he didn’t receive the invite. Like a spoiled teen. “Why would you think otherwise?”

      “I’ve got training scheduled almost around the clock. Getting ready—”

      “That’s what we need to discuss.”

      “Training?”

      “What you’re training for. Colonel McLeod wants to lay out the next step.”

      Gadreau glared at the Marine couple. “Don’t your consultants have the experience you’re looking for?”

      Benson barely stopped herself from telling the captain to get over his precious self. She swallowed. He really needed a swift kick in the ass, but that wouldn’t do anyone any good. “Yes, Captain. I need you to join me for this meeting. Please.”

      He took his tray from the robot, showed her the food, and smiled. “I’ll be right there, ma’am.”

      Grier caught the commander’s curled finger and tugged on Halliwell, and before Benson reached the planning room, the two caught up to her. They didn’t say anything, instead trailing just behind her once they were on the lower deck. The planning room was empty, a small space about the size of her own cabin.

      She settled at the small table and used her command tablet to activate the display that covered the tabletop.

      Grier craned her neck and stretched out to get a better look at the glow of video forming in the center of the screen. “Is this just Colonel McLeod, ma’am?”

      “He’s the organizer.”

      The corporal leaned back, then smiled mischievously and swatted Halliwell low in the gut. Really low. “You think they’re planning some sort of attack?”

      He shrugged, apparently oblivious to how close her hand was to his crotch.

      Sulking. He always sulked when he needed more attention than Benson could give him. And when he sulked, his thoughts turned to how much he hated what his career had become and all the incompetence that made serving so hard.

      She felt overwhelmed and selfish. She couldn’t possibly be a good partner for him, not with everything demanding her attention. If Grier wanted—

      The display started a countdown, then Colonel McLeod and Lieutenant Stiles’s faces appeared. They sat at a similar table that had seen more wear and tear. Agent Patel connected from the gunship he had commandeered. He was in a cabin. Alone.

      “Commander Benson.” McLeod smiled. “Are you ready?”

      For the meeting? For what they would find on this moon? “Yes. I have Staff Sergeant Halliwell and Corporal Grier from the Pandora with me.”

      “Good. Their experience should be helpful.”

      Patel cocked his head. “A staff sergeant running a Marine contingent? Is that normal?”

      Benson almost snapped that it was perfectly normal for a ship the size of the Pandora, assuming they had Marines at all, then she realized he was talking about the Clarion. “Captain Gadreau will be joining us momentarily.”

      That seemed to settle the SAID agent down.

      McLeod turned to Stiles. “Commander, Lieutenant Stiles says you have an engineer who has a particular expertise with drones?”

      “Chief Parkinson.” Benson wasn’t sure why Stiles would have brought him up. “Do we have a drone situation, sir?”

      “We expect to. There’s a pretty advanced probe aboard the Clarion.”

      “To be used for…?”

      “Well, we don’t need the captain there to discuss this. We need to scout the planet out before we head down. We’ll use the probe to do that. While we decelerate, we’ll launch a missile with the probe aboard. We’ll need to know where to land the retrieval team.”

      Patel nodded. “There’s a plain near the ruins, maybe five kilometers.”

      Could it actually be so easy? Land a retrieval team, send them in, and go?

      The hatch opened, and Gadreau stepped through. He cast a sour glance at the other two Marines, then saw the team on the display and straightened before settling into a seat. “Colonel McLeod.”

      “Captain.” McLeod smiled, but it seemed stiff, as if he might be angry about the late arrival. “We were just discussing the need for a scout mission before we start the actual planning.”

      Gadreau nodded. “That makes sense, Colonel.”

      “Lieutenant Rao has the missile ready to launch, Commander.”

      Benson blushed. She hadn’t even been consulted about that.

      Are you going to pitch a fit now? Become a moody little mess like Gadreau and Clive and Scalise? You’re running the task force. Let Scalise and her people run the ship. “I’ll call Chief Parkinson in to brief him.”

      She sent a message to Parkinson to come as soon as he could and to bring his drone control gear, then tagged her location.

      The colonel leaned in close to Stiles, as if she were physically nearby, and they exchanged words over a private channel, then he straightened. “We’ll adjust once we have a look at the situation, Commander, but I wanted you to start considering your alternatives.”

      Benson stiffened. “Alternatives, Colonel?”

      “We don’t have a lot of intelligence on this moon. We know the Azoren call it Jotun. We know it has some strange atmospheric conditions. We know it’s cold. Very cold. We’ve already begun printing up high-efficiency thermals for whatever team finally heads down.”

      Gadreau cleared his throat. “For mobile missions, Colonel, my team will be the most effective.”

      “I…” McLeod smiled at Benson. “I think it’s best you work with your Marine assets to make any determinations, Commander. As the captain said, his team might be more effective if mobility is called upon. Major Fero’s team has the numbers, but it lacks the…recent training of the captain’s.”

      That seemed to satisfy Gadreau, who crossed his arms and smiled smugly.

      Benson caught the annoyed glare Halliwell shot her; he didn’t like Gadreau. She needed to make sure there wasn’t a scene. “Is there anything else you can share with us, Colonel?”

      McLeod and Stiles exchanged a glance, then he frowned. “Unfortunately, no.”

      Stiles closed her eyes. “Data on this listening post is highly classified.”

      Of course. Why share information with a rescue operation? “Then I guess I’ll begin my planning. I’ll inform you once Chief Parkinson has updates.”

      McLeod clasped his hands in front of him. “Thank you.”

      The connection closed, and Gadreau almost jumped to his feet. “I’ll inform my unit they’ve been selected as the rescue team.”

      Benson brushed the cuffs of her coat. “Thank you, Captain.”

      Halliwell stared at the Marine officer’s back until the hatch closed. “He’s an egotistical jerk.”

      “If he manages to rescue anyone and retrieve or destroy the intelligence data, he can be as egotistical as he wants.”

      “He’ll be sloppy and reckless like Martinez.”

      “How can you say that? Have you worked with him before? Does he have a reputation?”

      “I don’t know. No. But it feels that way.”

      “That’s not enough to go on.”

      Color darkened Halliwell’s cheeks. “I know. Guess I’m not really up for this consultant thing. Or anything, really.”

      He pushed away from the table and hurried out, long arms swinging so that he brushed hard against Parkinson when the hatch opened.

      The chief looked over his shoulder as he came to a stop at the table and set his drone control gear down with a clatter and a grunt. It was the same helmet he’d worn aboard the Pandora, but the gear now included a clear blue computing slab with matching sensor gloves. “What’s up with him?”

      Grier frowned. “Permission to check on the staff sergeant, ma’am?”

      “Please.” Benson hated the idea of Grier being there while Halliwell worked his way through his vulnerabilities, but someone needed to cool him down. The commander pointed to the chair Gadreau had been in. “Chief. You feeling okay? You look a little pale.”

      “Cracked ribs. I don’t know how I got them, but they’ll heal. At least I’m alive. I guess.” Parkinson’s head twisted around to follow Grier out the hatch.

      Benson examined the blue brick. “This is pretty. An upgrade?”

      “What?” His eyes locked on the brick. “Oh. Yeah. I thought you approved it?”

      “Not that I recall.” Scalise again? McLeod?

      “Need me to run a drone?”

      “I do, Chief.” Benson checked her command tablet. “You’ve got a few minutes to sync up with it.”

      “That’s plenty of time. Do you have the connect data?”

      She pulled the information up and sent it to him.

      His brow wrinkled. “Huh. I haven’t seen a string like that.”

      “Is there something wrong?”

      “No, no. I just…it must be some intelligence asset, right?”

      “Aren’t we all?”

      “I guess so.” The way his bottom lip stuck out, he obviously wasn’t thrilled with the idea.

      “Can you handle this, Chief?”

      “Do I have a choice?” It came out petulant, like when she’d told him to pitch in against the Azoren boarding team.

      At some point, they would have to talk about his military obligations.

      He slid the helmet on, initially much less confident and enthused than when he’d come into the room, then powered the computing slab up and slipped the gloves on. That seemed to calm him a little. “Is this far away?”

      “It is. Will the delay present a problem?”

      “Nah. Looks like it’s pretty insignificant. I just need to get used to it.”

      While he became acclimated to the drone, Benson pulled up Scalise’s record and began reading through it. Almost immediately, the ratings drew the commander in. Good, not great. And the problems with stubbornness, a lack of imagination and intuition, and a real problem with empathy—all of them were called out. It was something captured in subordinate interviews as well as rater summaries.

      There wasn’t much you could do about someone who had low emotional intelligence, not without acceptance of the problem, and Scalise didn’t seem to be much on accepting that she had problems.

      Benson turned her attention to the rest of the bridge crew, which not so surprisingly didn’t quite match up to Scalise’s take.

      I’ll have to give them all a deeper look later.

      But what mattered more at that moment was Gadreau. She might not have been able to just accept Halliwell’s gut reaction, but since it matched hers there seemed to be something there to look at.

      She found it about five years prior to his assignment to the newly re-launched Clarion: “anti-piracy operations.”

      Right around the time Halliwell had been involved in supporting the same thing.

      What had he said about those people? Unmarked uniforms? Off-the-books operations? Something.

      If Gadreau had come up through such activities—and as a staff sergeant, apparently—then he might have connections or at least sympathies that could be problematic.

      She’d have to keep an eye on him.

      “Look at that!”

      Benson straightened. The chief was all smiles, completely oblivious to her now as he piloted the probe, gloved fingers twitching, head tilting, shoulders twisting. He was in his happy place.

      It was better to leave him alone while he got the hang of things, but she needed to know what he was seeing. “What’s out there, Chief?”

      “Looks like I’m coming up on a moon. Was that a gas giant I passed?”

      “Riefenstahl. I think.”

      “Well, this place looks pretty dreary. Thick clouds. Were there supposed to be satellites in orbit?”

      “I—” She’d have to check on that. It had been described as a listening post. It made sense. “I’ll ask.”

      His lips twisted. “Is this where we’re headed?”

      “Yes.”

      “I heard we’re sending a rescue team down.”

      “We’ll have to see. That’s what the probe’s going to tell us.”

      “Oh. Okay.”

      “You’re worried about something, Chief?”

      “Just—” He reached for the helmet or his head, as if he might be thinking about scratching himself, then apparently remembered he was piloting a remote. “There aren’t a lot of qualified people on these ships.”

      “There aren’t.”

      “I—we won’t have to go down there, right?”

      “We’ll see. Does that worry you?”

      He reached for the helmet, and this time took it off. “Of course it does! We were just resuscitated!”

      “Chief, that’s more than most people can ever say.”

      “No! It isn’t guaranteed. I mean, it can fail nearly twenty percent of the time. And another twenty percent comes down to ‘efficiency targets.’ Your life is in the hands of someone giving approval to a computer evaluation.”

      “You made it, Chief. These people agree with you about your worth.”

      He snorted. “You think I’m blind? They have reservists and people recalled from retirement staffing those ships!”

      “Which means you have value, doesn’t it?”

      “Compared to them?” Parkinson blinked, then smiled. “I guess so, yeah.”

      “Then you should be fine. But, Chief?”

      “Hm?”

      “You wouldn’t be hurting your odds of another resuscitation by learning to get along with others, and that starts with valuing others as equals.”

      His jaw dropped, and his eyes registered offense. “I’m just talking odds.”

      “People are more than odds.”

      Parkinson slid the helmet back on. “The probe will be hitting the atmosphere soon.”

      “I’ll leave you to it, then.”

      She leaned back in her seat and started working on a query for McLeod about the satellites. She was sure they weren’t a surprise to anyone but her, but what did it mean, ultimately? Had they launched the probe from the missile carrying it early enough to miss detection by those satellites, or had they inadvertently alerted the enemy?
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      “Oh.”

      That was all Chief Parkinson said, but the way he suddenly hunched forward, then leaned hard to the left with a soft groan, Benson was pretty sure the word carried more meaning than just “oh.”

      She clasped her hands in front of her to keep them from shaking, enjoying the warmth and the reassurance of her own flesh. “What is it, Chief?”

      “Just a second.” He leaned again, this time to the right, fingers flying.

      The planning room light caught every angle and bend of the engineer’s gloves, and the humming air circulator did a decent job sucking the heated plastic smell out. But Benson was well aware of how hard the helmet and gloves and computing slab were working.

      “Can you show me what you’re seeing?” She could do it herself, but that would annoy him even more than bothering him.

      Or maybe it wouldn’t. His mouth pursed, then the tabletop display came to life. At first it flared, revealing a world of deep blues and blacks, white lines and splotches of pale yellow, then a green grid overlaid it all, painting contours and shapes.

      She was disoriented at first, then realized the probe was going through some pretty intense maneuvers, changing the angle of the map with only minor delays. The clear heart of the computing slab glowed a persistent, soft blue.

      He’s pushing the hardware to its limits.

      Her instinct was to demand to know what was going on, but the way the probe kept moving so fast, she couldn’t be sure it wasn’t about to crash or…

      Could something be pursuing it?

      The map blanked out for a second, and Parkinson grunted, then the computing slab became nothing but a clear plastic brick again.

      “No!” The engineer’s head jerked right and left. “The signal!”

      “What happened, Chief?”

      His fingers tapped the air, swiped and circled. “Signal loss…”

      “We lost the probe?”

      “I don’t know.” He yanked the helmet off, blinked, then picked up the slab. “Overload.”

      “Can you—”

      He nodded, annoyed, all the while tapping a pattern on the surface of the brick. Blue light slowly came to life in the heart of it, then it became like a prison for a miniature blue sun. “I’m pulling from the Clarion’s computing resources. I’ll need a new slab when this is done.”

      She squeezed her fingers together. “The probe?”

      “One second.” He had the helmet back on, and almost immediately seemed to be searching for something far away. Then he grunted and threw himself against the back of his chair. “Got it!”

      Obstacles. Or weapons. Something was giving the probe trouble.

      The video feed returned, and she had a good look at a fairly flat plain, then what looked like some sort of massive rockfall. Building foundations took on detail within that rockfall, and she realized it was probably the ruins mentioned in the earlier briefing.

      Parkinson drifted forward, and the image leveled off, then the ground came closer. “The ruins.”

      “I thought so. What are these things in the flat area surrounding the ruins?”

      “Things?”

      “Lines. Jagged—”

      “The ground. It looks like there must have been some sort of tectonic activity.”

      Tectonic activity. Had anyone mentioned that? “Can we get a live shot? Something more than…”

      “That’s computer-enhanced infrared. There’s no real light down there. None to speak of, at least. Reflection off the gas giant, whatever sunlight gets through the atmosphere when the moon is on the other side of the planet.”

      “Can this be enhanced?”

      “Sure.” He was much calmer now. “Once you get all the data back, we can build up a more realistic representation.”

      “Do you see anything? Any sign of what might have happened?”

      “Other than the cracks in the ground?”

      “You think there was an earthquake?”

      “At some point. Maybe those are old, but it looks to me like something happened. And you’re not going to set a multi-ton ship down there. No way.” He leaned to his left, once more grunting, and the camera angle changed, then leveled off again. “Something created this.”

      “This” was a narrow valley that widened, then shrank, then twisted, then widened again before opening into a broad, deep bowl.

      “That’s the crater!” She leaned closer to the display.

      It looked like the bottom was fairly flat. Remarkably flat.

      She tried to get a sense of scale. Zoomed out, it looked like the lip of the crater was just a little larger than half the size of the ruins. The probe’s cameras and sensors captured more of the cracks radiating out from the edges of the hole gouged in the ground.

      He leaned again, and the image twisted. “The atmosphere…I don’t know if it’s breathable, but it’s there. Winds. Crazy thermals, maybe. I can’t figure what would be the source of dramatic temperature differences, but something’s causing weather. Real weather. I’m pretty sure there’s ice all over the place.”

      Ice. Wind. Had the world been inhabited at some point? Did the ruins represent something more than a small outpost that came before the Azoren?

      Parkinson snorted. “If you think that’s interesting, you’ll love this.”

      He took the probe higher and sped away from the crater.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Just wait.”

      “Chief—”

      “I know what I’m doing.”

      The ground farther out from the crater was even more rugged and untamed than what they’d seen with the cracks surrounding the crater and ruins.

      Then the ground transformed into an unnaturally flat area lit by strips of something that glowed red hot against the blue and black. Small bumps sat atop long, low rectangles, and a short strip of perfectly smooth land ran from larger rectangles.

      Parkinson leaned again, and the view banked away. “That is what should scare you.”

      “The listening post?”

      He frowned. “What?”

      “They’re supposed to have a listening post. The Azoren. Those bumps on the—”

      “I thought we had a listening post?”

      “That’s who we’re listening to. Our SIGINT people are leeching off theirs.”

      His frown deepened. “Yeah, well, that’s not a listening post. It’s a small military base. That was an airfield if you missed it. That means they’ve got at least one or two atmosphere-capable vessels within minutes of the ruins.”

      The facility certainly looked larger than she’d imagined a listening post would. “I’ll ask what we know about it. Do you think they saw you?”

      “This probe?” He chuckled. “I’ve been looking at some of the specs. I think I could probably land it on someone’s ass and they wouldn’t notice until they tried to take a—”

      “Thank you, Chief. Could you return it to orbit?”

      “I—” He shrugged. “Sure. It has fuel left. I think it’d be better to set it down somewhere remote in case we want to use it again.”

      “Did you see someplace that would be shielded from those satellites?”

      “Lots of places. Give me a minute, I’ll have it out of sight. But if they could see it, they already have.”

      That wasn’t what she wanted to hear. Then again, it was better to hear something you didn’t want to than to have the surprise destroy you.

      When Parkinson took his helmet and gloves off, the smug smile she was used to seeing on his face was back. He might be haunted by what had happened to him on the Pandora—they all were—but at least he could still find satisfaction in his work with remotes.

      She returned his smile. “Why don’t you requisition yourself a new computing slab?”

      His smile faded. “That’s it?”

      “Well, beyond a thank you, yes. What you’ve provided here was very valuable.”

      Parkinson bit his bottom lip. “They’ll cancel this, right?”

      “The rescue? There might be people down there.”

      “Not alive. You saw those ruins, the winds. How long ago was the SOS? Without power, people would freeze to death in hours.”

      “Perhaps they still have power.”

      “Then why send an SOS?”

      “Go get that computing slab, and send me that enhanced video, please.”

      His lips quivered as he stood and gathered his gear, then left.

      She needed to talk to McLeod. Did he know about all that they’d seen? Unsteady ground around the ruins? The larger-than-expected military base?

      When she tried to connect to the colonel, she didn’t get anything. She wasn’t about to try Agent Patel, so she connected to Stiles.

      The connection request was accepted almost immediately. Stiles was in a T-shirt, her gold-brown skin glowing from exertion. “Commander?” She sounded out of breath.

      “Lieutenant, I’m trying to reach Colonel McLeod.”

      The young woman brushed a forearm across her brow. “He’s in a meeting with Agent Patel.”

      “This is important.”

      “So is the meeting.” The set of the younger woman’s jaw said she wasn’t going to budge if she was asked to interrupt the meeting. “Maybe I can help?”

      Benson almost rolled her eyes, then she remembered the lieutenant was the only one to survive the Azoren attack on the Pandora. There was more about her than met the eye. “Maybe you can. I have some fairly raw footage from the probe we sent to Jotun.”

      Stiles picked up her communicator and turned off video. “Send it to me. I’ll give it a look.”

      “I’d like to discuss it.”

      It sounded like steps in a passageway, then on stairs, then in a passageway again. “All right. Send me the video, then I’ll call you back. I need to clean up. I won’t be long.”

      The connection terminated.

      Benson found resentment settling into her thoughts. The younger woman had been working out and merely glowed. When Benson worked out, she looked like an absolute mess within minutes.

      Her communicator pinged: the request for a data transfer; she sent the video from Parkinson’s probe across.

      While she waited, she connected to the Clarion astronomical database and pulled up everything she could on Azoren space. It had been Kedraalian Republic space before the war. All of the enemy holdings—Azoren, Gulmar, Khanate, and Moskav—had been Kedraalian. There should have been something about the moon, even if it wasn’t called Jotun at the time. After a quick search, she found the original designations and fairly terse entries on the solar system, the gas giant, and the moons. Everything had been left with the older, duller designations based on star and planet: Terkel star, Terkel System, Terkel VI for the gas giant, and Terkel VIc for the moon.

      There was basic data—scans and probes—but nothing detailed beyond a vague mention of a potential large impact crater. That meant the system didn’t catch the eye of anyone within the Republic scientific community decades ago. That seemed to support the idea that the Azoren were the first to give the moon any serious attention, and that probably only came from its proximity to the eventual DMZ.

      Her communication device flashed: Stiles was calling. Benson accepted. The lieutenant was dressed in a combat uniform now. “Thank you, Lieutenant.”

      “Sorry for the delay. Can I ask what has you concerned?”

      “Did you see the video?”

      Stiles frowned. “It looked like a very crude wireframe over infrared imagery.”

      Of course she would know what that looked like. She’d probably been trained in imagery analysis to some level in the GSA. “That’s the probe run over the ruins.”

      “That’s what I thought. I’m still not sure why you need to speak to the colonel about it.”

      “Did you see the cracks in the ground? It looks unstable.”

      “It can support a small shuttle. That would’ve been how they managed to insert the team.”

      “Did you watch all of the video?”

      “Why?”

      “There’s a military outpost less than a hundred kilometers out.”

      “The Azoren listening post.”

      Benson’s head pounded. “It’s not some little outpost. There’s an airstrip.”

      That finally got through; Stiles’s eyes narrowed. “An airstrip?”

      “And it looks like a couple of large buildings, probably mostly subterranean.”

      “One moment.” The connection paused.

      So she hadn’t seen all of the video! She had just assumed it was hysterical overreaction. Great.

      Stiles came off pause, but she was looking elsewhere, probably still watching the video. “All right. I see it.” Her attention came back to the live feed and Benson. “What do you propose to do about it, Commander?”

      “Propose…?” Benson hadn’t thought of that. “I thought Colonel McLeod—”

      “He put you in charge for a reason. Assaults like this aren’t in his realm of experience.”

      Assaults? “Well, I’ve trained for starship combat mostly.”

      “You have Captain Gadreau and Staff Sergeant Halliwell. And Major Fero.”

      Each was a sticky problem. “I’ll run some ideas past Halliwell. I thought once we had some certainty there was a military installation near—”

      “That’s probably been there all along. Only the airstrip looks new.”

      They knew this was more than a little outpost. “Well, we don’t have the sort of force to stand up to serious attack, either in space or on the ground.”

      “Speed and stealth were our focus.”

      “Do you even know where our people are? What their facility looks like?”

      “No. Just that it’s somewhere in the ruins.”

      “So they could be hidden anywhere within those collapsed buildings. That’s several kilometers in diameter. Do we have some sort of tracking device?”

      “We should. If their emergency ID systems are still operational.”

      “Accurate to how close?”

      “Ten meters for personal ID. It can detect a friendly signal within ten kilometers.”

      That meant getting a small group inside a five-kilometer radius. That was probably feasible, but there would be the time spent narrowing the search down. That could be minutes; it could be hours. “Anyone we send in is going to be exposed if they have aircraft with good sensors.”

      “Come up with a plan, Commander. Colonel McLeod will back you.”

      Benson’s hands shook. This was too much. “Brianna, I need the truth. No smoke blown up my ass. Okay? Why was I selected for this?”

      “No smoke, Commander. Your promotion was real. The GSA sees you as the right person at the right time. You bringing the Pandora out of the DMZ was proof that they had the right person.”

      “In case you forgot, I got my crew killed.”

      “Anything other than outright war would have been considered a success.”

      “That’s a strange bar to set for success.”

      Stiles’s face pinched up. “Commander, if I can speak openly?”

      “Please.”

      “You need to believe in yourself. Your record shows someone with excellent potential. You’re smart. You’re creative. You handle pressure well. You’re not prone to panic. And you care about your people and the mission. The Kedraalian Navy senior staff believe in you. Do you?”

      It was the exact question Benson had been asking herself since the promotion: Do you believe in yourself?

      She sucked in a breath. “All right. You mind if I use you as a sounding board?”

      “Nope.”

      Benson brought the video up and put together a composite to show the Azoren base, the crater, and the ruins. “Let’s assume they don’t know we’re incoming yet.”

      “There’s always a chance of that. They’re SIGINT, not astronomers. We’ve outrun most of our transmissions.”

      “And maybe the sensor buoys didn’t have a Fold Space relay pointed at this moon.” That didn’t seem as likely as no one watching the heavens for the incoming heat blooms of starships, dispersed or not. “If we get onto the surface, we should have maybe half an hour before they can scramble one of their aircraft out to our position.”

      “Reasonable.”

      “That’s not enough time for a team to get into the ruins and search. That means we have to hold a landing zone.”

      “Which would be vulnerable if out on the area around the ruins.”

      “It’ll be vulnerable anywhere, but out in the open would be the worst. So I’m thinking we put a force down in this crater.”

      “In…the crater?”

      “The floor is level. There’s some cover. We could put an anti-aircraft gun down there. We have a couple vehicles, don’t we? Badgers?”

      “I—” Stiles shook her head. “In the crater?”

      “It’ll be a challenge, but pilots can use systems to land. We work out the optimal positions, and use the shuttles to create further cover. We send the vehicles down this narrow, winding rift until they get to the ruins, the team climbs out and heads in for the extraction. They’re only exposed while they’re in the ruins. We send a shuttle in for pickup if they can’t make it back to the LZ, then the rest of the force blasts out.”

      The lieutenant’s brow knotted in concentration. “How long do you think it would take to drive to the ruins, climb up, conduct the search, and drive back?”

      “A couple hours?”

      “And if it goes longer?”

      Benson used the Clarion’s imagery analysis system to gauge the distance from the crater to the Azoren outpost. If they had vehicles, they could probably get to the crater in close to two hours, certainly if things stretched out to three hours or more.

      She needed to get Halliwell’s thoughts on all of this. It felt horribly unsafe, even hopeless, but maybe he could help her put the details in place and give them a chance.

      “Commander?”

      “Hm?” Benson didn’t know how long she’d been staring at the map. “I’m sorry, Lieutenant.”

      “I understand. Did you need time to work on details?”

      “Yes. I want a Marine’s viewpoint.”

      “I’ll pass along what you’ve given me when the colonel wraps up his meeting.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Those—” The lieutenant squinted. “It sounds like two different forces: LZ and Rescue.”

      “Yes.”

      “We don’t really have the numbers for two forces.”

      “We’ll operate lean.”

      “What about leaders? You don’t have many quality officers.”

      “I was thinking I would run the LZ team.”

      “And the rescue team? Would that be Captain Gadreau or Major Fero?”

      “Actually, I was thinking you would run that team.”

      Stiles looked away. “We have Marine officers—”

      “Neither of whom I consider particularly reliable at the moment.”

      “Your call, Commander.” Stiles closed the connection.

      It wasn’t a challenge, but Benson had a definite feeling that she might have alienated a potential ally.

      Was there pettiness at play? Was it the desire to test Stiles in a potential combat situation? Or was there something more behind the idea that had popped up from nowhere?

      Trust your instincts. Believe in yourself.

      Benson sent a message to Halliwell requesting his assistance. Trust and belief were one thing. She needed a rational, skeptical eye.

      Because her real gut feeling was that the mission was doomed.
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      Crew chiefs, technicians, and Marines hustled from place to place in the Clarion hangar bay. Benson poked her head into the airlock of one of the shuttles and tried to keep a reassuring smile on her face as a bunch of middle-aged, graying Marines flashed thumbs-up signals at her. Like her, they wore thermals, combat armor, and helmets that could be sealed against an atmosphere that appeared to be somewhere close to -50 Celsius. But they weren’t in that sort of temperature yet, so they were all slowly boiling.

      She returned the thumbs-up and moved on to the next shuttle. This one carried more Marines, some technicians who’d been taken from the Clarion crew over Commander Scalise’s protest, and vital gear: sensors, comms relays, lower-end drones to supplement the probe, and spare ammunition.

      Once again, she exchanged thumbs-up signs with the people inside before moving on to the third shuttle. This one was specially modified to carry an oversized cargo container that was even now being prepped for one of the Badgers.

      Marines scrambled aboard the ancient vehicle, and its engine rumbled to life.

      Benson had helped scrub the vehicle interior out. Even after buckets of chlorine cleaner, the thing stank like vomit and ruptured guts. Someone had said it was used in one of the failed actions against the rebel forces that later became the Khanate. There were still patches in the armored shell, things that looked certain to fail when exposed to the vacuum of space.

      They won’t. Some sealant is all you need. It’s vacuum, not deep ocean.

      Her stomach knotted as the stench of diesel exhaust filled the crowded space, then its tires squeaked and it rolled into the cargo container. The knotting worsened when she spotted Halliwell coming toward her, with Scalise close on his heels.

      Another fight. Just what I need.

      Crew chiefs sealed the cargo container, which was then moved to the center of the hangar bay doors. The container would be the first thing released from the Clarion, followed by the shuttle that would clamp onto the container.

      Then the rest of the shuttles would head out to join up with the gunships and other shuttles.

      Halliwell rushed his last few steps to open a bit of a lead, then leaned in to whisper, “She’s all yours.”

      He hovered a meter behind Benson, probably listening.

      When Scalise stomped up to Benson, the short woman’s face was red. “We’ve got a problem with life support. All this exhaust, all these things you’ve been running down here in the hangar bay, they’re overloading the systems.”

      Benson spread her feet shoulders-wide. “Cut the hangar bay off from regular circulation. Let the air get sucked out when we launch.”

      “It’s too late.”

      “Then I’d suggest getting a team on it.”

      “Our teams are overstretched already. We’re finding the limit of this ship—”

      “Commander Scalise, the Istanbul, Marie Belle, and Pulsar are older and going through the same system strains and they’re coping without complaint.”

      “I’m not complaining, Commander. I’m requesting that you release my tech—”

      “Request denied. We’ll need all hands down there.”

      The heavyset woman’s face grew even redder. “If anything were to happen to you down there, I’ll be in command.”

      “Then I hope you’ll do your best to get everyone back home safely. Is there anything else?”

      Scalise spun on a heel and stomped back out.

      Halliwell came back around, wiggling his long fingers to adjust the thermal glove liner, then pulling heavy gloves over them. “If that’s the worst of the blowback for this plan, you’re getting off easy.”

      Benson arched an eyebrow. “I’m getting off easy? You’re the one who helped hash out the details.”

      He held his hands up. “Your plan. You know my thinking.”

      “Attacking the Azoren installation would be every bit as suicidal as this.”

      “I’d take the odds.”

      “We don’t know their numbers.”

      “And they wouldn’t know ours, not if we hid in the rocks. You saw those topographical projections. It would be perfect for ambush. Plant some explosives in the most obvious routes—”

      “Too many assumptions. If we can get in and out fast enough—”

      The Marine snorted. “You’ll be lucky if those old diesel crawlers make it fifty meters. Badgers are older than the Republic. That’s Earth tech. The engines sound like they were dug out of the weapons systems graveyard.”

      They were, but she wasn’t going to dwell on that. “You and Grier are in shuttle four with me.”

      “Where’s Gadreau?”

      Benson pointed to the shuttle she hadn’t poked her head into. “Two.”

      Halliwell waved at the entry hatch to the hangar bay, and Grier hurried toward them. She hadn’t yet pulled her combat uniform on over the skin-tight thermals, giving anyone who cared a look that left little to the imagination. Her muscles writhed beneath the black material as she shoved the bundle of uniform, boots, and helmet into the staff sergeant’s gut.

      “They still printed this too tight.” As Grier spoke, she turned her back to Benson. “Ma’am, could you get this zipper to go the last bit?”

      The zipper seemed ready to come free from the material but held. Barely. Benson slipped a finger beneath the thermal at the corporal’s neck. It was tight. “Can you move?”

      Grier twisted at the hip and stretched her arms out, rotating them forward and back. “I’ll get used to it. Thanks, ma’am.”

      Halliwell handed over pants, then boots, then the uniform top. He didn’t seem uncomfortable as Grier dressed; he probably shouldn’t have. They’d known each other for years, and that knowledge had probably included time where they’d both been wearing less.

      The young woman smiled. “We got this thing down tight, Commander?”

      Benson wished she had the sort of confidence Grier displayed. “We do.”

      “Got resuscitation patches, just in case.” The corporal slapped the back of her neck.

      It didn’t seem a very prudent thing. No one was going to come for their bodies if they died on Jotun. Everyone would be gearing up for war. In fact, they probably already were.

      We’ve invaded Azoren space. Intentionally. How can we hide that?

      The Marines headed for shuttle four—officially Clarion S4—and Benson followed. Parkinson was in the fifth seat back from the cockpit, sweating and rocking back and forth as much as his harness allowed. His skin was pale; his lips were quivering.

      Five shuttles from the Clarion. Four from the Marie Belle and Pulsar, one from the Istanbul. Two gunships. An anti-aircraft weapons system, grenade launchers, A-19 Grizzly Assault Carbines, flares, climbing gear, IR vision systems for every fifth Marine and the entire rescue team.

      They’d put together as effective a mix as they could, considering their limitations. Colonel McLeod had given his blessing. Agent Patel had signed off.

      Yet it still felt pointless.

      The shuttle pilot twisted around, his bug-eyed heads-up-display visor resting on the top of his forehead. Calm, gray eyes, a cleft chin, and pale skin with the faintest hint of mocha to it—Lieutenant Durall was a handsome man, and he was one of the more serious pilots. Like Halliwell, the lieutenant was just waiting for release to return to civilian life, but in his case it was family—twin baby daughters—that was the driving reason. “Strap in, folks. Launch in ten.”

      Benson checked her outfit again, then brought the harness down.

      Ten seconds.

      Amber lights flashed in the hangar bay, which was dark otherwise. Sound vibrated through the landing gear, nearly as loud as the engines spinning up.

      And then they were sealed up, lifting off, maneuvering, moving, passing through the hangar bay doors. The shuttle with the container clamped to its belly drifted forward. Spacecraft began maneuvering into a group.

      The two gunships drifted to the front of the formation.

      Durall twisted around again, this time pointing to Benson, then tapping his helmet. “Commander, you want to plug in?”

      She turned her comm device to the channel used by the pilots and was immediately assaulted by the chatter—businesslike but also salty and more than a little fearless.

      “Clarion S2, you’re going to need to squeeze your nose up Pulsar S2’s ass just a little more.”

      “Copy, Marie Belle S1. Been in that situation enough to know what’s to come.”

      “Take your complaints to the mess hall, Clarion S2.”

      Benson smiled. Her stomach seemed to calm a little and she started identifying the voices, putting faces to the call signs. She wasn’t surprised to realize it was the female pilots who seemed to have more off-color humor about them, the worst being Ensign Linda Reyes, who happened to be the best.

      Finally, Gunship-028 made the call Benson had been dreading. “All clear to proceed. Let’s go.”

      Acceleration pressed her against the harness. Her breathing sped up, and she brought it under control the way she always did: focus on the details.

      Which shuttles carried what resources?

      How had the landing been laid out?

      Who would put down first?

      What would be set up first?

      That last bit had been the most contentious, with Halliwell arguing for putting people on the perimeter immediately, then sending teams out to set down mines and sensors. Benson wasn’t going to yield on that point, though. The visibility was pathetic, and with only twenty percent of the force having IR goggles or any other means to see in the gloomy dark the probe had revealed, having machine eyes and countermeasures seemed critical to her.

      Because she was absolutely sure the Azoren knew a force was out there on Jotun somewhere. They had to know. Or suspect.

      If they did, she wasn’t about to give the enemy the slightest chance to do what they’d done on the Pandora. The Kedraalian forces were probably outnumbered, but this time they were going to have defenses, and they were going to be ready.

      Everyone goes home.

      Pilot chatter drew her back out, and she listened for a bit, then turned her attention back to the plan. She fed it to Grier and Halliwell—the Marine consultants—and texted them: Last chance. Ideas?

      Halliwell shook his head, then texted back: From this point, it’s all about being flexible. Everything’s going to change.

      Grier’s head bobbed up and down in agreement. She would always support him.

      So Benson turned her thoughts to how she could adjust when the time came. If their landing sequence had to be adjusted, what could be compromised on? If their weapons ran into problems in the Jotun cold, was there something they could do about it? Should she bring Gunship-133 down or leave it in orbit with Gunship-028, Patel’s mobile headquarters, as she’d planned? At least she could count on 133 to actually engage if necessary. The SAID agent?

      That wasn’t going to happen.

      There were an infinite number of variants that could be considered, but Halliwell was right: Until they knew more, planning was pointless.

      “Commander Benson?” It was Durall. “We’re coming up on the satellites. We’ll keep those between us and the planet as much as possible, then we’ll head down as fast as we can. We’re flying off visuals for now, minimizing our signal profile.”

      “Thank you, Lieutenant.”

      “Hey, look, I know everyone’s taking risks, Commander—”

      “They are.”

      “Sure. It’s just that, like I told you after the mission brief—I’ve been approved twice for separation.”

      “And had that overturned for the good of the Navy. I’m sorry.”

      “I’m not trying to bust your chops, Commander. It’s just, well, what you just went through, being resuscitated and all.”

      Benson gritted her teeth. It was becoming an annoying topic but one that fascinated everyone. Parkinson had been right about the odds meaning something. There was an unwanted celebrity to being a survivor, something she’d never thought about after years of saving civilians aboard the Pandora. It had always been a given that the military folk killed in the line of duty would be resuscitated if at all possible, but the reality was that the government didn’t hold military lives in the same regard as civilian.

      Service was only appreciated while service members were capable.

      What must it feel like to have family waiting for you and have the military refuse separation after you’d served your agreed-to term? “I’m sure you’ll be fine, Lieutenant Durall.”

      “I hope we’ll all be fine. These people are my friends. It’s just…my kids.”

      “Other people have family.”

      “But they chose to stay on.”

      “You signed a contract, Lieutenant.” She glanced at Halliwell and a part of her withered. Durall had signed a contract and fulfilled his part of it. What was being done to him and Halliwell and who knew how many others…it was wrong. The military screamed bloody murder about service members doing anything at all to violate the sacred contracts but had no compunction whatsoever about doing exactly that. “But if anything did happen to you, I guarantee you that I’ll do everything in my power to see you make it home to your family.”

      “Thanks, Commander. That’s all I ask—fair treatment.” The relief was palpable in his voice.

      She exhaled and sealed her helmet. Once they landed, it was going to be crazy; preparedness was critical. Six hours of recirculated oxygen from the rebreather mask and associated tanks—that was going to have to be enough. It was already adding nearly four kilograms to each person’s load.

      The satellites were pale specks ahead of them, barely catching a hint of sunlight now. They could have rushed and tried to get down to the moon before the next rotation into sunlight, but with the heavy cloud cover, that didn’t seem to be worth giving up some of their preparation time. If the Azoren knew they had company, they weren’t doing anything about it yet.

      “Clarion S2, you need to tighten up on Pulsar S2.”

      “Copy, Clarion S3. I thought I saw someone adjusting. Gunship-028, is that you moving below the formation?”

      “Negative, Clarion S2. I’m still in position. Let’s get a check on—”

      Fire erupted toward the front of the wedge.

      “Bogeys! Bogeys! Two bogeys!” It was Durall. As he sounded the alarm, he sent the shuttle forward and down.

      The rest of the wedge broke up, some ships peeling up, some down, some right, some left. It was what the pilots trained for.

      What they couldn’t train for was having two enemy aircraft sneak in on them undetected.

      Flying blind. Right into waiting enemy spacecraft.

      And those spacecraft seemed to be small, dark, and fast. They swooped around with a lot more maneuvering capabilities than the shuttles, and their guns were just as quick.

      Interceptors!

      Rounds rattled off the shuttle’s hull, then two of the people toward the rear shivered in their harnesses, and a bloody mist floated out of their suits before becoming a stream that was sucked out through holes as big around as three fingers bunched together.

      Benson’s world became a crazy chaos of spinning and twisting, chatter and shouts, gunfire captured through open mics, and the terrible bloom of flame.

      She was vaguely aware of Parkinson flailing as the blood mist shifted toward him. They’d taken another hit, and now they were heading into atmosphere.

      Durall’s voice shook as the shuttle darted into wispy clouds that flashed silvery in the shuttle’s forward lights. “I’ve got one on my tail. Hull integrity’s shot. I could use a little help.”

      “Copy, Clarion S4. Pulsar S2, closing.”

      Pulsar S2. Major Fero. Marines. Ammunition. Explosives. Lots of explosives.

      The console in front of Durall lit up. “Bogey down! Bogey down!”

      “Marie Belle S1 in pursuit of second bogey.”

      “Gunship-133 on your five, Marie Belle S1.”

      “Copy, Gunship-133. Do you have a shot?”

      Silence.

      Then another voice. Reyes in Clarion S2. “Break off, Marie Belle S1. Clean shot.”

      A tone sounded in Benson’s ear, a sound she realized had been there since the first explosion, then it was drowned out by whoops and cheers.

      “Bogey down! Sky is clear!”

      “Copy, Clarion S2. Clarion S4 heading down. Flight controls are heavy.”

      Benson swallowed. “Lieutenant Durall, I saw explosions.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Who’d we lose?”

      “Gunship-133, Istanbul S1, and Clarion S5. Marie Belle S2 and Pulsar S1 suffered damage.”

      And so had they.

      The shuttle rattled and bounced. Something glowed in front of them, like a fireball tumbling toward the moon’s surface. As they drew closer, details popped out: a rectangular shape, a wing, a second wing, a tail.

      Flipping. Twisting.

      Benson licked her lips. “Lieutenant—?”

      “What’s left of Clarion S5, ma’am. Heading straight into the crater.”

      The Badger. The Marines.

      “Should we adjust course?”

      “I’d love to, Commander. Not really a lot of options right now. Damaged control systems, fuel loss. If I pull off, I don’t know that I can get back onto the same flight path.”

      Would they hit the debris before they reached the crater? It seemed unlikely, because the fireball was giving off enough light now to reveal what lay below them: the black depths of the crater.

      Benson needed to know who she still had supporting her. She texted Stiles: You okay?

      The response came back almost instantly: Still alive.

      That was a relief. Heading in pretty hard. If I don’t make it, see this through.

      A few seconds passed, with the fireball of the cargo container like a star entering the pit, then erupting.

      The huge fire became dozens of tiny pinpricks that quickly grew brighter.

      Stiles finally responded back: You’ll be fine, Commander. The mission’s still on.

      It felt like a ridiculously naive statement as much as an encouraging one. The mission was still on, and maybe their shuttle would be able to put down without being blown into a million pieces like the remnants of Clarion S5 and the cargo container, but the shuttle was plunging like a chunk of rock. A safe landing was probably the very last thing it would be able to pull off.

      Maybe.

      Meaning they had almost nothing—maybe three shuttles—to get back off Jotun if even one more shuttle was damaged.

      She reconnected to the private channel with Durall. “How are we doing?”

      “Great. Just great. I mean, it’s not a gas giant with triple normal gravity, right?”

      “Can we slow our descent?”

      “That’s the plan. One big thrust to burn the last of the fuel.”

      “Will that work?”

      “Sure. If she holds together. And nothing else goes wrong.”

      “Do what you can, Lieutenant.”

      “For Monica and Tonya. Those are my kids.”

      Monica and Tonya. They had names now, names that carried weight and guilt. “Pretty names.”

      “Thanks. They’re what we’re fighting for, right? Everything we’re risking—it’s for those we love, right?”

      Benson wished she had an answer for that.

      The shaking became more violent, and Benson caught a strange, surprised sound from Durall, something like a “whoa.”

      “Lieutenant Durall, what’s going on?”

      “Nothing you want to know about, ma’am.”

      “Are we going to make it?”

      “You know what they say about the odds of resuscitation? It’s about like that.”

      Lights flickered, and the shuttle’s forward floodlights went out.

      “That’s not good.” Durall’s voice was soft, whispery. “Clarion S4, going down.”

      Details popped from the black crater below, some from the glow of embers, some from the floodlights that kicked back on.

      Retro and maneuvering rockets roared, shoving Benson hard against her harness and seat.

      She almost blacked out. She almost vomited.

      The black bottom of the crater rushed toward the cockpit.

      An alarm whined, deafening, proving there was atmosphere if the fire hadn’t already.

      Then Durall’s voice was even louder than the alarm. “Brace for impact!”

      Benson laughed to herself. She wasn’t sure what that was supposed to accomplish.

      She flinched, wrapped her arms tight around the harness.

      Just before the shuttle lurched, and the belly crashed against the crater floor.
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      O’Bannon was in the garage with Private Andressen when the alarms erupted. The sound was like angels singing in the tumult of a thunderstorm, something that was almost deafening in the frigid concrete space that held only the four Night Leopards. The young private slid out from under the chassis of the one they had taken out to the crater, eyes squinted, gray coveralls dark with oil stains. He smelled like diesel and sweat, but he’d been smiling despite the early hour and cold.

      Until now. “Major?” The young man’s bellow was almost lost in the din.

      “Seal everything up.” The major blew into his hands and squatted to look at the passenger door. The worst of the damage had been hammered out. It was a testament to Andressen’s work ethic that he had turned so much around so quickly. “The door looks good. Is the light working?”

      “The light? Yes, sir.”

      The private climbed behind the wheel and powered the vehicle up; there was no squeal. After a second, he turned the lights on. He had completely replaced the damaged stalk and light, and now he twisted the assembly around to test the level of articulation and sensitivity.

      It was as good as new, much as the engine seemed to be.

      “Good.” O’Bannon patted the hood. “The others, they are serviceable?”

      Andressen hopped out. “Maintenance has been completed, Major. We are missing parts—”

      “The sacrifice expected of us, Private Andressen: Do more with less.”

      That brought a wry smile to the young man’s lips. He seemed embarrassed or possibly excited by being drawn in to what must be the shared secret of officers, the knowledge that what the lower ranks whispered about was true: The Azoren Federation was run by incompetents.

      One vehicle after another, the young man hurriedly got in behind the wheel and started the engines up and tested the lights.

      O’Bannon’s head throbbed from the alarm. As it had before, the idea of strangling the Commando captain came to the front of the major’s thoughts. Obviously, they weren’t under attack, yet the alarm continued to blare.

      Andressen powered the last Night Leopard down and glanced up at the speakers. “What now, Major? Prepare for attack?”

      “Clean up and get into uniform. Come to the assembly area.”

      “There will be more information there?”

      “Unlikely.” O’Bannon brushed dust from his hands. “I have a feeling we shall be using these machines soon, though.”

      “They will serve us well, Major!”

      O’Bannon left Andressen peeling off his coveralls and putting the tools away. The young man’s ability to handle the cold was no doubt the result of his upbringing, a hard life on the world most knew as Nótt, a world where most cities were happy to see sunlight for less than half the days of a year.

      Cities. The idea was laughable. On most worlds, people lived in what was little more than crude settlements. Himmel had cities. Grand cities. With towering buildings and great structures raised to the splendor and glory of all the Azoren accomplishments in their short history.

      It seemed so ridiculous to fight for planets when the ones that were currently claimed were hardly even settled.

      The major gripped the cold rail and stopped.

      Already, the stairs were full of a different sort of thunder: booted feet stomping as people reported to stations. His men would be gathering in the assembly area not too far from the barracks. Knoel’s Black Lightning Commandos would be coming together at the other end of the main underground structure, just outside their own smaller garage.

      Smaller, but full of newer equipment. Better equipment. Panthers.

      It was always like that, with Supreme Leader Graf blessing his favorites with all the latest gear while those dying on the front went weeks without basic deliveries—food, ammunition, fuel, replacement parts.

      At least those who died because of the lack of deliveries were buried in pretty, new uniforms and caskets.

      If anything even remained of those dead.

      When O’Bannon reached the assembly area, Franke was at the head of the formation, inspecting and gathering updates from the few squad leaders. They had once been one hundred strong, a company that had survived the decimation of two different battalions. Now they weren’t even at half strength.

      “Major, have you seen Private Andressen?” The lieutenant’s back was stiff; his chin was raised. He took his job seriously.

      “He changes into uniform even as we speak. The Night Leopard is repaired.”

      That brought a smile to the lanky fellow’s hollow-cheeked face. “He will do whatever is necessary to keep those vehicles running.”

      “And they all checked out.”

      “He has a knack for machines.”

      “Yes. His promotion package will reflect this as well as his professionalism.”

      “Very good, sir.”

      “It will also reflect the strong leadership he receives. From you.”

      Color flooded the younger man’s face. “Thank you, Major.”

      “What is all this about?”

      “The alarm? It must be something the interceptors found. No one else is out.”

      “Working on the satellites again?”

      “They will fix them one day.”

      It had to be the interceptors. They couldn’t be under attack, not unless the enemy used weapons that were quieter than the alarms. It certainly was possible.

      O’Bannon winced and pressed the palm of a hand against his ear, then pulled out his communication device. There were no messages queued for him, and there was nothing to indicate the source of the alarm. That could only mean it was something Captain Knoel wasn’t sharing.

      With a sigh, O’Bannon connected to the Commando. “Captain Knoel?”

      The soft-featured young man stared back from the communicator’s small video screen. He was pulling on a thermal cowl, upon which he would place the jet-black Black Lightning helmet. “Major. Good of you to check in. Your men are assembled?”

      “They are. What—?”

      “Our interceptors have gone silent. The last transmission would appear to be emergency transponders.”

      “They have gone down?”

      “They worked among the satellites. Going down is unlikely.”

      “Assembling is pointless, if they were working on satellites.”

      “Assembly is called for with any potential threat, Major.”

      O’Bannon thrust his chin out and stretched his neck. Readiness and awareness were desirable, obviously, but to have everyone on alert over spacecraft going silent? A chunk of debris could have destroyed the two interceptors. They could have bumped into each other, or they could have accidentally activated a satellite system that wreaked havoc on their electronics with all of its advanced systems.

      He felt so old at that moment—so old and tired of the military nonsense. “Can we see anything from those satellites?”

      “The ones they were working on were obviously offline.”

      For repairs or modifications. It wasn’t ideal. Then again, using spacecraft designed to respond rapidly to threats coming into their airspace for satellite work was hardly ideal. Uploading the software remotely was much more sensible. “Are any satellites in the area operational?”

      “We have a few being brought online again now, after remote reboots.”

      “Perhaps we could silence the alarm until we know what it is we face.”

      The thermal material bunched the younger man’s soft cheeks out, making him look even more boyish and pampered. His lips twisted in a disdainful pout, then he shrugged. “You have your vehicles ready?”

      “Operational, yes. Capable of heading into orbit? No.”

      “Threat determination shouldn’t take long. Keep your men in formation.”

      “We remain ready.” O’Bannon disconnected and turned to Franke, sneering. “The little fool sounded the alarm without knowing if we even have a threat.”

      Franke glanced at the soldiers shivering in ranks. “Release the men?”

      “No. He assures—”

      The alarm died abruptly, leaving in its absence a dull ringing in the ears and the sense of a pain now missing.

      O’Bannon took his lieutenant by the arm and guided him away from the curious soldiers. “Captain Knoel assures me that the threat will be determined quickly. They have just now brought some of the satellites back online.”

      The younger officer sniffled. “This was his idea, taking them offline.”

      “For an upgrade of questionable worth. His obsession with the crater is unhealthy and dangerous.”

      “I thought the command instructed that the crater itself is dangerous.”

      “For once, I tend to believe our leadership. Something about that darkness…it could hide so much in the depths. The ruins concern me even more. Nothing but mystery, and what I heard from some I know—something terrible happened in there. Something terrible lives in there.”

      Franke bared his yellow teeth in a mocking grin. “Like this thing Andressen saw?”

      “We both saw it.”

      “Nothing lives on this waste of a moon, Major.”

      “And yet we both saw something.”

      “From the ruins? You believe this, then?”

      “Something built those ruins, and something destroyed them. Maybe our presence has awakened something that survived. The forerunners must have had extraordinary technology, yet something destroyed them.”

      The younger man’s broad shoulders bowed in, and he shook. “Fairy tales.”

      “Better we should have struck the thing to put an end to your skepticism.”

      “Better you hadn’t seen it at all, Major. Some things are best left unknown.”

      O’Bannon waved the younger man back toward the soldiers who had started whispering among themselves. “Keep them in the area, but put them at rest.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Shortly after the soldiers had broken into small groups, Andressen rushed in, face freshly scrubbed and uniform coat still being buttoned. “Major, do we know what the alarm was for?”

      “Not yet.” He waved the young man over and helped with the final, troublesome button. “Report to your lieutenant. Once I know—”

      A vibration drew the major’s attention back to the communicator. He barely noticed Andressen’s bow before the young man was gone.

      O’Bannon accepted the call from Knoel. “Yes, Captain?”

      “I am sending you video from the satellites. Review it.”

      The dismissive tone was grating. It gnawed at the major’s patience and scraped a jagged nail along his spine. Even a creation favored by the supreme leader should adhere to the existing expectations of rank and protocol. Without that, discipline would always be at risk.

      A soft vibration notified him that the video had been received. He tapped the screen to open the file, and the video played.

      Ships descended into the cloud cover high above Jotun’s rocky surface.

      Shuttles. And there had been something larger. With visible weapons.

      They were all old, as if someone had raided a war museum back on the Azoren home world of Himmel.

      But the markings, there was no mistaking what he saw.

      Yet O’Bannon squinted in disbelief. “Kedraalian ships?”

      “Yes. Kedraalian. An attack against Azoren Federation space! And so soon after the Gulmar incident in the DMZ!”

      “Contain your excitement, Captain.”

      Yet O’Bannon’s heart raced. If it was an attack, then the young captain’s claim about the battle front shifting wasn’t some deluded, war-loving fever dream but a terrible prediction.

      “Why?” The major replayed the video until he caught the first sign of Kedraalian markings. “What is to be gained from an attack against Jotun?”

      “Their destination, you old fool. Look at where they descend to!”

      The crater? The ruins? The Black Lightning commander’s nonsensical claim about a signal coming from the area! “You lured them here?”

      “I have done no such thing. They have come for whatever is in the crater.”

      It seemed unlikely the Kedraalians would enter Azoren space for any reason, but a lure, a false signal… What signal could draw them in? Why?

      “Nothing is down there but death.”

      “Then they have come for death. And it is your fault they have made it to the surface of this moon undetected.”

      O’Bannon shook the communicator. “They have been detected!”

      “Because my men bravely sacrificed themselves to ready the satellites!”

      “This argument is pointless. What do we do now?”

      “You and your men will head to the crater. Take up a position two hundred meters south. I will take my men wide, around to the west and circle to the north side. A small team will head to the ruins to ensure no one enters.”

      “You know the orders: No one enters the ruins.”

      The captain snorted. “They will stay on the outskirts.”

      Orders didn’t concern the young fool, but did he at least have the sense to fear what might cause such orders to exist? “You would be wise to honor the commands of our superiors in this case, Captain.”

      “The team will watch the ravine from above, then. No one will get past.”

      “And what of us at the crater?”

      “When I signal, we will descend and destroy whatever forces they have sent.”

      Of course he would assign O’Bannon’s forces the south side. There was so little cover there. “And your men will wear their specialized gear?”

      “Yes. We will descend unseen.” Knoel’s smugness was nauseating.

      “We should reach out to the Azoren Border Command for approval. This could be something they have anticipated—”

      “Of course it is anticipated. And we are expected to strike!”

      “We have no idea of their numbers.”

      “You have your orders, you ridiculous dinosaur. Follow them.” Knoel closed the connection.

      O’Bannon shoved the communicator into his coat pocket. “Lieutenant Franke.” He waved the slender man over and tried not to look into the eyes of the curious soldiers watching.

      Franke hurried over, a plume of steam trailing behind. “We know something, Major?”

      “An attack. Kedraalian Republic ships.”

      “On the home world?”

      “Here. At the crater. Satellites caught the image. They descended just now.”

      “Attacking Jotun, sir? Why?”

      “Knoel seems to have knowledge that they were coming or at least a suspicion.”

      “And he shared this?”

      “Hardly. Have the men get into their thermal gear. Combat load out—three magazines each, flares and grenades, if we have any. Bayonets for everyone. We take the Leopards out in twenty minutes.”

      “To where, sir?”

      “The crater.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      A ringing noise filled Benson’s darkness. She couldn’t remember why it was dark, and she definitely couldn’t recall what had caused the ringing deep in her head. But the sensations were real. They were in the core of her being, along with a dull ache that ran the length of her back, and a sharper pain in her right leg. All of it seemed to contribute to the ringing.

      The taste of blood on her lips. Ring-ring-ring!

      The smell of vomit. Ring-ring-ring!

      Something like the sound of tearing metal made the ringing worse, turning it into an agonizing pounding.

      Then someone shook her, which was exactly the worst thing that could be done.

      “This one’s alive, too!” The voice was familiar. Manly. Deep. “Get some light in here!”

      Far, far away, someone else whispered, “Pilot’s alive, too. For now.”

      Durall. Alive. He’d beaten the odds, hadn’t he?

      Light—maybe a sun from the other end of the system—touched her eyelids, and the darkness faded slightly.

      But the pounding? The ringing? So much worse.

      “Ah, hell. It’s the commander!” The familiar voice. “Corpsman!”

      Then there were hands on her, rubbing and probing. She couldn’t believe how invasive whoever was touching her was.

      “She’s better off than Durall.” An unfamiliar female voice.

      Then the hands reached Benson’s right knee, and all concern about privacy went away.

      She groaned and slammed against the harness.

      Her eyes opened. Vomit stained her rebreather. And blood.

      “We’ve got a dislocated bone here!” It was the female voice. A corpsman?

      “Get her out of this.” The familiar, manly voice.

      Who? She couldn’t put a name to it.

      Then the fire in her knee finally brought enough clarity of thought to realize who it was: Gadreau.

      Other hands were on her, pushing and pulling. There was grunting. It was all slightly muffled to her, then it dawned on her that she was hearing through rebreather masks and communication device relays. And the hands weren’t on her but on her harness—trying to lift it free. And in the light that had been on her eyes, she could see why: the harness and most of the interior of the shuttle were warped, twisted.

      They’d hit hard.

      Really hard.

      The bottom of the shuttle must have ruptured. And by the look of things, there must have been fire. An instant, perhaps. Everything had a sooty patina to it. Someone must have wiped her mask clear, but a blur remained.

      Finally, the harness gave, and the people all around her grabbed her and carried her out.

      Radiant pinpricks shone like stars in the heavens, a firmament of absolute black that sucked up the illumination until only the tiniest elements remained to tell anyone lucky enough to see the glow just how far they were from life-giving heat and light.

      “Commander Benson, can you understand me?” It was the female voice again.

      “Yes.” Benson’s voice sounded so weak, but it still made her head hurt.

      “I’m going to need you to close your eyes and hold your breath. Can you do that?”

      “Yes.”

      “Not yet, ma’am. We need to get your mask off and check your head for injuries, okay?”

      Benson tried to nod, felt the twinge of pain in her neck, then settled on another “Yes.”

      Then fingers fumbled around for the helmet and mask straps, and she remembered at the last moment to close her eyes and hold her breath.

      Just before cold rushed in and blasted her skin.

      Something warm and wet brushed against her cheeks, followed almost instantly by more probing fingers. The probing was about as gentle as what had happened in the shuttle, and when the fingers reached the back of her jaw, Benson nearly screamed again.

      “That’s good, Commander. Hold on for just a second more.”

      The fingers worked around the underside of the jaw and to the base of her skull, and this time there was no holding back a gasp.

      “Okay. Hold your breath, ma’am. Here comes your helmet again.”

      And Benson had to bite back another scream as her head was pulled forward and the helmet was slipped on, straining the neck and jaw that were obviously not in the least bit right.

      Then came the mask.

      She sucked in air and was relieved to find that someone had cleaned the interior out. It smelled like alcohol and some sort of citrus soap. The fluid that had been wiped across her face had a less sharp scent to it, also pleasant. But that fluid had frozen in the short period of exposure, and now it was melting.

      Benson could see. The person working on her looked to be in her early thirties. She had a vaguely olive skin tone, a large nose, and the most comforting smile ever.

      And she had an injector. “Commander? Okay, you with me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Good news. Okay? You’re going to be fine.”

      Going to be. How far out was that supposed to be? Benson felt like she’d come out of a rock tumbler set on high. “Bad news?”

      “There’s some of that, too. But that’s where this comes in.”

      “Anesthetic?”

      “And a painkiller.”

      “I need to be awake and aware.”

      “We can get you something to keep you sharp, but you don’t want to be awake for this, okay? You’ve got a dislocated fibula, right up on the side of the femur joint.”

      “That’s bad, right?”

      “It’s going to hurt a lot, yes. But it could’ve been worse. You must’ve hit just right. Normally, it’s the tibia that gets popped out from something like this.”

      “So, what’s next?”

      “Numb you up, get you put back together and wrapped, shoot a little anti-inflammatory goodness into you, and let you go.”

      Benson looked around. The pinprick lights were moving: people with flashlights, not stars. And there were some lights that weren’t moving. Other shuttles, maybe? “How many survived?”

      The medic looked away. “We’re at about half strength, ma’am. Almost.”

      Half. “Lieutenant Stiles? Major Fero? Staff Sergeant Halliwell?”

      “You lost four Marines in your shuttle, but the others are going to be okay. Was Staff Sergeant Halliwell the big guy?”

      Was? Why did she say “was”? “Yes.”

      “I thought so. He’s helping get the other survivors out of the wreckage.”

      Benson relaxed. “I can’t wait for an anesthetic.”

      “Ma’am, you don’t want—”

      Someone was there beside the medic, a man. Dietrich’s face—pockmarked cheeks and thinning, curly brown hair—filled Benson’s vision. His fingers ran along her leg smoothly while his sad, brown eyes locked on hers. “I’ll take this one now, Petty Officer.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “You need to listen to me, Commander.” A quick press of his fingertips sent blinding pain through Benson’s leg. “You feel that?”

      “Yes.” Benson swallowed.

      “Resetting your bone will be worse. You understand?”

      “I understand.”

      He took the injector from the medic. “Last chance.”

      “No. Just get it over with. Quickly. Please.”

      “It would help if you look away.”

      Benson did. She focused on the black floor of the crater, on the way it looked like molten glass and reflected all the little lights so beautifully. She could almost imagine a dark pool mirroring the stars—

      Fingers dug into Benson’s calf and thigh. Strong fingers. Agile fingers. They dug in deep.

      And someone hooked fingers around Benson’s hips. And they yanked.

      There wasn’t really a good description for the pain. It was—for an instant—excruciating. Tear-inducing. Teeth-shattering.

      But there was also a sudden relief from the dislocation pain going away.

      Nausea hit—a punch to the gut that seemed ready to force another spray of vomit.

      Then that passed.

      She shivered, gasped, then breathed normally.

      The leg didn’t feel quite right, but it felt so much better.

      The corpsman was doing something—rubbing, pressing, twisting the leg.

      Dietrich’s mouth compressed into a disapproving frown. “That was masochistic.”

      “Isn’t all military service?” Benson managed a quivering smile.

      The doctor walked away. “Please finish her up, Petty Officer.”

      “Okay, ma’am.” The medic was patting the leg that felt just fine. “You’re going to need someone to look at your jaw at some point. I think you cracked some teeth. And you’ve probably done some fine work to your spine.”

      “It hurts. My neck, too.”

      “The anti-inflammatory will help some. A lot, actually.”

      Benson nodded. “Do it.”

      The petty officer probed around for an injection site—this one under a flap where the shoulder muscle came down over the upper arm. It was a sharp sting that didn’t compare at all to the rest of the pain still hammering Benson.

      “Thank you.” Benson took the medic’s hand. “I didn’t catch your name?”

      “Petty Officer Magdy.”

      “Thank you, Petty Officer Magdy. Do you know where the other officers are?”

      “Other than Commander Dietrich? Just Captain Gadreau.” The petty officer pointed toward another shuttle, this one in much better condition, at least based on what was revealed by the flares and lights surrounding it.

      “Can I walk?”

      “Sort of. Keep your weight off of that leg as much as you can, ma’am. I’ve wrapped it to the point you won’t be able to bend it much. And you’ll need to be careful on this rock. It can be slick. Extend your boot crampons.”

      The young woman offered Benson help getting to her feet, then wandered off.

      There were people in much worse condition. That didn’t need to be said.

      When Gadreau saw Benson approaching, he waved a couple other people over to her: Marines. They helped her to his position, where Benson found Stiles.

      The GSA officer smiled. “Good to have you with us, Commander.”

      Gadreau didn’t seem as happy. “I can update you on our status when you’re ready, Commander.”

      Benson glanced around. From their position, she could only make out two other shuttles that looked functional. “Ready as I’ll ever be, Captain.”

      “We’ve got thirty-two able-bodied Marines, depending on how you define able-bodied.”

      “How many are your Marines?”

      “Nine. Counting me.”

      “Anti-aircraft weapons? Mines? Sensors? Explosives? Drones?”

      “Sensors made it down here. That big fireball when the Azoren ships hit? That was most of our mines and the big anti-aircraft weapon.”

      “Drones?”

      “One survived. Mostly.”

      “I’ll get one of my people on it. Explosives?”

      “Useless. Most of the detonators were destroyed.”

      “Most. We have some?”

      “A few.”

      “Rig the explosives.”

      “For what?”

      “To be sure anyone overrunning our position pays the price.”

      The Marine captain grunted. “Won’t be anything left of us.”

      “That’s a positive.”

      “I think maybe my Marines should—”

      “They should make sure they’re not overrun, if they don’t want to be blown up.”

      “My Marines don’t need that sort of incentive to perform.”

      “We’re not discussing this, Captain. Rig the explosives. Send me the ability to detonate them remotely.” Benson pulled out her command tablet.

      Gadreau bowed his shoulders. “There are better options.”

      “Do it, Captain.”

      “Your orders.”

      “They are. Where’s this surviving drone?”

      He shrugged. “Not really on my radar.”

      Pressure squeezed Benson’s chest. One broken drone wasn’t going to change anything. “What about the vehicles?”

      “Toast, ma’am.”

      “Both?”

      “Well—” He twisted to glance at the wall of the crater behind him.

      The wall with cooling chunks of twisted metal.

      Losing both vehicles hurt almost as much as losing so many people. Human lives being expended on a cause was terrible. Human lives being expended on a cause that seemed doomed to fail?

      “What happened to the other Badger? Did it crash, too?”

      “Landed okay, but it won’t start.”

      “Do we know why?”

      “I’m not a mechanic, but if I had to guess, I’d say the engine finally gave out.”

      “Do you have a casualty list?”

      Gadreau handed a command tablet to her. She scrolled through the names. Fero was injured but alive. Kohn and Parkinson weren’t on the list.

      She looked up. “Is this current?”

      “We don’t have all the ID tags fully registered yet. I manually entered some based on who was in—” He nodded toward a dimly glowing chunk of metal on the cliff wall.

      The cargo container. It must’ve broken apart higher up on the wall. Would the old vehicle have survived in any way?

      Benson hopped toward the wall. “Do we have any optics gear?”

      The Marine captain pulled a case from his backpack. “Binoculars.” The way he cradled the case when he passed it to her, like a treasure…it spoke volumes about what had been lost.

      She hobbled away from the shuttle and put her back to the luminescence coming from the various light sources. With the binoculars, she could pick out various glowing sources that must have been the cargo container. There were several larger pieces, and among those larger pieces, she could make out the crumpled chassis of the vehicle that had been inside. Or at least a large part of it.

      After scanning the wall on that side of the crater, Benson made her way back and returned the binoculars. “Have one of your Marines find Petty Officer Kohn. There’s enough of the other vehicle up there that it might offer salvage.”

      Gadreau looked at her as if she were mad. “It fell from at least twenty kilometers—”

      “And it’s still largely in one piece. This is a moon. The gravity’s probably half what we’re used to. If our shuttle could survive crashing like it did, maybe whatever’s broke on the intact vehicle survived in the burned-out one.”

      “We should gather my team now and make a run for the ruins. We could be there in less than an hour.”

      “Maybe you could, Captain. But you’re wasting time arguing with me.”

      The beefy man frowned, then curled a finger at one of the nearby Marines. “Sergeant Carruth! I’ve got an assignment for you.”

      Benson waved for Stiles to follow her to the next closest of the intact shuttles. “Lieutenant, you’ve seen what survived. How do you want to approach this?”

      The GSA officer bowed her head. “Captain Gadreau—”

      “Wants to go into that rift at a jog and see if he can make it. I know.”

      “You don’t believe we could get there and back?”

      Benson stopped beside the second shuttle—Pulsar S2—and leaned against the hull. It seemed to be in as good a shape as the one Gadreau had apparently intended as his own command center, but this one hadn’t been emptied. A squint revealed markings: explosives. There were technicians at the rear, busily tearing equipment apart, and there were wounded in the space that had been cleared by taking out seats.

      Durall was among them, arms wrapped over his gut. He shivered but was aware enough to connect to her. “Remember…what we talked…about.”

      She turned away. “You’re going to make it, Lieutenant.”

      “I sure as hell…intend to try.”

      Stiles glanced into the shuttle, then bowed her head. “Your pilot?”

      Benson nodded. “Okay, here’s the problem with Gadreau’s plan. We blew up a couple Azoren spacecraft up there, then we came down with a couple fireballs. They have to know we’re here.”

      “Are you thinking abort the mission?”

      “We can’t. But if we can get that Badger going, we still have a chance. Two operational shuttles, and this one looks like it could be fixed. When you get into place, we launch one to pick you up.”

      “One shuttle won’t be enough to carry everyone else out.”

      Benson caught a glimpse of dead piled nearby. “If they don’t get this running, I’ll be looking for volunteers to stay behind with me. Assuming we have that luxury. Gadreau is rigging those explosives. I can always detonate them remotely. At least he’s good for that.”

      Stiles straightened her back. “Are you asking me who I want to take with me?”

      “Gadreau is always going to be a threat to pull rank.”

      “His Marines are the most able-bodied.”

      “Can you handle him?”

      “It all comes down to that vehicle, doesn’t it, ma’am?”

      Benson smiled. “It does. I’ll leave that decision to you, but I advise against it. What about Kohn?”

      “What about him?”

      “If he gets the Badger running, you’re going to need him to tag along to keep it operational. Can you deal with that?”

      “I can.”

      “It’s your command, Lieutenant.”

      The young woman squared her shoulders. “Permission to speak openly, ma’am.”

      “Of course.”

      “Are you questioning my ability to command?”

      “I see more hesitation and discomfort than expertise in Colonel McLeod.”

      “No offense to the colonel, but I’m not him.”

      “No, you aren’t. Is this something GSA trains for?”

      “Is this about what I did aboard the Pandora?”

      “Using your looks to manipulate my crew? Letting those Azoren Marines kill us? How am I supposed to feel about that?”

      “I’m more than appearances, Commander. I do what the mission requires.”

      “You certainly do.”

      “Are you sure it’s fair to evaluate someone else based on the good fortune of their DNA?”

      Benson forced a smile at that. “Perhaps I’m being imprecise in my observations.”

      “Perhaps you are. Is there anything else, ma’am?”

      “No.”

      The younger woman headed off to find the mechanic she’d taken advantage of, leaving Benson with a bitter taste in her mouth. What demanded the commander’s focus now was getting the defenses up. She located Major Fero leaning against the cargo container that had held the surviving Badger.

      Benson slowly worked through the debris and dead until she’d reached the older woman’s side. Inside the container, support personnel were laying out tools, lights, and components from whatever systems they were trying to salvage.

      The major’s arm was in a sling that seemed fashioned in the same way as Benson’s improvised brace. The older woman looked up from her own command tablet. “Commander Benson. I thought you might be dead.”

      “Not yet. How’re you doing?”

      “Broken ankle, broken elbow—I’ve had better days.”

      Benson finally saw the tape around the other woman’s lower leg. “You’ve got twenty-two Marines. That’s something. Where are they?”

      “They’ve been unloading the dead and checking for weapons.”

      Flexible and agile. That was what Halliwell had emphasized, and he was right. “That Azoren facility is to the south. We have to assume they’ll be here before too long. If we have any sensors, I think it’d be a good idea to get them up on that crater wall. In fact, if we can have enough for a full circuit around the wall about halfway up, that would be perfect. Lower, if necessary.”

      “Sensors? I thought the mines were lost?”

      “The mines were, but we still have a lot of the sensors. At least that’s what Captain Gadreau said.”

      “He did?” Fero seemed more confused than angry. She turned slightly to study the nearer side of the crater. “It looks awfully slick.”

      “Do you have any climbers?”

      “Trudeau, I guess. And Watley. Maybe Nguyen.” The major scuffed at the rook with a booted toe. “But it’s icy.”

      “I’d suggest using the built-in crampons and getting them on this now.”

      The older woman’s eyes narrowed behind her rebreather mask. “What good’s a sensor without a mine? You planning to rig some of those explosives up?”

      “We don’t have enough detonators, right?” Benson pointed to the black crater walls. “How far do you think you can see?”

      “Fifty meters, maybe.”

      “And with these lights off? Because we’ll have to power all the lights off soon.”

      “Power the lights off?”

      “All except ones we want to set up as decoys.”

      “Decoys?”

      “Same as we’ll have to do with the dead.”

      “The dead, Commander?”

      When had Fero last served in combat? “Set them in poor cover, make it appear as if they’re on guard. It’s what we have to do with no idea how many we’re up against. Unless you want to give the Azoren easy shots at us?”

      “Without those lights—”

      “Most of us will be blind. You can have your people harvest infrared attachments from the fallen, but for the most part we need to rely on early detection. And that’s what those sensors are going to give us.”

      Fero’s lips twisted into a frown. “You really think they’ll come out here?”

      “Wouldn’t you?”

      The major grunted, then limped off toward a small clump of forms that had just laid out some more gear on the ground inside a circle of lights.

      Benson didn’t wait for an update. She would follow up in a bit, but there was still one thing she needed to do.

      She pulled her communicator out and connected to Halliwell. “Clive?”

      No answer.

      The connection was good, but he hadn’t replied.

      “Clive? It’s me.” She slowly spun, looking for what would probably be a fairly distinctive silhouette. Even among Marines, Halliwell stood out.

      And then his voice was there. Strained. “What is it?”

      “We need to talk. Where are you?”

      “I’m with Toni—Corporal Grier. Over by the shuttle that snapped.”

      The shuttle that snapped. That sounded worse than theirs. Benson thought she might have seen it. “We lost our anti-aircraft system.”

      “I heard.”

      “Wasn’t there a heavy machine gun? One for the vehicles that wouldn’t fit?”

      “It’s a turret system.”

      There was so much anger in his voice. And pain. Did he resent her bringing him along? Or was he still stinging over her rejection of him? “Did it survive?”

      “I can give it a look.”

      She saw him then. He was a tall, broad-shouldered sliver of gray at the edge of a couple lights. And right close by, a shorter, almost equally broad-shouldered form with a more feminine profile. They were digging through a pile of things.

      Weapons. Magazines. Grenades.

      Taking stock.

      Benson wrestled with whether to intrude on them. They were so close to each other. Like best friends.

      No. Like lovers.

      Was she willing to surrender Halliwell to the other woman? Did war mean giving up on any hope of future happiness?

      Another step wouldn’t hurt—

      “Commander Benson?” It was Stiles.

      “What is it, Lieutenant?”

      “You might want to come see this. Just above the bottom of the crater south wall, almost dead center. I’m waving my light. Can you see me?”

      A dim light arced near the base of the south wall. “I see you. I’m on my way.”

      “You might want to hurry, if you can. This could be important.”

      There was only so much speed to be had with such a banged-up leg, an aching back, and the potential of slipping on the black glass bottom, but Benson did what she could. The lieutenant’s voice made it sound even more urgent than her words, and that said something given their existing predicament.

      Benson wasn’t sure she was ready for another problem, but they just seemed to keep piling up.
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      Lieutenant Stiles tapped her pistol barrel against the chunk of metal. It was dull in spots but shiny where something had scraped away the outer layer. In the infrared view of her goggles, the surface uniformly matched the ambient temperature: a cold blue that drifted to black. It couldn’t be from the cargo container—those pieces that were visible were a dull yellow, still cooling in the intense cold.

      And then there was the feel of it—heavy, lopsided. It was like the old tech they’d dredged up from the Tamos ship graveyard, but…missing. As if something had been hollowed out of it.

      She turned at the sound of someone’s boots squeaking against the slick midnight stones, a clumsy noise that barely rose over the occasional whistling breeze. It had to be Benson. “Lieutenant?”

      Stiles waved her light over her head. “Over here, Commander.”

      The commander was a tall, shuffling form caught at the very edge of the lights coming from the crater interior. “What’s the matter?”

      Stiles held the thing up. “This.”

      Benson scuffed her boots across the black rock. “A chunk of debris?”

      “But not our debris.” She handed the object across.

      “Heavy.”

      “That’s what I noticed, too. That and the strange shape of it. It’s not a piece of ammunition or ordnance.”

      “No.” The commander put the thing under Stiles’s light. “Metal. Chipped and scratched. It looks old.”

      “Feels old, too.”

      “Are these interface sockets?”

      “Not like anything I’ve ever seen.”

      “Chief Parkinson would probably know what they are.”

      Stiles tried not to let her annoyance show. “He probably could.”

      Benson’s eyes came up behind her scraped-up rebreather mask. “You haven’t talked to him about what happened?”

      “There’s not much to tell him, ma’am.”

      “He’s a human. He deserves to know that he was being used.”

      Except it wasn’t using someone if they were being put to the service of the greater good. “I’ll talk to him.”

      “That sounds a lot like a ‘later’ got dropped.”

      “We have a bigger problem.” Stiles nodded toward the approaching forms of a couple men. It would be Kohn and Gadreau’s sergeant—Carruth. “They’re ready to search the debris up on the wall.”

      Benson twisted around stiffly. “You talk to Petty Officer Kohn yet?”

      “Not yet.”

      The tall woman’s shoulders slumped. “Is this part of your training: avoidance?”

      “My training is about focusing on the mission, ma’am.”

      “The mission involves people. Right now, you’re burning bridges by exploiting people and dumping them. Men have feelings, too. You think they don’t get heartbroken? You remember the first time someone dumped you?”

      Stiles looked away. That was always tough to lie about. “I’ll talk to him.”

      “Just tell him you did what you had to do. That should take the worst of the sting off.”

      “Is that what you told Sergeant Halliwell?”

      The commander’s eyes widened for an instant, then she seemed to regain her composure. She handed the metal chunk back. “It’s different between us.”

      “I see. I’m sorry if I offended.”

      But Benson’s face registered a sting that hadn’t been intended and didn’t seem likely to go away anytime soon. “I’ll call Chief Parkinson over.”

      Kohn stepped aside to make room for the commander on the narrow path that led down from where she’d met with Stiles. The young man seemed torn between heading up and saying something. He settled for an awkward wave, then resumed his ascent up the side of the crater.

      There had been real pain in his eyes. Stiles wondered what he had heard and what he had put together on his own. They would never know the full truth, of course. Not even she would know that. She wasn’t even sure there was such a thing.

      But did she owe him something more than acknowledging that awkward wave?

      His light tracked up the crater side, close behind the Marine sergeant. Was Kohn acting fearless again to impress her?

      She caught Benson’s distinctive limping figure returning. That almost certainly meant Parkinson was close behind. Stiles wasn’t quite sure how she felt about apologizing to him. He’d been a terrible lover—self-absorbed, manipulative, and jealous. And he’d hinted at threatening her when he’d found out about her and Kohn.

      There were no parameters on her undercover work. Abuse would have to have been tolerated until there was no further need for the subject.

      I’m not apologizing. Not for the manipulation. Not for his injuries.

      Benson stopped a little farther back this time, and Parkinson’s shorter form crept from behind her. He seemed almost to cower, and Stiles could imagine him sniveling.

      The commander leaned back, watching the lights on the crater wall. “I’ll be back by Pulsar S2.”

      She watched for a second longer, then awkwardly strode back to the center of the crater.

      Parkinson waited until she was gone, then seemed to straighten. “You have something you need me to look at?”

      Stiles handed the thing to him. “A chunk of machinery. We can’t figure out what.”

      The engineer pulled a maintenance lamp from a hook on his belt. “These interfaces—”

      Stiles tapped the one she’d seen. “There’s at least one more.”

      He rolled the device around in his palm. “Okay, yeah. Device interfaces.”

      “Any idea what it is?”

      “Not a machine piece.” He handed it back to her. “Not like you’re thinking.”

      “Oh? What am I thinking, Will?”

      “What you’re not thinking is what matters.” He flashed the smile he seemed to think would knock the panties off any woman. “Robot.”

      “Robot?” She hadn’t been thinking that.

      He took her hand that held the machinery piece and turned her wrist so that the light touched the interface she’d spotted. “This? It’s a standard throughput bus. Nothing special about it. But this?” He tilted her wrist again. “Processor module interfaces. That’s a very specialized bus. High speed.”

      “What—?”

      “Uh-uh!” He wagged a finger at her. “I’m the engineer, remember? You’re just—” He tilted his head, and a wicked grin twisted his features. “A whore?”

      The word had a sting to it, more than she would have expected. “That’s a strange way to pronounce ‘intelligence operative.’ But why don’t you explain to me how this is a robot.”

      He shrugged, apparently content with the insult. “That’s an old Mega-Bus.”

      “And what is that?”

      “When the Republic was still in one piece, the Mega-Bus—MB-219—was the main robotic pass-through system.”

      Stiles pulled her hand away. “This is a Republic robot?”

      “No. But it’s based on one. An old one.”

      It seemed unlikely he could tell so much from one quick glance. “I see.”

      “I bet you do.” He reached for her hand again and barely caught the device when she dropped it instead. “Nice work. Anyway, it looks like parts have been excised, as if it was a component of something else. See these pieces here?”

      She leaned in closer, keeping an eye on his wandering hands. “Yes.”

      “It was a head. Processor modules. Sensor modules—and these were optical sensors.”

      “They look hollow.”

      He pointed his lamp at the chunk of metal. “That’s the excised part I mentioned. Whatever was in there has been yanked or—” He brought the device up to his rebreather mask. “—somehow or other…removed. And not conventionally.”

      “You mean using tools?”

      “Most modules like this, you can…” He fiddled with the side of the thing, then seemed to squeeze it. The section where the interface joined the main module slid out. “There. You don’t even need tools.”

      When he popped the section open, there were thin, green circuit cards with nothing on them.

      He ran a finger over the visible surface of the cards. “Gone. All the components and wire traces.”

      Lights flickered behind the chief, revealing more Marines. Three of them were approaching—unarmed and sagging slightly under the weight of heavy backpacks. The lead one was a big, husky, pale woman who frowned at Parkinson as if she knew him from somewhere, then saluted before shining her light up the crater wall.

      Stiles glanced up. It looked like Kohn and Sergeant Carruth might be making their way back down. She leaned in close to the female Marine. “You three heading up?”

      The other woman grunted. “Stringing sensors.”

      “You have mines?”

      “None to take. Commander wants sensors, though. This is the easiest way up?”

      “That’s what I heard.”

      “Then we’re heading up.” The female Marine turned her focus back on the wall. “Let’s go.” Those words boomed through her mask.

      She quickly took the other two up a trail, then they began a quick ascent.

      Carruth and Kohn paused several meters up, apparently chatting with the Marines, then descended.

      A broad smile split Kohn’s face. He held something up. “We found it.”

      Stiles held out her free hand. “And that is?”

      “A regulator. I think that’s what failed. On the Badger, I mean.”

      Parkinson snorted. “Regulators don’t fail.”

      The slender petty officer bowed his head. His shoulders slumped. “This one failed.”

      She couldn’t really tell what the device was or how it would function. It was a little smaller than her hand, fairly light for as big as it was and the appearance of it being a small metal globe with some bolted-on rods and levers. She handed the thing back.

      “How?” Parkinson wasn’t going to let it go.

      “The inner wall lining was cracked slightly, and that led to an inlet valve failure.”

      “So drill a new hole. That’s not a failure. Those are built to survive anything.”

      “And this one did.” Kohn shook the device at the chief. “And this will—”

      “It’d be easier to drill a new hole than to replace the entire regulator.”

      Kohn turned to Stiles for support. “We don’t have the sort of equipment we’d need to drill a new hole, or I would have.”

      Parkinson came a step closer. “Look, if you don’t know how to—”

      “I know what I’m doing, Chief!” Kohn squeezed the device against his chest, as if it might protect him from the engineer.

      “But you’re going to replace a regulator instead of—”

      “I’ll pull the manifold access panel out, pop the regulator core, then replace the regulator on that. I’ve…heard it can be done.”

      Stiles wrapped her hand around Kohn’s. “How long will this take?”

      “F-fifteen minutes. Maybe thirty.” It sounded like he was gasping.

      “Hurry, but don’t take any unnecessary chances.”

      “O-okay.” Kohn smiled as he had when he’d first come toward them, then stumbled away.

      But Carruth hung back. He leaned into Parkinson’s space. “Hey, Chief?”

      Parkinson puffed his chest out, as if that might make him somehow on par with the Marine. “What is it, Sergeant?”

      “That kid just hiked up that crater like a pro. Dug through a bunch of cooked body parts and melted vehicle pieces, too.”

      “And?”

      “And, seems to me like someone in your position might know enough to—”

      “I do know enough—that’s why I told him it was pointless.”

      The Marine sergeant leaned in even more. “Uh-uh. I mean know enough as a leader to tell the kid he did a good job. The way you acted? I don’t know, but it seemed like what I’d expect from a real tool.”

      The little engineer’s rebreather mask fogged slightly as he huffed.

      Carruth nodded toward Stiles. “Pardon me, Lieutenant.”

      Stiles had the gift of calm where others would be caught up in the whirlwind of emotions, so she didn’t smirk when there was a temptation to. It was one of the true advantages of her…upbringing. “Chief, maybe you could find some way to contribute?”

      “Contrib—?” Parkinson huffed again, then bowed his head. “I’m an expert engineer, one of the best you’ll find anywhere.”

      “Then why don’t you start acting like it and engineer?”

      She brushed past him, adding a little emphasis to her hips in case he was watching her go. It was petty, the sort of thing a teen would do, but she still was a teen in many ways, and for some reason it felt good to hurt him a little.

      Whore? She wished she’d left him to the elevator doors a little longer.

      After searching around, she finally turned to the communicator network to locate Benson, pinging the commander’s device until it located her several meters closer to the center of the crater than the shuttle she’d said she would be at.

      Stiles barely noticed Staff Sergeant Halliwell and his beefed-up corporal at first, and they didn’t seem to notice her at all. They were absorbed in the guts of what appeared to be an automated gun turret. Someone had stacked banged-up cargo cases around one side of it, creating an improvised pillbox.

      Benson noticed someone was approaching and stepped away from the gun. “Lieutenant Stiles?”

      “It’s a robot, probably a part of its head.” Stiles handed the device over.

      “That’s what Parkinson said?”

      “Yes. And that it’s old technology. From before the war. And something…disassembled it.”

      “He could tell all that?”

      “Along with some other things, yes.” Stiles felt something like annoyance in the back of her thoughts. It was odd, not part of the conditioning she’d gone through.

      “Where is he?” Benson pulled out her communicator. “We could use his help.”

      “Out by the crater wall.”

      “Doing anything?”

      “There’s no one there to annoy, no.”

      The commander seemed to realize that something had gone on. “Well, I’ll put him right to work. This gun should be working, keyed in to those sensors Fero’s people are stringing along the wall, but we’re getting nothing but red lights.”

      “Petty Officer Kohn should have the Badger running soon.”

      “Good!”

      “I’d like to make him part of my team.”

      “Not Parkinson?”

      “I think Chuck’s just as capable.”

      “He—” Benson bowed her head slightly and closed her eyes. “Commander Martinez rode Petty Officer Kohn pretty hard. I’m not sure he has the confidence to handle combat stress.”

      Stiles was sure there was truth to that. She was also sure she could coax whatever she needed from the young man. And she wasn’t taking Parkinson. “He’ll be okay.”

      “All right. Did you decide on Gadreau?”

      “Actually, I was thinking I’d rather take people I could count on.”

      “Some of Fero’s people?”

      “Your staff sergeant and corporal, actually.”

      The commander’s eyebrows arched. “I…see.”

      “They’re the most reliable I know.”

      “That’s fair.” Benson sighed. “Just two?”

      “And Sergeant Carruth. I think a couple of Fero’s people could work out okay, too. She has a good driver, and someone with more recent…active experience.”

      “Give me their names, I’ll talk to her.”

      “Thank you. And Captain Gadreau—will you tell him?”

      Benson had the communicator in her hand now. “I’ll let him know Carruth has been tasked for the run to the ruins. And I’ll inform him he’s too critical to holding this position to go with you. After I get the chief over here.”

      Stiles caught the commander’s curious gazing at the robot piece. “You still bothered by that, ma’am?”

      “I’m trying to make sense of it. A piece of an old robot at the bottom of an empty crater? You think the Azoren have been using this as a garbage dump for old technology?”

      “Do the Azoren actually use technology this old?”

      “I thought you were the intelligence expert.”

      “It’s an imperfect discipline.”

      Benson did a slow turn, eyes locked on what she must have imagined was the lip of the crater. “Could it have been ours?”

      “From the SIGINT team?”

      “Or the SAID agent.”

      “I’m afraid I wouldn’t know.” Stiles couldn’t imagine an old robot being used by her people or Agent Patel’s sister, but secrecy and compartmentalization meant she could never be sure, especially where the SAID was concerned.

      “Maybe it’s time to call Agent Patel.”

      “He’s…not the most helpful person.”

      “Really? Safely floating around in space while the rest of us do his dirty work? That doesn’t sound helpful?”

      Stiles allowed herself a lopsided grin. “Maybe it does.”

      “Maybe. Anyway, I can still try. Would you mind telling Staff Sergeant Halliwell and Corporal Grier?” Benson nodded back toward the two of them.

      “If you’ll handle the captain and major.”

      “I will. I just need to bring Chief Parkinson in, then I’ll talk to both of them. Then I’ll make call to Agent Patel’s gunship.”

      The tone and the words said it all: Benson didn’t care for the SAID agent either.

      Stiles gave the commander a moment to walk clear, then squatted next to Halliwell. “Staff Sergeant Halliwell? I’m going to need you and Corporal Grier to accompany me.”

      The tall Marine’s head came up, and he searched around, probably for Benson. “Where to?”

      The throaty growl of the Badger motor caught Stiles’s attention. She smiled. “We’re about to make the run to the ruins.”

      “The commander knows about this?”

      “She does.”

      The two Marines exchanged a look, stood, and grabbed their gear.

      Grier winked. “Sounds like it’s about to get interesting.”

      Stiles took one last look at all the frenetic energy—Marines and technicians using debris for improvised cover, checking equipment, powering down lights and covering flares.

      It was time. In fact, it was probably too late. But that was the way of this war: Everything they did seemed one step too short and too late.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16

          

        

      

    

    
      Colonel McLeod had never felt so out of place as he did standing on the bridge of the Clarion. He imagined it had all the elements of a starship that should have offered comfort to a sailor but everything that would be there if it had just come off the assembly line. The equipment gave off soft light and a soothing hum; the paint and furniture smelled new and clean. And the temperature was perfectly regulated.

      Yet he felt like an alien, his uniform coat too tight and stiff.

      If he’d wanted to go into the Navy, that would have been the option he pursued as a younger man, not the GSA. After all, for the McLeod family, all doors were open. He could have chosen the corporate world as his older brother had, or he could have entered politics as his younger sister had.

      But there was a draw to the military that the younger Avis McLeod couldn’t resist. It was the patriotic thing to do, and it seemed like a good opportunity to wash away the foul taste his grandfather had left in the general population’s collective mouth with his own little betrayals.

      Legacies. McLeod hated legacies. Yet he was saddled with one.

      Same as he was saddled with this ancient ship and its hastily assembled crew of misfits. He caught the glare of Lieutenant Commander Scalise and smiled at the pudgy little woman. Her odor permeated the place, an almost sour and definitely stale scent, as if not wearing even a hint of perfume weren’t protest enough. She seemed to be eschewing basic hygienic practice.

      What had her psychological profile indicated? Stubbornness, definitely. A lack of creative thinking. A need to rebel.

      Constantly. Against everything.

      Was it to call attention to herself? She seemed more concerned with tearing others down than building herself up. Nothing was ever her fault; everything was someone else’s fault. Was it the sideburns? She could have had facial hair treated easily, assuming she didn’t simply shave it. That’s what his great-aunt had done when her hormones had gone crazy.

      But not this Scalise. No, she had to smell like a sour laundry hamper and march around stiff-legged while glaring like a little gnome protecting its garden.

      For such an important mission, why couldn’t he have been given better officers?

      At least he had Benson. And Stiles. With them, there was a chance.

      Even with the SAID involved.

      He tugged his coat sleeves down. “Commander Scalise, I’d—”

      One of the people operating the gear at the front of the bridge turned around. “Commander, we have a connection from planetside. Commander Benson.”

      Scalise pursed her lips in annoyance. “What’s it about?”

      “She’d like to speak to Colonel McLeod.”

      That seemed to annoy the husky woman even more. “Colonel?”

      McLeod hated the way she turned an honorific into a challenge. “If you could forward it to my communicator, that would be appreciated.”

      “Please forward the communication to the colonel.” Scalise turned her back on him before he could exit the bridge. It felt like she had stopped just shy of urinating on the deck to mark her territory. Get off my bridge!

      As if he wanted to be there.

      In the passageway, with the hatch closed, he sighed and sucked in a breath of relatively fresh air. Command had never been one of his ambitions, yet here he was, in charge of a task force while the woman who should have been running it was stomping around inside a crater full of debris and dead. His skills were with negotiation, assessment and evaluation, and logistics. Give him several terabytes of imagery, human intelligence reports, and some history on the various parties involved, and he could plan out an effective surveillance or counter-intelligence operation. Wading through the muck of an obvious SAID operation gone awry…?

      His communicator buzzed, and he accepted the connection. “Commander Benson? How are you?”

      “Colonel McLeod, can you hear me?”

      “I can. You sound like you’re in a tunnel, but you’re clear enough.”

      “I’m sorry. Our radios have been damaged. This is as good as I can get.”

      That she was still alive was almost a miracle. “What can I do for you?”

      “An update?” She didn’t sound testy but annoyed.

      “No change so far. Agent Patel reports his gunship hasn’t seen any aircraft launch from the Azoren airstrip.” His gunship. Couldn’t the man see what sort of divisiveness his behavior was creating? But that’s how his family operates.

      “That’s good. We just got one of the Badgers running and it’s headed into the ravine.”

      “Did you send Captain Gadreau?”

      “Lieutenant Stiles.”

      “Lieutenant—?” That was an odd choice. “She took a team with her?”

      “A small one. She wanted to be agile.”

      Something about the way Benson said that sounded like a signal. “Is everything okay?”

      “No. We’re at half strength.”

      “Agent Patel said the other gunship was lost.”

      “And several shuttles. And one of the Badgers. But I don’t think it’s sunk in for people.”

      “They’re professionals. If things get messy, they’ll come around.”

      “I hope so, because if the Azoren hit us, it’s not going to be a light peck and they run away.”

      “You’ll do fine. I’m sure of it.”

      “I wish I had your calm and confidence, Colonel.”

      It was good to know his voice wasn’t giving away his concern. Patel, Gadreau…there was so much potential for things to go awry, and he couldn’t really share his concerns. “I wish we had more shuttles or other craft we could send you. All those losses…I’m sorry.” Although only losing half was better than anyone could have realistically expected.

      “There’s a new wrinkle I needed to tell you about.” She sounded even more annoyed now.

      “Oh?”

      “A robot. At least that’s what my senior engineer tells me it is.”

      “You’re being bothered by a robot?”

      “No. But we found one here. Part of one. Its design is old, from before the War of Separation.”

      “That seems odd.”

      “So we don’t have something down here? You or Agent Patel?”

      “A robot? The GSA uses newer robots when they use them at all. I would assume the SAID do the same.”

      “Could I talk to Agent Patel? Maybe get him to bring that gunship of his down here?” Now there was heat in her voice.

      For someone who considered herself hostile to and even quite separated from her mother, the commander was a lot like the senior parliament representative. The younger woman’s almost mercurial nature and her sharp mind…there were times in the last couple weeks where he definitely heard Sargota Benson in her daughter’s voice.

      “Agent Patel isn’t really going to be helpful.”

      “You mean he won’t take my call.”

      “He won’t. Not at this moment.”

      “But he is up there? Floating around, safe in case someone attacks us?”

      “He’s watching for Azoren aircraft.”

      “That won’t do much good. You did hear that they were right in among us before we saw them.”

      “I did. They must have some advanced stealth capabilities.”

      She sighed. “Can you call him, then? See if he knows what’s going on with this robot?”

      “It’s just one part of one robot?”

      “In a huge crater on a moon in enemy space, yes. This doesn’t worry you?”

      He paced the passageway. “I’m not sure what to make of it. It doesn’t sound like a threat to me.”

      “My engineer says something disassembled it. Forcefully. The processors have been wiped clean, as in they’re gone. And this isn’t the whole machine. We don’t even know what it would look like. But it was down here at the bottom of one of the walls.”

      “I can check with him, but the SAID isn’t always forthcoming.”

      She snorted. “I hadn’t noticed that, Colonel.”

      He smiled. So much like her mother. “Is there anything else?”

      “Well, if it matters to you, Captain Gadreau is pissed off, and I don’t think Major Fero is ready to dance, either.”

      “The captain’s a decorated officer. Try to stay on his good side.”

      “I am. It’s just that he pissed Lieutenant Stiles off, so she took one of his men but left the captain behind. And when I told him, he blew a gasket. I think it’s the only time he’s agreed with Major Fero on anything.”

      “It’s for the mission.” McLeod tried not to sound too plucky.

      “Okay. Thank you for your time, Colonel. I’ll let you—”

      Static broke the connection.

      Perhaps he’d gone a little too hard with pluckiness after all. It was so hard to know the line between positive reassurance and smug distancing.

      But the robot thing…

      He must be missing something important, because he just couldn’t see why a piece of a robot in the middle of a crater on a remote moon should be a matter of concern. If anything, it sounded like random noise that couldn’t possibly amount to meaningful risk.

      Agent Patel wasn’t about to provide any insight, but McLeod had to try, regardless. He sent a request to the bridge crew and was connected through.

      In the communicator’s small, hi-resolution display, Patel looked like some warlord, sitting on the deck of the gunship, muscles flexing beneath his tailored uniform top, watching over his crew. The SAID agent glowered. “Avis. Is something amiss?”

      “A status update. Lieutenant Stiles has a team with her, and they’ve managed to get one of the Badgers running. They’re on their way to the ruins.”

      “Stiles? What happened to Captain Gadreau?”

      “Commander Benson needs his expertise defending the crater.”

      “That crater doesn’t matter. She should have inserted Gadreau and a team to handle the extraction.”

      “Her concerns about the unstable ground—”

      “So have the shuttle hover. That’s what they did for the insertion.”

      Which wasn’t what the agent had said originally. “What matters is that the team is on its way.”

      Patel visibly relaxed. “ETA?”

      “Well, you remember the briefing as well as I do. It could be fifteen minutes; it could be an hour. No one knows how long that old vehicle will run.”

      “The rift should be clear. The probe didn’t reveal any obstacles.”

      “But that gets pretty narrow and it takes some sharp turns.”

      The agent frowned. “Thank you for the update.”

      “There is a…complication.”

      “Is this about the gunship?”

      “No.” McLeod wasn’t about to waste energy fighting Patel over using the gunship for even simple reconnaissance. The SAID always had the last say in such matters, and the mission was too far along to risk relationships.

      “What then?”

      “A robot.”

      “Robot?” There was genuine confusion on the man’s face. He didn’t know about the thing.

      “A piece of one. The question is: Where could it have come from? Not your sister, apparently.”

      “We didn’t have any robot assets on Jotun, no.”

      “Well, the discovery apparently disturbed Lieutenant Stiles, and it definitely has Commander Benson on edge.”

      Patel leaned back in his chair. “You should have let me run this op.”

      “This is well-trod ground. We both have assets down there we need to retrieve. You don’t have the resources to do it, and we don’t have the…insight.”

      “Well, I don’t know anything about a robot.”

      “And I believe you.” McLeod tapped a finger against his thigh. “So why would they be disturbed by this?”

      “Because they’re out of their depth. A piece of a robot? Really?” Patel snorted.

      “You know, they’re doing what your people said couldn’t be done. Maybe you could remember that next time you mock them.”

      “One team of Marines with the right training, a handful of gunships, and we could have been in and out by now.”

      McLeod’s tapping grew a little more intense. “I’ve known you for nearly ten years and never seen you so wrapped around the axle. What makes this so meaningful to you?”

      Patel glared. “I told you before, my sister—”

      “Your sister. Who you’re so close to, you never mentioned her before you brought me in on this.”

      “We had our issues. Surely, she had her own issues.”

      “I see. And now they’re resolved?”

      The SAID agent pushed up from his chair and walked from the confines of the bridge to a private cabin, which had probably been his throughout the trip. It was dark except for a few soft glowing fixtures. He plopped onto a bunk, which was small and covered with plain, military sheets and a blanket. For someone used to living in the spotlight, moving among big influencers, it seemed a huge fall.

      Finally, Patel ran fingers through his hair. “Srisha was a problem child. She was an embarrassment. She ran with the wrong crowd—protesters and agitators. My mother’s job was at risk.”

      It was a poorly hidden secret that the Patel family had their fingers deep in several facets of the intelligence world, all while maintaining a front as merchants negotiating for trade treaties with the Gulmar Union. If his sister was involved in protests, it would have been against any connections with the Gulmar. The Patel family—the intelligence world—wouldn’t care about radicals pushing for greater government transparency and further military cutbacks. There just wasn’t enough support to cut things any deeper than they’d already gone. Even extremists like Benson’s mother knew that.

      McLeod could understand the worry of parents embarrassed by misguided children. “So they told her to shut it down?”

      “They took away her stipend. They gave her an ultimatum: Enter government service, or move out.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “I pulled strings and recommended they push her into SAID.”

      “Oh. That seems extreme.”

      “She put us all at risk. There was an incident. She stole information.”

      “Ah.” There had been rumors, a black eye on the Patel name. But then the rumors had disappeared.

      “So she joined the SAID?”

      “And she did well. Very well.” Patel rocked back and forth.

      “Well enough to be selected for this outpost.”

      “A very plum assignment for a junior agent. Very high profile.”

      “More strings you pulled?”

      The SAID agent’s head dropped lower. All the swagger and disdain that was as much a part of him as his tailored uniforms, perfect-cut hair, and rippling muscles seemed to drain away. “I called in some favors. I told her this would make things right with our mother again.”

      Now it all made sense. Someone with a record—someone who would have a hard time ever gaining true trust within the SAID or any intelligence organization—being able to land a high-profile position…it took strings being pulled.

      Patel’s voice shook when he exhaled. “I was always the star, Avis. Top of my class in school. Top of my class at the SAID. Handpicked for several important assignments. She couldn’t compete.”

      “You were just trying to help.”

      “But I shouldn’t have had to. My parents had enough influence. And it hurt Srisha to know that despite their claims otherwise, our parents did not support her.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “She’s a good kid. Bad luck, resentment, a few bad decisions. Kids are like that. No one is perfect.”

      McLeod smiled at that. How many times had he embarrassed his parents? Too many.

      Patel raised his eyes to the ceiling. “It’s all on me. I have to save her. This gunship, it’s our emergency plan. You understand? If all else fails, we can still get her out.”

      It was selfish. It was abhorrent. But it was family. “We’ll make this work.”

      “I knew you’d understand, Avis.”

      “Do keep your eyes peeled for aircraft, though.”

      “You know I will. This mission…”

      “Yes. The mission.”

      McLeod disconnected, then requested a re-connection to Benson.

      Instead, he received a connection from Scalise. Her face was pinched and red. “Colonel, we can’t reach Jotun.”

      “Why not? I was just—”

      “If you could come to the bridge, I’ll show you.”

      He closed the connection and grumbled to himself as he headed through the hatch.

      There was an anxious energy to the air. People moved quickly, voices were raised, the tones clipped and folks chattered over each other.

      Scalise stepped from her station, hands clenched at her side. “Problems.” She looked at the display as if everything should be obvious to him.

      “What sort of problems?”

      “The older ships taken out of mothball? Those Fold Space drives?”

      “Yes?”

      “They’ve been causing intermittent systems failures.”

      “Can they be fixed?”

      A tic rippled along the right side of the commander’s face. “They’re working on it. But that’s only part of the problem.”

      McLeod wanted to squeeze her by the shoulders and demand that she get to the point. “What else is there?”

      Someone to his left had audio coming in: damage reports, systems failures.

      But Scalise was pointing to something off to McLeod’s right, where ripples of green energy radiated from a point somewhere on the other side of the gas giant.

      One of the young officers turned around, eyes wide. “That one was stronger, Commander. No mistaking it.”

      Scalise nodded. “Thank you.” Her eyes flashed up to McLeod, as if expecting him to understand it all.

      He rolled his eyes. “What? What is it?”

      “Fold Space energy. Those are pre-crests.”

      “What again?”

      “Pre-crests. Ripples at the front of a wave. Something’s coming out of Fold Space, and they’re coming out dangerously close to that gas giant.”

      “That sounds insane.”

      “Or ballsy.” The chunky woman tugged on her sideburns. “It’s something big, too.”

      McLeod’s stomach fluttered. It had to be some sort of mistake. They didn’t have the ships to stand up to something big. They were meant to rush in, grab their assets, and rush out.

      The young officer who had nervously confirmed this ripple spun around again. “Commander! It breached! Something big, exiting Fold Space.”

      Scalise hissed. “I need confirmation. What’s out there?”

      Sweat left a sheen on the young officer’s forehead. “Azoren Federation ship, ma’am. A…cruiser. Heavy. And it’s headed toward us.”

      “Damn.” Scalise glared at McLeod. “Sound battle stations.”

      McLeod couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “What’s this mean?”

      “It means, Colonel, that we’re about to find out just how we stack up against the Azoren navy.”
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      Faint lights winked in and out deep in the crater, not matching the whistle of the sporadic wind. The image sent chills down O’Bannon’s spine. What had his grandmother called such things? Will o’ Wisps? Malevolent spirits of the damned come to take the souls of the innocent to the fey lands. He was no innocent, not after decades of war, but he wasn’t evil, either. Yet he couldn’t shake the feeling that entering the pit was the same as accepting death and sending his soul to some faraway damnation.

      From his left, Lieutenant Franke crawled over. “Major? You see the lights?”

      “Yes. Likely lures to draw fire.”

      “Then they are down there? These Kedraalian invaders are real?”

      The major put his trusty binoculars to his faceplate and let the video synchronize with his goggle optics. All across the crater floor and along the walls, there were glows of heat, pale stars in the abyss. Decoys. Clever. Resourceful. What else might they have down there? He could make out small spacecraft. Shuttles, most likely. There would be improvised cover, heavy weapons emplacements—things that blocked their heat signatures.

      All while his men were left exposed. They might not be giving off a bright heat signature themselves, but he could see them with his own binoculars, and they were old. Surely an enemy such as the Kedraalians would have superior technology.

      He put the binoculars back in their case. “They’re down there. Their numbers, however, remain unknown.”

      “But you said there were shuttles.”

      “Some, yes. A few look intact. And they’ve detonated something about a third of the way down. There will be mines, no doubt.”

      “And we have heard nothing from Captain Knoel?”

      “Not a sound.”

      The lieutenant poked his head over the edge of the crater lip. “Could he have left us to face the worst of their weapons?”

      “With people like him, it is always a possibility. It is more likely he will wish to bloody his little knives to actually earn a real medal for once.”

      “We should head back to the base, bring back the mortars and rain fire on the crater.”

      “Prudent, even if we lack the munitions to break them.”

      “A few rounds among those spacecraft, they will rethink ambushing us.”

      “Perhaps, Jan. But we need prisoners.”

      “There are always survivors from artillery.”

      “We need prisoners we can interrogate, not shattered vegetables. And we want to see their weapons. How better to assess the enemy than to see how they have progressed?”

      The young, wiry man grunted, then edged away and poked his head over the lip of the crater again. After a minute, he came back. “You take Andressen, Gerard, and Lyonne, Major. I will split the rest of the men into four squads and descend here, here, here, and here.” Franke indicated four parts of the southern wall roughly equidistant from each other.

      “And I am to watch while you and your men test the enemy?”

      “We must be sure we know where they are before you enter.”

      “I will enter along with you. I will lead the easternmost descent; you take the westernmost. Your sergeants can manage the center.”

      Franke nodded. “Very well, Major.”

      O’Bannon waited for his assigned escort to come to him, then pushed back from the edge and led them to the east, where Franke had indicated the fourth group would descend. That squad formed up a few meters back from the crater.

      Andressen wrapped the printed out, black, improvised stealth material around him. “This will hide us from their eyes, Major?”

      “More than descending without it.”

      Lyonne helped Gerard secure the back of the covering material; O’Bannon did the same for Andressen.

      Then the major waved the three younger men in. “We descend now. We maintain a consistent distance—five meters. We rely on silence. Always be sure of your step. Look. Listen. Use your communicator to keep track of your comrade’s location. Is this understood?”

      They all three responded, “Yes, Major!”

      “Good. Private Andressen, follow me, then Lyonne, then Gerard.”

      O’Bannon dropped to elbows and knees and crawled forward, feeling ancient and terrified and worrying about Mia and the children. How could Andressen see his promotion if something happened to his commander? What would that bastard Knoel do with no one to challenge his no doubt lopsided retelling of what transpired?

      I must survive. I must lead these young men as I would have twenty years ago.

      So O’Bannon followed his own guidance, watching each step, looking and listening.

      The crater wall was slick and black beneath boot and glove, covered in a thin layer of ice. Despite his best efforts toward caution, he slipped a few times, once sliding several meters before his boots found purchase on a narrow ledge. They only held for a moment, then he fell to his butt with a rattling, jarring impact that knocked the breath from him. That was good, because the pain in his knee would have otherwise forced a scream from him.

      Andressen’s voice was a hiss. “Major? Major O’Bannon!”

      The young man was there in no time, pulling his commander up, pushing him away from the edge and onto a wider protrusion.

      “You are well, Major?”

      There was no replying, not yet. The wind was still gone. The fire in his knee still too intense. Instead, O’Bannon nodded. He felt foolish and even older than before.

      Finally, he could croak weakly. “A bad step in the dark. A foolish old man’s mistake.”

      “You saved me from making the same mistake, sir.”

      O’Bannon waved the mollifying compliment away, then dropped to his knees with a groan. “Let me see what there is to see now.”

      They were nearly a third of the way down, almost to the level of the faded glow of something big. His binoculars could make out a little more detail, but the false glow of the decoy lights made the details questionable. Four shuttles. He was sure of that, although he wasn’t sure of their condition. One looked bent and twisted; another was snapped in half. And there was a large crate. And…

      There! Soldiers!

      There were several forms spread across the bottom of the crater. They were hiding behind cases and crates and who knew what else.

      Twenty, he estimated. There would be more.

      O’Bannon connected to Franke. “Lieutenant Franke, I now see twenty. They’re spread across the floor, some with cover toward our side, some with cover toward the north wall.”

      “Twenty? It seems hardly a force worth worrying about.”

      “If they were in the open and we weren’t on this damned slick wall.”

      “Yes, this will be trouble.”

      “And there will certainly be more.”

      “Hidden in the shuttles?”

      “They offer the best cover. But there is quite a bit of debris.”

      “Why the crater, though? Why not attack us at the base? Why not ambush us in the rocky hills between the base and the crater?”

      “There must be a reason. Continue your descent. Stay alert.”

      “Should we warn the captain?”

      “A Black Lightning Commando will already know the exact composition and location of the enemy, Lieutenant.”

      Franke chuckled. “Of course he will, Major. My apologies.”

      O’Bannon gave the crater floor one last look, then put the binoculars away. He tested his legs, sucked in a breath at the pain radiating from his backside and purpled knee, then began the descent once more. At some point, one of the Kedraalian soldiers would spot him and fire, and the pain and suffering would come to an end, but until then he would present them a challenge.

      A quick check of the communicator revealed that Andressen had given up on following the dictate of fiver-meter spacing. The others were doing fine.

      O’Bannon connected to the young man. “Private Andressen?”

      “Yes, Major?”

      “Do your hands bother you during this descent?”

      “They are fine, sir!”

      “Then you have no excuse for forgetting the spacing I specified.”

      The young man didn’t speak for a few seconds. “I am sorry, Major. I wanted to be close should a rock give way again.”

      “No rock gave way. That was my own mistake. I will be fine.”

      “Yes, sir. I will resume my assigned spacing.”

      The major smiled. He had a good unit. Professional. Experienced. If any survived, they would be a testament to his hard work, wherever they were next assigned.

      Halfway down, he signaled another stop, both to stretch out his throbbing knee and backside, and to get a look into the crater once again.

      The Kedraalians hadn’t moved. Their discipline was exceptional. If they had detected his people moving down the crater side, they hadn’t fired. It seemed unlikely his people could go undetected. That meant the enemy was waiting for something.

      O’Bannon connected to Franke. “Lieutenant?”

      “Yes, Major?”

      “They must see us by now, yet they hold fire.”

      “Have they repositioned anyone?”

      “Not in the least. It seems they wish us to continue down into a trap. Have you seen anything?”

      Franke didn’t respond.

      Had he seen something?

      His communicator squealed, then stopped transmitting. The signal had simply…disappeared.

      O’Bannon searched for the nearest soldier to the lieutenant’s position. “Sergeant Lanier? Can you hear me?”

      “I hear you, Major.”

      Lanier was a solid soldier. Past his prime but effective. He had survived two campaigns against the Moskav.

      “The lieutenant’s communicator seems to have failed.” O’Bannon was sure that was all that had happened. Even though their communicators were sturdy and reliable, they did fail on occasion. “Could you make your way to the lieutenant’s position and act as a relay, please? I have marked it for you, just in case your communicator has lost that data.”

      “Of course, Major!”

      The sergeant’s green dot moved toward the last place Franke’s signal had come from. It was a few meters away from where he’d been when the call had started. That could mean that he moved and dropped it, or it could mean that he needed to reposition and it failed. Or there could be problems with the crater O’Bannon wasn’t thinking of.

      For a moment, his thoughts returned to the robot-dog they’d lost when searching the dark depths. It had been so quick and so surprising.

      Lanier was at Franke’s last position. “Major?”

      “Go ahead, Sergeant.”

      “The lieutenant…”

      “Yes?”

      “He is not here, Major. But there is blood.”

      “Blood?”

      “Black and slick, but I am sure it is blood, sir.”

      “And you see nothing to indicate where he is?”

      “No, sir.”

      “Have your men spread out. Find him.”

      “Yes, Major.”

      O’Bannon’s heart raced. Franke wasn’t the best officer to ever serve in the unit, but he was more than competent, and he had become a true friend. To lose him before the assault…

      If there was enough blood for Lanier to spot, it could only mean that the injury had been significant. That meant relying on the non-commissioned officers, some of whom were less experienced.

      Should the assault continue, though? There was always the chance that the lieutenant had run into a trap set by the Kedraalians. If he’d been injured or even killed, knowing what had happened could save other lives and improve the odds—

      “Major?” Sergeant Lanier was gasping for breath. “We have found the body—the lieutenant’s body.”

      Body? “He is dead?”

      “Yes, sir. Something…”

      “Yes? Sergeant? Where was he?”

      “About ten meters down the wall, sir.”

      “He fell?”

      “No, sir. Something tore through his armor. His throat has been ripped out. His head barely…”

      They had seen horrible death. What could have rattled the sergeant? “It was not from a fall, and there is no obvious weapon? No one is around?”

      “No, sir.”

      What could have gotten in close enough to tear Franke’s throat out and drag him away without anyone noticing? His soldiers had been all around. Could the Kedraalians have done that?

      “Sergeant Lanier, have everyone do a head count.” O’Bannon checked on his team. He connected to Andressen. “Private Andressen, bring the others in closer. Three-meter separation.”

      “Yes, Major. Something has changed?”

      “Something has. Lieutenant Franke has been killed.”

      “Killed, sir? How?”

      “We will have to see.”

      Throat torn out, nearly beheaded…

      Could a soldier do that and not be seen or heard? It would be an obvious assassination. A knife wound didn’t rip someone open, and it took seconds for someone to succumb to their throat being slit. Franke would have struggled. Someone should have seen the assailant and the fight.

      Sergeant Lanier reconnected. “Major? We are missing three soldiers. The other squads are looking for them.”

      Three soldiers? How? Had the Kedraalians left assassins hidden on the side of the crater? In the darkness, spread out as widely as the squads were, anyone with the right gear would have been almost impossible to spot. But to tear out someone’s throat with no one seeing you…?

      “Sergeant Lanier, once the missing have been accounted for, have all the squads move closer together.”

      “Yes, Major. What about the lieutenant’s body?”

      “Leave it for now. We will recover it once we have dealt with the Kedraalian attackers.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Lanier’s voice shook with emotion. Franke had been a popular officer. He had stood up for his soldiers when higher headquarters had apparently decided they were done conducting responsible warfare against the Moskav with older units. To have the man abruptly taken away by a mysterious assailant…

      And now three others…

      O’Bannon suddenly felt isolated and vulnerable. They were just four, him, Andressen, Gerard, and Lyonne. It had been foolish to take them out on the western edge. Without better equipment and preparation, the odds of success had been ridiculously slim. And they had suddenly become much slimmer.

      They needed to move toward the others and to do so quickly, even if it meant risking detection.

      But should Knoel be informed of the threat?

      What had O’Bannon joked before? A Black Lightning Commando would already know the exact composition and location of the enemy?

      That seemed unlikely. Dangerously unlikely.

      The call would have to be made, Knoel would have to be warned…

      Once O’Bannon and his men were safe and not a second before.
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      Benson leaned against the wall of the shuttle that had brought her down to Jotun, exhausted and regretting her refusal to take a painkiller. The last half hour had been a blur—movement, setting out gear and weapons, bringing sensors online. Her leg was a wobbly, throbbing mass of fire-hot pins, held together by the brace the medic had taped together.

      But Benson was alive. To appreciate that, she only had to look from the darkness of the open airlock at the pale-lit corpses that were set out behind modest cover in the open spaces.

      Marines. Technicians. Sailors. People.

      Now they were lures for snipers and other enemy threats.

      It wasn’t just the pain wearing her down. It was Gadreau and Fero pouting and squabbling and resisting at every turn. Their voices were in her head, even when her audio pickup was silent.

      Benson’s foul breath fogged her rebreather mask.

      She needed water. She needed to pee. She needed sleep.

      Not a one of those was possible, not with the enemy possibly out there. Waiting.

      Her communicator vibrated. She slapped it onto the back of her gloved hand and connected the rebreather’s microphone wirelessly. It was Parkinson, hidden away in the shuttle’s crumpled cabin. “Go ahead, Chief.”

      “W-we’ve got something.”

      He would probably be terrified if a rodent scampered up to him. “What is it?”

      “Well, a few seconds ago, I picked up a…like a radio signal. Some sort of multi-frequency transmission, I guess, because it showed up on three different bandwidths I’m monitoring. The ones we knew the Azoren military used at the end of the war.”

      “Where?”

      “South wall. Sort of. This system is inexact. I cobbled it together—”

      “Thanks, Chief.” Another miracle he’d pulled off, sculpting a laser weapon from sand, if you asked him. Still, a radio signal that just so happened to use the same frequency the Azoren used at the end of the war? It sounded like something they couldn’t ignore.

      She edged up to the open hatch and activated the infrared optics system. Nothing.

      If there was someone on the south wall, they had to be well concealed somewhere above the sensor line.

      Or did they?

      “Chief, can you test the sensors?”

      “Still green.”

      “And we know that means they’re intact?”

      “That or the enemy has some serious systems hackers with really sharp eyes.”

      “Thanks.”

      Thirty minutes. Thirty-one now. No word from Stiles. Could they have reached the ruins already? The Badger’s engine had sounded terrible, even as internal combustion engines went. But if she could get there, get the data or destroy the facility, and signal all clear, Benson’s team could scramble aboard the last of the functional shuttles and head for the one stable spot near the ruins, pick up Stiles and her team, and then leave.

      Except even that wouldn’t be easy. Someone would have to stay behind. Six someones. Five plus their commander.

      Without Agent Patel’s gunship, they weren’t getting off the frozen rock clean.

      Benson pulled back from the airlock opening. “I can’t see anything up there, Chief. I need to go to Captain Gadreau’s position.”

      “Why can’t you call him to come here?”

      “Because he’s in command of an actual team of Marines, and I’m—” Just hiding in here with some technicians and cooks and you? “I’m directing things. I need to be the one to move.”

      “Whatever.”

      She crouched low, hating her height now as much as she’d hated it as a teen, when she’d been ridiculed mercilessly. Tall, skinny, awkward, acne, daughter of an unpopular member of the parliament. She still hated those years, even after her acne started to clear and she filled out. Pretty or not, she was tall and unpopular, the target of girls whose parents actually cared about appearance and spent the money to help them through the terrible years.

      Her knee seemed ready to buckle before she was even halfway to Gadreau’s position. She gritted her teeth and imagined being in a race with the other girls from school, trying to avoid enemy snipers hidden in the balconies that looked down on Freedom Avenue. A little pain and weakness wasn’t going to keep her from outdoing them! She imagined the snipers would aim for the girls’ cold hearts, and their final squeals of disbelief would be motivation—

      Benson stumbled a meter shy of the open hatch of the shuttle nearest Gadreau’s improvised defenses but managed to throw herself into the airlock before falling. Someone caught her by the chest and dragged her in.

      It was Gadreau. He set her in the corner with a frown. “Commander Benson. What was that about?”

      “We might have people up on the south wall. I was hoping to borrow your binoculars.”

      “You could have radioed me, ma’am.”

      “I can get a better look from here.”

      His rebreather hissed as it cycled carbon dioxide, converting it into oxygen and mixing in nitrogen. His eyes slitted, but he finally pulled the case around to his chest and took the optics device out. “Any word from the lieutenant?”

      That came out full of spite and resentment. “Nothing yet.”

      She took the binoculars and set her boots back on the black rock. There was a little texture to it now—cracks, splinters, scrapes. That helped when she edged along the side of the shuttle.

      At the end of the spacecraft, she brought the binoculars up, poked her head around, and searched until she found the last traces of heat from the cargo container. It was only a few meters down from there to the sensor line. Anyone coming down would be—

      Someone yanked her back by the shoulder.

      Benson twisted around, eyes wide in anger.

      It was Gadreau. “That’s an exposed position.” He nodded toward the north wall where it curved west.

      “The signal came from the south.”

      “It could be a decoy, just like ours. Commander.”

      She turned the binoculars on the part of the wall he’d indicated. “Nothing up there.”

      “That you can see.”

      “Yes. Should I be worrying about ghosts now?”

      He held a hand out for the binoculars, then scanned the north wall himself, moving slowly left to right, then back, then again. “The Azoren probably have the same sort of stealth tech we do.”

      “And what sort of technology would that be?”

      “Well, among the Marines, we have a few types, including systems that make it hard to pick out someone standing still at a distance. But the prototypes we have…” He handed the device back to her. “Well, Commander, if they saw you poke your head out for a look, they would shoot it off, and you’d never know.”

      “You sound entertained by that, Captain.”

      “Of course not, ma’am. Irritated that you let someone untrained take my best sergeant, yes. That doesn’t mean I want you dead.”

      He didn’t sound at all convincing. “Lieutenant Stiles knows the mission.”

      “That isn’t the same as knowing how to execute the mission.”

      Benson tried to scan the south wall the same way she’d seen Gadreau scan the north. It seemed a pointless—

      Something moved. It was a small pattern of heat. Then another pattern of heat. Then others.

      There were people on the south wall. Plenty of people.

      She marked the coordinates and handed the glasses to him. “You see that?”

      After a moment staring through the device, he grunted. “I count nineteen.”

      “Wearing some sort of thermal-dampening gear?”

      “Something.”

      “Why are they moving horizontal?”

      “Repositioning, maybe.” He shook his head. “Why send people down the south wall? Doesn’t make sense. The north wall would be better. Send a smaller team down the south wall to draw attention away.”

      “We’ve got that gun turret positioned to hit anywhere on the western half of either of the walls.”

      “Maybe you could have the major position her people on the south side and leave this threat to my Marines.”

      He simply refuses to call Fero’s people Marines. “I’ll talk to her.”

      “Or you could give me command over her.”

      “I think I can handle this, Captain.”

      Gadreau scanned the north wall again. “Can you? Commander?”

      Benson nearly stumbled as she stepped off; she turned. “Excuse me?”

      “With your injuries, ma’am. Are you sure you can handle something like this?”

      “Because you could handle it better?”

      “Well, it is what I’ve done for most of my adult life. And I got here through hard work, not through family connections.”

      Her heart pounded. He was attacking her. A superior officer. “Captain Gadreau, are you saying you think I was promoted because of my mother?”

      “I was talking about my record, Commander. I don’t talk about anyone else.”

      “Good.”

      As she hobbled away, all she could think to herself was that there were so many other things she could have—should have—said, but none of them came to her in that moment. His resentment was clear. His low regard for her competence was also clear. And it seemed to extend beyond her sending Sergeant Carruth on a mission without consultation.

      Benson stewed the entire way over to Major Fero’s position at the easternmost shuttle. The older woman was sitting inside the airlock, rubbing her injured arm.

      “Major. How’re you holding up?”

      “I’ve been worse.”

      The burn scars, the flesh replacement. That must have been a terrible injury. “We’ve got people on the south wall.”

      “Did the sensors go off?”

      “No. They’re still above the sensor line.”

      “Uh-huh.” The major stared off to the north, dull-eyed. “How many?”

      “Captain Gadreau counted nineteen. I thought I saw more.”

      “Want me to have my Marines take up positions to watch for these people? Azoren, right?”

      “We think so. But we’re worried about this being a diversion.”

      “I see. So you want us watching the north wall?”

      “Yes. Whichever side turns out to be the real threat, we can reinforce with people—”

      “The technicians?” Fero snorted. “Do they even know how to use those weapons?”

      “They’ve had some training.”

      Fero’s chin dropped to her chest. “It’s a pretty mess.”

      “It is. I’m sorry.”

      “Colonel McLeod should’ve given me command. It’s not right.”

      Benson didn’t want to point out that Fero ran a group of reservists or that she hadn’t been in a real Marine unit for years. It was better to focus on the positives. “If things escalate, you may get your chance—”

      “Escalate? You think we’ll survive this, Commander? You get that promotion and flash your pretty smile, and get command, then you lead us down here into this hole, and you think even one of us is making it out?” Fero snorted.

      The hostility was born from the tension and resentment, the fear of an enemy creeping in unseen.

      But it was still hostility. And Fero’s words hurt.

      Benson shivered. Insubordination wasn’t something worth worrying about, not at the moment. It was isolated. But the root of it all, the lack of discipline and the breakdown in structure—

      It’s McLeod’s fault. Agent Patel’s fault. Everyone down here feels abandoned. They feel like they’re expendable resources, not people.

      “Major, if you could have your Marines prepare, in case something happens on that north wall?” Benson did her best to sound positive, to smile.

      Fero squared her shoulders. “We’ll be ready, Commander.”

      Was it resolve? Resignation? Benson couldn’t be sure.

      She shambled back to her own shuttle. Fero’s mood was sinking in like a virus, rushing through Benson’s bloodstream, spreading fear and anxiety.

      Pretty smile. Family connections.

      They were painful words. Benson hadn’t fallen back on her looks at any point in her career. She’d never slept with a superior officer. She’d never teased or been a decoration or in any way presented herself as anything other than a serious student and officer. And she’d never asked for her mother to help out. It was almost impossible to imagine Sargota doing anything other than sabotage, actually.

      Fear. It was just fear. And Benson was letting that get to her, too.

      She climbed back into her shuttle and leaned against the airlock wall, out of sight, getting her emotions in check. There was a real and deep anger building, and that wasn’t what she needed as a commander, especially with battle imminent.

      But there was also irritation slithering around in her head. The words used by Fero and Gadreau were misguided and damaging, questioning Benson’s legitimacy.

      Yet those same sort of thoughts had been in her own head when she’d considered Stiles.

      It was petty and wrong, and Benson owed the younger woman—

      An apology? A clean slate?

      Both.

      Parkinson’s head poked into the airlock. “Hey, you asked about the sensors?”

      “Yes, and you told me they were online.”

      He frowned. “They were. But now I can’t see the gun turret.”

      “Chief—”

      “Wait! I mean, I can see it, but…” He groaned. “I think the team they’ve got in there to handle reloading the ammunition drums must have knocked something loose.”

      “Or you didn’t give it a thorough check when I asked you to.”

      “I did! I’m telling you, it was online! These are just reservists! And they’re wounded. They don’t know what they’re doing.”

      Benson’s head ached. Even without Martinez running the show, Parkinson found a way to be sloppy and irresponsible. “I need to know that the turret’s online. We have enemy forces out there.”

      “We do? Where?”

      “On the south wall.”

      “You didn’t say that!” Even in cover and safe from combat, Parkinson was ready to crack.

      “Help them get the gun back online, Chief. Please.”

      “I will!” His eyes were huge as they searched the gloom outside.

      “Now, Chief. You’ve already put us in a bad spot.”

      “But I—”

      “Chief!”

      His shoulders slumped, and he hurried through the airlock, nearly wiping out on the hard ground. Before he disconnected, it sounded like he made a whimpering sound.

      Because he was frightened. Anxious. Confused.

      Just like everyone else.

      And I jumped on him.

      Benson smacked the top of her rebreather mask. She was making mistakes, reading people incorrectly and reacting improperly. It was the kind of sloppy behavior she’d seen in Martinez. In Scalise.

      Maybe Fero and Gadreau were right. Maybe the promotion had been a bad idea.

      Benson had been put in command of one of the most important missions ever, and she wasn’t ready for it.

      And her failure was going to plunge the Republic into war.
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      It took all of Parkinson’s considerable discipline not to blow up. Blood pounded in his ears, and heat burned his cheeks. It was like being on a beach with huge waves pounding against boulders. Freezing rain smacked against his helmet—thunk, thunk, thunk. Like a drumbeat. It had turned the crater floor into an ice rink that threatened to plant him on his butt with each step.

      He should walk right back to the shuttle and tell her no way. This was crazy! He’d just fixed the turreted weapons system! He’d found ways around failed redundant circuits that would have kept the gun offline, things a less observant engineer would have missed. He’d confirmed several times that the old weapon was connected to the sensors strung up along the crater walls. He’d done his part!

      And where did this woman think she was coming from? What did she know? Command? Leadership? That made her think she could just boss him around?

      He missed Martinez. There was a commander who appreciated brilliance.

      Parkinson slipped and crashed against the hard stone. “Dammit!”

      Fire lanced through his left wrist. His knee ached.

      “No! I just started to recover from my other injuries!”

      He shook his hand until the wrist pain eased.

      She should’ve sent a Marine, maybe her big brute of a boyfriend, Halliwell. What could she possibly see in such a simpleton? She might as well just screw a gorilla if all she wanted was muscle.

      The chief got back to his feet, made sure his boot had a good grip, then continued forward a little slower.

      And he tried not to focus on the sting.

      The sting of how Benson had rejected his advances when she’d come aboard.

      The sting of seeing such an attractive woman hook up with a big jerk.

      The…sting of consistently…failing in her eyes.

      No amount of lying to himself would get Parkinson past the cold, hard truth: Benson was better than him and always would be. Sure, she wasn’t as pretty as Stiles, but…

      He hated being rejected. He hated the way the others ostracized him.

      But he couldn’t stop himself from saying the things he said. It really was hard being so smart and skilled. And it wasn’t his fault people were jealous. That’s what it always came down to: jealousy.

      A tear ran down his cheek. So damned much of life was like that: Anger. Sadness. Loneliness.

      You’re just too brilliant, Willie. That’s what his mother had always said.

      And she was right. From the first days of school, all the way through advanced education, he was too brilliant. It was easy for him—math, science. And he loved letting everyone else know.

      Why couldn’t people appreciate him?

      “Because you’re an egotistical jerk, that’s why.”

      Parkinson jerked his head left and right. He confirmed his communicator was off.

      No one had heard him. His confession was safe.

      Ahead of him, the turret was a dull, gray shape barely visible in the darkness. There should have been a light coming from inside, coming from the control panel he’d so carefully set up. It had to be the stupid “munitions crew”—a couple useless Marines. Injured.

      They should have come to him once they broke things, not the other way around.

      He stomped forward, nearly face-planting.

      The turret had been built up into a fairly big position, surrounded by empty crates that had held ammunition and equipment. It didn’t offer much cover if there were heavy weapons or explosives, but it would protect the Marines from snipers and most surveillance systems.

      Except drones.

      Parkinson ducked through the low opening, ready to snap his communicator to speaker mode and yell at the Marines—

      Who were lying on the ground.

      He froze.

      They’d been wounded, but they weren’t dying.

      But there they were.

      Dead.

      His heart thudded. His lips trembled.

      How far was it back to the shuttle? How long would it take for someone to come to his rescue?

      In his peripheral vision, he saw the control system he’d rigged for the gun. Turned off. Not destroyed. A button pushed, a gun silenced. And the sensor light on the panel blinked, barely visible.

      The sensors detected movement.

      There were people inside the crater!

      To his left, at the back of the little shelter, shadow separated from shadow. Something was watching him, coming for him.

      His brilliant engineering mind laid it out instantly.

      There were three options: One, run; two, shout into his communicator to request rescue; three, hit the button to bring the weapon back online.

      The shadow moved closer. It looked like something dark dripped to the ground.

      Blood.

      Parkinson lost control of his bladder. He couldn’t scream. All he could think about was the Azoren Marines shooting him, blasting away chunks of flesh.

      What was the percentage chance of someone being brought back to life?

      Would they do it again when nobody liked him?

      Parkinson reached for the control panel button to activate the gun, and the shadow came for him.
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      The rift walls reflected the Badger’s rumble back on it so that the armor seemed to vibrate against Lieutenant Stiles’s helmet and the ancient, frayed padding of her seat. It was just the uncertain engine and even more unreliable transmission, but to her the experience was like being caught in an earthquake. She could feel the sheer walls of the ravine cracking and crumbling down on them, and she was certain that at any moment they would.

      And she would suffocate, either from the noxious exhaust that leaked in through a hole in the floor or from the tons of rock burying them.

      She closed her rebreather mask back down and tugged her helmet tight.

      But the rumble continued, the wheels kept pushing them forward, and they drew closer to the ruins with every second.

      She coughed, frowned at the sharp diesel tang on her tongue, then sighed.

      What could she do that she hadn’t done already? She had Sergeant Simms on the turret gun. He was old and hard of hearing, but he had the most combat experience of anyone, even Staff Sergeant Halliwell. She had Halliwell on one side of her and Carruth on the other, and they were both providing constant updates. She was keeping an eye on the tracking device and comparing it to the maps Commander Benson’s people had put together. Stiles had reviewed objectives and procedures with the entire team, so that if anything happened to her the mission wouldn’t fail.

      It didn’t seem like enough.

      That was anxiety, the one thing she couldn’t completely control, no matter how much conditioning she’d undergone. Time was running out, and with it the odds of success were becoming slimmer.

      Simms ducked his head inside the vehicle, a true feat considering how tight the space was. He was a tall man, maybe half a head shorter than Halliwell, and with age had come some weight. Still, the older Marine managed. “Coming up on a serious bend in the path.”

      “Thank you, Sergeant.” She smiled and noticed the way his own smile—yellow and broad—seemed to light up the interior of his rebreather mask.

      He rubbed a thin layer of ice from his helmet and glanced back up at the dark outside. “Seen a few ambushes in my time, ma’am. Blind spot like this is ideal.”

      “We’ll be ready.”

      That satisfied him; he popped back up to man the gun.

      But his pale eyes lingered on her, just like with most of the younger men—a hungry look. It was by design, but there were times when it became annoying, like when Commander Benson had brought it up.

      I’m capable. I know it. I was created to be capable.

      Still, it was curious the way Carruth didn’t really pay her much mind. She leaned toward him and connected privately. “Sergeant Carruth, how much trouble can we expect from Captain Gadreau?”

      A crooked grin twisted the sergeant’s face. “Well, he’s one to take offense easily.”

      “You find that amusing?”

      “It’s not my particular approach to things.”

      “I noticed you’re your own man.”

      “Noticed the same thing about you, Lieutenant.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Independent, I guess. Not saying you’re a man, if you took the meaning that way. Some things an environment suit can’t hide. And there’s been plenty of talk amongst folks in the ranks about you.”

      “Talk about what?”

      “Oh, mostly about surviving on a boat full of people given resuscitation.”

      “You’re a terrible liar.”

      “I don’t think I need to go into detail about what most men would say about you, now do I, ma’am?”

      “No. Not you, though?”

      “I’m not most men. Like them just fine, but they can be a touch crude.”

      “I see.” That explained things. “You don’t care for resuscitation, either?”

      “Didn’t say that.”

      “You didn’t have to. It was in how you said it.”

      He shrugged. “I’ve developed my own beliefs over the years. Way I see it, we get one shot at this life, and it’s a bad idea to try to play around with it when the time comes. No offense to the staff sergeant and corporal, it’s just how I see things.”

      Religious. “Your family didn’t support the Khanate during the war?”

      “My family has its own set of beliefs. Not every believer’s a radical.”

      The corporal driving the ancient tin can must not have heard Simms earlier, because she slowed and twisted. “Big bend coming up! Ready!”

      Halliwell, Carruth, and Grier didn’t need the warning. They had their weapons at the ready and their eyes were now trained on the rear hatch. There was just enough room inside the vehicle for the three of them to squat in the rear, using the vehicle armor to their advantage during an engagement.

      Assuming the enemy was behind them.

      Assuming there wasn’t some armor-breaking weapon just waiting for a clean shot.

      Assuming they weren’t all instantly killed by a mine.

      While the Badger was built to last, it was at the expense of a lot of technology that made it a risk in modern combat situations. The armor was simple metal plating. The driver relied on an even simpler periscope and viewport. The engine was diesel combustion, the transmission an ancient physical shift assembly. Electromagnetic pulses wouldn’t affect it. Sensor-blinding weapons were pointless.

      But they were effectively blind without a drone connection, and the controls were demanding.

      Despite all that, the armored vehicle had survived wars across multiple generations. Things like the Badger had kept the Kedraalian Republic from collapse when the former factions had declared themselves independent and attacked without pretext or negotiations.

      Now here she was, in its ancient metal shell, rumbling toward who knew what, essentially attacking the deadliest of those factions.

      No provocation. No warning. Tit for tat, apparently.

      Grier took a hand off her weapon just long enough to pat the lap of Kohn, who sat to her left. He was obviously tense, his gloved hands wrapped tight around the weapon grip and butt. She gently pushed the muzzle down and pulled his finger away from the trigger guard.

      Kohn nodded, as if maybe she were coaching him over a private connection.

      Good. He needed distraction and reassurance. Despite Stiles’s absolute confidence that what she’d done to Kohn was necessary, she realized it had scarred him. He didn’t seem to be the type to shake it off quickly, either.

      Corporal Lemke growled from the driver’s compartment. “Freezing rain! It’s collecting on the periscope and headlamps!”

      Simms didn’t complain about it. He’d probably fought in worse.

      Stiles shivered. Their gear would keep the rain and wind out, but she felt naked and couldn’t shake the idea that she was alone in the dark and the weather was slowly killing her.

      Something banged against the undercarriage, and the Badger shuddered, then slid sideways.

      The engine tenor changed. Gears ground together. They slowed, then abruptly stopped.

      And the engine went silent.

      Once again, the driver twisted in her seat. “Goddammit! Something cracked!”

      Kohn stood, nearly banging his head on the low ceiling. “I’m on it!”

      He shuffled between the legs of the Marines, leaned into the lever that opened the rear hatch, looked around, then descended the short ramp.

      Without thinking, Stiles got up. “Excuse me.”

      She squeezed past the same legs, noting the way they didn’t part as they had for the petty officer.

      Not insubordination. Not intimidation.

      Lust. Even Grier’s knees brushed against the lieutenant.

      There would come a time when Stiles wouldn’t need or even be able to use her looks, but she looked toward the day when she could at least control how others saw her.

      Tactical lamps mounted flush to the back of the vehicle provided some hint of red light, but it wasn’t much with the frozen rain picking up. Kohn was squatting beside the front driver’s side tire, head stuck beneath the vehicle frame. He had one gloved hand stuck in the tracks of the tire, the other braced against the black ground. The lights reflected off ice-coated rocks, which had been polished by the wind or blasted by some terrific heat.

      Kohn slid deeper under the vehicle, until his torso was completely hidden.

      She squatted beside him, touching his leg without thinking about it. “Chuck?”

      It sounded like his head banged against something. “Brianna? I mean, Lieutenant?”

      “You see anything?”

      “Looks like the rock cracked back there. Like a whole sheet of it snapped.”

      She dropped to all fours and tried to see it. He had a flashlight, which he was running across a sharp mound that sparkled like black diamond. “Did it do any damage?”

      “I think it knocked the exhaust manifold loose.”

      “Can you fix it?”

      “I think so. This rock is as sharp as a blade, though. If we could move the vehicle a little, that’d be better.”

      Move a multi-ton vehicle. On a fairly slick stone surface. That was rapidly collecting freezing rain.

      “See what you can do without that, okay?”

      “Y-yes ma’am.”

      He pushed back out slowly, then carefully maneuvered past her. There were tools stashed in a small compartment inside the hatch. She helped him haul those out and around to the vehicle front. As they set them down, she felt rather than saw someone approaching. She wiped the ice from her face mask.

      Halliwell stood a meter back. “Lieutenant, Corporal Grier and I want to scout ahead a little bit.”

      The corporal was hunched over behind the staff sergeant, fiddling with something.

      Stiles searched the dark ahead, noting that the Badger’s headlamps were noticeably dimming. “You think you can make anything out in this mess?”

      The tall Marine seemed to study the rift walls. “I think so, ma’am.”

      “Stay in contact, and don’t go far.”

      Halliwell saluted, then he and Grier slowly trundled past to be quickly swallowed by the darkness.

      Kohn was already on his back, half hidden by the vehicle.

      Stiles dropped to her knees. “What’s it look like?”

      “Well, a mess, sort of. I can’t get my lamp to mount to the undercarriage.”

      “Scoot over.”

      She dropped onto her back and squeezed in beside him. There wasn’t much room, and the underside of the vehicle was like a huge plate of rust with wrinkles and folds, all threatening to break loose and crush her.

      “Um.” He pushed the lamp across his chest to her. When she had it, he tapped the spot he needed the light on. “See where it’s scraped?”

      “Took all the rust right off.”

      “That was probably all that was holding this together.” He chuckled.

      It was an insecure sound. For someone so smart, he was amazingly full of insecurities. There was a small amount of charm in it, but the annoyance it caused was even worse. From the first memory of awareness, she had been trained to have confidence and to appreciate confidence. People who weren’t sure of themselves were weak. They were a liability. They were tools to be used.

      But Kohn had made her see the folly in that training. He was every bit as smart as Parkinson but held back by a lack of self-confidence. Commander Dietrich had seen Kohn’s potential where no one else had.

      Stiles remembered the way the insecurity had come through in Kohn’s kisses, in his fumbling when he touched her. It had been so different from Parkinson, who seemed to think she was a conquest, a trophy he could stick in a cabinet and brag about. Kohn’s loving had been more like worship, Parkinson’s like dominance.

      As he brought one of the tools up, she squeezed closer to him. “Do you need to take this part here off?” She tapped what looked like might have been bent by the impact.

      “Yeah. Ma’am. I think the manifold’s under there. I mean, it is.”

      His voice sounded as pained as the night he’d opened up about the way he’d never believed he could qualify for medical school. The raw pain that had been there when his scores had qualified him, but Commander Martinez had declined to put forward the package—she’d held Kohn that night until the crying had stopped. They hadn’t made love, something she’d never considered possible with the passion he’d shown for her.

      The tool clanged against the undercarriage as he shakily explained the purpose of the exhaust manifold and how a simple physical breaker would shut the engine off rather than a sensor system monitoring for a dangerous exhaust buildup.

      The bent plate came free and dropped onto his chest, drawing a surprised grunt.

      She took the mangled square. “Do we need this?”

      “No. It’s useless now.” He pointed to a spot where two metal pipes joined. “See how it’s been bent here?”

      “That small gap?”

      “Big enough to let gasses out.”

      “You know as much about mechanics as you do electronics.”

      “I loved electronics as a kid, but my father needed someone to help fix things around the…place.”

      He was always ashamed of his simple upbringing. “Is that how you see medicine?”

      “Fixing?”

      “Something you love or something you need?”

      He had a tube of some sort of paste in his hand but paused. “I guess I’ll never know. I mean, maybe? I love knowing how the body works and how to fix it. Is that what it’s like for you? This GSA work?”

      “It’s doing the right thing. There are…people who want war. They want it now.”

      Kohn squeezed the tube, and a shiny string of metallic goop came out, attaching to the bent pipes. “Who would want war? That makes no sense. People die. Lives are destroyed.”

      “I know. But there are people who feel like they’ll be failures if they retire without a war on their resumes.”

      “That sounds so petty.”

      “It is, but it’s only one motivation. There are others who feel that war is inevitable. They reason that it’s better to choose your time than have it choose you.”

      The petty officer rubbed a grimy towel over the area until everything was smooth. “And that sounds needlessly dangerous.”

      “I know.”

      “I guess I’ll never understand politics.”

      “It can be terrible. It doesn’t have to be but can.”

      “I guess that’s it. A minute, and that should seal as well as metal.”

      She caught his eyes drifting over to her but wouldn’t meet them. “Let’s go.”

      “Yeah. Lives to save.”

      Stiles couldn’t admit to him that the listening post team weren’t likely to be alive, and if they were, they weren’t actually on the priority list. Recovering the data or at least destroying all evidence—that was the priority.

      Everyone was expendable. Including her.

      They gathered the tools in silence, then headed to the rear.

      Carruth was there, scanning the walls on either side, weapon ready. “We good to go, Lieutenant?”

      She nodded toward Kohn. “Should be now.”

      “Good. I don’t like sitting in one place like this.”

      “I haven’t heard anything yet from Staff Sergeant Halliwell or Corporal Grier.”

      “They’ll be just fine.”

      They piled in, and the engine growled to life. The driver didn’t wait for them before putting the vehicle into gear; they lurched forward.

      Stiles pulled out her communicator. It had been several minutes, and Halliwell hadn’t connected. Neither his nor Grier’s signal showed up on the communicator display. It wasn’t likely they could have made it out of communicator range, not with the ground so slick.

      The GSA officer frowned and leaned forward. “Sergeant Simms, stay alert.”

      The old Marine squatted enough to get a look at her. “You don’t do forty years in the Marines without being alert, Lieutenant.”

      “All right.”

      There was concern in Carruth’s eyes. Marines were still human—susceptible to fear. There hadn’t been gunfire or an explosion, but you could kill someone without making a sound if you were good enough, even combat veterans like Halliwell and Grier.

      The driver twisted her head around again. “Another bend!”

      Stiles checked her sidearm and sucked in a calming breath. They were close to the ruins, but her instincts told her they weren’t close enough.

      And she always trusted her instincts.
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      A piercing shriek broke the silence in the crater. Benson froze for an instant, caught with a water bottle attached to her helmet, a sweet puddle of fluid on her tongue.

      Then she remembered what the noise meant and swallowed: invaders!

      She connected to Fero and Gadreau. “Move your people into position! Heads down!”

      Waiting for responses wasn’t an option. People had to do their jobs.

      Benson drew her pistol and slid from the airlock to the stone, which was even slicker now with the shallow ice sheath that had settled over everything. By the time she had her balance, the thunderous roar of the turret weapon had drowned out the alarm. Bright gold flashed from the end of the barrel, and tiny sparks erupted on the southern crater wall where the rounds cracked.

      Those sparks were a lot lower on the wall than they should have been.

      The enemy was inside the perimeter.

      Her knee felt ready to buckle, worsened by the crampons not finding a solid grip. She slipped as she rounded the corner of the shuttle between her and the turret and spilled headfirst onto the hard stone. The impact momentarily numbed her wrist, and her pistol skidded away.

      She stretched out, then froze again: Someone staggered out of the opening of the gun emplacement defense, then fell.

      Short with fairly broad shoulders. Parkinson.

      And something that looked like a slice of the night pursued. It held a knife nearly as dark and hard to pick out, but both were visible in the muzzle flash of the big gun.

      Could a blade look more wicked? It seemed to suck in the light from the big gun and distort it.

      The form’s flickering head came up, no longer concerned with Parkinson.

      It sees me!

      She scampered forward, hand outstretched, but her knee roared in protest, and all she managed to do was to knock the gun farther away. And to press against her swollen bladder.

      And the thing that had been spawned by the darkness disappeared.

      Just like Gadreau had talked about, she realized.

      She tried to push up again, and this time she managed to get onto her good knee, then to get her good foot on the ground. Standing meant putting weight on the bad leg, and that burned like fire in the joint, but she was up.

      Parkinson crawled toward her. “Azoren.” He barely gasped that out.

      He was wounded, but she couldn’t see where, and she wasn’t about to run to him, not with the invisible thing out there somewhere.

      She stretched out for the pistol, but the glow from the big gun’s muzzle flash revealed something off to her left, pressed against the side the shuttle.

      The knife. The black blade.

      The sliver of darkness jumped at her, and she threw herself flat. Once again, there was pain, and this time she lost control of her bladder upon impact.

      But she had her pistol.

      Just as the Azoren assassin landed on her.

      And she had an answer about the wickedness of the knife. It sank deep into a joint in her armor, and when the blade came back out, it left a cold that must have rivaled the chill of Jotun.

      Benson groaned. Her body shook, and she thought she was just going to shut down.

      Just below the ribs, above the hip. How long had that blade been?

      She rolled away, eyes frozen open, and she imagined she saw the faint outline of her attacker.

      The pistol came up, and before she could think too much about it, she pulled the trigger.

      The dark form jerked backward.

      Or did it disappear? Was it moving for another attack? If it caught people running around individually or in small teams, it could wipe the entire force out.

      Small arms fire filled the crater now. Flares lit the walls. It sounded like the gunfire intensified, slightly different.

      She wiped a glove over the wound and held the palm up to see in the uncertain light.

      Wet.

      But the assailant hadn’t come at her again.

      She felt around her and ended up with a handful of something. Uniform? Whatever the suit was. Solid, which is what mattered.

      Probing revealed a form: chest, then crotch. Not chest but abdomen. She reversed her search, found the bloody chest, the throat, then the head. There was a mask there, something human in its placement and vague shape.

      Shivering took her again, and the cold from the wound became more like acid.

      There were no obvious things on the mask to unlatch or twist or whatever, so the second she found something she could grab onto, she yanked with what strength she could muster. It was stupid, but she had to know who had stabbed her. Were the Azoren, with their sick worship of a very particular human ideal, even human anymore?

      The face covering tugged away slightly, revealing pale flesh.

      A chin. Strong.

      And apparently lifting the helmet front up was enough to break the circuit. The rest of the outfit flickered, then became visible.

      It was black, but there was a slickness to it, and in spots, it was as if she was looking right through the body to the ground below. It was imperfect, distorted, with the slick rock probably too close to appear just right.

      There was blood on the chin. Bubbling up from the throat.

      A lucky shot. It was that simple.

      The gun emplacement wound down, then went silent.

      Had it lost track of targets?

      No. It sounded like an ammunition problem. Empty, maybe?

      She got to her feet, this time with even more effort. If the weapon had been firing the whole time, that meant the sensors still had an idea where the enemy was. They needed the weapon firing.

      Parkinson’s hand brushed her boot as she staggered past. “Help—”

      “Hang in there, Chief. Lots of fighting going on.”

      But she understood completely. Blood was down inside her thighs already. She must be bleeding out fast. How long was she even going to be able to stand up? Not long.

      Inside the little defensive structure, she spotted two of Fero’s Marines. Older, out of shape—they’d suffered non-life-threatening wounds during the landing. That made them perfect for the gun emplacement.

      Apparently they hadn’t been up for someone invisible sneaking up out of the night.

      Benson confirmed the weapon system was asking for a reload, then pulled the ammo drum from the bottom of the device. She tossed the drum away, then pulled another from the small stack that had been piled nearby. It was easy to slap the thing into place.

      A green light, and the weapon system spun up.

      And the gun began to fire again.

      She took a Grizzly from one of the corpses, searched around for a couple magazines, then hobbled back to Parkinson. “Chief?”

      “I…hurt.”

      He had a maintenance lamp hanging off his belt. She turned that on. “Oh, that looks bad.”

      “Right…under the armor.” Blood darkened his crotch and thighs. He shivered.

      She wasn’t actually bleeding anywhere near as much as him. Was it all going down inside her armor and suit? It hit her, and she blushed. In the struggle, she’d peed herself. Her thermals were wet with urine, not blood.

      “Chief, hold tight. I’ll get Commander Dietrich.” Benson searched through her connection log and found the petty officer who’d helped the folks inside the crashed shuttle but couldn’t make a connection. After a second, Benson just searched for Dietrich directly. “Commander Dietrich, do you read me?”

      “Commander Benson?” Gunfire was a deep bass thump through his helmet. “Do you need something? I’m tending to a severe—”

      “I’ve been stabbed, but Chief Parkinson is worse.”

      “I see. You’re not far from my position. A few minutes, then I’ll be there.”

      “What about the medic? Magdy?”

      “Unfortunately, she’s dead.”

      “Oh.”

      Benson’s heart sank. She almost asked if there was anyone worse off, but the doctor wouldn’t have hesitated to say something if that were the case. Did that mean the enemy was being held at bay by the gun emplacement and the small Marine force, or did it mean the Marines were dying too quickly to be saved?

      Something told Benson to turn to her right, and she saw another of the flickering forms racing through the darkness.

      Headed for the gun turret.

      It took a second to realize what had caught her eye: The form was raising a weapon, a big gun like the one she had.

      She dropped to the ground just as the other person’s muzzle flashed. It wasn’t so bright that it could’ve been seen from a good distance, but it was maybe fifteen meters away—some sort of suppressor.

      Bullets cracked off the rocky ground all around her, and one grazed her shoulder.

      Armor. For once it did what it was supposed to.

      The carbine she’d taken from the Marine was old, without the advanced biometrics she could have used to take control of it. Instead, she had to physically disable the security system. She rolled away from the impact area of the first burst just as the second cracked against the stone.

      This time, two rounds raked across her, one of them deflecting off her armor and slashing along her good leg.

      Benson gasped and brought her own weapon up.

      Where was the shooter? She’d seen him, but—

      There! The heat of the barrel glowed on her infrared. He was doing something—changing out ammunition, switching out a suppressor mechanism…something.

      She sent a tight burst into what had to be center mass, then another, and another.

      The enemy weapon clattered to the ground.

      “Commander Benson?” It was Dietrich. “Was that the only one?”

      “Yes.”

      He jogged from the shuttle. “Let me check you—”

      “No. Check Chief Parkinson, please.”

      Benson struggled upright. If Dietrich offered painkillers again, she wouldn’t be able to say no.

      Hunched low, Benson shuffled toward the Azoren weapon. There seemed to be another black form on the ground, slowly taking on more resolution. Maybe the stealth suit had been damaged enough to start failing.

      She crouched as low as she could and shone the lamplight on the form, revealing another tall, slim male shape. It bled from two bullet holes, and at least three more bullets were embedded in the armor.

      Had the soldier been running out in the open because he didn’t fear being seen? Maybe the Azoren were just stupid. That didn’t seem very likely.

      Without the system running at full, the soldier’s weapon was visible. It had an advanced design, with electronics flashing on what she assumed was the upper receiver. Actually, the whole thing seemed like it could be a single piece, but that was more of a testament to the design and build quality.

      Benson worked the dead soldier’s mask and helmet free, revealing another extremely pale man with surprisingly soft flesh and narrow nose. The chin and cheekbone were similarly prominent.

      Her eyes caught what might be a grenade in a belt pouch.

      Had the other body had a grenade, and she missed it?

      She took the explosive, rolled the body over, and found another. They went into pouches. She would have to check the first corpse again.

      Dietrich was sliding Parkinson’s environment suit closed over a gory patch of flesh that glistened wetly in the glow of the doctor’s light. The grim-faced surgeon glanced up. “He’s quite fortunate. A wound like that…perforated intestine, a severed artery—something severe is almost guaranteed.”

      “Nothing?” Benson winced at the red ice reflected in the light.

      “Well, he’s lost considerable blood, and there were severed muscles.” Dietrich looked so tired. “He was remarkably fortunate.”

      “How were things with the Marines?”

      “Apparently, miserable.”

      “Why?”

      “The main complaint I gathered while trying to seal guts up was that there simply weren’t many clean shots to take. There’s almost as much cover up on the wall as there is down here, and that’s rock.”

      “Well, they aren’t all content to stay on the wall.”

      Dietrich considered the two Azoren corpses. “Are there any others down here?”

      Benson added Fero and Gadreau to her channel with the doctor, relaxing when the signal indicated green. “Major Fero, Captain Gadreau, we have enemies inside the perimeter.”

      Fero’s connection flashed blue when she transmitted. “Not from the north. We can’t see anything.”

      “They’re using some sort of camouflage suit.”

      “Then why’s the turret gun firing?”

      “Those sensors we put up on the wall don’t just rely on visual detection.”

      Gadreau’s line indicator went blue. “The people on the south wall don’t have that. We can see them a little, but they’ve gone to ground.”

      Decoys. Benson fought a sense of sympathy. That was the only thing she had in common with those Azoren soldiers. “Get a head count. Keep your people in groups of three. They don’t appear to keep those stealth suits running the whole time, so we can assume they use up power.”

      “They do.” Gadreau sounded like he resented having to share such precious knowledge.

      Benson gathered another pair of grenades from the other Azoren corpse and pulled the helmet assembly the rest of the way off. The face was angular but with boyish flesh, like looking at a kid thrust into manhood—no whiskers, no scars, no sign of sunlight touching the sharp, almost pretty features.

      Dietrich crouched next to the body. “So this is an Azoren?”

      “I guess.”

      “A mix of feminine and masculine. Soften the features a little here and here, and you have quite a handsome female face.”

      “I was thinking the same thing. Like pretty little boys fast-forwarded into men.”

      “What would they hope to gain with something like this?” The doctor grabbed the back of Benson’s wounded thigh, sending all new pain through her. “All right, Commander Benson, time to deal with your wounds now.”

      “I—”

      “You’re bleeding. At the very least, I can put a stop to that and seal your flesh and suit back up. Exposing yourself to this sort of cold for too long would be a very poor decision.”

      There was no point arguing that. Benson sat down and let the doctor work his magic. And this time, when Dietrich held up the injector, Benson presented the arm where the injection site would allow the painkiller in.

      “Just to take the edge off.”

      He smirked. “I say the same thing when I drink.”

      She couldn’t let that comment get to her. She needed to be alert, but too much pain was just as bad as grogginess. The fight against the Azoren wasn’t going to be a quick engagement. If she was going to be of any value, she had to dampen the pain at least a little.
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      Sergeant Simms dropped into the cramped, black belly of the Badger, environment suit and armor glistening with ice. “Gunfire. Back in the crater. I’m sure of it.”

      Stiles cocked her head but couldn’t hear anything. Then it dawned on her that the old man probably had the audio intake on his helmet cranked to full.

      She licked her lips. They were just a bit more than a kilometer out, and there was still no sign of Grier and Halliwell. If the Badger picked up speed, they’d be at the end of the narrow canyon in less than a minute. But they might run into whatever had gotten the Marines.

      The lieutenant pulled her rebreather free and shoved her helmet back just long enough for the cold air to bite her flesh and for the distant pops of gunfire to reach her ear.

      Gunfire. Definitely. She slid everything back into place, hacking for a second before the diesel exhaust could be sucked out. She stretched over Halliwell’s empty seat, around the ladder and Simms, then slapped the back of the driver’s chair. “Get us up to fifteen kilometers per hour!”

      The driver grumbled just loud enough to be heard, then the Badger seemed to lunge forward. It wasn’t that big of a jump in speed, but they’d been crawling since the repair work.

      Stiles flashed a thumbs-up to Simms. “Keep a sharp eye out.”

      He wiped his facemask free of ice. “Will do.”

      They were coming up on another sharp bend. The lumbering vehicle could manage the turn at their present speed, but they’d be moving awfully fast to spot a booby trap. It would take too long to stop, have everyone pile out, then stop again to let everyone in if there were no threat beyond the bend. It was simple math to approximate the odds of an attack and to weigh those against the value of time lost. The biggest variable was the Badger—how effective would its old armor be against an explosion? Could it withstand heavy weapons fire?

      Calculations were easy for Stiles. It was part of the cold distancing she’d been conditioned for. Her decision wasn’t based on pride or stubbornness or any of the other things that might otherwise render a person ineffective.

      The driver craned her neck to look back into the bay. “Turning!”

      Stiles checked her weapon. The diesel exhaust was a sharp taste in her mouth. She spat into the mask drainage tube, which helped.

      Kohn squeezed the grip of his weapon.

      What was it Grier had done to calm him last time? Stiles stretched across the way and repeated what she’d seen.

      He nodded. “Thanks.”

      Sergeant Carruth leaned toward her, as if he might say something, but the Badger slid slightly as it went into the turn, and he threw up a hand to brace himself against her seat.

      And then the vehicle hopped slightly, riding on a pressure wave that seemed to almost suppress the roar of the birthing explosion.

      The ancient, armored beast slammed against the stone wall.

      Ringing, an aching sensation behind the ears and eyes.

      Then awareness that the turret weapon was firing. Simms seemed to be full of energy, shouting one second, then screaming. He had a target off to his left.

      The north.

      A flash of light, then another pressure wave—lesser than the first—and Simms slid down into the compartment—first his legs, then what was left of his torso.

      Smoke and steam rose from his charred form.

      Gunfire continued on. Stiles caught the ping of rounds seeking any vulnerability in the armor.

      But the Badger held. It rumbled forward.

      Carruth squeezed past, careful to avoid Simms’s corpse, then darted up the ladder and into the turret. Almost immediately, he swiveled the gun slightly, and the ancient weapon roared, louder than the ringing.

      Ever since the ringing had diminished enough to hear again, Stiles had made out two different sounds—the roar of the turret gun and the slightly higher pitch and quicker cycling of a different weapon. Not theirs.

      Azoren, then. Not the ones she was familiar with, either.

      The driver slumped slightly. “End of the path ahead.”

      A new sound joined the symphony of weapons fire: their own Grizzly carbines.

      Then an explosion.

      And the turret gun went silent.

      Carruth slid down the ladder. “Got ’em. I think Halliwell and Grier are up on the wall.”

      The carbines. Stiles smacked the back of the driver’s seat. “Hold up, Corporal.”

      Stiles opened the back of the vehicle, waited a few seconds, then popped her head out.

      Shadowy forms were scrambling down the rock wall. When they hit the ground, signals lit up on the tactical overlay of Stiles’s facemask: Grier and Halliwell.

      The sergeant jogged toward them as if he were running across packed dirt instead of ice-slicked stone. “Catch a ride, Lieutenant?”

      Grier chuckled behind him. “Show some leg!”

      Stiles ducked back into the Badger. It sounded terrible now, and Kohn was leaning forward, as if staring at Simms’s blasted corpse, but she realized he was listening to the vehicle.

      The petty officer shook his head. “Better get us moving. I don’t think we’ve got much longer.”

      Grier and Halliwell dropped into their seats as the hatch closed, and without a word, the driver sent them lurching down the valley.

      Toward whatever awaited them in the ruins.
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      O’Bannon had run through every curse he knew, and in his years serving on the Moskav front line, there had been ample opportunity to learn curses. Up and down the wall, along the width that his men had spread out, bullets cracked off stone or occasionally armor. Too often, they found flesh, and if the victim were lucky, there was a muffled scream.

      They were crouched behind rocks, a handful of his men maybe as high as three meters above, twice as many three to five meters below. The rest were with him, pressed hard against ledges or smooth boulders that had melted into the surrounding rock. All of that rock—no matter that it was hard and unyielding when he pressed against it—seemed insufficient to protect his men. When the rounds came from the floor below, they seemed to find every crack, hole, and splinter in the cover.

      Had Franke survived the descent, he could have silenced more of the guns. He was an unerring aim, still young enough to be patient and to ignore the discomfort and exposure they faced on this wall.

      But all the major had now was a couple sergeants and some promising young soldiers. None of those men would see their full potential if he didn’t do something soon.

      “Private Andressen.”

      The young man was hunched behind a low wall of rock a meter away. “Major?”

      “There was a grenade on the lieutenant’s body. Did you happen to see it?”

      “The grenade? Yes. I think.”

      “Can you make your way back to him and bring the grenade here?”

      “I will, Major.”

      Andressen squeezed past on elbows and knees, keeping low and being cautious when the limited cover forced him up or there was no ledge to crawl over. O’Bannon looked away, unable to watch the young man’s progress for fear of seeing a bullet take him.

      Instead, the major smiled at Private Lyonne, who had moved to Andressen’s position. “And you, Private.”

      “Yes, Major?” The beefy young man could have been just as pasty and “pure” as any of Captain Knoel’s Black Lightning Commandos had the hierarchy been less obsessed with appearance and more concerned with performance and capabilities.

      “That small group of soldiers below you? You see them?”

      “I do, sir.”

      “Good. And you see that position there?” O’Bannon pointed to a spot a few meters farther down and to the east from where the other soldiers were.

      “I see it, Major. Better cover.”

      “Indeed, but it was something I didn’t see until now, and they won’t be able to see it themselves from their position. Can you guide them to it?”

      Lyonne’s helmet traced the path from the new position to the other soldiers a few times, then he nodded. “I can do this, sir.”

      “Do so now. But wait for a lull in the fire, and stay to cover.”

      “Yes, Major. I will drop to those rocks just below us. You see?”

      “Good. A very good first step. When you get them into position, wait for the rest of us.”

      “I will, Major.”

      The sporadic gunfire from the positions below let up, and the young man rolled over the rocks giving him cover, then slid down to the clump of protective rock below. He was out of sight before the first rounds cracked against the wall above his head.

      O’Bannon released the breath he’d been holding. Lyonne was a good soldier, one that brought pride to his commander. But Franke had been a good soldier.

      Nothing guarantees life.

      And the crater…it seemed not to care how clever or loyal you were. It was a dark maw, a hungry beast that was ready to consume anyone foolish enough to enter its depths. Bravery and cleverness were mere instruments assured of getting you killed, maybe later, maybe sooner.

      But the damned fool Knoel had definitely sent them all to their deaths.

      Where was the Commandos’ bravery when the opportunity came to show just how fearless they were? It was as hidden as Knoel and his fellow aberrations, creatures designed by scientists, creatures meant to replace real humans because they came closer to some ridiculous notion of an ideal.

      Exactly as O’Bannon and Franke had suspected, the captain had used them as lures, flesh to draw in the hungry bullets of a new enemy. Cannon fodder.

      It wasn’t the first time O’Bannon had seen such cowardly behavior.

      Snow had fallen thick and gray that day, like ash from a fire whose flames had touched the heavens. All around him, tall trees rose. They had narrow trunks and soft wood that bent with the heavy winds when they raked the plateau. And where those trees thinned out, a kilometer east of his position, the ground gently sloped downward before leveling off again at the base of another hill. There were no trees there. The Moskav soldiers had cleared everything down to stumps for a good hundred meters all around the hill.

      Atop that hill, they took cover behind a mix of rock, dirt, and timber.

      A fortification design taken from their ancestors.

      Command had scoffed at the simple structure. They had talked about erasing it with artillery and missile fire.

      Instead, they had sent in a Commando group to help Major O’Bannon and his green soldiers. This was, after all, what the Commandos excelled at. They were brilliant and brave and beyond reproach—the elite soldiers who would lead the Azoren to victory!

      And the plan the young Commando group captain had devised?

      Sending O’Bannon and his force against the front of the redoubt while the Commandos infiltrated from the rear.

      One hundred meters without cover. Through snow as deep as their hips.

      It was exactly what everyone feared of the new senior officers running the Moskav campaign and their favorite toys, the Commandos.

      O’Bannon had told his men they would only have to make the charge, then retreat back to cover. It meant minutes rushing into automatic fire, then minutes running away from it. Certainly, they could fire on the fortification, but the Moskav were hunkered down, with very little exposed.

      And their guns. Their simple, ancient guns.

      The bullets could still tear through armor. They could easily tear through flesh.

      That didn’t shake the young soldiers, who roared at O’Bannon’s speech and raised their own assault rifles. They would taste victory in this engagement, one of the first against more experienced Moskav soldiers.

      So they had followed their commander, shouting out his name and the name of their unit once they cleared the trees.

      And they had lifted their legs high and had rushed the fortification.

      Then they had heard the thunder of a hundred rifles firing. Blood had misted around the frontmost soldiers, who had staggered and pitched forward or crumpled or fallen onto their backs.

      Not one of the young men had broken, though. They had charged behind their commander, who somehow managed to continue on when bullets careened off his armor.

      Until they were at the base of the fort, with half their comrades down.

      That was when the Commando officer in charge had radioed a change in plan. He had lost two men to an ambush site before even leaving cover. It was too risky.

      He was calling in artillery and advised a retreat.

      Except the artillery rounds were already incoming.

      O’Bannon ordered a full retreat, but the young men were just as winded as him. Their legs felt like so much dirt stuffed in their pants. They tried to follow, huffing, gasping, streaming steam behind them.

      Trying to stay ahead of the incoming shells that fell with the howl of the gods.

      The explosions. The screams of his men.

      O’Bannon curled into a tight ball, and despite the frigid conditions felt sweat on his brow and under his arms.

      How different things could be with better officers.

      Someone shouted over the comms, “Flares!”

      The major looked up to see the sky awash in a bright, red glow.

      More of the damned flares. Erasing shadow when it was most needed.

      The flares drifted toward the south wall. To where Lyonne was leading the lower group. At that moment, they were all exposed, their black outer wrapping aglow in the flickering light.

      “Cover!” O’Bannon brought up the assault rifle he’d taken from Franke and fired at the Kedraalian positions below. “Get to cover!”

      But it was too late.

      The enemy fired, and sparks tracked the gunfire. Then there were no sparks, and the clatter of bullets against stone went silent, and the major’s soldiers fell.

      Lyonne jumped to the position that offered better cover, but the shooters seemed to anticipate it. Just as he landed, a burst, then another, then a third thundered.

      He staggered, then twisted, facemask turned to his commander’s position.

      Why? Why? The young man’s voice was in O’Bannon’s head. It joined the chorus of so many dead.

      Then Lyonne pitched forward, slid over the rock cover, and tumbled down the crater wall until he was out of sight.

      O’Bannon sucked in air. He fought the wild panic that had been in his head all those years ago, when he and nine of his men had struggled clear of the explosions that had blasted comrades into a fine, pink haze that clung to armor and uniform. He ground his teeth and exhaled with a force that left his throat raw and lungs burning. He clenched the weapon so tight to his chest that the grip bruised his sternum.

      None of that would bring back Lyonne and the others.

      “Why? Why?” It was O’Bannon’s voice demanding answers now.

      He had sent the men down. Why had he assumed they could reach cover fast enough?

      Why hadn’t he thought that the enemy might have more flares?

      Why were they so focused on his small force?

      Madness floated just behind his tight-squeezed eyes.

      Shouting filled the open channel, and this time it wasn’t his.

      “Major! They focus on the eastern area. Should we descend?”

      “Major O’Bannon, we must flee!”

      “Major! I have the grenade! Should I throw it?”

      O’Bannon shook his head. Andressen had found the grenade. He waved from the western side of the crater.

      Then the flares settled against the wall, and there was no light to see the young man.

      “L-listen.” O’Bannon swallowed. The tang of blood was in his saliva. He’d bitten his tongue. He’d allowed the fury and pain to touch his awareness and to burn it away. “Seek cover. Hold to cover.”

      How little cover there had been in the snowfield. And when they’d reached the trees, they’d found so many cracked and splintered by the first artillery rounds. Once the eternity of bone-jarring explosions had come to an end, he and the few survivors had poked their heads out to see what remained of the fortification.

      Surely it still stood. Impregnable. Invincible.

      It had sucked away so much life, it couldn’t possibly fall.

      But only the hill remained and that beaten down into submission. No rock from the walls stood higher than half a meter. What timber hadn’t been flung into the air to land in the low area where O’Bannon’s men had died was twisted and splintered and smoking. The dirt had been swept away, the interior gouged and pummeled, leaving nothing but a blackened stain against the pristine white of the surrounding snow.

      Forms moved through the rising smoke, but it was the proud Commandos. Their officer waved one of his men forward, taking an Azoren flag from the young man’s mighty hands and plunging it into the shattered ground.

      How proud the senior command would be of their youthful charges.

      Their perfect, brave little monsters.

      O’Bannon connected to Knoel. “Captain Knoel! Knoel! Do you hear me?”

      The Commando didn’t respond.

      “We are leaving. You hear me, you bastard?”

      That got through. “No! Major O’Bannon. Halt!” The other man’s voice was a snarl.

      “You have left us exposed. My soldiers die from—”

      “If you flee, Major, I will execute you and your men. Do you understand?”

      “We have fought. We have provided—”

      “Execute! Every. Single. One of you! As rebels! Traitors!”

      O’Bannon’s jaw ached from how hard he clenched it. “We are loyal soldiers.”

      “Then hold your position, you coward! We have penetrated their perimeter.”

      “Victory is yours, then.”

      “Soon, yes. But for now, we need you to keep them occupied.”

      “There are too few of us to be a threat.”

      Knoel’s breathing grew deeper. “Dig into your inferior guts and find some semblance of bravery, Major. These are the orders of our glorious Supreme Leaders, and they are the orders of your superior.”

      There was no accepting the Commando as a superior. Not by rank. Not by birth or production or whatever method the propagandists called it.

      O’Bannon swallowed the bloody spit that filled his mouth. He drove his shoulder into the rock that protected him. “Let me tell you this, Captain Knoel: You had best pray I die in this dark pit of hell. Do you understand me?”

      “You speak foolishly, Major. Say another word—”

      “Because if I see you after this, you motherless bastard, it will not be you executing me, but me ridding the universe of your unworthy existence.”

      O’Bannon disconnected and squeezed his eyes shut again.

      There was no driving away the vision of Lyonne being raked by gunfire. Nothing could block out the way he’d looked up before falling down the south wall of the crater.

      And nothing was going to bring back Lieutenant Franke.

      The major’s fate had been set the moment his commanders had sent Knoel and the Commandos to Jotun. The entire unit had been deemed obsolete.

      Redundant. Expendable.

      If there were a final act of defiance to be had, O’Bannon intended it to be a strike against the abomination, the false life Knoel and his people represented. And no firing squad or hangman’s noose could act as deterrent now.

      There would be vengeance for Lyonne and Franke and all the others.

      Mia would understand. The children would forgive their father.

      He would need for them to escape, to flee, but that was a contingency he’d planned for going on years now.

      All that was required was to outlive Knoel and his brothers.

      It was a task more daunting than the greatest heroes might attempt.
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      Everywhere the driver turned the Badger’s lights, the cliff wall seemed to rise straight up from the ground, almost as if a giant laser had cut the walls away. Stiles ran a gloved hand over the surface near the base—smooth as glass and twice as hard. The material whispered softly over the stone.

      Halliwell brushed past her. “We should’ve brought climbing gear.”

      He struck the wall with the butt of his weapon, which didn’t even manage a meaningful scuff. Grier used the heavy tire iron taken from the Badger like a club. It bounced off the stone but produced a slight chip.

      She flicked the loose stone away. “If we had a few months and a couple more of these tire irons, we’d be okay.”

      But there had been only one iron in the tool compartment, and nothing else came close in mass or hardness.

      Stiles twisted around. “How far back was the area where you found a way up?”

      Grier shrugged. “A couple kilometers. There were maybe some other spots.”

      Halliwell joined Carruth at the northern wall, then turned and drifted west. “We don’t have time to go back that far.”

      They didn’t. If Benson’s forces were already under attack, the mission really was on the clock. And if they chose to go back the way they’d come, they’d have to do so without the Badger. It had sputtered its last bit just ten meters shy of the wall.

      Stiles cocked her head as she studied the vehicle. “What about the gun?”

      Halliwell stopped. “You mean try to gouge some holes?”

      “This stone is hard, but it’s brittle. It’s like obsidian.”

      “You don’t want to climb up obsidian using fresh-gouged handholds.”

      “Like obsidian. It’s not the same.”

      Carruth hurried to the Badger, then scrambled inside. He popped out the turret and brought the big weapon around. “Might as well give it a try.”

      Stiles waved everyone back. “Get behind it, in case of ricochets.”

      “Great.” Carruth hunched lower behind the weapon’s screen.

      In the narrower gouge where they’d come to a stop, the gun thundered. It cycled, stopped, then cycled again, and between each cycle, the turret motor made its soft, dying, grinding noise.

      Boots stomped across the top, and finally Carruth was looking down at them. “That’s done something. Hope it’s enough, because the turret’s frozen up.”

      Halliwell was the only one who could reach the lowest hole. Stretching, he got fingertips in, then dug them around for a second before yanking them out. “Shit! Cut right through.”

      The fingertips of his glove were frayed. In the Badger’s dying light, he plucked black splinters out. Grier helped, then pulled a tube from a hip pouch.

      “Spread ’em wide, big guy!” She cackled, then sprayed the glove fingertips, sealing them closed once more.

      But that wouldn’t be enough to protect against the shards when they tried to climb.

      Kohn had been hanging back, watching from behind the protection of the driver door. He came around now. “Hey! I-I’ve got an idea!”

      He disappeared around the back of the vehicle and dug around inside the tool compartment, then came out with a couple tubes similar to the one he’d used to seal up the manifold. “Silicone sealant. This hardens in less than a minute, and it should be good enough to get us up without shredding our hands.”

      Grier playfully bumped a shoulder into the petty officer. “How you gonna get that into the hole, huh? You know how to do that, right?”

      The young man straightened. “Well, um, I was thinking Staff Sergeant Halliwell could give me a boost up, and I could fill—put the silicone in the first couple…handholds. Then someone could pull up to those and I’d go up and do the next.”

      “Yeah? You okay crawling up my back, Kohn?” She shouldered him again.

      The petty officer turned to Stiles, and she knew just how red his cheeks would be. “Lieutenant, is it okay? The idea?”

      Other than the time it was going to cost them, it seemed about the only reasonable approach available. “Let’s give it a try.”

      Halliwell cupped his hands. “Let’s go, Kohn.”

      Carruth shook his head. “I don’t think he could handle you, Corporal.”

      Grier twisted around, and the light caught her smile. “Not many can.”

      The Badger lights flickered, then died. Lemke climbed out with a groan and hooked her thumbs around her narrow hips and stretched her back. She was fairly lithe for her age, but it sounded like she was having a time of it. “That’s it. Damned thing’s dead.”

      "You gonna make it, Grandma?”

      “Fuck you, Grier.” Lemke kicked the front tire. “This idea better work.”

      Kohn already had the first two holes sealed. “Okay, let me down.”

      Corporal Grier helped the lanky petty officer to the ground, then slapped him on the butt. “All right. Time to see what you got.”

      Halliwell cupped his hands again, then raised the corporal up. “Check that sealant.”

      Grier stuck a finger into the hole cautiously. “Tacky, but it’s solid.”

      “Kohn, let’s go.”

      The petty officer studied the situation for a moment, apparently realizing for the first time what he had to do. He reached a hand out tentatively, then pulled it back. “Corporal Grier, I’m going to need to—”

      “Grab me, yeah.” She leaned against the wall. “I’m excited already. Let’s go.”

      Kohn grabbed her belt, put a boot onto Halliwell’s knee, then pulled himself over her back and onto her shoulder.

      Grier whistled. “Hey, sailor, is that a tube in your belt, or are you happy to see me?”

      “What? That’s the tube. Of silicone.”

      “Anyone ever tell you that you know all the magic words, Kohn?”

      “N-no.”

      He had trouble figuring out the next step, but eventually got up to her shoulders. It was ugly and shaky, but he filled the next two holes.

      Halliwell grunted. “Okay, c’mon down.”

      Kohn tossed the silicone tube aside, then descended shakily. Grier squealed with simulated pleasure when he almost slipped down and grabbed her for support. Then he was on the ground and she was doubled over at his side, both of them gasping.

      “Kohn, you always leave a gal panting like that?”

      Stiles could feel the discomfort radiating off the young man. She stepped between the two to get a better look at the sheer wall. “Actually, Corporal, he does.”

      Grier whistled.

      Halliwell seemed about as winded as the corporal and Kohn. “Don’t know if we can do this, Lieutenant. No offense to Sergeant Carruth, but he’d tack on another eighty or ninety kilos. I don’t think I can hold all three of them up long enough to seal that last set of holds we’d need.”

      Stiles imagined stretching as far as she could. “What about another sixty kilos?”

      The staff sergeant studied the wall. “That’s a long gap to the next holes.”

      “I’m game if you three are.”

      Grier stretched her back out. “Let’s do it! Kohn, you ready for some more grab-ass?”

      The petty officer nodded hastily. He shook the last silicone tube. “Lieutenant, I’ll walk you through how to activate this.”

      Stiles listened as he carefully went through the process of activating the tube, sticking the nozzle into the hole, then squeezing the trigger until the gel came out. The whole time, Grier watched over his shoulder and made faces as if she were orgasming.

      When Kohn said, “And you can roll the tip around inside to spread the gel around,” Grier shouted, “Just do me now!”

      Halliwell pulled her aside and took her to a private channel.

      But the moment seemed to calm Kohn a little. He pressed his faceplate against Stiles’s. “You sure you can do this?”

      “I’m in good shape, Chuck.”

      “I-I know that. I really do. But you’ll be something like three and a half meters off the ground up there. That’s an ugly fall.”

      “Then I won’t fall.”

      He secured the tube to her belt. “Please don’t. Okay?”

      The emotion in his voice carried through even with such a crude connection. It was touching, and it made her wonder if the feelings she’d pretended to have for him might have wormed their way into her memories and thoughts somehow.

      Grier went up Halliwell’s cupped hand quickly, but Kohn was a little slower than before. She didn’t tease him this time, and once he was on her shoulders, his voice was shaky. “Ready.”

      Halliwell grunted agreement. His breathing was rapid. He didn’t reject Carruth’s support when the sergeant wrapped his hands underneath.

      Stiles found the climb easy enough—up the corporal’s back, onto her shoulder, then up Kohn’s. Once on his shoulders, though, things became trickier. The whole structure seemed to sway.

      Concentration. That was the key. Stiles focused, drawing out the tube, activating it as she’d been shown. Then she stretched out as tall as she could.

      It wasn’t enough.

      She looked down, then looked back up immediately. “I need several more centimeters.”

      Grier groaned. “I don’t know how many times I’ve said that.”

      Halliwell snorted, then the group rose higher. People must have straightened and stretched their backs, because Stiles had enough reach now for both holes. She quickly pulled the trigger, filling the first and smoothing the gel out, then filling the higher one.

      There wasn’t time to smooth it out, though. Everything was shaking.

      She tossed the tube and scampered down, using the others just to slow her fall rather than actually climbing down. At the bottom, she backpedaled to give Kohn room. He made it about halfway down Grier before losing his grip and falling backwards.

      Then Grier fell.

      The lieutenant caught Kohn and fell to the ground beneath him. The impact sent a jolt up her back, and she screamed without meaning to.

      He rolled off of her. “Brianna? Are you okay?”

      She twisted, and the jolt flared again. “Yes. Just wrenched a muscle.”

      Kohn helped her to her feet, and the way her back throbbed, she knew it wasn’t “just a muscle.” She’d tweaked something, and it would require treatment.

      Later.

      For now, they had a way up.

      Carruth circled the others, hands on his hips, gasping. “Okay. My turn.”

      Halliwell shook his head. “I’ve got centimeters on you—”

      “And you can come up right after me.”

      They looked at each other, breathless, then the staff sergeant nodded. “Okay.”

      Lemke hustled to the back of the Badger. “I’ll get the rope.”

      Carruth hooked the rope over a shoulder, then took a boost from Halliwell. Moving from hold to hold went fairly uneventfully, but there were a few holds where it would’ve been nice to have filled in one of the interim options. He stopped at one point to warn that ice was collecting already, then he was up to the final holds. It was terrifying watching him bring a boot into the next-to-last hold, then stretch up for the lip at the top of the shallow canyon. For a second, it looked like he would have to crawl back down and let Halliwell try, then the sergeant pushed himself and got fingertips on the rock above. He dug around, apparently searching for a more definitive grip, then pulled himself up until his boot tips were scraping against the rock face.

      And then he was over the top, panting over the open channel.

      Stiles rubbed her back. “What’s up there, Sergeant?”

      “Looks like…” He groaned, as if exerting himself. “Shit. Collapsed buildings, maybe?”

      She couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic. “Any sign of trouble?”

      “None that I can see. Looks pretty much fallen down and burned out from here. This an Azoren city?”

      “No. We think it was Zeofal.”

      Kohn’s head twisted around. “Forerunners?”

      “It’s just a guess. We can’t get archaeologists in here, obviously.”

      He nodded, and a second later, the rope fluttered down to coil slightly at the base of the wall.

      Carruth whistled. “All right, Corporal Grier, time to see how you climb.”

      Grier chuckled. “Better than these old derelicts.”

      She tested the rope, then shot up it. She had a marvelous physique, and seeing her climb was proof it wasn’t just sculpting. There was power and endurance in her muscles. When she went over the top, she whooped.

      Stiles stopped Halliwell. “Let me be another anchor.”

      The staff sergeant made a disapproving face but handed her the rope.

      Her back protested, throbbing and at one point threatening with spasms. She paused and let her boot tips rest in toe holds, then finished the climb. Grier stretched over Carruth and offered a hand, then pulled the lieutenant up the rest of the way.

      The corporal had been sitting on the stone, legs raised, thighs locked around the sergeant’s hips. Stiles did the same, pressing her chest against Grier’s back. Apparently, the corporal was too winded to crack wise about that.

      They pulled the weapons up fairly quickly after that, followed by the other three. Once everyone was at the top, Carruth pulled the rope up. Odds were good they would need it at some point in the ruins.

      Grier checked her weapon. “I got point.”

      Halliwell patted his chest. It was where he kept the piece of shrapnel. “You stay close. Eyes wide.”

      The corporal nudged him with a shoulder. “I got it. Trust me.”

      She hunched low and jogged toward the jagged, black walls and rubble piles lining the outer edge of the ruins. There was an almost serpentine motion about her movement, except there was a more random appearance to her shifts left and right.

      Halliwell watched her for several seconds, then turned back to Lemke. “You follow me. Lieutenant, you and Kohn next.”

      Carruth waved. “On the rear. Spacing?”

      “Three meters. Anyone sees anything, shout a warning and drop.”

      They followed Grier’s path, which Stiles could barely make out—cleated scrapes in the ice. It was a good indication how confident the Marines were that no one was hidden in the ruins.

      After several minutes, they were moving along the outskirts. Deeper in, there were actual structures rising meters above the ground. Most must have once been towers, but a couple looked like they might have been lower rectangular buildings or compounds of connected rectangular buildings. Even those were charred black, and as they drew closer, it became clear they weren’t as intact as they appeared. Sections of walls were gone. The materials in spots had been liquefied and dripped into the broad avenue to pool with other parts of the ruins.

      Stiles pulled the tracking device out and turned it on. She pinged, and as she suspected, nothing came back.

      They would’ve set the base up somewhere deeper inside, if at all possible.

      Grier’s path took them wide around the worst of the melted slag puddles and crumbled piles of shattered and burned materials. In places, the debris completely cluttered the broad avenue, forcing them to pass through skeletal frameworks. Even the foundations of those were charred and slick.

      On the fourth ping, something flashed on Stiles’s tracking device. “Staff Sergeant Halliwell, we need to adjust course.” She sent him the coordinates.

      He signaled a halt while he brought Grier back and got her on the new course. The corporal had them on track quickly. It would be easy to say she was a natural at it, but Stiles had seen the other woman’s records during the training for insertion aboard the Pandora. Grier had grown up disadvantaged and had made some bad decisions early in her career, but she was a hard worker and had changed with Halliwell’s help. The young woman’s scouting was the result of all that hard work.

      Stiles took another ping. “Staff Sergeant, two hundred meters out. A little southeast.”

      “All right. Corporal Grier, adjust southeast. Two hundred meters.”

      The whole place felt like a ghost town to Stiles. Their steps echoed off the dead structures. Their lamps caught shadows that danced tauntingly. The alien designs—destroyed by something horrific—made everything worse. It only took a small stretch of the imagination to sense the ghosts of the ancient inhabitants stalking the streets of their ruined home.

      Grier’s voice startled Stiles. “Halt!”

      Halliwell held a clenched fist up, then waved them down. “What is it?”

      “Hold for a second.” Grier gasped. “Shit. Okay. One of ours.”

      “Ours? You’ve got a body?”

      “Parts of one. Frozen solid.”

      Stiles pinged the tracking device. “She’s about fifteen meters from the signal.”

      Halliwell’s head turned left and right. Scanning. “Corporal Grier, anything around you look like a good hiding place?”

      Seconds passed. “Yeah. I think I’ve got something. Let me check.”

      Now that they were still, Stiles’s back quivered and ached. She needed a relaxant, maybe a massage. Maybe worse. Kohn had been good with massages. He took his time and followed her guidance.

      “Hey!” Grier’s voice was almost lost in static. “You hear me?”

      “We do now.” Halliwell looked to the others; they all nodded their heads. “You’ve got static over your connection.”

      “Well, that’s fucked up. I found the way down to what I think’s their hideout. Doesn’t make much sense to have interference down there, does it?”

      Stiles frowned. “It could. They’d need to have hard lines running out.”

      “Oh. Okay. Yeah. I found some cables. They seem to run to little transmitters.”

      “That would do it. They’d use signal blockers to hide their location from scans. Run the signals over shielded cables to directional transmitters. It makes it hard to spot them.”

      “Well, then I found our people. But there’s a problem.”

      Halliwell held up a finger; he wanted to take over. “What is it?”

      “More corpses. Cut up. Frozen. And the hatch that was probably being used to cover this place up? Open.”

      A chill ran through Stiles’s gut. It would be hard to heat a place on a moon like Jotun. Leaving a hatch open…? “Corporal, are there any signs of heat coming out of that hatch?”

      “Not a bit. The place looks as frozen as these corpses.”

      Which probably meant everyone was dead.

      Stiles swallowed. “We need to move, Staff Sergeant Halliwell.”

      The tall Marine nodded. “Corporal Grier, we’re heading in.”

      Grier chuckled, but it was an anxious sound. “I’ve got you covered. Unless there’s ghosts out there, then you’re on your own.”

      As they sped along the path Grier had marked for them, Stiles wondered if that was all they were going to find—the dead and their ghosts.

      Or was something worse out there?

      Something that had killed the SIGINT team and now waited for them.
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      Through Stiles’s infrared imaging, the GSA listening post showed the same cold blue-black as the ground above. There were no heat marks on the ladder leading down or on the visible walls or floor. Grier was right: The hatch had been open for some time.

      A moaning sound brought the lieutenant around.

      The wind, she realized. Just the wind.

      Stiles lowered herself to a knee. The ladder was a narrow, telescoping metal device, part of the gear the team would have brought down with them. Everything would be lightweight, made of advanced composites, and space efficient. They had chosen a basement in a building with three partial walls still standing near the hatch and a broken set of stairs that stopped just short of the largely collapsed second floor. The hatch had been fastened to an entry that must have been fairly intact, possibly a maintenance access.

      A chill caused her to shiver, and her back muscles spasmed.

      Halliwell dropped to a knee beside her. “I can check it out.”

      “No. Not yet.”

      She poked her head through the hole and shone her lamp around. Ice sparkled on the surfaces near the opening. There was a fast-plaster wall almost immediately to her left, and to her right a long hallway, with an open doorway on the right not far down and an intersection at the very edge of her light. Thin cables snaked from the doorway, down the hall, and up the wall behind the ladder, then through a sealed channel next to the hatch hinges. She checked again: There were security cameras along the hallway ceiling.

      It was competently put together.

      “You seeing this, Staff Sergeant Halliwell?”

      “Hall, a doorway, an…intersection?”

      “Looks like.”

      “And that wall next to you—that’s our work, right?”

      “Fast plaster. Great for reinforcing or sealing things off. A place like this, they probably brought in several tubs of it.” Stiles edged away from the ladder. “I’m worried more about Azoren tracking us into here than waiting for us down there.”

      “Okay.” He pushed up and rotated slowly. “We’ve got three areas to watch. I’ll check those stairs, maybe reduce it to two areas if I can get high enough. Worst case, we’ll have eyes up high.”

      “I’ll take Sergeant Carruth and Petty Officer Kohn with me.”

      Halliwell frowned. “I don’t like it.”

      “Whatever happened down there was days ago.”

      “Yeah, and whatever happened down there involved cutting soldiers to pieces. That sound like Azoren to you?”

      “No. That doesn’t mean we walk away from our assignment.”

      “Be careful.”

      The staff sergeant waved the two corporals over and pointed them to positions at the edge of two walls, then headed for the stairs. They didn’t look stable enough for someone Stiles’s size much less a big man like Halliwell, but he took the unsteady steps halfway up before going prone against them.

      Stiles waved Carruth toward the ladder. “Sergeant, make sure we’ll be alone down there, please.”

      Carruth checked the ladder, stuck his head in the hole, then slung his weapon over his back and descended. The ladder ended about half a meter from the bottom. He dropped and quickly unslung his gun, then tossed a flare down the hall, washing everything in a ghastly red light. After leaning forward, perhaps listening or straining to make out visual details, he crept up to the near doorway and disappeared inside.

      From behind Stiles, Kohn sighed. “It would be better if he had someone watching his back.”

      She didn’t turn. “Are you volunteering?”

      “We’re a little short of Marines.”

      “We are.” She tried to connect to Carruth. “Let me tell the serg—”

      Hissing filled the channel she’d tried to create.

      Kohn knelt at the ladder, fiddled with his carbine, then awkwardly curled up enough to fit through the small opening. “Everything okay?”

      “No comms from up here. The interference system they used must be the new passive plates.”

      “I’ll try when I get down there.”

      She grabbed his hand before he was too far down to reach. “You don’t have to prove anything to me.”

      He smiled and maybe even blushed. “But I do for me.”

      Carruth backed out of the room and wheeled around, weapon raised, then froze when Kohn raised his hands. The sergeant pushed past the petty officer, got up to the ladder, then connected to Stiles. “Hey, Lieutenant? Next time you send someone down when I’m checking things out, how about warning me?”

      Stiles nodded. “I tried. Looks like the only comms we’ll have will be line of sight.”

      “Great. Well, I found your comms intercept room.” He pointed toward the open doorway. “Looks intact, I guess.”

      The comms center! “I’m coming down.” She connected to Halliwell. “We’ve found the equipment.”

      “All clear up here so far. Nothing but darkness as far as I can see.”

      “We’ll be out of touch. There might be a relay once we’re inside, but it’s line of sight otherwise.”

      “I’ll check on you in five.”

      “Thanks.”

      The ladder shuddered with each step, but she kept her grip. Her back tightened up from being curled up so tight; she stretched when she was on the floor.

      Carruth had his weapon pointed down the hall. “Your petty officer always get excited by technical gear?” There was a slight buzz on the line, but he was intelligible.

      “He likes to solve problems.”

      “Great. Maybe he can figure out how we get the hell out of this little trap.”

      “That’s my burden.”

      The sergeant grunted. “How about we start with our next step then?”

      “The intersection. There should be a generator system. Batteries. Something. People lived down here. They had heat.”

      He led her past the room where Kohn was inspecting equipment.

      She signaled for Carruth to wait, then slid in beside Kohn to examine some of the gear herself. The room was tiny—a fold-down table to the right of the door crammed with systems and displays, a rack of more systems that acted as a back wall. His chair barely had room to move. “You going to be okay alone?”

      “I-I like it better when you’re around, but I’ll be okay.”

      Stiles squeezed his shoulder. “You weren’t just a job for me. Not like Parkinson.”

      “Thanks. I guess?”

      She leaned in and hugged him despite the awkwardness, then stepped back into the hallway.

      Carruth stretched his arm out. “Maintain this distance, okay?”

      “Got it.”

      He edged up to the flare and kicked it into the four-way intersection. A little more detail was revealed by the glow—another hallway as wide as theirs, on the left ending in maybe fifteen meters at a collapse that had been plastered, on the right ending at a plaster wall. There were doorways on either side. Straight ahead, the hallway continued as far as the flare lit.

      She didn’t wait for him to ask. “Left.”

      There were three doorways, one of them partially blocked by the collapse. Carruth signaled for her to check the right, then poked his head into the left. The room to the right held bunks that had the same sort of makeup as the ladder: telescoped poles for frames with sleeping bags piled on top. There were four double bunks in a wide “U” shape and four footlockers. Two carbines leaned against the wall. A personal computing device rested on one of the top bunks. Rebreather masks like the one she wore hung from the ends of the bunks.

      The floor was clean. Everything was orderly. Tidy.

      She checked one of the footlockers. It was split in two, with uniforms and underwear folded inside both halves.

      They wouldn’t have brought a fabricator with them, or at least not one capable of printing out enough clothes to keep them going. The weapons showed no sign of use. Magazines were stacked against the wall.

      Full.

      She grabbed a gun and a couple magazines for herself.

      Carruth poked his head into the doorway. “Generator and heater in here. Construction tools, too.”

      “Can we bring them online?”

      “Maybe your genius can.”

      “He’ll need them if he wants to find the important data. Wait for me in the intersection.”

      She hurried back through the intersection to the comms room doorway.

      Kohn spun around as she scraped to a stop, and reached for his gun.

      “Chuck!” She held up a hand. “We found the generator.”

      “Oh.” He sagged. The carbine shook in his hands.

      “Go to the intersection, take the left, first room on the left.”

      “O-okay. I’ll see if I can get it running.”

      “We won’t be far.”

      Carruth was waiting for her like she’d asked, back pressed against a corner, eyes locked on the long hallway ahead. He swiveled around at her approach. “Straight on or—”

      “Take the right.”

      “Right it is.”

      They found two more bunk rooms, one of them a mess, with unmade beds and sheets on the floor. The wall at the end of the hallway seemed to have been sloppily erected with the plaster; the brick forms were uneven. Across from the bunk room, there was a crude bathroom with a shower, sink, and toilet. A drip of water hung frozen from the sink faucet. Blood spatters covered the shower floor and walls.

      The sergeant tapped a finger against the blood, which was dark. “Whatever happened, this was while they had heat.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Cold like this, blood would’ve frozen before taking on that color. It’s pretty much dry.”

      “Where’s the body?”

      Carruth pulled his lamp out and shone it on the floor, revealing a dark trail. “I think we’ll find it if we follow this.”

      The trail took them down the long hallway, which had a doorway on the left and right side and ended at a third straight ahead. The left and right doorways revealed storage rooms with more plaster walls, this time with nice, smooth brick forms. The room at the end of the hall was large, and looked like a Day Room.

      And it was full of bodies. Parts of bodies. Lots of them.

      Stiles couldn’t bear to look at the gore. “We can’t retrieve them.”

      “Their ID, if we can find it.” Carruth killed his flashlight and advanced into the room. “I’m reading fifteen tags in here. Looks like the social space. Kitchen, recreation area—I think they were having a party or something.”

      “Party?”

      “Lots of fluid containers on the table, and I’m guessing this was a cake.”

      A party? With dead comrades? Unless that happened after? “That sounds odd.”

      “Yeah. And why kill everyone in here? People should’ve been at their stations. Or asleep.”

      “There were bodies outside.”

      “Yeah, and the one in the shower. But someone dragged it in here. Butchered it in here, I guess. I’m thinking the ones killed outside died first.”

      He brushed aside the rime of ice covering a naked torso, then plucked something from the chest.

      She turned away. “Could the Azoren have a weapon that would do this?”

      “I don’t want to be around to find out.”

      Ice cracked again, and whatever he was working on popped.

      Lights winked on and off, then came on fully, revealing the gore in more detail. The hallway floor from the intersection to the big room, the base of the walls in the room—there was blood everywhere.

      After a second, the buzz in their connection died.

      She added Kohn in to the connection. “Petty Officer Kohn?”

      “I got it!” The excitement in his voice was palpable.

      “How long before you have the systems online and data extracted?”

      He waved at her from the intersection. “Not long. Two, three minutes maybe.”

      “See if there are any external cameras, like the ones along the ceiling.” She waited until he was out of sight in the communications room again, then tried to add Halliwell. The line showed a weak green that dropped to amber intermittently. “Staff Sergeant Halliwell?”

      A burst of static bled into his voice. “—what you were looking for?”

      “Say again.”

      “I said, did you find what you were looking for?”

      “We should soon. Five more minutes.”

      “—at’s taking so—ong.”

      What’s taking so long? We’re lucky to be this far along. “We’re retrieving ID tags and data. We just brought power up.”

      “—em—key—eck—oo—ent.”

      His signal was more amber than green. She moved to the intersection. “Repeat. Staff Sergeant Hall—”

      “I said Corporal Lemke’s checking out what she thought might be movement.”

      Movement? That was the last thing they needed. “Can you call her back?”

      “She didn’t go far. I saw—” Halliwell’s signal took on a different hum. “One second.”

      Stiles leaned toward the ladder, as if that might enhance the signal.

      She nearly jumped at the sound of tapping. It had to be Carruth. She hurried back to him. “Were you trying to call me?”

      He looked up from a handful of metal ID tags that glistened red as blood; thawing ice dripped from them. “No, ma’am.”

      “I heard tapping.”

      “I’ve been checking these tags out. You got a list of names?”

      She pulled her command tablet out, brought up the names, and sent those to him. “Were there other tags we missed?”

      “Four from the corpses outside, fifteen from in here. You said twenty-one people?”

      “Twenty GSA, one SAID.”

      “I’ll check the bunk rooms again.”

      Stiles returned to the intersection, leaving enough room for Carruth to get past. “Staff Sergeant Halliwell?”

      His line was just a hum. Then he was there. Loud. “Lieutenant, something got Corporal Lemke.”

      “Got? What—?”

      “Torn to pieces. Blood everywhere. I can’t find her head. And there’s another corpse.”

      That was twenty. One unaccounted for. “Can you get the ID tag?”

      “Already did. Lemke’s, too. What the—?”

      “You and Corporal Grier fall back to the hatch. Now.”

      The hum grew louder. Gunfire filled the channel. “Something’s moving out there. Fast. I saw it, but it’s gone—”

      “Fall back to the hatch. I repeat, fall back to the hatch.”

      “Falling back. Corporal Grier—”

      The humming drowned him out.

      Carruth came out of the generator room. “Nothing. We’re just missing two.”

      Stiles nodded distractedly. “One. The thing…”

      “Thing? Lieutenant?”

      “That got them. It’s up there. It got Corporal Lemke.”

      Carruth headed for the ladder. “I’ll—”

      “Halliwell and Grier are falling back to the hatch. They—”

      Tapping. Stiles heard tapping again. Not over the comms. Behind her. To her left. Down the hall with the bathroom.

      Carruth cocked his head. “What?”

      She tiptoed to the bathroom, audio input cranked as high as it could go. The hiss played hell with the headache she’d been fighting off since the explosion had rocked the Badger.

      But the sound wasn’t coming from the bathroom. It wasn’t coming from the bunk rooms.

      Stiles pulled her helmet and mask off and pressed an ear against the cold, hard plaster wall. It was like lying on top of ice. Worse. Her ear went numb, but not before she realized just how rough the outer surface of the wall was. The fast-cure material was easy to work with. You formed bricks using silicone frames, then used more plaster to seal it all up. An amateur could get a smooth surface.

      Tap-tap-tap.

      It was real, not her imagination.

      She studied the wall again. It wasn’t just rough to the touch; the top of it looked unfinished, as if someone couldn’t fully reach it and just slapped plaster up there.

      Like the work I did on the handholds at the end of the valley.

      Stiles knocked on the wall, and after a second, louder tapping replied.

      She spun around. “Sergeant Carruth, what name is missing?”

      The sergeant had been watching the ladder. He turned to her. “What?”

      “The missing ID tag. Who is it?”

      He stared at a wall, probably using it as a good background to view the data projected onto his rebreather mask. “Patel. Srisha Patel. No rank listed.”

      Agent Patel’s sister! “You said there were tools? Construction—”

      “In the generator room.”

      Stiles ran past him. “A sledgehammer? A crowbar?”

      “Yeah.” He followed her.

      She handed him the sledgehammer and took the crowbar, then tossed it aside and took a mallet and chisel. The sergeant seemed to realize what she had in mind and raced ahead of her.

      He set his weapon down, then struck the wall. “Someone’s in here?”

      “I think so.” She went after a section away from his blows, hammering the chisel gently until she had some confidence with it.

      Halliwell was in her ear. “Lieutenant, whatever’s up here, I hit it. I know I hit it. It didn’t slow down, not that I can see. I think it ran away.”

      Stiles didn’t stop hammering. The wall was crumbling away in chunks. Each blow was a sharp, piercing spike into her brain. She cranked down the audio intake. “Are you at the hatch?”

      “Yes.”

      “Come down the ladder. Both of you.”

      There was a big enough gap in the wall that Stiles could see something—someone moving on the other side. It was like a huge bundle of blankets. More hammering, more chunks falling away, and the blankets backed up. The red light from the flare reflected off a rebreather mask.

      Stiles tossed the chisel aside and struck the wall wherever it looked weakest after each of Carruth’s blows.

      A large section buckled, and after another blow, there was a big enough gap for the other person to climb out, but they didn’t.

      Stiles ran her flashlight across the room: another bathroom, with shower and sink and toilet. There were several rebreather masks and tanks on the floor. Buckets of the plaster, and a plaster-coated trowel. Food packets littered the near corner, and farther in, what looked like a pile of electronic gear.

      The form was now huddled in the shower. It was wrapped in layers of blankets—

      The messy bunk room! There hadn’t been blankets!

      Stiles pulled her facemask off again. The cold was a slap against her flesh. “Srisha?”

      The form’s head came up. It nodded.

      “Hurry. We need to go. Your brother sent us to get you.”

      The words sounded so selfish and pathetic when spoken without context, but seeing the form crawl from the shower and stumble to the opening, Stiles understood at least a little of the value of what they were doing. Still, there was a painful pettiness coming into Azoren space, probably provoking a war, leaving who knew how many dead on both sides, all for a senior SAID agent’s sister. No one would ever come for the other dead. They were just ID tags.

      Only retrieving the data could possibly make up for the losses suffered.

      Carruth helped the other person—a big-eyed young woman with dusky skin and black hair was all Stiles could see through the facemask—down the hall to the intersection. It had to be Srisha. The sergeant had his mask pressed against hers, and his channel was still open: Did she have enough oxygen? Did she need thermals? Could she run?

      He was surprisingly gentle and caring for a trained killer.

      Stiles maneuvered past them and rushed into the comm center, where Kohn was madly typing away, face hovering over a keypad that rested on the fold-down table anchored to the wall to the right of the door.

      She put a hand on his shoulder. “Status?”

      “Um. Another minute? They must have launched the wipe program before shutting power off, because most of the storage is blanked out. Unless it’s automated.”

      “It is.”

      “So—” He held up a small storage device. “—I’ve been pulling these up to find the ones that have data on them. Not a good design to wipe the online storage but leave these untouched.”

      “There’s supposed to be an explosives system.”

      “Explosives?”

      “For cleanup. It wipes out forensic evidence.”

      “In here?”

      “Somewhere. Usually close to the equipment, just to be sure.”

      “Oh.” He sounded wounded.

      She squeezed past him, to the long rack of gear that was almost flush with the left wall. Almost. But she could squeeze through. There was a small space—maybe a meter wide—on the other side of the rack. On the same wall the fold-out table was anchored to, a panel hung open, revealing a small, deep closet. Satchel charges were pressed against the closet walls, but something had torn what she assumed was the detonator from them. Cables ran from some sort of relay device, out the doorway and into the hallway.

      That was how Patel knew the compound had been compromised. The detonation would have triggered a transponder to give the all-clear signal.

      Whatever had attacked knew enough about their technology to disable things in just the right order.

      Could it have been the Azoren after all?

      When she came back around, Kohn kicked a backpack out from under the equipment. “I thought we could carry the devices in here.”

      She opened it and began stuffing in the devices he’d already identified. “Sergeant Carruth, you know something about demolitions?”

      “A bit.”

      “I’ll need your help in here.”

      “Let me pass Agent Patel off to Halliwell.”

      It sounded odd hearing Srisha called by the same name as her brother.

      Kohn handed more devices to Stiles. “Almost done.”

      She stuffed them into the backpack. The devices were sturdy, but she searched around for something to pad them from banging into each other.

      Carruth squeezed into the room. “You need something to go boom?”

      Stiles led him to the gap between the rack and wall.

      He exhaled. “That’s gonna be fun.” When he reached the closet, he turned back to her. “Really?”

      “Can you fix it?”

      He disappeared in the small room. “Shit! Were they planning to level this entire part of the planet?”

      “Ideally.”

      “Yeah, well—” He came back to the narrow opening and handed one of the satchels through. “Not with that one.”

      “What’s the matter with it?”

      “Whoever tore this up, they left that one as a little surprise gift. The wiring’s hot.” He pointed to a device inside the pouch. “That button right there? It’s all activated. Hook it back up to the rest, and it all goes up immediately. Right now. No remote detonation, just a nanosecond of regret and lots of bits and pieces of what used to be.”

      “What do you want me to do with this?”

      “I dunno. Throw it at the slaughter thing running around up there.”

      She turned the bag around, suddenly anxious. “Throwing detonates it?”

      “Press that button I showed you, you get a few seconds, then—”

      Halliwell backed up to the doorway. “Lieutenant! We’ve got a visitor!”

      Stiles pushed past Kohn, barely noticing that he was tugging the backpack with the storage devices from her hand. She was about to ask where the thing was, but then she saw it…

      A sliver of darkness at the top of the ladder, with the vaguest shape of a head turning toward them, toward her, then the comm center.

      And where eyes should be, a row of diamond glitters flashed.

      Like a hunter when it has its prey.
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      High-pitched and fast-cycling—the distinct whine of the Azoren guns was a constant sound that Benson could make out, louder and clearer by the minute. Her Marines were doing what they could, taking shots when targets became available, which wasn’t often. On the south wall, the Azoren were still sticking to cover, and on the north wall…

      The soldiers in the stealth suits were making their way down into the crater, and it was confusing the turret weapon. Once the soldiers were farther away from the sensors, targeting them became almost impossible.

      Benson made her way north, to the spots where Fero’s Marines had taken cover among the debris and ruin of crashed ships.

      Six main positions were spread out in a crude semicircle. Cargo crates, mangled gear, metal panels, the framework of seats—anything that could provide cover had been set out for the Marines to hide behind or under. Between each of those improvised positions, there was a four- or five- meter gap, enough to protect against a grenade or other light explosive taking out two groups. Fortunately, there had only been two grenades launched into the crater, and those had failed to reach the Marines.

      But there were so few of those Marines now.

      With each casualty, a technician or sailor was sent as a replacement. As big as the gap was between Gadreau’s Marines and Fero’s, the drop in capabilities among the non-combatants was worse.

      Yet those men and women could fire weapons, too.

      Or they could provide enough distraction to draw weapons fire from the Marines.

      The operation objective wasn’t to wipe out the Azoren but to buy time. How much time? Benson wished she knew. She wasn’t going to contact Stiles, not yet. Her mission was probably tough enough without distraction. When the GSA officer was ready, she could call back.

      Then what?

      They would have to figure it out when the time came.

      Bullets sparked across the rightmost position on the north side—a mound of fire-blackened skeletal seat frames and warped panels taken from her own shuttle. A second later, someone called for the doctor over the open channel. One of the Marines was a red signal on the tactical system overlay, and a technician—Lucas, a young mother of three—alternated between a deep ruby and black.

      Dietrich raced forward, apparently fearless now, and disappeared under the canopy of cover.

      Another of the support team—a cook from the Marie Belle named Darnold—followed. Benson remembered thinking his dusky cheeks were as smooth as the Azoren’s. He tumbled to the ground a few meters shy of the opening the doctor had disappeared into, and Benson thought the cook might have been hit by gunfire, but he got back up and threw himself at the opening.

      They needed to turn things around, or there would be no place for Stiles’s team to fall back to.

      With the Azoren on the south wall not really descending any deeper into the crater, Gadreau’s Marines were doing better. Yet he was showing no interest in helping Fero’s people out.

      The captain simply wasn’t a team player. If the north side of the crater fell, his people were just as dead as everyone else.

      Benson connected to him over a closed channel. “Captain Gadreau, we’re losing the northern defenses.”

      He snorted. “I warned you about Fero and her people.”

      “They’re our people.”

      “My people are holding the line, Commander.”

      If Fero’s people failed, they all failed, but she wasn’t going to argue with him over the comms. Instead, she disconnected and hopped back toward the gun turret, which had gone silent. Parkinson was inside, swapping out another empty drum.

      He was holding up well, proving that he could handle the stress—not just to her but to himself.

      Benson leaned in. “Chief, need any help?”

      He jerked his head toward the dead Marines. “We’ve got it.”

      She smiled. He really was making progress. “Stay with it.”

      With the Azoren now lower on the walls, the shuttles provided cover even with her slow pace. She came around the last of the shuttles and took in the view. There were flashes along the north wall as the Azoren took their shots, and every now and then a round sparked off a shuttle or one of the improvised positions, but the two battles couldn’t have been more different.

      Gadreau was in the center defensive position, about twenty meters away. She hunched low and made what speed she could toward him.

      Now there were bullets. They cracked all around her. She gave the enemy a target, something more than Marines dug in and hidden. It must have been frustrating, firing at an enemy that didn’t really offer a meaningful profile.

      She dropped at the back of the position and dragged herself to cover. “Captain!”

      Gadreau turned. There was enough of a glow from other lights inside the position that she could see the wild look in his eyes. “I’ve got this under control, Commander.”

      “You do. And that’s why I want you to send a team to help hold the north.”

      “That’s Fero’s position.”

      “It’s the north wall. It’s where the greater threat is.”

      “Fero can handle it. Right?”

      “I wouldn’t be here if that were the case.”

      He turned his eyes to the small opening he’d been firing out of. “I don’t have the Marines to spare.”

      “Find them, Captain. Or I will.”

      The captain spun around and leaned into her until his helmet was touching hers. “Look around you! I’ve only got a handful left!”

      “Three Marines, Captain. Pick them.”

      An angry sneer twisted Gadreau’s face. “I’ll send them across.”

      “Thank you.”

      Benson pushed back from cover and got to her feet again. She was getting the hang of hustling on the glassy surface now, but it meant keeping her legs wider apart than was comfortable with her injuries. Still, she didn’t fall, and she was able to move quickly enough that the Azoren couldn’t get a clean shot on her.

      When she came around the front of the shuttle that separated her from the gun turret, she paused. Something had caught her eye, and she was learning to trust her instincts when that happened.

      She squinted and ran her head left to right the way she’d seen Gadreau search for movement.

      There was another form, barely perceptible, moving along the edge of the defensive position holding the turret gun. She realized now what had caught her eye: something suspended in the air, something not fully hidden by the suit.

      It looked like an explosives pack.

      They want that gun taken out.

      She could try to drop to a knee and sight in on where it appeared the Azoren soldier might be, or she could get closer and make the shot count.

      Benson pulled her pistol and rushed forward, hoping she wasn’t as loud as she felt.

      The thing suspended in the air moved along the wall, closer to the opening.

      There wasn’t going to be a clean shot, and if she waited, it would be too late.

      She didn’t worry anymore about making noise or about slipping. Little stutter steps became actual strides. Her knee shot fiery bolts up her leg and into her gut.

      The Azoren soldier was nearing the entry, maybe a meter out.

      He could throw it. The gun would be destroyed.

      She waved her arm, hoping to draw its attention.

      The suspended thing stopped moving, then moved again, as if hauled back.

      He’s activating it and readying for a toss!

      The commander fired. Sparks flared on the wall of containers.

      The device—now clearly an explosives pack—arced to the entry and bounced off it and onto the ground.

      Benson fired again, and this time the hazy form shifted. Had she hit it?

      No, it was raising its assault rifle and falling back!

      She fired until the firing pin no longer hammered against a bullet.

      The Azoren soldier returned fire, but he seemed to be staggering backwards. His shots were wide.

      He was trying to get away from the imminent explosion.

      Benson slammed into the entry, nearly knocking a container free. A dim light glowed from inside the explosives pack.

      She yanked it up by the handle and threw it is far up and away as she could, then dropped.

      Just as the device detonated.

      The concussive force pushed her against the stone and knocked the wind from her lungs. The containers closest to the explosion fell inward, burying the dead Marines.

      Worse, the gun had gone silent.

      Major Fero was in Benson’s ear. “They’re off the wall, Commander! Coming—”

      The connection died.

      The major’s signal went a deep red, then black.

      Benson pushed up, head throbbing. Sour acid burned the back of her throat and stung her sinuses.

      She took a second to see if the Azoren bomber was still in sight and caught steam rising a few meters out from the little improvised bunker that had protected the gun.

      That was something.

      “Commander?” Parkinson had a drum up to his chest. Sweat fogged his mask.

      “A demolitions charge. You okay?”

      “I guess?”

      “Perimeter’s overrun. This gun needs better targeting. Can you get that probe running again, Chief?”

      He tugged the spent drum free and swapped in a fresh one, caught his breath, then reached behind him and pulled his backpack around to his chest. The VR helmet and computing brick settled onto his lap. “I can try. I sure could use something to…keep me going.”

      “I’ll call the doctor, but you need to hurry. Or we’re all dead.”
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      Stiles’s breath was hot and loud. Her heart pounded in her chest, beating so loud that she was sure the Marines around her could hear it, even if they didn’t turn their attention from the jet-black form. Grier was immediately below the thing that was dangling from the top of the ladder, maybe a half meter away in the narrow hallway, yet Stiles was sure it must be looking directly at her. How bright she would be if it could see fear…

      Halliwell trained his gun on the thing and waved Grier back. “Toni, back up here slowly. Lieutenant, it knows it’s got us trapped down here.”

      Black as an abyss, with a glistening reminiscent of silicone, the thing twisted and dropped like a sinuous snake, but thin limbs shot out. Slender hands caught the ladder sides. Supple legs braced in the same way, braking its descent effortlessly about halfway down the ladder. Its wedge-shaped head bobbed up and down slowly.

      Stiles backed up and bumped into something—Srisha. The young woman was frozen in place, eyes locked on the—

      What was it? Not Azoren. Not human.

      Something one of the forerunners had created? Something that had come seeking them out?

      Halliwell pushed Grier behind him, nearly sending her into Stiles. “Lieutenant?”

      Stiles felt around. Where was her carbine? In the hall. She’d set it down to break through the wall. “Shoot it?”

      “I did. It didn’t seem to notice.”

      “Was it this close?”

      “Toni?”

      Grier brought her carbine up. “Ready.”

      The thing considered them with its diamond eyes. There was a definite sense of malice and…mischievousness about it, even with the serpent-like nature of its body language. It seemed to be toying with them.

      Like a cat playing with a mouse. That was the terminology Stiles had heard used before. Animals from Earth, predator and prey, one so far above the other that it took a wicked delight in terrifying and injuring before murdering the poor animal it might not even eat.

      Halliwell exhaled. “On three. One, two—”

      The thing’s legs released from the ladder, flipping over so that if it had a spine, it should have snapped. The legs dropped to the floor, then the hands released their grip on the ladder.

      Nothing remotely human could have done what it did. Bones would have dislocated. Ligaments and tendons would have torn.

      And it had all happened so fast that Stiles barely registered the big change…

      Its human-like hands had hooked into claws. Huge claws. Wicked claws.

      “—three!”

      Halliwell fired. Short bursts: one, two, a third.

      Grier joined him, getting a tight burst in before the thing leapt back up onto the ladder and another before it disappeared back through the hatch.

      The staff sergeant sprinted to the bottom of the ladder and fired a burst through the opening. “Shit.”

      Grier was at his side, weapon raised. “No blood.”

      “I know.”

      “Point blank. No fucking way I missed. No blood.”

      Halliwell kept his eyes on the hatch opening but dropped into a squat. He ran a hand over the floor, then glanced down quickly. “Dry. No blood. No pieces of armor or flesh. No machinery.” He ran a hand along the plaster wall. “No holes. We hit it.”

      “What the fuck is that? What can do that, huh?”

      Stiles’s stomach knotted. “Something from the forerunners.”

      That caught Halliwell’s attention. “Not the Azoren, right?”

      “No. These ruins, they predate the Azoren.”

      Srisha muttered something.

      Stiles pressed her facemask against the other woman’s. “What?”

      The SAID agent said, “It can’t be stopped. We shot it. Like you. Shot it point blank.”

      “We need something heavier.” Stiles held up the explosives pack. “A demolition charge?”

      Halliwell pulled Grier back from the hatch. “You saw how fast it was.”

      “So we make it sticky. Catch it in cables. Maybe fire. Electricity. Something.”

      “We need to get out of here, Lieutenant, and it knows it.”

      Stiles edged to the open doorway. “Petty Officer Kohn? How much longer?”

      He held up the backpack he’d taken from her. “Done.”

      “Good.” She waved him out. “Sergeant Carruth?”

      The Marine poked his head around the corner. “This is a mess. I don’t know if I can get it re-wired.”

      “Then we abandon it.” Stiles hefted the explosives. “We make a run for the Badger. If it comes after us, we toss this at it.”

      Grier snorted. “Up there? It’ll just jump away. The ruins, there’s cover.”

      Halliwell nodded. “We go up there, we’re dead.”

      Stiles bowed her head. “Staying down here isn’t an option. We have to blow this place.”

      Kohn looked past her, down the long hallway. “Is there another way out?”

      “No. Just—” Rooms with sealed-up walls. She turned to Patel. “Srisha, those walled-off storage rooms, what was beyond the walls before you built them?”

      The young agent shrugged. “A big, open space.”

      “Empty? Full of things?”

      “Debris. Lots of debris. But there was a set of stairs. We didn’t want to take a chance someone could sneak in that way.”

      Halliwell grunted. “I don’t recall an opening up there.”

      Grier shook her head. “Nothing.”

      Stiles had to rely on the Marines. Scouting wasn’t something she’d been trained to do. If they said there was no opening, that meant they would need to make one. And the explosive pack seemed ideal for that.

      She craned her neck around the door to the comms room. “Sergeant Carruth, we’re going to look for a way out. I’m leaving a couple people here to watch the hatch. If you get the explosives rigged, call me immediately.”

      “Will do, Lieutenant.” The frustrated tone in the sergeant’s voice didn’t give her much hope.

      Stiles led Halliwell and Kohn to where she and Carruth had knocked down the wall, noticing for the first time the way the blood trail ran up to the torn-down wall. When they’d gathered the tools, she picked up her weapon and took them to the storage room on the left side of the long hallway.

      She rapped her knuckles on the plaster wall. “If we’re wrong, and there’s an opening to the outside, then we’re giving this thing a second way in.”

      Halliwell shrugged. “We’re not wrong.”

      “Fine.” She showed them the detonator Carruth had showed her. “But if we do, this is what we need to give the thing if it tries to come in. Press the button, and you’ve got a few seconds.”

      “And if this open area leads to stairs that don’t go anywhere, you want to use that to blow a hole and make a run for it?”

      Kohn’s back bowed, as if he took offense to Halliwell challenging her.

      Stiles fought back a smile. It was a cute gesture. “Do you have any better ideas, Staff Sergeant?”

      The big man hefted the sledgehammer. “I don’t think there are any good ideas, ma’am. So I guess we’ll do what we can.”

      “Good.”

      When Halliwell struck the wall, she patted Kohn’s back. She wanted him to believe they had a chance, that they could make it back to the Badger and seal up inside it until help came.

      But in her gut, Stiles felt the same sense of dread she’d heard in the staff sergeant’s voice.

      There were no good ideas right then. Everything pointed to defeat.

      And they were all going to die.
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      Whirring caught Benson’s attention. She gave Parkinson a reassuring pat and stepped out of the improvised shelter to watch the turret weapon. It was caught in a loop—grinding sharply all the way to the west wall, then to the eastern edge of the north wall, then to the center point. The sensors were picking up movement in the pitch black, but it wasn’t enough for the weapon system to get lock-on. On the display at the base of the weapon control panel, instead of individual soldiers here and there to contend with, there were multiple blips, some present for an instant, then gone, others just weak glows.

      Something had triggered the Azoren. They were flooding in from the north and some were moving along the south wall as well.

      It was too much. Her people couldn’t hold.

      She ducked her head into the shelter. “Chief, any luck?”

      Parkinson could only manage a grunt. The drugs he’d received earlier were wearing off, and the blood loss was taking its toll. “Launched.”

      Launched. That didn’t tell her how long before the probe would be overheard or whether it was going to interface with the weapons system. If the chief passed out, would she be able to take over?

      That didn’t seem very likely. She needed him operational.

      She stepped away from the shelter. “Commander Dietrich? You out there?”

      “I’m coming!”

      His signal lurched closer from the east, where he’d apparently been huddled inside the cargo container that had held the Badger. A burst of gunfire from somewhere to the north of that area seemed to drive the doctor back.

      She checked her carbine. “Dietrich, you okay?”

      “There’s a shooter out there! He nearly got me.”

      “To the north?”

      “I think so. I saw a flash, then bullets struck the wall.”

      “Not much cover in that direction.” She stepped away from the improvised bunker and swung her head left to right, like Gadreau had. It seemed to help picking out oddities and movement. “East of our defensive positions?”

      “What?”

      “The improvised shelters our Marines are hiding—”

      “Yes, yes! I suppose so. You don’t plan to use me as—”

      She brought the weapon up and sighted on what she thought might be a blur in the black of perpetual night. The form was low, like someone squatting on one knee. “We have one chance to survive, Doctor, and that’s getting the probe overhead. If Chief Parkinson passes out, we’ll lose that chance.”

      “I’m a physician! Bringing me along on this mission was—”

      “Give the shooter just a hint. Just a shoulder. Or sprint.”

      “I will not!”

      “Lives are at stake, or doesn’t that matter to you?”

      Dietrich hissed. “You’re a damned manipulator, Benson!”

      Despite the complaint, he did as she’d suggested and charged. His steps were uncertain on the icy rock, which sent him forward, arms flailing for balance.

      That probably saved his life.

      Benson caught the muzzle flash, heard the soft pop of a suppressor, then adjusted her sighting and fired.

      The next muzzle flash was higher. She’d hit. The blurry form shifted.

      She fired again. Missed.

      It returned fire, and the bullets cracked off the shuttle behind her.

      There was time to drop prone or to fire again. She fired.

      This time, the blurry form dropped.

      Dietrich was staggering toward her. “Dammit! I’m hit!”

      She caught him when he staggered up to her. “I don’t see any blood.”

      “I think I know what it feels like to be hit, thank you.” He gasped. “Never in my entire career have I ever been wounded before, now you’ve managed to get me killed and…”

      He pushed off from her and stumbled into the improvised shelter.

      Benson swapped in a fresh magazine and watched over the doctor’s shoulder. “He’s been complaining of lightheadedness and—”

      “I told you he’d suffered considerable blood loss. Medicine has its limits.”

      “Then find new medicine. Make new limits.”

      The doctor had his backpack off and was digging around inside. “You do realize that science doesn’t conveniently conform to one’s needs, don’t you?”

      “Whatever does, use that.”

      Dietrich groaned. “You should never have dragged us into this.”

      “You might want to check the record, Doctor. I was given as much choice as you in this mess.”

      “You’re a captain, aren’t you? Learn to say no.”

      She hobbled away from the shelter, listening to the chatter of gunfire. Had Gadreau ever sent the Marines she’d ordered him to send? No. Not according to the tactical display overlaid on her facemask.

      She connected to him. “Captain Gadreau, things are falling apart on the north wall.”

      “We have trouble down here as well.”

      “I directed you to send three—”

      “I don’t have three Marines to spare! They’ve got us pinned down!”

      Gunfire from all around had intensified. It was more the distinctive Azoren weapons than Kedraalian.

      They really were outnumbered now, and Gadreau might be right—moving people around might not matter.

      When Benson checked on the turret weapon control console, the forms along the north wall were moving closer. Many were at or near the bottom of the crater. There were nearly two hundred rounds in the ammunition drum, but they would never fire if target lock-on wasn’t possible.

      A manual override button glowed at the bottom of the display.

      Was that the solution—use the gun manually?

      What if she fed the sensors into the tactical display? Would that be enough to let her use the gun herself? She needed something until the probe arrived.

      Benson searched the simple weapon interface until she found the input signal from the sensors. She transferred that data feed to her tactical display, then tapped the manual override.

      Just like every officer trained to fly in the fleet, she’d undergone training on heavy weapons. The targets in such training had been starships and debris. Without computer control, hitting a starship at full thrust simply wasn’t going to happen, but damaged starships maneuvering at slow speeds or debris that had lost energy after a few bounces? Those could be hit.

      Soldiers on foot weren’t nearly as fast. Even if they were smaller and had uncertain signals, she thought she had a chance.

      She got behind the weapon system controls, leaning her shoulders against the heavily padded braces. Most of the weapon recoil would be absorbed by the turret mechanism, but accuracy called for using physical sights.

      All she needed now was a quick walk-through of system use. She activated her helmet external speakers. “Manual weapons use tutorial.”

      Video opened on her facemask display. “Welcome to the Conway Mark VII Anti-Personnel Defense System. At Conway Weapons—”

      “Brief tutorial.”

      “The Mark VII offers integration with most modern Tactical Network Systems. If you have one, please select the integration icon now.”

      Benson hated how slow tutorials were. She selected the integration icon. “Double speed.”

      Images popped up inside the video, and a second video began, this one providing an actual walk-through of the system and of potential problems and solutions. At the same time those videos ran, an audio confirmation informed her that she was now integrating her tactical network.

      “You are now ready to use the Conway Mark VII—”

      She spun the turret around to the right and lightly tapped the trigger when she thought she had a good target.

      The blur was still there, standing.

      Then bullets rattled off the gun shield.

      What she was seeing was no more accurate than what the sensors had managed.

      She fired again, and this time the blurry object moved.

      Had she come too close for its comfort? Good!

      The gun fought against her as she tried to track the target, which finally stopped. It had found cover behind some debris, but that wasn’t going to stop the bullets the gun used.

      Benson pulled the trigger, and whatever the cover was broke in half.

      After a second, the blurry form jumped from what remained of the cover and ran, then the form staggered and fell.

      Yes! She’d gotten one!

      She torqued her hips and fought against the turret rotation system with her shoulders while searching for a target farther out, something that wouldn’t have cover. Farther out, she had to rely less on her own infrared imaging and eyes and more on the sensors. When she spotted something, it was invariably two or even three blurry objects rather than one.

      It was no use. With such limited imagery and technology, the weapon might as well have just sputtered like it had.

      The commander pushed free in disgust.

      They were being overrun.

      She ducked into the shelter and pulled out one of the grenades she’d taken from Azoren corpses. How far could she throw the small explosive? Would the Azoren be stupid enough to stay clustered together? They’d been operating like green troops.

      Dietrich stood and brushed his hands together. “Well, are we dead again?”

      “If we die here, Doctor, we won’t be coming back.”

      “I was stunned they brought us back the first time.” He made a sour face that accentuated the wrinkles on his face. “Technology will never be the solution to every problem.”

      “That doesn’t sound at all like a surgeon.”

      “A philosophical one. What we faced was the creation of societies gone mad.”

      “I would imagine the Azoren would say the same thing about—”

      Bullets rattled against the cargo crate walls. She dragged the doctor to the ground, then felt around for the grenade. People were creeping up on her position. There were dull blurs approaching—three of them, two of them not twenty meters out and the third a few meters back.

      She hefted the grenade. “Time to test your philosophy, Commander Dietrich.”

      Benson belly-crawled to the opening, gritting her teeth and then wishing she hadn’t. Her jaw throbbed, and the little bit of recoil she’d experienced with the gun had irritated her neck. If she lived, she was looking at weeks of rehabilitation.

      At the opening, she checked the enemy positions. They fired again, driving her back inside.

      But she had a sense of where they were now. Eighteen meters and closing.

      How did the grenades work? That was the next thing to figure out. Rather than a pin, there seemed to be a guard over a button. Nothing obvious moved the guard aside. She tried a slow push up, a push sideways, a push down and then up. It didn’t budge. There were no hinges, and nothing seemed like it was meant to just tear away. For a guard to cover a detonation device, accidental triggering had to be minimized. So how—

      She tried an unlikely combination: pressing down with a thumb, then pressing sideways.

      The guard popped free and fell to the icy rock.

      That left just the triggering pin.

      How long of a fuse would they have? Several seconds? It would be useless otherwise.

      Benson located the targets, visualized where she’d have to place the grenade for it to have any chance, then pressed the button.

      The grenade sent a pulse of pressure into her thumb.

      Haptic response. It’s triggered.

      She leaned out the opening and threw the thing as far as she could with the limited wind-up.

      It detonated almost immediately.

      More gunfire rattled against the improvised shelter walls. Some of the rounds ricocheted inside the shelter itself.

      Dietrich curled up. “Too close!”

      “I know.” Benson pulled another grenade.

      Her tactical display flashed, then refreshed with greater detail. The improvised defensive positions became wireframes that looked like X-rays. Wrinkles stood out on her ruined shuttle’s hull.

      And the Azoren forms resolved into limbs, torsos, and heads.

      “Chief! The probe!”

      A dry chuckle rasped in her helmet. Parkinson’s voice was weak but gleeful. “Overhead. Maybe fifteen minutes.”

      Benson had to make that count.

      She triggered another grenade, then tossed it just a little wide of the forward Azoren soldiers.

      The explosion was deafening, close. Shrapnel whizzed and clattered against the cargo crate walls, which bowed inward. A few crates fell completely, toppling onto the dead Marines.

      But the grenade had worked. The Azoren soldiers fell back.

      And they weren’t running but stumbling.

      Injured!

      She twisted around to return the turret gun to automatic fire control, but the control panel was a white blur with occasional ripples of blue. “Chief?”

      He held up a hand. “I see it.”

      With the VR helmet on, he must have seen the virtual equivalent of the broken interface.

      “Can you fix it?”

      “A few more seconds.”

      She didn’t know if they had that much time. The probe showed at least twenty forms flanking the northern defenses. Grenades would easily—

      The probe overlay disappeared from her facemask, followed by the weapon system interface. Then the Mark VII turret gun hummed to life, and a second later, the weapon fired. Short bursts—probably meant to conserve ammunition—gave the weapon a different sound this time, like a giant chattering robot.

      But what mattered was that the Azoren fell.

      One on the eastern side of camp. Another that was dangerously close to one of the defensive positions. A third that was off to the west. The three who had fled after her grenade.

      Then another, this one closer to the center of the Azoren troops.

      That seemed to break them. As one, they stumbled back, sprinting or hunched low. The distinctive sounds of their guns were now silent.

      Benson sucked in a breath. Her team was alive. They had a chance.

      Now all they needed was for Stiles’s team to come through.
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      The Kedraalians were devils, things drawn from the shadows of the crater. When O’Bannon ordered his men to cover, the enemy went silent. They moved, shifting from one of their crude defensive structures to another, sometimes burying themselves among the corpses that still distracted the Azoren soldiers. And always, the clever bastards stayed out of sight. Always they were protected. When the major ordered his men to fire, the Kedraalians fired first.

      There was absolute certainty that his men were driving the enemy to cover, sometimes even injuring a target, perhaps occasionally killing them, but it was only at a painful cost.

      The groans of the wounded haunted him. How could he ask them to silence their communicators? What selfishness was that?

      Yet their pained cries and the sudden silences drained his soul. It leaked out in foul, cold sweat.

      His command. His obligation. It was all dying now.

      Death lay hidden in the pitch-black depth of the pit, the crater.

      O’Bannon squeezed the grenade Andressen had taken from Lieutenant Franke’s body. The metal exterior was unyielding, angular, hard. Its surface pressed against his gloves.

      What a masterful throw it would take to reach the enemy positions.

      Something beyond mastery would be necessary to make the grenade count.

      The major no longer had the arm strength for such a thing, but he couldn’t risk someone else exposing themselves for as long as such a throw would take.

      Andressen tapped his commander’s shoulder. “Major, should I throw it?”

      The older man shook off the uncertainty that had settled over him. “No.”

      “But without something to make them keep their heads down, we can never descend the wall.”

      “I know.”

      “You said the Commandos have demanded we charge the positions.”

      “Captain Knoel demands many things.” And he will pay for the losses caused on such folly. “This decision is not his but mine.”

      The young man peeked over the rock cover. “We will defeat these Kedraalians.”

      There was no telling the young man how hopeless a war would be if opened across multiple fronts. It was better to leave hope in the mind that hadn’t yet been worn down by the grindstone of hubris and ineptitude. Franke had seen the futility of war against even the Moskav. That enemy—no matter how brutish—had sensed the desperate need to fight for every centimeter. How else should one respond to an existential threat?

      But there were many within the Supreme Leader’s ranks who felt the war was won and toyed with turning their attention to the Gulmar.

      Two fronts would be madness. A third?

      O’Bannon spied the narrowest gap between the Kedraalian positions. It was a spot between the center position and the one to the east. Set the explosive off there, and shrapnel would have a good chance of finding openings to either position. Little fragments of sharp metal would rattle around and ricochet until buried in armor or flesh. Brains would be scrambled.

      They didn’t need kills; they needed heads to be dropped down.

      Another fifteen meters, and they would be at the crater floor. His young soldiers—battered and angry—would be hungry for a charge. Even diminished, they had to outnumber the enemy. Other than the big gun facing the other side of the crater, there just weren’t that many weapons firing from below.

      “Ready yourself, Private Andressen.” O’Bannon rolled his shoulder.

      The private checked his rifle. “I am ready, sir.”

      “Good.”

      O’Bannon radioed the others. “I will hurl our grenade into the defensive positions. When you see the explosion, descend to the bottom of the crater and charge those positions.”

      One after another, the last of his soldiers confirmed they would.

      They were braver than the Azoren Federation deserved.

      The major set his rifle against the rocks, sucked in a breath, then pushed the detonation guard aside. His thumb kept the pin depressed as he rose up. One leg stretched behind him for the throw; the other squeezed forward. He leaned back and twisted, corkscrewing for more power, straining his injured back and knee.

      Down in the crater, someone must have spotted him. The enemy guns popped. Bullets cracked around him.

      Something punched him in the ribs.

      The wind left him, and icy pain sucked all the energy from his body.

      He fell, barely aware of Andressen taking the grenade. “I have it, Major. Do not worry. I will throw it.”

      Then the young man rose, assuming the same posture O’Bannon had but looking so much more graceful and capable with the weapon ready for launch. And Andressen had the strength, the raw athletic capability; the old man didn’t.

      But the Kedraalians—the damned Kedraalians…

      They knew. They were just as desperate fighting for survival as O’Bannon was. Or the Moskav.

      Before Andressen could throw the grenade, rounds whistled and sparked against the rocks all around him.

      The tension left the young man’s body. He wobbled. His head slumped.

      He pitched forward leisurely, slowly, and disappeared, trailing the grenade that had slipped from his hand.

      And a heartbeat later, O’Bannon felt rather than heard the explosion.

      Heat and light. Concussion. The whistle of shrapnel.

      It was the artillery called in against the Moskav redoubt all over again. The destructive force that should have been his men’s salvation instead obliterated it.

      O’Bannon curled into a ball. He hissed. He clenched his teeth so that he wouldn’t curse Knoel and his damned Black Lightning Commandos.

      Toys of the Supreme Leader. Engineered humans.

      They had brought destruction to the Azoren, and there would be no escaping it. Mia and the children were every bit as dead as O’Bannon himself. He had lamented and cursed the hubris of the Supreme Leader and his toadies, yet it was that same hubris that had delayed sending the family the major loved so dearly away.

      But at least he could try to save his other family, the last of these young men who didn’t know better than to trust their bloodless superiors.

      O’Bannon pushed himself up, gasping, scolding himself for his weakness. He grabbed his weapon. “Count by threes.”

      The men sounded off—not even fifteen of them now.

      “Ones, you are with me. On my signal, we provide cover fire. Twos and threes, climb. Three meters. Find cover. Then provide cover for the ones as we ascend. Do you understand?”

      They did. No one questioned it.

      O’Bannon coughed. Blood was hot and metallic on his lips. It meant he was still alive.

      “Go!”

      He rose up, and his soldiers fired while the others ascended.

      The enemy weapons were silenced mostly, but some of his men screamed. One fell back down not far away, dangling from a narrow ledge for the blink of an eye, then tumbling down the wall.

      Guns fired from overhead.

      “Ones, climb!”

      O’Bannon toyed with staying behind and providing cover as his final act. That was cowardice. It was weak. His soldiers needed leadership. They needed to know someone would lead them from this black hell.

      He and the ones stopped ten meters above the rest, then he repeated the cycle.

      With each wave, they lost someone, until by the top, there were only eight of his young soldiers. Eight. He counted them, read their names, remembered the day they’d joined his unit. Two were barely old enough to shave. Another had lost a child to an illness long believed conquered. Yet another had seen a child born to his barren wife while assigned to Jotun thanks to the wonders of science.

      They were good soldiers. O’Bannon was proud of them.

      He wobbled unsteadily, catching his breath with some effort, blinking away dots that danced around his eyes.

      One of the men—someone short and fat—broke from the loose cluster of soldiers and approached: Private Gerard. “Major O’Bannon?”

      “Yes?”

      “What are your orders now? Do we drive to the north wall?”

      “To help the Commandos? Damn them to hell, Private Gerard.”

      The young man recoiled, as if he’d been called something horrible. “Major?”

      “Your comrades died here because of Captain Knoel, and your loved ones will die because of the fools who created such a monster.”

      “We struggle for freedom, Major. The captain and his—”

      O’Bannon squeezed the young man’s soft shoulder. “We struggle to take from others what we claim we fight to defend for ourselves. We—”

      Someone screamed, and the soldiers clustered several meters away turned as one to look behind them.

      From where he stood, O’Bannon had a hard time making out what was happening. He shoved Gerard aside and staggered forward, squeezing the grip of the rifle. If one of Knoel’s Commandos had—

      O’Bannon froze, and his soldiers fell back as they realized what they were seeing.

      It was Jurgen, the robot-dog that had gone missing in the crater.

      But it had changed. Its dull, metal armor was black now and even without light hitting it, the surface glistened as if it had just climbed from an ocean of black oil. The thing’s eyes had changed, looking now like stars sparkling in the firmament.

      And a chunk of flesh hung from its jaws.

      Flesh torn from a soldier who now bled out onto the frozen rock. Steam rose from a neck that had been savaged, and the dying soldier’s arms flailed weakly.

      O’Bannon raised his weapon. “All of you, back away.”

      His soldiers did as ordered.

      “Jurgen?” The major sighted on the robot. “You hear my voice?”

      The robot lowered its head, and the gory flesh fell from its mouth to plop to the ground.

      “Power down, Jurgen.” O’Bannon aimed at the strangely shaped head. “That is a command override. Power—”

      Jurgen advanced, moving to the major’s left, as if he weren’t even there.

      O’Bannon fired, a burst that should have struck the thing in the head.

      But it was fast. It loped toward another of the soldiers and dragged him down.

      “Get into the Night Leopards!” O’Bannon tried to kick the robot, but he was weak and clumsy. He slipped and crashed to the unforgiving stone.

      Some of the soldiers ran; some stayed behind. Those who stayed behind fired at the robot that had once been a tool used more out of a strange bond that tied them to animals dead long before the Azoren were even a people. Those animals—beasts that had once been described as a human’s best friend—had sometimes fallen to a disease: rabies.

      As Jurgen snapped through the spine of its second victim, the major wondered if some other form of virus was now behind this horrific betrayal.

      He pushed himself up and searched around for his weapon, even though the sound of bullets ricocheting off the robot said all that needed to be said: Their weapons weren’t going to stop this new Jurgen.

      Gerard had stayed behind to shoot the corrupted thing. The fat little soldier realized how pointless the act was now and ran.

      That seemed to make him the robot’s next target.

      O’Bannon used his gun to get to his feet. His strength was fading fast. “The Night Leopards—”

      But he saw now that the soldiers who had fled to the vehicles were running back, chased by a second robot-dog.

      Engel. Jurgen had gotten to Engel.

      Even an angel can be turned.

      They should never have gone into the crater. Knoel had refused to believe the orders. He had foolishly demanded someone descend. And when humans descend into the depths, when they look into the abyss, they are transformed.

      The major shook one of his soldiers. “Go! Run for the base. Stay together!”

      There were only a few of them now, certainly not enough to make it, but they ran anyway. They shrieked and howled and fled from their ruined comrades and their robotic killers.

      A grenade would certainly have been enough to stop these things. The gun atop the Night Leopards?

      Yes. It was heavy enough.

      O’Bannon staggered wide of Engel, which stood between him and the vehicles. The transformed robot seemed content to chew on the soldier it had slain. And Jurgen was somewhere off in the dark, chasing down Private Gerard.

      What madness had birthed these monstrosities? Had those who sent Knoel and his people known the risk of being so close to the ruins? They must have. Someone who had entered the ruins at some point in the past and seen what was within had to have known. Perhaps there was a threat greater than that posed to robots. Perhaps the same thing that had brought destruction to the former occupants of the ruins could bring ruin to the Azoren.

      Unless he stopped it.

      Blood flecked the inside of his mask when he coughed again. Numbness alternated with fire in his chest. Once the robots were destroyed, he would have to find where his men had fled to and pick them up. Maybe he could swoop down from the sky with mighty wings spread to take them up with him to heaven, like an angel…

      O’Bannon shook his head. How strange the thoughts could grow when distracted.

      He slammed into the Night Leopard that Andressen had repaired, groaning at the new pain awakened within.

      Andressen. He’d done such a good job. The vehicles always ran as if they’d just come from the factory. They were rugged, solid, reliable. Flashy…that was for the Commandos. What mattered was a vehicle that never let you down.

      “You’ll see that promotion package, Private Andressen.” O’Bannon blinked and shook his head. “Jan? Where have you put the promotion package, hm?”

      But it wasn’t the operations center surrounding the major. It was…

      A field of snow turned pink with the blood of soldiers who had been pulverized, disintegrated by the betrayal of their command.

      “By their shiny new toys.” O’Bannon nodded.

      He should have done what he said. He should have left Knoel and his soulless nightmare children without support and returned to the base.

      But there was still an opportunity for revenge.

      The blood of the innocent…

      Pain brought O’Bannon around again. He’d slid down the side of the Night Leopard, and when his butt had banged against the ground, it had driven off the maddening torpor.

      He made his way to the back, opened the door, and crawled inside, then clambered up to the weapon turret.

      The weapons were loaded. The systems were powered on.

      O’Bannon activated the targeting system and scanned the ground for Engel.

      “Fallen Engel.”

      The robotic monstrosity was suddenly in the weapon’s sights. It stared at him, a strangely white image against a black background. The diamond eyes sparkled, as if searching inside the major for any sign of the soul he kept telling himself was a real thing, a concept long abandoned by everyone except the savages of the Khanate.

      “Can you see my soul, monster?” O’Bannon waited for the hum of target acquisition, and when it came, he smiled. “I may not have the purity to escape your judgment, but you certainly have not survived mine.”

      Something banged against the vehicle behind him, and O’Bannon brought the turret around.

      Jurgen stood on the top of the Night Leopard. Steam rose from his gory maw, a maw that looked less canine and more demonic. And the eyes. They weren’t robotic in the least. They held an awareness that felt far greater than O’Bannon had ever seen.

      He sighted on the robot and received the same targeting confirmation signal. “What monsters man creates, man must also destroy.”

      O’Bannon tapped the trigger, but the weapon did nothing.

      Blood spattered against his mask as a heavy cough shook his body. He wheezed, then tried the trigger again.

      Nothing.

      Something banged against the vehicle behind him.

      The major twisted and struggled for breath.

      Engel stood centimeters back, head tilted, blood drizzling from its demonic snout, steam rising from the liquid, black armor.

      And then something padded closer from the other side of the Night Leopard, and a sharp sting shot through O’Bannon’s throat. His body was lifted out of the turret. He couldn’t breathe, and the weakness that had been threatening him became full-on lethargy that quickly transformed into an overwhelming drowsiness.

      Cold slipped in through the tear in his environment suit. It was a chill that reminded him of the Moskav fortification and the soldiers wasted to claim it.

      “Mia, forgive me.”

      But his voice was silent. There would be no forgiveness.
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      Colonel McLeod needed a drink. He wasn’t even a drinker, but at that exact moment, he was ready to make an exception. His stomach twisted—stress and the g-forces from acceleration. Acid burned the back of his throat and left a sour taste in his mouth. Things had taken on a bit of a blur as the lights from the helm bay consoles and giant display screen grew brighter while the overhead lighting grew dimmer. With the Clarion’s acceleration came a throbbing hum as the energy systems strained to meet demands.

      Standing at her station, hands locked on the railing around her, Lieutenant Commander Scalise seemed impossibly calm. “Status, Ensign Chao?”

      The young officer’s voice cracked when he started to speak. He swallowed. “Azoren cruiser closing. Still at full deceleration burn, but at extreme range for our weapons. We’ve engaged every electronic countermeasure available, but it’s all coming down to the Pandora right now.”

      “Lock-on?”

      “Nothing, ma’am. They must have some advanced countermeasures of their own.”

      “And still no lock-on to us?”

      “It looks like the Pandora’s giving them problems.”

      “Thank you, Ensign. Lieutenant Ferrara, status.”

      “All ships maneuvering. We’re at maximum combat acceleration.” The helmsman coughed and bowed his head. Sweat beaded on his forehead, which looked paler than normal.

      The stress was worsening his condition.

      McLeod had to put it all together on the fly: The Kedraalian ships couldn’t outrun the Azoren ship without going to a more intense burn themselves, and that would require acceleration couches, which would mean almost complete reliance on the computer systems. So now both sides were maneuvering, hitting each other with false signals, trying to attain lock-on.

      At some point, someone would get a lock-on, and a weapon would fire, then things would come down to shields and armor.

      That’s when it would get ugly.

      With only the Pandora capable of significant countermeasures, the task force was limited in their maneuvering. And the Marie Belle and Pulsar were already up against limits of their own; the Istanbul wasn’t much better.

      Scalise cocked an eyebrow at McLeod. “We can’t fire at them; they can’t fire at us.”

      The colonel tried to straighten his back. “A stalemate’s not bad.”

      “Getting the hell out of here would be better.”

      “Were we able to re-establish communications to Agent Patel’s gunship?”

      “I thought this was your task force, Colonel.” The commander smirked.

      “I’d feel better with Commander Benson here, actually.”

      It was an unintentional slight, but Scalise colored. “We’ll do what we can until she can save us, Colonel.”

      He sighed, a sound thankfully drowned out by the Clarion. It was difficult dealing with fractured personalities. He’d hoped to avoid this exact situation, to get in and grab what they needed, and to flee before anyone knew they were in Azoren space. But now that they were facing an enemy and were clearly outmatched, he didn’t think it was asking too much for a little professionalism.

      But people like Scalise…

      The Republic had made its bed with its military cutbacks and drawdowns. McLeod could only hope it didn’t prove fatal.

      The lanky comms officer—Bales—turned. His dark, youthful features were strained. “Commander Scalise?

      “What is it, Lieutenant?”

      “The Marie Belle. They’re reporting maneuvering problems. Engines—”

      Scalise slapped the rail. “Pass the status to helm and to the rest of the task force. Lieutenant Ferrara, adjust maneuvering to compensate.”

      The officers both said, “Aye!”

      McLeod spread his legs a little wider to compensate for the maneuvering. It was millimeters at a time, but it was a definite force.

      It was Chao’s turn to perk up. “Commander, lock-on.”

      Scalise leaned forward. “To us?”

      “Marie Belle, ma’am.”

      Lines flickered on the giant display as the Clarion’s weapons system tracked enemy fire. One of the lines showed a clear miss, but another indicated a hit.

      Data scrolled on the screen below the wounded ship. A section had been depressurized. They’d lost life support.

      Very few casualties.

      It wasn’t the sort of hit that would have come with a true weapons lock.

      McLeod cleared his throat. “Could we maneuver closer to Jotun to try and get a message through to Patel’s gunship?”

      Scalise frowned. “A gunship wouldn’t make a difference against a cruiser.”

      “I was thinking we could order a mission abort.”

      “It’s a bit late for that, don’t you think?”

      “The Azoren know we’re in their space now, Commander. Discovery of our listening post won’t change much.”

      She twisted around to stare at him. “What about the intelligence they were going to retrieve? Is that suddenly worthless?”

      “Do you really think we can stand up to that ship?”

      Scalise tugged on her sideburns. “For a little while. If the Pandora holds up.”

      “Please do what you can to get us closer to Jotun. I want to get a message to Agent Patel.”

      The commander grunted. “We’ll do what we can.”

      “Do it now, Commander. Please.”

      She scowled. “Lieutenant Ferrara, please adjust maneuvering to get the Clarion closer to Jotun so that Lieutenant Bales can try to establish contact with the gunship.”

      Once again, the officers confirmed the orders with a loud “Aye!”

      And after several seconds, the ship maneuvers became a little more dramatic. On the display screen, ships shifted relative to each other and to the giant moon.

      Bales spoke in soft, even tones that McLeod couldn’t quite make out, then the young officer looked up at the display. “We’ve contacted Agent Patel.”

      McLeod’s stomach unraveled for a second. “Forward the connection to me, please.”

      He hurried off the bridge, dug out his communicator, braced himself against a bulkhead, and waited for the tone that would indicate he had the connection.

      The tone sounded, and Bales said, “Connection is yours, Colonel.”

      “Thank you.” McLeod winced at a squeal that was quickly replaced by something akin to several looping chirps.

      Then Patel was there. “Colonel McLeod?”

      “Yes. Samir, I don’t know if you’ve been able to catch any of the communications—”

      “You’ve got a cruiser coming at you. I heard.”

      “Good. We need to abort.”

      “We can’t do that.”

      “Samir, we have to. This task force was never meant to engage Azoren ships in a straight-up battle. Not like a cruiser. We don’t have the firepower—”

      “This mission isn’t about the task force surviving. It’s about the data.”

      “Without this task force, that data won’t mean anything.”

      “This gunship can outrun a cruiser, Avis.”

      So there it was. Patel only cared about his own situation. It wasn’t shocking, but it was irritating. At least the SAID agent had finally admitted the truth. McLeod hadn’t even been sure if that was possible.

      He pressed his fingers against the bulkhead, appreciating the feel of solidity. “What’s the situation on Jotun?”

      “Silent.”

      “No updates at all?”

      “The last I heard, there were Azoren forces down in the crater.”

      “How many?”

      Patel didn’t reply for a bit. “Too many.”

      “No sign of more defense ships?”

      “And I don’t intend to give them a target. If they find the data, we’ll go in for extraction. We won’t risk the gunship otherwise.”

      McLeod doubted those were the actual parameters the SAID agent was operating from. Rescuing the data, rescuing his sister…those would be the only things that would get him to risk the ship. Extracting any of the rescue team? Something told McLeod that wasn’t part of the agenda.

      With the SAID and especially Patel, there couldn’t be any other expectation.

      “Give them another try, Samir. If they’re ready to go, you could be saving hundreds of lives. These ships are going to be valuable military assets.”

      The connection went dead. McLeod snorted. It didn’t matter whether it was the result of interference or just Patel closing the channel off, the message had gotten through: The GSA and SAID were allied in this endeavor only loosely.

      When McLeod returned to the bridge, the display hadn’t changed much. There were a few more flashing lines of data below the Marie Belle, and one below the Pulsar.

      He sidled up to Scalise. “More hits?”

      Her face twisted into a humorless smile. “More system failures. They’re pushing those old buckets too hard.”

      The Clarion wasn’t much better off, but he didn’t need to remind her of that, not with the power system humming as loud as it was. “They’re engaging the Azoren on Jotun. The Marines.”

      “I hope they’re doing better than us.”

      McLeod hadn’t gotten that sense.

      Bright lines flashed on the display as the Azoren cruiser fired again, and this time it was the Pulsar that was struck.

      Data scrolled beneath the ship, and Lieutenant Bales stiffened, then bowed his head.

      “Direct hit on the Pulsar. Shield generation has failed. Numerous casualties.” The comms officer maintained his calm.

      Scalise pounded the rail of her station. “Thank you, Lieutenant. Ensign Chao, please tell me we can get a lock-on?”

      The weapons officer turned around, eyes averted. “I’ve set weapons to fire automatically should any ship manage lock-on, even for a nanosecond.”

      “Good work.”

      McLeod didn’t care for the almost sarcastic tone in the commander’s voice. A captain—anyone in a command position—should be positive and encouraging in situations like the one they were facing. Scalise seemed more interested in battering her people than supporting them. It was as if she felt they were failing her rather than the situation being an outrageous disaster.

      Something on the giant display flashed from the Pandora, then from the Clarion.

      Chao smiled and nodded toward the display. “Two hits, Captain.”

      Scalise seemed to perk up. “Any idea if they did anything?”

      “No, ma’am. But even getting a moment of lock-on seems an accomplishment.”

      “Hardly worth celebration, Ensign. We need to damage that cruiser.”

      “Aye, ma’am.”

      The weapons officer’s brow creased, as if he might be trying to push the systems to effectiveness through concentration. Like the others on the bridge crew, he was internalizing all the problems.

      Bales spun around. “Colonel? We have a connection from Agent Patel again.”

      McLeod pointed to the door and dug out his communicator. The connection was made almost instantly and sounded a little stronger.

      “Avis?” Patel sounded almost happy.

      “You have an update?”

      “I’m going to connect Commander Benson in.”

      The connection suddenly degraded, the quality indicator dropping from a pale green to something nearing yellow. Strange choppiness and squeals almost drowned everything out.

      But Benson’s voice was loud enough. “Colonel?”

      “Go ahead, Commander Benson. Your communicator’s getting through fine.”

      “I’m going through a shuttle radio.”

      That explained the signal strength. “What’s your situation?”

      “We’re still under attack from Azoren forces, sir, but they seem to be regrouping.”

      “What about your people?”

      “We’ve suffered a lot of casualties. We lost about half our people coming in. I just sent a text message to Lieutenant Stiles for an update. Audio’s a—”

      The humming and squeals intensified.

      McLeod checked the communicator. The signal was still closer to green than yellow. “Commander?”

      Benson’s voice was a distant whisper, something transmitted from the core of Jotun. Then it was strong again. “—ome sort of attack.”

      “What was that? Say again.”

      “Colonel McLeod? Agent Patel?”

      “Yes?” The excitement in Patel’s voice seemed almost alien. “Your signal broke up. Did you say you had been in communication with Lieutenant Stiles?”

      “Yes. She just replied. They’ve retrieved the data. They found your sister.”

      “Srisha is alive?”

      “Alive, yes. But they’ve lost people. Some sort of attack. She didn’t have much detail. She said this is some sort of forerunner site.”

      McLeod’s heart skipped a beat. “Did she say which one?”

      “No. We make distinctions?”

      “There are forerunners, Commander, and there are forerunners. I can’t imagine the GSA would select a dangerous forerunner site for a listening post.”

      Patel snorted. “The ruins almost certainly provided the best opportunity for a spy operation.”

      “That’s dangerous thinking. You know the risks involved—”

      “Everything is a risk, Avis. Commander Benson, is the lieutenant returning to the crater?”

      Benson’s line buzzed for a second. “They’re going to try, but this thing—they can’t seem to target it. Or damage it.”

      McLeod turned to the bridge hatch. “I know the feeling. This cruiser…”

      “Colonel, you’re having problems with an Azoren ship?”

      “We can’t get meaningful lock-on, and when we do hit, it doesn’t do anything.”

      “Some of the Azoren forces that attacked have armor that makes them almost invisible. If you’re having trouble with targeting, maybe there’s a connection. Maybe it’s all connected—the armor, the ship, and this thing attacking Stiles. Maybe it’s some sort of forerunner—”

      Patel sighed. “Their technology would follow the same path as ours. Stealth is paramount to effectiveness.”

      “Captain Gadreau said something along those lines, but I—”

      Benson’s line cut out.

      McLeod found himself making the same sort of face Chao had made while scrutinizing the weapons console, wishing the connection could be brought back by a hard stare and just wanting it. “Samir?”

      Patel seemed to be muttering to himself. “The connection is lost.”

      “What she was saying, the possibility of the Azoren exploiting forerunner technology, doesn’t that disturb you?”

      “Of course not. They can’t be much further along than us.”

      “But what if they’re taking risks we aren’t? What if they aren’t differentiating between the forerunners? How many have we found that weren’t apparently genocidal maniacs?”

      “Avis, you sound like a naive ethical philosopher. We’re looking at war. You do what you have to do.”

      “You don’t risk genocide.”

      “Genocide is just one of many risks. You always weigh risk against reward. If you don’t, you can’t see progress.”

      Something cold settled in the pit of McLeod’s stomach. “Samir, was your agency involved in selecting this site?”

      “Of course we were consulted. We have the most detailed data on the Azoren.”

      “And you knew the nature of these ruins?”

      “Everyone knew they were forerunner. They obviously predated Azoren occupation.”

      “But which forerunners?”

      “You worry too much about things that don’t concern you. Focus on holding that Azoren cruiser off. When I have the data secured, I’ll contact you.”

      “Samir—”

      The connection was dead again. McLeod shook his head. It was typical SAID and, sadly, typical of Samir Patel. There hadn’t been even a hint of sincere concern about Srisha. All of his attention had been on the data.

      But what did that data truly represent? McLeod couldn’t help wondering after hearing Benson.

      Only so much could be attributed to coincidence.

      Patel had spoken about his sister’s past with disdain and what amounted to embarrassment, then he had claimed a sense of obligation for her protection. To suddenly show diminished concern for her…

      The GSA officer pulled out his command tablet as the Clarion entered hard maneuvers again. Before leaving Kedraal, he’d managed to get access to a little data on the people who would be involved in the mission. Records on Benson and her people were thorough, of course, as were records on Scalise and her people. But the SAID had a way of covering tracks. McLeod knew more about Samir Patel through personal and family relations than official records.

      But Srisha…

      McLeod examined her public records again. She’d been bright enough, with access to quality education. Yes, she’d run with a bad crowd for a little bit, just as her brother had claimed, but there had been time where she’d taken advanced courses, too.

      Particulars on those courses would be scrubbed, but there were still ways to fill in data working backwards. People in the GSA should have done that already.

      He tapped through the young woman’s recommendations and awards, skimming the notes made by GSA personnel.

      What was the old saying? The devil is in the details?

      All he had to do was pay more attention to those details to get a better—

      McLeod’s fingers clasped the device tighter. How could he have missed what he was seeing now? It was so obvious, so painfully obvious.

      It was right there, at the bottom of one of the notes on Srisha’s glowing recommendations from instructors: Gerada DiMateo, instructor, Xenohistory & Necrotech Theory.

      Necrotech. Xenohistory. Studying dead cultures and technology.

      Srisha had been a student of forerunner archaeology and anthropology. Embarrassing in high society, perhaps, but quite obviously now something that intrigued people in SAID.

      And they’d sent her to a known forerunner site. Under the cover of being a liaison with the GSA.

      Now McLeod could only wonder what she’d gone looking for in those ruins. And what she’d found.
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      Stiles pushed a huge chunk of plaster aside and stuck her head through the opening Halliwell and Kohn had created. She had to squeeze back out and toss a flare through to get any sense of what she was looking at. It was an open space, just as Srisha had described. The flare painted everything a strange palette of red, which became even more eerie in the frightening silence.

      She pulled back through the hole. “I can’t see any stairs from here, but there’s a lot of debris in there. It could be blocking sight to the stairs.”

      Srisha nodded. “It is. I’ve been all through that area. I know the stairs are there. You just have to go in far enough.”

      “All right. Let’s knock this wall down the rest of the way.”

      She backed out to give Kohn some room while Halliwell caught his breath. The big Marine had been doing most of the work, but she sensed that wasn’t all that was behind him doubling over. When he jerked his head to indicate the long hallway, she muted and followed him out. Srisha stayed behind, eyes glued on the opening that had been created.

      Once away from the storage room, Halliwell waved Stiles in and pressed his helmet against hers. “You muted?”

      “Yes. Something wrong?”

      “Maybe.” He leaned back, rolled his shoulders, then pressed against her facemask again. “Does any of this make sense to you?”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “We manage to insert a SIGINT team and an SAID agent onto a moon, they establish a post not one hundred kilometers out from an Azoren military base, and the Azoren never noticed it?”

      “We do have competent operatives, Staff Sergeant Halliwell.”

      “Sure. I’d imagine the Azoren do, too.”

      “What’s your point?”

      Halliwell stretched back to glance at the doorway, then pressed his rebreather to hers again. “All these dead. Some of them didn’t even get a shot off. None of them down here. Does this lady look like someone who could have survived something that did that?”

      “Are you saying a woman couldn’t handle a threat to her life?”

      “You know better than that. I wouldn’t have any other Marine covering my back than Corporal Grier.”

      “Then what are you saying?”

      The big man shook sweat from his forehead. “I’m not sure. I just don’t understand it, and what I don’t understand, I don’t trust.”

      “You need to work on your trust issues.”

      “I’ll do that. But one thing you should ask yourself: When did this SAID agent get the time to go searching around in that space? And why would she? You can’t see stairs from here, but she knows they’re in there.”

      “So she explored the place.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “You have any reason to doubt her?”

      “I don’t know her, that’s all. People need to prove themselves to me before I trust them. Especially intelligence operatives.” He squinted his eyes.

      Fine. I haven’t earned his trust, either. “I’ll keep an eye on her.”

      “That’s all I can ask for.”

      He ambled back into the storeroom, and a few seconds later, the crack of the sledgehammer filled the hallway.

      His words stayed with Stiles, though. She realized that he had vocalized her own concerns about the situation from the moment Colonel McLeod had told her about the mission. It was no accident she’d been told to rendezvous at Tamos. It was no accident the Clarion had been there, waiting. It was just small enough a ship not to upset higher-ups when it was diverted for a GSA operation.

      It was the same for the gunships. And for emergency recall to service of retired personnel. From a remote outpost like Tamos, cries of protest wouldn’t reach the capital for days. Everyone would be dead or returned to station by the time parliament could act.

      McLeod and the GSA knew they would be going into Azoren space when Stiles returned, or maybe if she didn’t return. And Patel’s presence meant the SAID knew they would be going in as well.

      The only question that had been bugging her, the root that she couldn’t get at, was whether the expectation had been a rescue or something else.

      Timing. If she could figure out the chronology, she would know. But that sort of information was now in the domain of the SAID. Only Srisha had survived, and digging through the data Kohn had downloaded was going to take far more time than Stiles had.

      Same as the data in the eye she’d taken from Penn’s corpse.

      No one wanted her poking around, not even the colonel. And that wasn’t simply the result of chaos caused by operations against the Azoren.

      She hustled back to the communications room, nodding at Grier before heading inside. “Sergeant Carruth, any luck?”

      The Marine sighed. “Not a lick of luck to be had in this mess, Lieutenant.”

      “Do we have options?”

      “Rig something through those computers, maybe? Whatever that thing did, it fried the guts of this detonator, and the battery didn’t do it.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “It’s gone, that’s how.”

      “No battery means no detonation?”

      “Well, reckon we just need something to send a big current at a specific point in time to pull off a detonation, but…” He nodded at all the racked equipment. “It’s like being drowned in gold. Don’t do me no good.”

      “I’ll see if Petty Officer Kohn has any ideas.”

      “Great. Y’know, I can’t figure how that thing would’ve even known where to look for these explosives, much less to yank out a battery.”

      “Maybe the team didn’t hide the explosives like they were supposed to.”

      “I guess. They went to the trouble of putting it back here, in a closet, out of sight, and they built that false panel. Just doesn’t make sense.”

      Stiles paused at the doorway to study the open hatch above the ladder. “Corporal Grier, has it poked its head back down?”

      “Not even once, Lieutenant. You think it knows what you’re doing back there?”

      “We’ll have to assume it suspects something’s up. Stay sharp.”

      “As a razor.”

      Stiles got back to the room just as Halliwell’s hammer punched through the last of the bottom section of the wall. Kohn immediately went to work clearing rubble and knocking off the final bits that clung to the floor. Srisha hugged a shelving frame as if it were a life raft.

      Halliwell set his hammer down and yanked away a dangling section of plaster that brushed at his helmet. “All clear. You want to point me to those stairs?”

      The SAID agent squeezed between the two men. “Past that pile of what looks like red crystal. Go to the right, between mounds of rock where the walls gave and parts of the ceiling collapsed. It’s a few big turns. You’ll see the stairs beside an enclosed space, almost as big as this. Maybe two hundred meters. I-I can show you.”

      Stiles tapped Halliwell on the shoulder. “I’ll go. I want you to watch this opening. And Petty Officer Kohn, you need to head back to the comms center and see if you can help Sergeant Carruth out with the demolitions pack.”

      Kohn looked hurt. “I don’t really know demolitions—”

      “He needs your ability to solve problems.” Stiles smiled and immediately felt guilty at the way he perked up. Manipulation wasn’t what the young man needed, not at that moment.

      Halliwell brushed against her as he grabbed his weapon. “Watch your back out there, Lieutenant.” He glanced at the SAID agent’s back, then handed Stiles her carbine.

      After checking the weapon’s magazine, Stiles pulled Srisha back and hunched low until through the opening. A toss sent the flare deeper into the room but also changed the color of the piles of junk. “Red crystal” was only “crystal” now.

      The SAID agent shambled past, pointing the way. “Over here.”

      Out of sight. Convenient.

      Stiles followed, weapon at the ready, lamplight darting from one dancing shadow to another. She kept the SAID agent in sight but a few meters ahead. Just as had been described, they followed a maze of twists through rubble fields until they stood next to a shattered door and the base of a set of stairs.

      Something about the doorway caught the lieutenant’s attention; there were scrape marks and cracks. It looked a lot like sledgehammer blows had broken away sections of the frame. “Was the entry like this when you came here?”

      “No. We considered using that space, too.” Srisha seemed hypnotized by the opening. “It was promising, but…”

      The space inside was big, and it was similar to the improvised listening post. Especially the gutted, frozen bodies and the bright red sparkle of blood that dripped from the ceiling and walls like icicles.

      Stiles tightened her grip on her carbine. “Azoren, I gather.”

      “Scientists, I think.” Srisha came a step nearer but stopped when Stiles let the barrel of her gun drift a little closer to the SAID agent. “I—We thought there might be something of value in there.”

      “I would imagine so.” The flashlight caught something—electronic gear, piled in a corner. Gore-covered. “Was it in there when you arrived?”

      “Yes. Sleeping. I think.”

      “And you let it out.”

      “I—We wanted the information. The Azoren abandoned this place when their researchers were wiped out, but they found something.”

      “I can see that.”

      Srisha took another step. “We—”

      “This weapon’s loaded, Srisha.”

      The SAID agent stopped. “We have to keep up with them. They’re taking chances with their research, looking into things we’ve been afraid to look into.”

      “Forerunner technology.”

      “It can take us into the next realm. What these people knew… What they did—”

      “Led to wars that wiped them out. I know.” Stiles pointed the gun to the stairs. “Up.”

      They had to hunch low to get past a section of wall that had collapsed, then climb over another chunk of wall, but the stairs were intact and they did lead up to an opening and a landing. The landing was less stable than the stairs, with sections that had cracked and fallen into the subterranean area. And everything was enclosed by slabs of wall that had fallen in, creating an almost pyramid-like structure maybe four meters high.

      Stiles played her light across the slabs—no openings, and everything looked solid despite the cracks.

      There was no exit.

      “We’d need to blow through these walls.”

      Srisha nodded. “We could use the demolitions.”

      “That would draw the thing after us.” Stiles rapped the weapon butt against a slab. “With those…claws, it’s cutting through armor like it’s nothing. Why isn’t it just slicing its way out whenever it gets cut off?”

      “A robot. Very specific programming, probably.”

      “Protect the ruins?”

      “Or hunt anything down that enters what used to be the city. Something like that. It seems to be limited by what it can perceive. There might be other commands, but we haven’t triggered them.”

      “If we were trying to flee, would it follow?”

      “I don’t know. It’s left the ruins, but I don’t know where it goes. Maybe it perceives humans as an infection.”

      “But it left you alone.”

      “When I heard it had killed the people who went out to hunt it down, I sealed myself off in the bathroom. It hadn’t tried to break out of the room where I—we—found it sleeping. There wasn’t even damage to the door.”

      “And no one said anything?”

      “Most of the others were asleep or caught up in trying to do something about it.”

      “You…walled yourself in while other people slept?”

      “I knew there was nothing we could do.”

      “But you could have told them.”

      The SAID agent looked away. “They didn’t trust me. You understand, don’t you?” She turned back. “Trying to establish trust?”

      Stiles slipped her finger inside the trigger guard. “What’s that mean?”

      “Aren’t you…?” Srisha tilted her head. “Maybe… Never mind.”

      Stiles let out her held breath. “You said it couldn’t be harmed. It sure seemed to be affected by gunfire when Grier and Halliwell shot it.”

      “That was…strange.”

      “You mean you’d never seen it damaged before?”

      “I’d never seen it just watch people like that. It usually attacks immediately.”

      The thing certainly seemed remarkably fast.

      Stiles sent Srisha down the stairs first, the whole way down turning a plan over and over until the GSA officer was sure there were no obvious problems with it. Consulting one of the Marines would have been ideal, but things were too complicated to let concern over potential problems get in the way. They needed to get out of the ruins, or they would die there.

      Halliwell waved them in, wisely giving Srisha some room. When she was past, he put his mask against Stiles’s. “The thing tried to get in. Corporal Grier gave it a couple bursts, and it reconsidered.”

      “Good. That means it wasn’t waiting for us out there.” Stiles relaxed a little.

      “So there were stairs?”

      “But no way out. We’d have to blast through a wall or two.”

      “There’s probably enough explosives in that satchel charge for that.”

      “I know. But if we blow a hole, it’s going to be on us before the first one of us gets outside. That thing? It’s a robot, and Srisha says it won’t cut through walls.”

      “Well, that’s some strange programming for a robot.”

      “I don’t think that’s the extent of it, but that’s what’s keeping it out right now.”

      The staff sergeant turned to check that they weren’t being watched, then placed his mask against hers. “This secrecy—you don’t trust her?”

      “Something’s not right.”

      “Because she’s SAID?”

      “That’s the starting point. But I’m going to need you to trust me, okay? Even after what happened on the Pandora.”

      “I told you, Lieutenant, trust has to be earned.”

      “At least accept my word that I want us to get out of here alive.”

      “Done.”

      “Thank you. I think our only chance to get out of here alive is to draw that thing in here and trap it with the explosives.”

      “Now, see, the second you ask me to trust you, you go and—”

      Stiles held up a hand. “Hear me out.”

      The staff sergeant grunted, and the corner of his mouth quirked up in a skeptical smirk. “I’m listening.”

      “We can’t outrun it. We can’t see it coming out there in the maze. Agreed?”

      “Agreed.”

      “So making a run for the crater without at least damaging it is pointless.”

      The edge came off Halliwell’s smirk. “And guns aren’t doing much to it.”

      “Pissing it off, I think. But if Srisha’s right, and it won’t try to break through barriers, we don’t have to destroy it. We just need to seal it in.”

      “That’s a lot of explosives to try to seal it. Those go off, this place is going to collapse in on itself.”

      “Which is fine. I’m going to crawl up to that hatch and—”

      “It’ll kill you.”

      “I’m just going to radio in a request for pickup. Commander Benson knows the place. When she has a shuttle on the way, you and the others pull back into here.”

      “In here? With this one hole to go through?”

      “Send people through ahead of time. I think we can have folks on the stairs.”

      “Wait. Where are you going to be?”

      “In the comm center. I’ll hide behind the racks of gear and watch video from that security camera in the hall.”

      “You don’t think it can sense you?”

      “I think it will sense all that gear.”

      “Gear?”

      “When it froze on the ladder instead of attacking. I think it sensed the computers. The way it kept looking at the opening.”

      “It has a thing for electronics?”

      “Maybe. Or maybe it’s irritated by the signals.”

      The big Marine frowned. “That’s a lot of risk to take on, not knowing.”

      “My call.”

      “All right. So it doesn’t come after you. What next?”

      “When it goes into the room to pursue you, I’ll go up the ladder.”

      “And me and the others?”

      “Up the stairs, blow that satchel, take out a wall, make a run for the shuttle.”

      “Wait. How do you expect us to outrun this thing to the stairs?”

      “You won’t have to. We’re going to seal it inside here.”

      “How?”

      “This is where it gets tricky, so you really are going to have to trust me.”

      Halliwell shook his head. “I don’t guess I have much choice.”

      “Okay, so here’s what we have to do.”
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      Hissing. That’s all Benson heard over her communicator. She leaned forward in the pilot’s seat of the Marie Belle S1 and raised her eyes to the black sky in disbelief. Even in the protection offered by the shuttle, it felt as if Jotun were battering her. She’d been talking with Colonel McLeod over a fairly solid connection—nearly green—then she’d been cut off.

      The communicator’s pale green status light reflected off the cockpit glass: the device was still functional. The shuttle’s radio was still functional. Pinging Agent Patel’s gunship gave a clean signal loop.

      She powered the radio down.

      Patel had cut her off. That was the only thing that made sense. But why?

      She’d been talking about the stealth capabilities of the Azoren. That hadn’t been news to McLeod or Patel.

      Politics. The two men were fighting for command of the situation.

      And her people were fighting for their lives.

      She pushed up from the pilot’s seat with some difficulty, gasping at the pain in her knee and back, nearly collapsing back. Boots stomped through the passenger bay, then someone was there, strong hands supporting her.

      It was Dietrich.

      When he spoke, the doctor’s voice had that impatient, irritated edge he sometimes had with patients. “You need to learn to listen to a doctor’s orders.”

      “I’m trying to keep our people alive.”

      He made one of his patented testy clucking noises. “Far too late for that.”

      She twisted around to glare at him. “I did what I could.”

      “Oh, I hardly assign the blame to you at this point. Yet the crater is full of the dead and dying, and far too many are Kedraalian.”

      He helped her to the airlock hatch, where she caught her breath. While she leaned against the frame, he rubbed her shin. At one point, it felt like he’d driven a knife into her muscle.

      Dietrich looked up, one eyebrow cocked. “That hurt?”

      “Like a red-hot scalpel being poked into the bone.”

      “You’re going to need a cast. That or surgery. You’ve torn or stretched—”

      “Commander Dietrich, right now, what I need is to get our people ready for another attack.”

      He pulled something from a pouch hanging from his hip. Tape. As he tightened up the temporary brace that had been wrapped earlier, he smirked at her. “I don’t see the Azoren staging another assault in the next few minutes.”

      “What makes you say that?”

      “Gadreau. I had to suffer through his bellyaching when he sent one of his Marines to check the south wall. Of course, every casualty suffered was the result of your inadequate decision-making.” The doctor held up a finger to stop her. “Not my words, Commander. I merely repeat to answer your question.”

      “All right. What did he find on the south wall?”

      “Corpses. Many corpses. Some torn to pieces. And no surviving Azoren.”

      “And the north wall?”

      “That would fall to you to investigate, I’m afraid. As far as the good captain is concerned, his only assignment was to secure the south wall.”

      Benson groaned as the doctor ran a particularly tight circle of tape just below her knee. “Gadreau’s going to be a problem.”

      “Yes, well—” Dietrich stood and smiled at her. “—you have experience.”

      “Doctor Dietrich, I think I like this self-aware version of you.”

      “Oh, I meant Commander Martinez.” The doctor might have winked at that.

      She leaned on him until they reached the gun turret bunker. It was silent now, the last ammo drum long ago emptied. More crates had fallen in, until now only the north-facing section had any integrity to it at all. Someone had removed the dead Marines, at least.

      Parkinson’s head came up when she poked her head through the opening. “The probe’s spent, but I think they’ve given up.”

      There were no blurry figures on the wall, and a quick check of the tactical network showed only green signals inside the fortifications Fero’s team had set up.

      Dietrich tapped her shoulder and pointed toward those fortifications. “I must make my rounds now that you’re all through blowing each other into pieces.”

      “Thank you.” She didn’t know what else to say to him.

      Parkinson craned his neck to see who she was talking to but quickly grunted and leaned back. “Is it over?”

      “I hope so.”

      “What about Brianna’s team?”

      Benson bit her lip. “They’ve had it a little worse.”

      “Oh?” Jealousy or concern tinged his voice. “What happened?”

      “Last I heard, there’s something in the ruins. It’s apparently a lot like the Azoren out there, but it’s not them.”

      “Some sort of stealth technology, you mean?”

      “Maybe the same.”

      “Well, I guess it’s time I got a look at those Azoren suits then.”

      “Shouldn’t you be resting?”

      The engineer leaned against the base of the control system for the now-quiet turret gun. “Everything hurts too much to rest.”

      “I so understand that.”

      Benson identified a couple signals from one of the shuttles—support personnel who’d been pressed into service. She connected to them and sent the coordinates of the turret gun, then texted them: There are enemy corpses near these coordinates. Please bring them to Chief Parkinson for examination at this position.

      She pinged Parkinson, then attached that ping to the text.

      The signals of the support personnel promptly moved toward her, and confirmation texts followed.

      “Well—” She ran a hand along the curve of the last ammo drum. “—I’d like to stay around to watch you do your engineering thing, Chief, but I’ve got some other work to do.”

      Parkinson opened the backpack he’d brought with him and set out tools. “I’ll let you know if I find something. Keep your expectations reasonable.”

      “I’ll try.”

      She hobbled past the support personnel, pointing them to the opening of the mostly collapsed enclosure when she saw they had a corpse already. After a couple steps, she turned back around. “Hey!”

      One of the support people twisted around. “Yes, ma’am?”

      “There are more corpses.” She pointed to where she knew other Azoren lay. “Strip their armor and get it to the chief, please. Their weapons and ammunition, too. And…they have grenades. In pouches. Could you bring me a couple?”

      “Will do, Commander.”

      If war was imminent, studying Azoren weapons development was going to be critical. Even if Parkinson couldn’t crack the mystery of the stealth technology in time to help Stiles, he might be able to provide answers once they were back on the Clarion. Assuming they could get back. The way McLeod had sounded, she wasn’t so sure.

      After one of the technicians gave Benson a couple Azoren grenades, she made her way back to the shuttle she’d just used, then searched through the tactical network for the pilot.

      Dead.

      There were only two still showing green, both of them in one of the defensive fortifications facing the north wall.

      One of them was Ensign Reyes.

      Benson connected to the young pilot. She’d impressed in the chaos of the Azoren interceptor attack. Plus, the ensign was sturdily built and seemed just the sort for what was necessary. “Ensign Reyes?”

      “Yes, ma’am?” Reyes’s voice was raspier than normal, as if she’d screamed it raw.

      “I need a pilot who can put Marie Belle S1 down in a tight spot. Am I talking to that pilot?”

      “The only one.”

      “I’d like to lift off now.”

      “On my way, ma’am.”

      Benson did her best to make speed for the shuttle. As she shambled toward it, she connected to Gadreau. “Captain Gadreau, the crater is yours.”

      “Mine?” The captain’s voice was heavy, as if he were ready to collapse.

      “I’m going to see if I can reach Lieutenant Stiles and her team with a shuttle.”

      “You’re leaving us here?”

      “Have your people prepare to launch.”

      Gadreau’s heavy breathing filled the connection. “What about the dead?”

      “We won’t have room aboard the shuttles for everyone. Gather ID tags.”

      “We don’t leave Marines behind!”

      “I can’t count the number of sailors we’ve lost in space, Captain. It’s an unfortunate reality of war. Keep your people alert, but load the shuttles. If I haven’t signaled in fifteen minutes, launch.”

      She disconnected as she approached the airlock just ahead of the pilot, who came around the far corner of the vessel, carbine rattling off her light armor. Reyes held out a hand to help, and Benson took it. She settled into the co-pilot’s seat and strapped in while Reyes powered systems on.

      “Ensign Reyes, you ever go up against anything like what we saw today?”

      The young woman flashed a grin that reached her dark eyes. “I live for new experiences, ma’am.”

      “There might be more Azoren out there. Anti-aircraft rockets. Machine guns.”

      “Seen it all before, Commander. Where to?”

      “Sending you the coordinates now.” Benson brought the data on the ruins up and selected the area that had looked the most promising. “Before you lift off, tell me you can handle that.”

      Reyes popped the imagery up on the control display. She pursed her full lips and squinted, then nodded. “No problem, ma’am.”

      But some of the confidence was gone from her voice.

      “Let’s go.”

      The shuttle’s engine whined to life, and the vibration rumbled up through Benson’s legs. She gritted her teeth and patched in through the radio, trying to connect to Stiles.

      Nothing.

      A ping showed a very, very weak signal—barely yellow.

      But that should’ve been good enough to make a connection.

      Benson turned to the pilot. “What mission channel would have the best chance of getting through heavy-duty construction material?”

      “They’re all the same type of signal. One doesn’t work, neither will the others. Unless…”

      “Yes?”

      “Emergency signals use a completely different range. It’s a narrow band, usually just for the transponder burst. You could try that.”

      “Thanks.”

      Benson sent a text on the channel first: Brianna, we’re coming in with a shuttle. Where are you?

      Nothing.

      Unlike the regular channels, there was no way to know if it the message went through. It should have, but…

      A text flashed on Benson’s screen: We’ve got problems. I don’t think we can trust Srisha Patel.

      It took some self-control for the commander not to reply with a comment about never trusting intelligence agencies. That was Halliwell talking, not her. It wasn’t as if Stiles could have forgotten the pain she’d caused by letting the crew of the Pandora die. She clearly saw her work as honorable.

      So Benson finally settled on: Is she a threat?

      After a moment, Stiles replied: I can’t prove it, but we’re operating under that assumption.

      That sounded bad. Benson dictated a reply: What makes you feel that way?

      The reply was almost instant: I think she killed the GSA SIGINT team.

      Benson’s eye was drawn to the crater, which was now a black circle beneath the shuttle. Seeing the near-symmetry up close, the sense that this was the work of a weapon became absolute. The ravine that snaked east to the ruins was more the aberration now, and it seemed likely there was something behind its creation that set it apart from the crater and the ruins. Maybe instead of one weapons hit, there had been two, and the winding rift had been the result of a fault or had once been an underground channel or something. Using human understanding to make sense of a species that might not have been fully humanoid and was almost certainly much further technologically advanced seemed pointless.

      No sign popped up of the Azoren forces, although they could be moving somewhere west of the crater and she wouldn’t be able to see that.

      With the ruins closing, Benson texted again: We’re moving to the place identified as a potential landing site. Can you make it?

      Stiles didn’t respond immediately. When she did, it wasn’t encouraging: No.

      The pilot nodded toward the ruins. “Two minutes, Commander.”

      A checkered pattern of grays and black. That was all Benson could make out of the mess. Rubble spilled from meters-high frames into wide avenues that seemed coated with scales from their height. The buildings must have been huge and complex in design, with what might have been broad courtyards defining shapes—octagonal, spoke and hub, rectangles that seemed like they might have branched out and turned back in on themselves.

      The commander still couldn’t pick up any signals from within the ruins, and when she tested the mission channels out, the same terrible ping response confirmed her fear about something—the building materials, maybe radiation—wreaking havoc on the comms.

      They banked and headed north, then descended.

      “Ensign, don’t land.” Benson tried another text: What if we brought the shuttle into the ruins?

      The lieutenant came back quickly: There’s nowhere to land.

      Benson twisted around. “Are there winches and cable aboard?”

      Reyes put the shuttle into hover mode and unbuckled. “There’s a bare-bones system, Commander.”

      They headed to the airlock, and the ensign wrapped an emergency harness around herself, then helped Benson do the same. After that, the pilot opened the outer hatch and dropped to her hands and knees. She scraped ice from a panel just beside the ramp mechanism, then popped it open. An arm telescoped out, revealing a spool of cable and a winch mechanism.

      The pilot tapped the cable. “Maybe two hundred kilos, tops. And it’s not the fastest device in the world. Rescue systems are add-ons.”

      Two hundred kilos. That was more than Halliwell and Stiles. How many were still alive?

      Benson sent another text: How many do you still have?

      Stiles responded: Six with Srisha.

      That was three trips, all with something stalking them. That was probably going to be too long. Leaving people exposed didn’t sit well with Benson.

      She dictated another text: We’re going to look for a landing site or something safer than the winch system we have. How long before pickup?

      There was another delay before the answering text: Any minute now.

      Benson waved Reyes back. “That’s a last-ditch option. There’s something running around down there.”

      The pilot closed the airlock hatch and undid the emergency harnesses, then helped Benson back to the cockpit. “What’s next, ma’am?”

      No fear. No hesitation.

      Benson liked that. She felt bad about what she was going to ask of the young woman. “We need to find someplace to set down or to at least get close enough for them to get in fast.”

      Reyes’s head whipped around. There was something in her eyes—not quite fear but maybe apprehension—that said she hadn’t expected that idea. “In ruins?”

      “Doesn’t sound like they can outrun whatever’s down there.”

      The pilot buckled back in. She leaned forward and squinted at the imagery, then drilled down on several places. “I’ve got a couple options. Things could shift around when we get in there with our maneuvering thrusters.”

      “All right. We can only try.”

      A thumbs-up was Benson’s only answer before the shuttle shot forward. They approached the ruins quickly.

      Saving lives, completing the mission—Benson told herself that made it all worthwhile.

      But a nagging voice began to question the whole point of the exercise. What did it mean when one group of spies didn’t trust another? Could any of them be trusted, or had all the loss and risk been pointless?

      Or worse, had they been intended for some other purpose completely?
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      Captain Eric Knoel lay among the rocks several meters from the edge of the crater, seething. In all the galaxy, there was no military force more feared than the Black Lightning Commandos. They were fearless, their training brought them to physical perfection, their gear was unparalleled.

      Yet here he was, with only nine of his elite Commandos remaining, hiding among the rocks in the cold and dark, counting on the freezing rain to protect them from searching eyes.

      Hiding!

      Even his armor couldn’t truly shut out the pressure of the rocks or the cold of the wind. Its howl was a reminder of the screams of the dying.

      Knoel shut off the external audio input. He’d heard enough screaming.

      The dull tang of blood reminded him of his own mortality. He’d fallen down the wall while climbing out. That was when the damned turret gun had found its accuracy and chased his team from the crater.

      Not just chased but destroyed.

      How had primitive oafs like the Kedraalians managed that?

      He pulled his face mask back and spat onto the blackened stone, enjoying the sting of the cold on his face and the charred, ruined smell that clung to his tortured sinuses. He wondered how long it would take for the blood to freeze. Would it be lost in the crevices of the black rock?

      The pain became too great; he pulled the mask back on.

      One of his men belly-crawled closer, leaving the cover of smooth boulders for a moment. It was Klausman, a sergeant, born from the same batch as Knoel.

      The sergeant established a short-range, private connection. “Captain!”

      “Yes, Sergeant?” Knoel didn’t care that his words sounded clipped and impatient.

      “I have consulted with the others. There are no signals coming from inside the crater.”

      “There will be no survivors. Their weapons were just as lethal as ours.”

      Klausman bowed his head. “We spoke about that, too. A spy betrayed us.”

      Knoel turned to consider the other Commando. “You have proof of this?”

      “The major. One of his soldiers. It is well known that they were weak and broken. They would sell out their homeland.”

      For the third time since crawling from the crater and finding cover, the captain checked his communicator. Any attempt at connecting to O’Bannon or his men failed. The only systems that responded to a wide-area test were still in the crater, systems that had survived the engagement longer than their users.

      He showed the communicator display to the sergeant. “Major O’Bannon is dead, János. If he was a spy, he was even more incompetent at that than soldiering.”

      “What else could explain this? We are superior to these invaders.”

      “I have asked myself just that question. No answer is to be had.”

      “Is it possible we have actually defeated them and do not realize it?”

      Something rumbled in the crater below, and the two men pressed themselves flat against the ground. Their suits powered on to full, rendering them all but invisible. To be seen, a powerful surveillance system would need to be employed. Surely, that was beyond the capabilities of the primitive and backwards Kedraalians.

      After several long breaths, the rumble turned into the distinctive roar of rockets, then the whine of other engines.

      The sound receded, and Knoel risked a glance.

      “A shuttle.”

      The sergeant’s head came up. “They flee?”

      “They head for the ruins.”

      “Péter is there. Sergeant Áder. He was to set a trap, was he not?”

      “Sergeant Áder hasn’t responded since we reached the crater floor.”

      That seemed to rattle Klausman. “But his training was in ambush. He was an expert.”

      “Then he met someone who was better.”

      The words stung Knoel. They were fire in his chest. It was blasphemy to even think that the Supreme Leader could have a fallibility, yet there it was—the thought that someone was better.

      Who could be greater than Supreme Leader Graf? Only the few members of his select advisers were even capable of speaking to him and understanding his genius. And the greatest of those advisers, the father of the Black Commandos and the other elite units that would lead the Azoren to ascendancy, never quibbled for even a moment when talking about their master.

      Failure wasn’t in the Supreme Leader’s DNA, and his DNA was in the Commandos.

      “We cannot fail.” Knoel muttered that, but it was loud enough for Klausman.

      “Yes, Captain! That is true! What losses we have suffered, it is merely a separation of the weak from the strong!”

      “Reasonable thinking.”

      “Then we return to the crater now to finish our work?”

      Knoel studied the eastern sky, which had swallowed the shuttle. On infrared, the heat of its trail dissipated quickly, being sucked into the frigid air. “No. We head to the ruins. We finish the job Sergeant Áder apparently couldn’t.”

      “I will have the men move to the Panthers.”

      “Good. I will take one last look into the crater to determine what awaits us when we return.”

      The captain edged forward, moving cautiously and maximizing cover, even though he had no real concern that he might be spotted by an enemy scout. Confidence was returning to him now, and it left little room for such ridiculous ideas to take root. What had happened in the crater was a fluke, a necessary strengthening of the blade through fire and hammering out impurities.

      Once at the edge, movement immediately caught his eye. There were ten or more people rushing about below. Even with maximum magnification, details were hard to make out. But the numbers were meaningful. If the turret gun had gone silent because it had failed, ten people would pose no threat. Nor would twenty. Or thirty!

      He would be returning with his men and soon, and they would exact a cold vengeance against the Kedraalians.

      Just as Knoel started to push back from the wall, he spotted two people moving near the base of the crater wall. They were dragging something down from a ledge, letting it roll to the crater floor, then lifting it.

      A body. One of his men.

      Being stripped.

      Physical perfection. The greatest of training. A mind beyond compare.

      And those animals were…stripping it. Taking away his armor like crude scavengers.

      Barbarians!

      No such activities were going on across the crater. O’Bannon’s men would probably be left on the crater wall until collected.

      It seemed a better fate than the obsoleted humans deserved. The old man had been the perfect example of why the next wave—the Übermensch—must inevitably replace their predecessors.

      O’Bannon’s death was almost unfortunate, really. He had been so concerned about his pathetic soldiers, like a father saddled with a genetically flawed progeny. The man had invested himself so ridiculously, not just in the inadequate soldiers he commanded but in old texts and the arts, things of no value when the Federation required engineers and scientists.

      Those flaws must have been tied to the genetic detritus scrubbed from the captain and his fellow Commandos.

      Knoel glanced back down one last time.

      The Kedraalians were foolishly leaving themselves exposed. There weren’t even any obvious guards watching over them all.

      It was tempting to finish those in the crater off first, then drive to the ruins.

      No. The ruins would be the better option. They were going there for a reason, and he had to know what that reason was.

      He made his way on hands and knees through the maze of rocks and shallow paths until he could see the Panthers, hidden just over a hundred meters out from the crater.

      The engines were still powered down, and there was no sign of Klausman or the others. Had they gotten lost somehow? Impossible! The path back was embedded in their systems!

      Knoel stopped. O’Bannon’s hollow threat about killing the Black Lightning Commandos bubbled up from the well of suppressed memory.

      A vanity. A moment of nonsense exchanged between two soldiers.

      “The heat of battle. Nothing more.” Knoel almost pushed up from where he’d stopped at the end of one of the slick, black gulches.

      Almost.

      But thinking back on the major’s words, Knoel wasn’t so sure.

      What sort of nonsense would drive a man—a soldier—to threaten his superior? Madness, possibly.

      Resentment.

      How would it feel to be replaced, to be rendered obsolete? Knoel couldn’t imagine someone being superior to him, of course, but he could at least try to think what it might be like. If someone like O’Bannon felt pain and frustration—as he had clearly shown he could—then they could let that cloud their judgment. It was one of many flaws of the old mind.

      But that line of thinking relied on a horrific notion: A mere human—and an old one at that—had gunned down Commandos.

      That was a chuckle-worthy idea.

      Perhaps Klausman had spotted something—a sniper hiding in the ample cover?

      Knoel tried to connect to the sergeant, but nothing came back. It was as if the communicator had been smashed. None of the other Commandos showed up in the captain’s communicator display, either.

      Then it wasn’t their communicators but his. Logic made things so much easier.

      He ran a loopback test, setting up a communicator system within his own communicator, then trying to establish a connection between them.

      A green light flashed.

      His communicator was functional.

      Something was wrong, then.

      Knoel checked his weapon. He had a full magazine loaded and another in a leg pouch. He had two grenades. And a knife. Finishing the old fool off with that would be quite satisfying.

      But it couldn’t be O’Bannon.

      Something wormed its way through Knoel’s gut. His mouth went dry. His heart raced, and the speed of his breathing increased. Everything seemed to take on a greater crispness.

      Adrenaline.

      He was experiencing fear.

      That was a human weakness.

      The captain laughed. “You have gotten into my head, you old bastard.”

      Knoel came out of cover but stayed low and turned his stealth system on. Even if O’Bannon couldn’t possibly have killed nine Commandos, there was no need to give away location. No matter what had happened, stealth was prudent.

      High-end optics scanned for movement or symmetrical shapes. His own eyes darted around, not focusing but skimming past things to allow other sections of his awareness do the processing.

      A boot. A leg.

      Something was just beyond the rear of the closest Panther. When powered down, the vehicles were low and sleek, their angular armor flattened out. They were nearly six meters long and just under half as wide. Many things could be hidden behind even one of the vehicles.

      But Knoel was sure this was the booted leg of one of his men, and the rest of the body was almost certainly what was hidden.

      The captain slowed, brought his weapon to ready, then edged forward.

      After a few steps, he cranked his external audio input as high as it would go. There had to be some noise beyond the wind howling. Faint heat patterns were all that remained of the booted steps his men had taken. The white heat imprints were rapidly fading into the ambient blue-black cold.

      Knoel crouched at the front of the vehicle.

      Logic. Reason.

      If someone had killed one of his men, it stood to reason the others were also dead. None of their communicators were working. They were nowhere to be seen.

      Logic. Reason.

      If nine Commandos had died, one Commando stood little chance against the killer. It would be wiser to slip into the Panther, power it on, and drive away. Back at the base, he could lay down an ambush. The terrain would be more familiar and advantageous.

      Logic. Reason.

      If the communicators of his men had been destroyed, what had killed them was capable of inflicting significant damage to systems. A bullet to the head wouldn’t destroy a communicator. A grenade blast wasn’t likely to, either. Something that could target electronics seemed more likely.

      Knoel checked his communicator one more time, then powered it down.

      Logic.

      Reason.

      Whatever had killed his Commandos must have the ability to perceive them, even in the dark. This didn’t sound like O’Bannon or his men.

      Kedraalians?

      It was a troubling thought. More troubling to the captain was not knowing what had happened to the Commandos.

      He pressed his back against the Panther and slowly duck-walked to the corner. The booted leg was barely visible from where he was at now, but it was there. The toe pointed skyward.

      Knoel popped around the corner, weapon raised.

      Then he quickly fell back, eyes blinking in disbelief.

      It was Klausman. His face was clear—eyes bugged out, mouth open.

      Something had cracked his helmet and facemask open. Worse, it had torn the sergeant’s head from his body. Blood slicked the ground behind and beneath the Panther. And the chest…torn open.

      Definitely not O’Bannon. That old fool—

      Something thudded against the roof of the Panther.

      Knoel brought the weapon up, pointing to the source of the sound, licking his lips.

      Softer thuds drew closer, then something tumbled over the edge.

      He fired, and the arc of the thing changed, until it landed about a meter away and rolled to a stop.

      Another head. Another cracked helmet. Another one of his Commandos.

      The captain dropped to his back and sighted on the vehicle roof.

      Thudding—heavier once more—moved toward the front of the vehicle. The killer. It couldn’t be human, could it? Beheading people, tearing through armor?

      He rolled to his knees and scampered for the vehicle door, unconcerned about the clatter of his weapon or the banging of his knees against the unyielding stone.

      What mattered was…

      Getting to the door.

      Throwing it open.

      Tossing the weapon onto the other seat.

      Sliding behind the wheel.

      Closing the door.

      Powering the vehicle up…

      Nothing. When he pushed the button to start the engine, there should have been the welcome purr, the comforting vibration in his feet.

      Something banged against the hood of the vehicle.

      Black as midnight. Shiny and slick, like a gel caught in the moon. Diamond sparkles flashed in an almost canine face.

      The robot! One of the stupid dog-robots!

      It drooled onto the reinforced glass of the window—black and thick.

      Robot. It was a robot. And robots didn’t drool.

      “Blood.” It was a whisper Knoel felt rather than heard.

      His gun should be able to destroy such an ancient thing as the mechanical beast. Even if it was coated in some sort of liquid.

      Is that from the crater? Something it had been exposed to while doing reconnaissance?

      Impossible! That was O’Bannon and his foolish superstition speaking.

      The Commando grabbed his weapon and threw the Panther door open, but the robot was nowhere to be seen.

      So silent and stealthy now. How? What had happened to the noise it had made earlier? Why had it made such a show of what it had done?

      Tossing a head. Drooling blood. It wasn’t logical. It was bad programming!

      Knoel rushed around the front of the vehicle, eyes scanning for the robot.

      Nowhere.

      His mind was slipping.

      He sprinted to the next Panther, just a handful of meters away. Surely that one would be—

      Something caught his boot.

      He tumbled to the ground, hit hard enough to make his wrists ache.

      That was part of training. Keep moving. Come up with your weapon ready.

      But there wasn’t anything there.

      Until he realized he’d tripped over a corpse. Parts of it. Blood and visor as black as the darkness. And there was another head.

      Knoel pushed away, gasping and snorting. One ancient scouting robot had killed nine Commandos? Preposterous! His men were the best, the deadliest! They had studied hundreds of battles and scoffed at the mistakes humans had made.

      He ran toward the other Panther but skidded to a stop when the robot-dog jumped onto the roof.

      “Bastard!”

      This thing was far too clever to be the simple dog-robot. Something had changed.

      Knoel brought the battle rifle up and fired before the thing could move. The weapon report was deafening.

      External audio input too high!

      He cranked it down as he took a step toward the Panther, searching for the robot.

      It was nowhere to be seen.

      His shoulders slumped, and he lowered his weapon.

      How—?

      Something hit him in the small of the back, knocking him to the ground. His face smacked against the rock, and lights flashed behind his eyes. He tried to turn over, to bring the weapon up and sight in on the attacker, but his limbs were soft and weak.

      And then an icy pain lanced through his throat, and his external audio picked up a wet hissing sound.

      His vision cleared just long enough to see the robot-dog. It dropped something dark and wet.

      My throat. It tore out my throat!

      A second robot-dog appeared, as black and slick as the first.

      Darkness closed on Knoel’s awareness, but it wasn’t quick enough to spare him the pain of the robots tearing him apart.

      And through the pain, one thought lingered: He wasn’t a perfect soldier after all.
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      Kohn grunted, and his hold on the battered door loosened; Stiles stopped.

      Without their boots scraping, the maze of rubble was eerily quiet. She forced a patient smile. “Are you all right?”

      The petty officer shifted his grip. “Yeah. It’s heavy, that’s all.”

      It was. Heavy and solid. Twenty or more kilos, easily. If it was the work of the forerunners, it wasn’t intended for efficiency or aesthetics but security and durability. Maybe the thing hadn’t tested the door because it knew better. That wouldn’t explain it not tearing through the fast-plaster, though.

      She adjusted her own grip. Despite the gloves wicking away moisture, her palms were sweaty where the door pressed against them. It couldn’t be nerves, not for her. She was conditioned not to handle anxiety like others.

      Yet she felt something. Concern? Something. It left her mouth dry and her tongue rough as sandpaper. Her breath was strange—alien.

      A quick blink, a reminder of who she was, and she was calm. “Ready?”

      Kohn nodded, and they resumed their slow, scraping trudge through the winding course of mounds.

      “You sure the commander can get the shuttle into the ruins?” His voice shook.

      “She has Reyes piloting.”

      “Okay. But there are lots of walls out there. This whole place looks ready to collapse.”

      “We have to trust her.”

      As they passed the flare, it sputtered, then died, leaving them with only her flashlight as a guide. She’d hooked it to the back of her belt so that it could shine ahead of them, but the light swung with each step, creating the same sense of moving shadows the flare had.

      The thing wasn’t down there with them. It couldn’t be. One way in and out, that’s all there was, and it was what had convinced her that Srisha couldn’t be trusted.

      Whatever programming kept the thing from testing walls and doors would have kept it from opening the hatch. Someone would have had to do that.

      And only Srisha had survived the attacks. None of the rooms had doors, so she had walled herself in.

      While the thing tore its way through the others.

      The GSA agent was starting to get a sense of the why behind it, too.

      They want this thing. The SAID wants this forerunner technology, same as the Azoren must have.

      But the Azoren had been on Jotun for years. Why would they abandon the ruins? Something terrible must have driven them out. The dead researchers Srisha had found? There must have been something more, but that should have been a sign anyone could read to stay clear.

      Anyone but SAID, apparently.

      She glanced over her shoulder as they rounded another pile, and saw Halliwell waving them forward. Another smile seemed appropriate. “Almost there, Chuck.”

      “Good. I think my arms are about to come out of their sockets.”

      He huffed and grunted and groaned the last stretch but held on. She had him put his end down, then set hers against the wall and rushed to pat his back when he doubled over. “Nice work.”

      “Yeah, thanks.” His eyes darted up to hers for an instant, seeking confirmation.

      Stiles smiled again, this time without thinking about it. It felt strange. Legitimate. Sincere.

      She liked the sensation.

      Halliwell rapped his knuckles against the door. “Maybe it can’t get through that.”

      Grier came out of the shadows, weapon at the ready. “Hope the fuck not. You see how fast that thing moves?”

      “I know.” He pointed to Stiles. “She’s the one trying to outrun it.”

      Grier snorted. “No offense, ma’am. You’re fit and all that, but…”

      The lieutenant rubbed the plaster wall. “I won’t need to outrun it, and this door won’t need to stand up to its attacks. This plaster wouldn’t hold up to more than a few strikes, anyway. You don’t think the programming limitation is real, Staff Sergeant?”

      Grier punched the tall Marine in the shoulder. “He don’t trust computers.”

      Halliwell touched his chest.

      The chunk of shrapnel that should have killed him. It was his own superstition.

      After a few heartbeats, he knocked the tip of a boot against one of the buckets of plaster. “Let’s get this going. Toni, check on Carruth. We need those explosives rigged now.”

      Kohn stretched his back. “The program’s done. All he has to do is figure out how to get the wiring to work. I think I could’ve done it.”

      Halliwell cocked his head. “Why didn’t you?”

      “Something about crossing wires and being turned into a red mist, I guess. I prefer electronics. There’s a hint of safety in all the redundancies I deal with.”

      “Yeah, like the ones that kept us from drifting in Fold Space?”

      Kohn’s shoulders slumped. “That was sabotage.”

      The petty officer didn’t have to look at Stiles for her to know the accusation was there. Trust had to be earned, and the greatest sabotage she had ever committed was to that one human aspect of emotion, that connection she had never before realized held such value. When your life was the GSA, from inception to conclusion, trust just wasn’t part of your identity.

      She brushed past Halliwell. “Excuse me. I’ll need to be sure I know what’s going on before you seal me in here.”

      Carruth and Grier were on their way back, with Srisha trailing behind them. The older Marine waved a gray slab of plastic when he saw Stiles. “All ready for you, ma’am.”

      Grier held up the satchel and jerked her head toward the storage room. “Let’s go, Srisha.”

      The SAID agent nodded but only took a step. Her eyes seemed drawn back to the hatch at the far end of the hall.

      Stiles held out a hand. “Tell me what to do, Sergeant.”

      Carruth set the slab in her palm, revealing a screen with a ten-digit passcode prompt. “Simple enough. Activation code is six digits: 010101. Type that in now.”

      The code opened a new screen. There were a few icons, one of them a large, red button. “This is the detonator?”

      “Set up for a five-minute delay right now. You want to change that, go to the app that looks like a clock.”

      She brought the clock app up. It showed: 00:05:00. “And this blows everything?”

      “I’m thinking this entire complex we’re in will sink about ten meters when it’s all said and done, and that comm center is probably going to be a crater of its own, probably twice as deep. That’s top-grade explosives. No forensic evidence is going to survive.”

      That meant they would never recover the dead and never know what really happened, not unless Srisha decided to admit to a crime. But would the explosion be enough to destroy the thing? That’s what mattered at the moment. It would certainly be buried.

      Stiles powered the device down and slipped it into a hip pouch.

      The SAID agent turned from the hatch to Stiles. “We’re destroying it?”

      “It’s kill it or die, Srisha.”

      “But it’s the most advanced automaton we’ve ever known.”

      “I guess we’ll have to learn to live without that knowledge. Maybe we can get to the point of creating one of our own in a more responsible way than its creators managed.”

      Carruth chuckled and squeezed between them. “Or maybe we don’t create a genocide machine after all. Excuse me.”

      The small SAID agent pulled something from the bag she wore on her hip: a knife.

      A monomolecular assassin’s blade, with edges so sharp, it could slip through almost any armor.

      Stiles froze. “Srisha, don’t.”

      Carruth spun around. “Whoa! Srisha, put that—”

      Srisha shivered. “We aren’t leaving it!”

      Grier poked her head into the storage room. “What’s going on?”

      The SAID agent lunged, but Carruth jumped her, and took her to the ground. He grunted in surprise when the smaller woman slithered free of his grip, then groaned when she buried the blade in his gut.

      Dark blood gushed from the wound, and he rolled aside. “Shit.”

      Srisha was on her feet, gory blade held up. “I know what I’m doing.”

      Stiles backed up, widened her stance, and raised her hands. “I do, too, Srisha.”

      Gunfire roared, and the SAID agent dropped. Her knife clattered to the floor. Grier stepped over Carruth, kicked the knife away, then turned Srisha over. “Sorry, Lieutenant, but I know what I’m doing, too, and that’s getting the fuck out of here.”

      Stiles relaxed. “Is she…?”

      “Dead? She will be. Did she kill the others?”

      “I think—”

      The female Marine’s head turned to the hatch at the end of the hall. “Fuck.”

      Stiles didn’t have to twist around to know what the Marine was looking at. She tore free the SAID agent’s hip pouch and pushed Grier toward the storage room. “Go!”

      Grier hooked an arm under Carruth. “Get that door ready!”

      Stiles helped pull the wounded Marine through the doorway, just ahead of Halliwell and Kohn sliding the battered door into place over the opening. There were already two fast-cure plaster buckets open. She grabbed a trowel and scooped some of the pale gray material, then slathered it along an edge of the door. Halliwell and Grier leaned against the thing while Kohn looked the wounded Marine over.

      Srisha’s wet breathing grew louder than everyone else’s. “It’s coming.”

      Grier patted Stiles’s shoulder. “Hear that? Might want to hurry it up.”

      The door shuddered, and the plaster split.

      Whatever qualifications the programming had for barriers, the door wasn’t going to meet them.

      Stiles slapped more plaster on. If it could just cure, it would at least buy them some time. “This isn’t going to stop it.”

      “I kinda figured that out on my own, ma’am.” Grier braced her back against the door and swapped out magazines. “I’m empty after this.”

      Kohn hissed. “Carruth’s bleeding out. We need to get him somewhere that I can—”

      The burly sergeant groaned. “Fuck it. Get the hell out of here.”

      “We can resuscitate you.”

      “I don’t play that game. One life, live it right.”

      Srisha’s breathing sped up. “Oh. Oh. The claws. You can see the claws!”

      A meaty thud preceded wet gurgling, then the SAID agent’s communicator squealed before going silent.

      The first strip of plaster was going dull, drying. Stiles applied a third, then a fourth. If the forerunner robot followed its apparent programming, it would spend some time tearing Srisha’s body apart. Seconds, even minutes—it was all they would need.

      Kohn took up another trowel and helped her, connecting privately. “He doesn’t want—”

      “I know. He doesn’t believe in it.”

      “But we can’t just leave him here.”

      She glanced at the dying Marine. His hands were pressed against his gut, and his eyes were squeezed shut. “It’s what he wants.”

      Halliwell squatted but kept his broad shoulders pressed against the door. He sent a private connection request.

      Stiles accepted his request, bringing him in with Kohn. “What is it, Staff Sergeant?”

      “Well, I see your lips moving and don’t hear anything. I figure you two are planning something, and I think I should be in on it.”

      She slapped plaster along the top of the door. “No planning yet.”

      “All right. So here’s mine. I say we grab some debris and pile it against the door and make a run for the stairs.”

      “Let’s get this to cure a little bit.”

      “Sure. But like you said, if it doesn’t see this as a legitimate barrier for some reason, it might go after those walls.”

      Stiles paused. “Okay. You go. Corporal Grier can hold the door now.”

      Halliwell jogged off.

      Before Grier could protest, the lieutenant reconnected to the group channel. “Here’s the plan. Petty Officer Kohn and I are going to continue applying the plaster. When we have a decent seal, Corporal Grier, you’re going to help Sergeant Halliwell gather debris. We’ll try to block this up as good as we can, then we make a run for the stairs.”

      The corporal grunted. “Okay. Won’t it just go back out through the hatch?”

      “Unless it thinks it can hunt us down in here. It might not be aware of the stairs.”

      “Oh.” Grier squatted a little lower. “What if the satchel doesn’t blow a hole big enough to get us out.”

      That drew a pained snort from Carruth. “Problem’s not gonna be whether or not you get a big enough hole, Corporal. That satchel just might blow out—” He coughed and groaned. “—might blow out the floor and bring those walls down on top of you. Best put it up high as you can.”

      “Great.”

      Halliwell returned, huffing and cradling a good-sized chunk of the shattered building materials against his chest. He set the debris against the base of the door, then hurried away. By the time he returned with another, most of the early plaster strips were curing.

      Grier cocked her head. “Safe?”

      It didn’t seem to Stiles that the rest of the plaster would make much difference. “As safe as we’re going to get.” She drove her trowel into the hardening muck at the bottom of the bucket. “Let’s get some rocks. Chuck, maybe slap some plaster against these chunks of wall to seal them to the door?”

      The petty officer flashed a thumbs-up. “On it.”

      They had eight large chunks of rock piled up, with two of them already sealed before the thing returned. Its first test was against the door, which surprisingly held without cracking the fresh seal.

      Halliwell set his wall fragment down and frowned. “Not good.”

      Kohn slapped plaster against more of the debris. “It held.”

      “That was just a tap. It’s just seeing what it’s up against. It still doesn’t see it as a barrier for some reason.”

      Grier set her own block down and dusted her gloves against her thigh armor. “Because it saw it as an opening first?”

      “Maybe.”

      He turned to Stiles. “More rocks won’t matter.”

      The door shuddered again, and this time, cracks appeared in the fresher plaster.

      Stiles pulled her flashlight from her belt. “Let’s go.”

      Carruth held a hand up weakly. “Give me the detonator.”

      She handed the pouch of storage devices to Kohn, then waved the others on. “Follow the path I marked. Hurry. I’ll catch up.”

      Their booted steps echoed but were drowned out by two more cracks, this time against the plaster walls.

      It wouldn’t be much longer.

      She squatted next to the wounded Marine and pressed the detonator into his bloody hands. “You want this?”

      “Oh, yeah. My little—” He growled, and his eyes sparkled. “—revenge.”

      “The universe will be diminished without you.”

      “Maybe. Or maybe I’ll find a way to brighten it.” He winked. “Best hurry.”

      Stiles ran, fighting the uncertainty that gnawed at her gut. Carruth seemed ready to pass out. Would he have the strength to press the button? Would they have enough time to get out?

      Trust. She had given it to Carruth. He’d earned it.

      A shockwave rolled through the underground, spraying dust and raining chunks from the ceiling.

      She kept her footing and threw her arms up over her head.

      They’d blown the satchel charge.

      Dust hung in the air, obscuring her flashlight beam. She slowed to reduce the risk of running into something.

      That saved her from serious injury.

      At the second bend, the rubble piles on either side of the passage had fallen in, littering the floor and creating a small gap she would have to crawl over to go any farther. She scampered along the edges of the debris on the floor, then up the pile that nearly blocked her way.

      Just as she crawled out the far side, Carruth connected to her. His line was scratchy, and his voice weak. “It’s coming through, Lieutenant. You got five minutes. I’ll let you know which one of us was right.”

      Her throat constricted. “I hope it’s you.”

      She started a countdown on her heads-up display and stumbled forward. There were two more bends—

      Another collapse lay ahead, but this one blocked the way completely.

      The only option was to go back and hope for an alternate route she’d missed the first time.

      Partway through the narrow gap, more rubble broke free from the ceiling. It rained down all around her and bounced off her back with a dull sting. She wiggled, but the debris had her pinned.

      She connected to Halliwell. “Staff Sergeant? Can you hear me?”

      “Barely.” His voice thrummed with distortion. “Where are you? We’re climbing out now.”

      “Pinned. A section of the roof gave way.”

      “I think I’ve got your location. We’ll come for you.”

      “The way’s blocked. Don’t worry about me. Save that data.”

      “Sorry, Lieutenant, can’t understand you. We’ll be there soon.”

      He disconnected.

      Stiles smashed a fist against the rubble pile in frustration. If they wasted time coming back for her, they wouldn’t make it out. The forerunner robot couldn’t be too far behind, and the demolitions charge was going to go off in—

      The timer countdown showed 00:03:58.

      She tried twisting again, but the clumps of debris shifted beneath her rather than giving her something to lever against.

      Her communicator vibrated.

      It was Grier. “Hey! I think I see you!”

      Stiles wiggled her boots as much as she could. “You see that?”

      “Um, no. But I’m up on the surface looking through a hole in the floor.”

      Light flickered over Stiles’s arms and glared off her facemask. They were above her. “Can you see my head moving?”

      “Oh, yeah. Okay. Wow. So, you’re pinned under a big slab of wall. Or part of it.”

      “It doesn’t feel that heavy. I can breathe.”

      Something scraped above Stiles, then she felt hands on her back. “Is that you, Grier?”

      “Yeah. Okay, no. That’s not the main wall. A piece broke off. I guess the main wall must’ve missed you. Wow. By centimeters.” The corporal’s fingers ran along the side of Stiles’s upper left arm. “You feel this thing you’re up against here?”

      Solid. Unmoving. “The wall, yes.”

      “Not the one down there; the one that used to be up here.”

      Stiles curled around enough to get a look at the wall. Grier was right. A slab rose up and out of sight, and if Stiles looked down the way she’d come originally, the lower section wall was a good meter farther to her left.

      What were the odds?

      “Okay. Can you get me out?”

      “I think so.” The corporal grunted, and the pressure against Stiles’s back lessened. “Can you move?”

      Just as Stiles twisted, she caught a glimpse of movement in the dust at the edge of her sight.

      The automaton.

      Adrenaline shot through her. The pain in her back suddenly became less important. She kicked and scrambled and dug until she had a grip on the corporal’s boot, then on the wall she was standing on. The angle was awkward, and breathing was hard, but she found enough of a hold on the ancient surface to allow her to climb free. Black soot scraped away as she cleared the hole and threw herself flat on the floor above.

      “It’s down there. Close.”

      Grier let go of the chunk of wall, which slid down deeper into the hole with a loud rasp and crash. “Clive’s got the shuttle inbound. He and Chuck are on the way.”

      Two lights danced from the direction of the stairs.

      Stiles realized where they were now, not too far from the western edge of the building compound. The wall that had fallen in was one of the few support pieces that had risen as high as the second floor. Now the wall tilted at about a 120-degree angle, still several meters above the floor they were on. That made it one of the highest points still standing.

      And tons of material had missed her by centimeters.

      The bouncing lights grew brighter, then Halliwell and Kohn were there, breathlessly panting.

      The staff sergeant pointed skyward, where the lights of the shuttle were growing brighter.

      Grier whistled. “That’s coming in fast.”

      Tumbling debris below brought Stiles around in time to see the automaton scraping at the bottom of the rubble.

      She shoved Kohn toward the sloping wall. “Up! Now!”

      Grier fired a burst into the hole, then she hooked an arm around Halliwell and started him up the ramp. Stiles stayed behind just long enough to be sure the robot had retreated, then followed.

      Kohn was already slowing. His breath was hollow, as if he couldn’t suck in enough air. She did the same as Grier, guiding the petty officer up, sharing strength.

      Then something cracked and scratched.

      The robot was back already. Climbing.

      Its claws were finding purchase, but it moved slower as a result.

      And that made it a target.

      Stiles had lost her weapon earlier. “Grier, Halliwell!”

      The Marines turned, saw the thing, and brought their weapons to bear.

      Bullets cracked off of it, doing no apparent damage, but it hunkered down anyway.

      It was a standoff, it not moving but forcing them to hold position to fire.

      Stiles’s communicator crackled, and Benson’s voice was drowned by hissing and pops. “Say again, Commander!”

      “We see you!” The last word stretched and twisted in a long echo.

      The shuttle engines whined, and it came to a stop at the top of the wall. In the glow of its exterior lights, Stiles saw the airlock hatch open. Benson was there, statuesque, waving.

      “Fuck!” Grier tossed her weapon down the wall. “Empty!”

      Halliwell waved them up. “Move!”

      Stiles shoved Kohn up. It was like pushing a noodle.

      After a few steps, the big Marine’s carbine went silent as well. “Empty!”

      He came up after them, sucking air, taking Grier’s hand. Climbing.

      But the robot came after. Even at a more modest rate, it closed quickly.

      The timer showed 00:00:38.

      Something arced over their heads and bounced slightly, then rattled down the wall. It rolled along an impossibly straight line, passing just centimeters wide of the robot.

      Then exploding.

      The wall shivered, and all four of them dropped to their hands and knees. There was no way they were going to make it.

      Except when Stiles glanced back, the automaton was gone.

      How—?

      The thing was at the base of the wall, clawing its way up again.

      Stubborn. Definitely stubborn. And fast now.

      At the top of the wall, Benson was dragging Kohn into the shuttle. She had a harness on, but she was really favoring her taped-up leg. When he scrambled out of sight, she reached out for Grier. The corporal dragged herself up into the airlock and spun around, immediately reaching for Halliwell.

      00:00:08

      Benson offered a hand to Stiles.

      But the lieutenant knew they couldn’t get far enough away to avoid the robot.

      “Got another grenade?”

      The commander pulled back, and a moment later, a grenade tumbled down the slope of the wall, this time straight for the robot.

      And detonated beneath it.

      She let the fuse run low!

      Once again, the wall shuddered, but this time, it snapped.

      Benson reached a hand out; Stiles grabbed hold…just as the wall fell away.

      Grier had Halliwell in now, but the commander was struggling to haul Stiles in. Benson’s knee seemed to give, and she pitched forward, then she and Stiles both fell.

      The lieutenant squeezed the other woman’s wrist, but the glove was dust-covered and didn’t manage much of a grip. Far below, the black depths of the ruins called.

      Fire flashed deep in that darkness, then the air all around shook.

      The shuttle engine whine grew louder, straining as the craft banked and headed toward the structure across the broad avenue. Benson swung from the safety cable, and Stiles clung to her. Their eyes were wide and locked onto each other as realization hit that the shuttle could be headed for a crash.

      As suddenly as the shuttle had banked and lost altitude, it leveled off.

      Grier had the harness cable in her hand. Her feet were braced against the wall around the airlock hatch. Halliwell reached past her, grabbed the cable, and pulled.

      Centimeter by centimeter, they drew the two women up, until first Benson was inside, then Stiles.

      Kohn poked his head inside the airlock. “Closing the outer hatch! All extremities inside!”

      And with that, the hatch hissed shut.

      Benson pushed herself up on her elbows and smiled woozily. “Okay. Now for the hard part.”

      Halliwell helped her up, and Grier did the same for Stiles.

      As Benson made her way toward the cockpit on unsteady legs, she connected to someone. “Captain Gadreau, our people have been retrieved. Launch now! We’ll meet you at the satellites.”

      Stiles had barely dropped into a seat and lowered the harness, when the shuttle hit full thrust and the g-force shoved her back.

      At her side, Kohn had his arms wrapped around his harness and his eyes closed. He shook his head. “I hope she was being sarcastic about that being the easy part.”

      A smile slipped across Stiles’s lips, but only for a second.

      She wasn’t even sure what easy was.
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      Gaining the weightlessness of space again seemed a victory all its own. Staring at the black of space, Benson rubbed her throbbing leg and told herself the pain wasn’t something to be lamented; it was a reminder that she was alive. So many others who had gone to the surface of Jotun hadn’t been so fortunate, and she was sure there were many Azoren who had died as well.

      She was just happy now to be free of her rebreather, to be out of the moon’s frozen, lifeless air, to hear the world with her own ears instead of the speakers of her helmet and mask. The authenticity of Reyes’s voice brought a warmth to Benson’s awareness, same as the dull smell of ozone coming off the cockpit control systems and the acrid, charred taste in the back of her throat.

      That taste—the burned remnants of the moon—would stay with her for a while, she was sure.

      Reyes cocked her head slightly. “You okay, Commander?”

      “Okay?” Benson glanced down at her command tablet. “Alive. That’s enough.”

      “Definitely a great start.”

      “Let’s see if we can keep the momentum going.”

      “Lead on, ma’am.”

      Benson swallowed. Lead on. She had led on, and her leadership had seen more of her people die than live. It all seemed too much, but someone had to take the role.

      Data scrolled across the device screen: updates from McLeod about the task force engagement, official complaints from Gadreau about leaving the dead behind, and demands from Patel for updates on his sister Srisha.

      Stiles had already stepped into the situation with Patel—it was now a GSA-SAID matter, not something for the Navy to be concerned with.

      And apparently it had nothing to do with Patel’s sister.

      Data. It was all about the data. A pouch full of data.

      Although the lieutenant had hinted even that wasn’t the full truth. Halliwell and Grier both seemed to agree with that assessment. Whatever had killed the GSA SIGINT team—a forerunner robot, an indigenous creature capable of living on a frozen, mostly barren moon, a shadow of a nightmare—had been in the ruins, prowling, waiting. For how long?

      That had been what SAID had wanted. Everyone—even Patel’s sister—had been expendable in the pursuit of that threat.

      Shadow. Darkness. Lies and deception.

      Benson wasn’t a fan of the intelligence world, yet it’s what had sucked her in and surrounded her now. She owed her crew more: light, hope, honesty. Those seemed out of reach at this point, but she wasn’t giving up.

      The task force was holding its own against the much larger Azoren ship, mostly thanks to the stealth system that had been installed on the Pandora. It apparently was a match for the Azoren ship’s targeting systems. Neither side could get a clean firing solution on the other, but the Marie Belle and Polaris were suffering systems failures that left them vulnerable.

      And McLeod was at wit’s end with Scalise, who seemed fixated on tactics he didn’t agree with.

      The lieutenant commander was going to be a project. With so few quality officers left in the Navy, Benson couldn’t just jettison the woman. Rehabilitation, positive encouragement, a bit of sternness—those were the available tools.

      But they had to be second to saving lives and resources, which would mean more confrontations and slower improvement.

      Agent Patel sent another demand for a video connection.

      Instead, Benson sent a text: Agent Patel, we’ll conduct an AAR once safely out of Azoren space. It seems inappropriate to burn bandwidth and time on the matter now when you lacked either during the ground engagement.

      Seconds passed, and the SAID agent didn’t respond.

      Message received, she hoped.

      She turned her attention to the task force. As far as she could tell, Scalise had actually done fairly well given the limitations of her resources. Five hits, only two of them direct. It seemed reasonable. None of the vessels were crippled, and they’d managed three direct hits of their own in retaliation. The enemy cruiser’s weapons were more powerful, its shields and armor more capable, but it hadn’t managed a kill. The Azoren captain was using conventional—if outdated—tactics, probably compensating for a lack of support ships.

      That lack of support ships was what most intrigued Benson. It hinted at a ship arriving at a fortuitous moment or responding to a distress beacon rather than a planned ambush.

      No signals ship, no gunships, nothing to run interference when a new variable entered the situation—it left even a capital ship vulnerable.

      She tried to connect to Parkinson, but he didn’t respond. There were only three shuttles: hers, the one carrying Gadreau and survivors, and the one piloted by Lieutenant Durall. The dying pilot had managed to get the shuttle stuffed with all the explosives and the dying troops and those who might be resuscitated off the moon. No one was going to question Durall being resuscitated. Not after what he’d done.

      Benson gambled Dietrich would have kept Parkinson with the survivors and connected with the doctor.

      He accepted. “Commander Benson? Are you aware that Captain Gadreau is monitoring all communications?”

      She groaned inwardly. “Is he making a face?”

      “Something ranging between days-long constipation and a glower. With Marines, it’s hard to know for sure. Now that I think about it, it could be a typical face. Perhaps he’s reading the message of the day.”

      “I tried connecting to Chief Parkinson.”

      “The good chief rests easy in the seat beside me, drooling onto the harness.”

      “He’s alive?”

      “And blissfully oblivious thanks to a small cocktail I administered.”

      “I need to speak to him.”

      The doctor sighed. “The cocktail was more for my sake than his.”

      “I’m sorry, but he was digging into the Azoren stealth gear for me.”

      “Yes. That was what made the drugs necessary. The only thing worse than the chief bragging about his accomplishments is the chief talking about how inferior others are.”

      “He found something?”

      “My impression was that he’s figured out everything the Azoren have ever known and will ever accomplish. Obviously, you will need to run a Parkinson Filter against that.”

      That brought a smile to her face. Dr. Gaines had coined the term as her way of separating Parkinson’s bullshit from his true accomplishments. “Can you wake him?”

      “Only under protest.”

      “The drugs or his wounds?”

      “Oh, no. He’ll survive either of those. It’s having to listen to him.”

      “Doctor, please.”

      “All right. But you owe me a bottle of Scotch and a day to sleep it off.”

      “So long as I can choose that day.”

      “Accepted. He’ll be awake in a few minutes. You’ll know by my groans of despair.”

      “Have him connect with me once he’s alert, please.”

      Benson spent the minutes running through the updated data sent by the Clarion. The Azoren cruiser hadn’t changed its tactics, even with the shuttles and gunship approaching. They weren’t a threat, and she doubted Patel would allow his gunship to engage anyway.

      But the lack of change was another positive sign. It showed arrogance and rigidity. Yes, the cruiser would win out over time, but not changing tactics?

      It was a blind spot.

      Parkinson sent a connection request.

      “Chief, you alert?” Benson scanned through the next set of updates. There was no missing the other captain’s patterns now.

      “Yes. I…” He swallowed. “I don’t recall falling asleep, to be honest.”

      “You made progress with the Azoren stealth technology?”

      “Oh!” His tone brightened. “Actually, yes. The funny thing is—”

      “I have a question for you. It’s critical that you think this through. Can you do that?”

      “About the stealth technology?”

      “Yes.”

      “Well, I only had a little while to examine—”

      “Chief, yes or no. Do you think you can answer a question about the technology?”

      “Y-yes. With caveats.”

      That would have to do. “Assuming the technology can be extrapolated beyond visual obscurement—”

      “Oh, it’s not obscurement, not in the sense you probably mean. It’s nothing new. We’ve had the same technology ourselves for a while. I’ve seen it. This is just a refinement.”

      “We have?”

      “In technical papers, for years. In prototype, at least in the last decade. It’s a few concepts, really: signal pass-through, infrared masking and interpolation, data exploitation.”

      “And what does that mean, please?”

      “It means that for ships like the Clarion, which rely exclusively on signals to process what’s out there, fake data confuses targeting. Remember how you said you saw a blur when you looked through the mask’s optics, but the turret gun couldn’t get a lock-on?”

      “Yes.”

      “That’s because you were getting signals that relied on analog data and the gun’s targeting was counting on purely digital data.”

      “Analog meaning my eyes?”

      “Exactly.”

      “My eyes aren’t going to be able to spot a ship moving at the acceleration and distance we’re talking about. We have to rely on detection systems for targeting.”

      “Which is why a system like this becomes a problem for ships.”

      “For all ships, though. It’s not a real advantage if both sides have the technology. It’s just a pain in the ass.”

      “Right. Your odds of landing a hit with a weapon go from slim to astronomical. But there’s an upside.”

      “There is?”

      “Those systems use power. Lots of power.”

      “Thank you, Chief.” Benson disconnected.

      She thought back to the globe that now rested in her cabin aboard the Clarion and to what all the holographic images meant. Being in command required making tough choices. Even before entering the academy, she knew that. It meant ordering actions that would kill enemies—often, hundreds of humans at a time. It meant selecting people for hopeless missions.

      And that’s what she had to do if her people were going to escape.

      Benson connected to Lieutenant Durall.

      He chuckled when he answered. “Congratulations, Commander!”

      “Congratulations?”

      “For…beating the odds.” His voice was like dry leaves crumpling underfoot.

      “Oh. Yes.” Less than a fifty percent chance of survival. “The credit goes to you.”

      “Yeah. But I’m beating the odds, too, right? Re—” He gasped. “Resuscitation.”

      “Like I promised.”

      “Right?”

      “About that, Lieutenant.”

      “You—” He groaned. “You aren’t backing off on that promise, are you now?”

      Her throat constricted. “The Republic needs something from you.”

      “Something more than I already gave it?”

      “I’m afraid so.” She gave the pilot a moment to let that settle in. “Lieutenant?”

      “What is it?”

      “The Azoren cruiser. If we break off engagement, it will pick us off when we try to flee. No one lives.”

      “So we blow it up.”

      “We can’t. It’s going to win an engagement of attrition, and that’s what’s going on right now.”

      “Then we leave a ship behind to keep it pin—”

      “The only ship that could last a second against it alone is the Pandora, because of its stealth system, and it has no weapons.”

      He made a wet, gurgling sound, like a strained swallow. “So what are you asking for?”

      “The Azoren captain has followed the same basic pattern in evading our attacks. There’s no fear of our ships, and for good reason: We can’t lock on with their technology.”

      “Can’t help you there, Commander.”

      “But you can. You’ve got a shuttle full of explosives. It’s like a giant missile, enough to overwhelm a cruiser’s shields at close range. Accelerating like it is, even getting a small chunk of debris in its path will be devastating.”

      “Debris meaning…me. Once I blow myself to pieces and take the shields down.”

      There was no answer to that.

      Durall laughed, but it was cut short by another wet gurgle. “Might be…academic, Commander. I don’t know that I’m going to be around much longer.”

      “We can maneuver your shuttle remotely. I wanted you to know, though.”

      “Wow. Thanks.”

      Reyes frowned. She tapped the cockpit console display: They were coming into the battle zone. They were going to have to decelerate to stay clear of their own ships and to reduce the odds of the Azoren cruiser taking shots at them. Already, the chances of a stray blast hitting them had increased.

      Durall sighed. “Fuck. I was so sure I’d done it.”

      Beat the odds. Benson stared into the dark of space. “I’m sorry. I really am.”

      “Blaze of glory, I guess.”

      “You’ll be remembered, Lieutenant. I’ll pass your accomplishments on to—” She swallowed. “—Monica and Tonya.”

      “That’s something, I guess.”

      “They’ll have more than a posthumous medal.”

      “Sure. You…um, you mind doing…the remote piloting? I think I’d…like to sort of just…”

      “Get some rest, Lieutenant. You’ve done tremendous work.”

      “Thanks. Lieutenant Durall out.”

      Benson’s shuttle entered a slow deceleration that pushed the commander forward against her harness. She braced the command tablet against her lap and connected to the control systems of Pulsar S2. It took a minute to calculate the optimal intercept for the shuttle, another to pass along to the Pandora crew what it needed to do to hide the shuttle, then another to set the detonator to trigger at the optimal point.

      They would have one chance.

      When she was done, she accepted a connection from McLeod.

      “Commander Benson. I understand one of your shuttles has entered the battle zone.”

      “It has, Colonel.”

      “Commander Scalise is incensed about this. She insists you’re interfering with her ability to command.”

      “Please pass along my praise of her performance so far.”

      The colonel chortled. “I think I’ll leave that to you, actually.”

      “In about fifteen minutes, you’re going to detect an explosion. I’m sending Commander Scalise the coordinates now. When that explosion happens, the Azoren cruiser is going to be vulnerable—shields down, maybe some damage to the hull. It might be for a second; it might be for a minute. You must have all ships get a lock-on to the cruiser in that instant and fire.”

      “Commander Scalise believes the proper approach is to have our weapons—”

      “Colonel, as the officer in charge of this operation, I’m asking you to inform her of this requirement.”

      “I see. She’s been resistant to challenges.”

      “Present it to her as an opportunity to bring an end to this battle.”

      “Uh-huh. Well. I don’t think that’s going to change her ways, but perhaps it’s time I reminded her that she’s subordinate to you.”

      “Unless you want me to, sir.”

      “No.” He blew out a deep, long breath. “No, this is just one of the duties I have to undertake in this role.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I hope you’re right, Commander. Because if you’re wrong and we somehow survive—”

      “I know.”

      Benson transmitted the targeting data and timing to Scalise and the rest of the ship captains, then sat back. Durall’s shuttle was still accelerating, carrying dozens of worthy heroes to obliteration instead of the promise of a chance at resuscitation. It felt like murder.

      It felt like what Martinez must have experienced when he’d committed the Pandora to a suicide mission.

      And it gnawed at her like nothing ever had before.

      When Gadreau sent a connection request, she accepted, even though her cheeks felt like they were on fire and tears welled in her eyes. “Captain, thank you for—”

      “What the hell is going on with Pulsar S2?”

      “I think that’s, ‘What the hell, ma’am,’ Captain, but I applaud your concern.”

      “I’ve got eight of my best Marines in that shuttle, men and women who are guaranteed to see resuscitation after years of proven performance!”

      “Unfortunately, Captain, as you know, resuscitation is never guaranteed.”

      “What are you doing, Commander?”

      “What I have to do, Captain. Nothing more. Nothing less.” A voice in her head assured her this was true, but it sounded hollow and false.

      Gadreau killed the connection. He would reach out to McLeod or maybe Patel next. Maybe threats would come in. Demands.

      Orders.

      She thought of shutting her communicator down, but that would be cowardly.

      What was needed for now was accountability. She was murdering her own people.

      She was taking command.

      Her palms grew damp and her mouth dry.

      Reyes pointed to the console. A giant heat blossom flared in the distance.

      Pulsar S-2. The detonation. Durall.

      “Commander?” Reyes tapped her helmet. “Lots of chatter. They’ve got sensor reads on that cruiser. Lock-on. Shields are down. It’s damaged.”

      Data flowed in from the Clarion: The task force had registered numerous hits.

      The cruiser was speeding away.

      Benson bowed her head and allowed herself to cry.

      Reyes cleared her throat. “Clear to board the Clarion, ma’am. We’re heading home.”

      “Thank you.”

      Benson put her helmet and facemask back on. “Wake me when we’re aboard, please, Ensign. I’m feeling very tired.”

      “Of course, Commander. And, um, if it matters, thanks. For saving us.”

      It was probably the only thanks that Benson would ever hear. She had battles ahead of her with Gadreau, with Patel, with Scalise, and who knew what other people and factions. But Benson would be ready for them. She wouldn’t back down or accept anyone trying to change the meaning of what had been done.

      They were fighting in the shadow of truth now, and she was going to shine a light on everything, even if it destroyed her.
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      The story is actually the first piece used to construct the opening arc. It was based on a very extensive plot I’d developed some years ago. The plot was as you see here—a rescue operation of a vital intelligent asset behind enemy lines. Because of the nature of wayward intelligence agents in War in Shadow, the particulars of the asset were changed. Once again, the story of people plunging everyone headlong into a war is the core.

      Intelligence analysis isn’t just a discipline, it’s a charge that requires honesty and objectivity. I spent enough time around intelligence analysts during my career to realize that wasn’t necessarily something that was built in. When the system allows people to see what they want to see, people die. Lots of people.

      If you enjoyed Shadow Play, I hope you’ll pick up the rest of the series. Also, please consider posting a review and letting friends know about the series. Word of mouth and reviews are pure gold.
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