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        Fold Space

        Cecily Benson

      

      

      Cecily Benson would never be comfortable with Fold Space. The way everything was distorted, stretched, or compressed, colors merging into a riot that was too intense to be pretty—it screwed with her senses. She suffered strange dreams of her name whispered in an infinite abyss, the ever-present aroma of cinnamon in her waking hours, replaced by nausea-born shivers when she settled in bed…

      Understandably, all of that left her feeling as if she weren’t so much traveling through a dimension where distances were impossibly compressed as being rewritten by some malicious universal computer, there one minute, gone the next, then back again at the far end of a several-hundred-light-year trip, close enough to who she’d been before but subtly changed.

      The thought of being erased and reimagined terrified her.

      She rose from the modest table of the Dove ship’s lone, brightly lit conference room and stretched, hating the way her ambassadorial uniform clung to her, the way hunger battled with shame, the way her scent imprinted on the stuffy air. It wasn’t as if she needed the azure, form-fitting coat and pants to remind her of the figure she cut—tall; filling out and going soft since leaving the Kedraalian Republic Navy for Diplomatic Corps duty; a face some called attractive but she found a little too exotic, a little too strong of features. Every morning when she woke and every night when she went to bed, she was reminded of the decision she’d made to resign her commission only a few years past and the associated costs.

      Premature aging, energy draining away, life passing her by.

      Sit around the entire day in meetings or reading reports or writing those same reports for someone else to read, and what did she expect to happen to her?

      Once this mission was over and she’d secured a promotion, things were going to change. She’d resume the old rigid workout schedule from her naval days, get back to a healthier lifestyle, maybe not lose weight so much as rebuild the muscle she’d lost.

      Her jade eyes went to the thin slate of green translucent plastic resting on the smooth white polymer surface of the molded table. That data device held the latest updates on the situation awaiting her at the Galactic League Hub known as Crossroads 4.

      Human history made mention of war drums beating millennia ago. Maybe that was what she was hearing now, the call to arms of people who simply didn’t appreciate the hell of armed conflict.

      After massaging the kinks out of the small of her back, she returned to the chair—the same white as the table, like everything in the conference room—and brought up the latest messages.

      Ambassador Emmet Ruto had filed the latest protestations from the Gythal ambassador about League involvement in Oranian military actions. Foreign Minister Naomi Widodo had filed three amendments to the itinerary, including meeting with the full League assembly to deliver the speech, with footnotes to address changes to private meeting agendas afterward. Diplomatic Services Director Hasan Sas had provided not ten but twenty assessments of League positions regarding the latest Oranian saber-rattling that made this mission so critical in the first place.

      The conference room hatch hissed open, and a short, ruddy-skinned man with thinning, slicked-back red hair stepped into the room. A smile split his round face, and a twinkle lit his pale-blue eyes. “Good morning, Ambassador.” He drew the word good out for effect, somehow turning his rasp into a pleasant sound.

      She glared at him from beneath her full eyebrows. “I asked not to be disturbed.”

      Two uniformed spacers, decked out in the same dress white jacket and pants as the redheaded man wore, marched in, each carrying a shiny silver tray. The taller of the sailors set down his tray and removed a matching dome to reveal a plate covered with steaming yellow eggs, slivers of spiced meat cooked to a grayish-brown, and slices of toasted bread. His shorter comrade rested her tray beside the first, revealing a tea service. She proceeded to pour amber-colored roka into a finely crafted white china cup with the Diplomatic Corps emblem of a blue hand cupping a stylized dove.

      Once the two spacers had marched back out, the redheaded man positively beamed, bouncing up and down on the balls of his feet. “Orders from Director Sas. You are to be kept well-fed and rested so that you’re ready for service the second you step off Dove-12.”

      “I’m an adult, Gerald. I think I can feed myself.”

      “Not according to the logs from the galley. You skipped lunch and dinner yesterday and breakfast this morning.”

      “I haven’t felt⁠—”

      “And you won’t feel better until you get some nutrients in you.”

      Cecily groaned. “I’m turning into a pig.”

      The officer squinted at her. “I’m no expert on Earth livestock, but the pigs we brought to Kedraal have pointy ears and⁠—”

      She took up a fork and stabbed at the eggs. “I’m not in the mood.”

      “Because you haven’t been eating.”

      “Eating now. See?” She shoved a forkful of eggs into her mouth and chewed without closing it.

      He chuckled. “If you’re feeling bloated, we have a small gym aboard, remember?”

      “When would I use that? Maybe instead of sleeping four hours a night?”

      That knocked the smile off his face. He sagged, suddenly losing the upbeat demeanor he’d maintained from the moment she’d come aboard his ship, then pulled out a chair opposite hers and plopped down. “I’d hoped to tell you before now how much respect I have for the Diplomatic Corps.”

      “So much so that you call an envoy ‘ambassador’?”

      He waved that away. “Everyone knows you have a promotion coming after this mission, and it’s a well-deserved one.”

      “You mean it’s a show of the continued influence of my mother.”

      “No. That’s not what I mean at all.” Eyes sparkling, he brushed back his thinning hair. “You have a lot of your mother’s attributes.”

      Cecily let him have it with her most withering glare. “Thanks.”

      “Hear me out. My father served alongside Admiral Benson. He said she was exactly what the Navy needed, and when she went into parliament, she was what the Republic needed. And now, looking at how hard you work, I see someone who’s exactly what the Diplomatic Corps needs.”

      “Maybe I am, but that doesn’t mean I’m immune to second-guessing.”

      “Who isn’t? I’m a legacy, an Academy graduate, and I made commander quicker than anyone else in my class. Captaining a ship like this might be seen as a prestige position, but there are days where I find myself wondering if maybe I’ve already peaked, if I’ll be the first in the Halloran line not to make captain.”

      Cecily tore a slice of toast in half, then piled it with eggs. “Is that your ambition—Captain Halloran?”

      “I wouldn’t feel bad about it. Commanding one of those new Macedonian-class cruisers coming off the assembly line. Can you imagine how Joshua and Florence would react to that?”

      Of course he would be thinking of his twins. They were all he ever talked about—them and his wife. “You’ll get your cruiser. Just wait and see.”

      The sparkle was back in his eyes. “You don’t think about that? Taking one of those marvelous beasts up against an Oranian battle station, maybe punching a hole through that supposedly impregnable armor?”

      “Wasn’t the war against the Mirgan enough for you?”

      “I was XO aboard a corvette. We took out a couple damaged destroyers. That’s not the same.” He drew in a long breath, eyes looking at something far away, then his attention was back on her. “You brought up ambition. Is this yours?”

      “An ambassadorship. A career as a diplomat?” She winced. Would it give away too much if she admitted that anything that didn’t leave her competing with her mother’s accomplishments would do? “Maybe? I’m only thirty-one. I’m still trying to figure out what the future means.”

      “Plenty of time to decide.”

      She finished off the slice of toast, took a bite of the meat, then washed down the spicy warmth with the bittersweet drink. If she weren’t so concerned about her health, she would’ve added some sweetener. “When did you know?”

      “What I wanted to be?” The captain grunted. “I think I was twelve.”

      “Great. Thanks.”

      He laughed. “Do you think I ever saw myself commanding a vessel for the Diplomatic Corps? These Dove-class ships are pretty enough, sleek and fast and comfortable as any out there, but there’s not a weapon mount or a rack of missiles to be seen. Fifty meters long, white paint they never let chip or dull, and as good a sensor array or navigational system as you’ll see in any warship. But it’s not a warship, and that’s what those twelve-year-old eyes saw when they dreamed of me being a captain.”

      “That’s the way it is in the Navy. It’s all about stepping⁠—”

      A klaxon shrieked, and the room’s lights dimmed. Commander Halloran bolted out of his chair and tapped his jaw to activate the communication device adhered to his skin. “Bridge, this is Halloran. What’s going on?”

      The ruddy-skinned man paled, then a faint sense of nausea and disorientation ran through Cecily, and the envoy knew what had been said at the other end of the communication: They were coming out of Fold Space.

      She slid the data device into her jacket pocket, then got to her feet, threw her arms out to stabilize herself, and followed the captain out of the conference room, catching his words as he hurried toward the lift. After a few steps, the short man changed course and took the stairs. There was a tension in his voice that wouldn’t be there if this were some planned or at least trained-for situation.

      But how did you come out of Fold Space without planning to? The drives were configured to handle failure more gracefully than this. What she’d felt in the conference room—that had been like an abrupt shutdown.

      If they’d come out of Fold Space without proper planning, the navigation system would be hours—maybe days—charting a correcting course. Her schedule would be ruined!

      She would have to call Crossroads 4, warn Ambassador Ruto⁠—

      The ship shuddered, and she stumbled to her knees, then to her hands. Lights dimmed in the passageway, then flickered. A surprising silence filled the air, the absence of noise she hadn’t really paid attention to until now: ventilation.

      Cecily crawled several feet, then got up and ran the rest of the way to her cabin, where the hatch opened, paused, then opened the rest of the way.

      Smoke hung in the air now, and the lights failed for a moment.

      Something was going on, and it wasn’t just a Fold Space engine failure. As she ran through possibilities, she plopped onto her bed and brought out her data device. As the senior representative of the Diplomatic Corps aboard Dove-12, she had access to ship systems. So long as she didn’t get in the way, she could poke around and see what was happening.

      She activated the systems interface and thumbed in her credentials, then tapped through until she was looking at the status report feed.

      Life support, maneuvering, communications—everything was in the red.

      Lights flickered, went out, then came back on at half their already dim luminosity. Her connection died, forcing her to reenter credentials.

      What could have caused so much damage? Had they struck something?

      In Fold Space? That…wasn’t possible!

      Cecily connected to the sensors and played back through the history, stopping at about five minutes back, when they’d still been in Fold Space, and she’d been eating her breakfast, which now protested against her, the spices rumbling in her gut.

      A flicker in the sensor display caught her eye: something was there.

      She wound back to the point where it first appeared and drilled down, mentally working her way along the ship’s white hull until she could imagine where the sensor in question was located: on the dorsal, aft of the conference room, closer to port.

      That sensor had detected something appearing in Fold Space from out of nowhere, something far too close to Dove-12 to be safe.

      But the proximity hadn’t tripped anything, hadn’t affected the ship’s systems. Everything had been fine until⁠—

      She saw it then—the ugly flare of energy bolts registering on the sensor feed, the subsequent collapse of systems when the bolts lanced through shields and armor as if they weren’t even there.

      And then came the immediate failure of the Fold Space engines.

      They’d been attacked!

      Cecily didn’t have a dedicated communication device adhered to her jaw, but she had communications available through her data device. She tapped a connection to Commander Halloran.

      The connection was declined. A moment later, a short message appeared, a video of the wildly blinking man, forehead damp with sweat. “Ambassador Benson, seal yourself in your quarters. Do so immediate⁠—”

      Sparks fell from the ceiling above him, and the stout man wheeled around.

      Except…those weren’t sparks. That was molten material dribbling down, trailing smoke and glowing. And that material fell not just from the ceiling but from the hull outside, because the bridge rested forward and just below the heavy dorsal armor plating.

      What could possibly cut through that sort of armor?

      Halloran spun around, wild-eyed, no longer aware of the camera he’d been looking into a moment before. “Prepare to repel boarders!”

      The two Navy spacers who’d only minutes ago served Cecily breakfast raced past the captain, shotguns pointed at the slowly forming hole being cut into the top of the bridge.

      Boarders? When the first cut had appeared, there’d been no sign of atmosphere venting, so whatever was slicing through all that armor had sealed onto the outer hull.

      The bridge crew hurried around, disappearing, then reappearing with shotguns, gas masks, and axes.

      Axes.

      Boarding actions were rare. They were dangerous for boarders and defenders alike. Yanking a ship out of Fold Space was unheard of. The odds of a ship following another ship out of Fold Space weren’t much better than the odds of a ship successfully guessing where another ship would be when knocked out of the other dimension. In both cases, those odds weren’t big enough to give serious consideration to, yet she couldn’t deny what she was seeing.

      What was going on?

      Almost in answer, the heavy, glowing plate dropped past the gathered spacers and boomed against the deck. They opened fire, shotguns roaring through the camera connection.

      Then the illumination winked out. Someone shouted for emergency lighting, but that should’ve kicked on automatically.

      Something heavy thudded against the deck, then a series of red lights flashed on, rising until just above what she estimated would be eye level.

      People shouted.

      Someone fired.

      Others fired.

      Anything else was drowned out by the thunder of some terrible weapon, and then the only sound that came through the camera was the wet gurgling of the dying crew.

      Then even that was drowned out as something banged against the hull outside Cecily’s cabin.

      An instant later, molten sparks began to dribble onto the deck of her cabin.
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        Ferekon

        Private Avery Shetty

      

      

      There were only eight Q-comm stations aboard the Kedraalian Navy troop transport ship Zulu. Eight stations serving the five thousand Marines and nearly two hundred crew. Eight stations were supposed to provide live connection from Marine or Navy personnel to someone back home, thousands of light-years away. If you wanted access to one of those stations, you downloaded a chit to your utility device and you queued.

      And you waited.

      For Avery Shetty, the wait was nearly over. Digital timers mounted above the entry to each smoked glass booth counted down, starting off green at the beginning of the allocated five minutes, then dropping through amber at two minutes, and finally to red at one minute. Two of those booths were in the red now, and only one person stood in front of him.

      He scraped a thumb over the hard plastic of the utility device, hoping it would be enough to convince him it was real, that he was less than a minute from calling Miranda, from seeing her beautiful oval face and looking into her dark, expressive eyes.

      Thinking of his high school sweetheart was uncomfortable with so many people tightly packed around him. A quick glance back showed some staring glumly, others yawning, and still more looking as excited as he felt.

      Two women lined up behind him whispered to each other, each looking quite different from the other—one nearly as tall as him and slender, the other shorter and nicely filling out her flight suit; the tall one’s older face was more cheerful and open compared to the other one’s serious, strained look. Despite those differences, he was sure they were sisters.

      It was the eyes, probably. Not the color, he thought. That was as different as their hair, the tall one blond and blue-eyed, the shorter one brunette and closer to green. But the shape and spacing of their eyes, along with the button noses and the Cupid’s bow of the lips—those were the same.

      And no matter how different they seemed from each other, they were both wildly different from him, undoubtedly from northern European stock. His ancestors had hailed from India back on Earth, although he was pretty sure they’d lived somewhere else before the exodus.

      Here he was, third generation Kedraalian, and with his pronounced nose, deep-gold skin, and black hair, he still looked as if he’d grown up in the southwest of that faraway subcontinent.

      That was what it was to be human, to be Kedraalian: different but the same.

      A bell chimed, announcing time had run out for one of the booths, killing the connection to someone precious, maybe a mother or sibling or father. Maybe the Marine or spacer had someone as wonderful as Miranda back home, waiting for their return from this mission to the strange planet below.

      The booth door hissed open, and fans spun up, blasting out the air as a short, young woman with deep-black skin stepped out, dark eyes wet and bloodshot, Navy gray coveralls stretched wide at the hip.

      As she marched past, trailing the scent of tears and perspiration, a powerful fire radiating out from her, Shetty looked away and shivered, same as any human would. Even a ship the size of the Zulu wasn’t big enough for the uncomfortable moment.

      In his head, thoughts formed on their own, tossing around the idea that the crying woman’s ill fortune wasn’t a jinx, a toxic contagion that would spread through proximity.

      No, this was good luck. It was a comrade taking a shot and collapsing, a shot that had to hit someone. Better that comrade than you.

      Someone in the queue behind Shetty grumbled that he needed to get moving.

      Head down, he hurried to the booth, smelled the young woman’s soap and sweat, felt her heat in the air and on the firm bench that made him appreciate he only had five minutes. When the door sealed, the fans died, and he felt the heat cooking inside him now.

      The counter began, even before he activated the chit to open the connection.

      His heart thudded, and it became harder to think.

      What if Miranda wasn’t home? What time would it be? Would it count against him if the Q-comm back on Dramora was down?

      Those questions evaporated when the Q-comm tone filled the stuffy little booth. Over the impossible distance between Ferekon and Dramora, the system had managed a successful connection.

      He should be in university, learning the details about technologies like that, things that had helped human civilization advance by centuries. Joining the Marines had been a desperate move, a stupid idea, a way to recover after being denied a scholarship at the prestigious Kedraalian Polytechnic Institute. If he wrapped up his four-year tour, though, he wouldn’t need a scholarship. He’d have access to zero-interest loans plus the assorted educational bonuses the Marines set aside for⁠—

      The connection chimed, and a snowy haze filled the display, slowly resolving into a yawning Miranda Kumar. Shorter than him, with paler skin and softer features, she’d done something with her hair, a new style that made her look older. And she was in pajamas, a magenta velvet that seemed so bright.

      She yawned, brow knit. “Avery?”

      Couldn’t she see him? She sounded so confused.

      “Hi. I guess you haven’t received my message yet that I was selected for the Ferekon mission. It’s Operation Noble Defense. Did you hear about that? It’s the first major Galactic League military effort. Everyone’s here: Gythal, Zienmar, Koluush, Iviryn, Uzwulii. The Anirii sent a fleet, too.”

      Miranda screwed up her face, but nothing she could do could make her any less beautiful in his eyes. “You didn’t get my message?”

      “Your message? Uh. We’ve been in Fold Space for a week, and they just made the Q-comm available to us. The first couple days is all about catching up on⁠—”

      “I sent you a message, Avery. It was weeks ago.”

      “When?”

      “After you left.”

      “After my leave?” How long ago had he been back home?

      She gave him that bug-eyed look that said she was having none of him asking questions with obvious answers. If she’d sent a message using a low-priority Fold Space transmission, it might still be en route to his training post.

      Explaining that he’d returned from leave to find himself fast-tracked into Operation Noble Defense was only going to make her more bitter about him joining the Marines in the first place, so he opted for a broad smile. “I’ll probably receive it when I return to post in a month or two.”

      Miranda folded her arms over her chest. “I can’t believe you’re making me do this.”

      “Do what?”

      “Break up with you on a Q-comm call.”

      “Break…”

      The universe did some sort of strange collapsing trick, the glow of the terminal going intensely bright, the vertical rectangle growing impossibly detailed, then as suddenly far away and impossible to see with any clarity, the golden glow of numbers and letters mere pinpricks.

      From far, far away, Miranda’s pretty face twisted. “I’m too young to be dealing with all this separation. Anyway, Jimmy Chao got into the Institute, and my parents think he’s a better fit for me.”

      Jimmy…Chao… The guy who’d cheated off Shetty’s maths and physics tests for years.

      Shetty swallowed, unsure when someone had punched him so hard in the gut that he couldn’t breathe. “I thought…we were…”

      Miranda shook her hair and held up a hand. “No. Don’t get me started. It’s over, Avery. I’ve already cried my tears. Good luck with your Operation Noble whatever. I wish you well. I really do. But you have to think about me.”

      Before he could ask her if she meant she had to think about herself, the connection ended.

      Somehow, he still had three minutes left. That was time enough to try to call home, maybe get an update on his Uncle Sri’s liver condition or his Aunt Lakshmi’s argument before the Dramora appellate court⁠—

      But, no. He could already feel the fire burning inside his chest, the icy nausea in his belly, the way his lungs were going to fail him.

      He stood and opened the booth, almost bumping into the shorter of the two sisters who’d been behind him in line, barely managing a mumbled apology as his stinging eyes grew damp. He wanted to look down to the deck, to avoid the stares of his military brothers and sisters still standing in line. They didn’t have to say anything for him to feel it: dead man walking.

      Now he was the contagion, the plague carrier, the pariah.

      Without remembering how, he found his way down to the assembly deck, to his Wolfhound assault mechanized unit. The cool of the composite armor of the AMU’s left leg felt glorious against his incinerator-hot flesh. Breathing in the silicone grease and freshly applied heat-ablating coating pushed away the memory of the packed bodies standing in line, gawking at him.

      Something heavy clattered to the gray deck plates behind him, and he caught the now-familiar odor of Chief Warrant Officer Benjamin Caplan-Vereen—Cappy to anyone who interacted with him.

      Cappy grunted and stepped close enough for his stained, green coveralls to fill Shetty’s peripheral vision, gut stressing the material. The engineer wiped his thick, scarred fingers with a grimy towel but not his nails. He never cleaned his nails. That was the first thing Shetty had noticed about the warrant officer, the black gunk collected beneath his too-long nails.

      That hygiene oversight didn’t matter a lick, not if you wanted someone who knew what he was doing.

      The stocky engineer sniffled, leaned in closer, then drew back. “Seen that before.”

      Shetty turned his head away. “Leave me alone, Cappy.”

      “Hey. No puking on my deck. Hear?”

      “I’m not drunk.”

      “Course you aren’t. You look like you just went ten rounds with the hand-to-hand combat master from boot camp. What’s her name, kid?”

      “Her…?” It took a second for the fog to clear enough for Shetty to understand that Cappy actually knew what had happened. “Miranda. Kumar.”

      “A looker, this Miranda?”

      “Yeah.”

      “You two get very far? If it was just physical, you’ll forget about her the second you find someone else to⁠—”

      “We dated all through high school. Other than a couple short breakups.”

      Cappy’s face twisted into a sneer. “You telling me you two never⁠—”

      “Miranda’s family is very conservative.”

      That apparently qualified as humorous to the engineer, who let out a deep belly laugh. “You a virgin, Private Shetty? A virgin about to head down to that disaster of a planet down there to get your balls blown off? Oh, ho-ho! You need to rectify that right now. Good-looking fella like you, shouldn’t take long.”

      Somewhere off to Shetty’s left, someone whistled, loud and sharp. He turned to see one of his fellow Marines jogging toward him. She sported the same sort of haircut as him, trimmed tight just above the ears and nape of neck, a little longer on the crown. When she jogged, though, her athletic frame was more pronounced than his would ever be. Although she’d avoided the sort of thick, highly defined muscles some of the guys in their unit had developed, there was no flab on the flesh her T-shirt and shorts didn’t cover.

      Private Erin Flores came to a stop not a meter away, bronze skin damp and glowing. Her dark brown hair was slick from sweat, and her chest rose and fell from deep breathing. The heat and smell of her said she’d been exercising for a while. “Heard you got the old Dear John, buddy.”

      Shetty looked away, ears burning. “Leave me alone, Erin.”

      The young woman squeezed his shoulder. “What’d I tell you, huh? Long-distance love never lasts. You’re in the prime of your life, surrounded by all kinds of women who’re gonna want to get next to you, and you want to be loyal to some bimbo⁠—”

      He shrugged off her squeezing hand. “She’s no bimbo.”

      Flores showed her palms. “No need to get hostile. I’m not looking for anything permanent. I told you before. Unless, y’know. With you, maybe permanent would work.” She winked.

      Cappy snorted. “He’s a wounded vet now. Lashing out is normal.”

      “You need something to treat those wounds, Shetty, you know where to find me.” Flores slapped his butt, then backed away, hands up again, laughing until she bumped into the mechanical leg of another Wolfhound. “Seriously. Look me up. We’ll get some beer. You can cry on my shoulder. I’m always open for business…for you.” She blew him a kiss, then jogged away.

      Despite himself, Shetty’s eyes followed her until she was out of sight. It took him a moment to realize the engineer had done the same thing.

      The stocky man arched bushy eyebrows. “What? She has nice⁠—”

      “Don’t even try.”

      “She seriously made you offers before, and you turned her down?”

      “I was committed to Miranda.”

      “And she was committed to you, huh?”

      Shetty pushed away from the Wolfhound. “I need to get some sleep.”

      “Hey. Before you go.” The engineer rapped the knuckles of his right hand against the big Wolfhound’s leg. “I installed the pico-Z-mod chipset like you asked.”

      “Thanks, Cappy.”

      “How’d you get your hands on that?”

      “I knew a guy in high school.”

      “Knew a guy in high school? And you carried that chipset around through boot camp and your advanced training? Pull the other one.”

      “What?”

      Cappy stuck a leg out. “Pull it.”

      The moment seemed too absurd for Shetty to be sure what he should make of it. “I don’t…”

      “You’re just a kid, yeah.” The engineer scraped his chipped, grimy nails over the stubble covering his puffy cheeks. “Old saying. ‘You pulling my leg?’ It means you’re having one over on me, making fun of me, kidding around. ‘Pull the other one’ means someone saw through the joke. Get it?”

      “Sure. I…” Shetty looked around the massive bay and all the gear on display: the big armored suits the mechanized infantry would use, the armored personnel carriers for the light mechanized infantry, a couple tanks and several howitzers for support, cases for the missile batteries. “Why does it matter where I got the chipset?”

      “You blow out the weapons circuit, and people start asking questions.”

      “It’s not going to blow out anything.”

      “Pico-Z-mod. Never even heard of it until you gave it to me, and I follow the modification industry. Everybody wants a faster system. This chipset? I still got nothing on it, and I looked.” Again, the engineer arched his eyebrows. “So why don’t you tell me where you got this chipset.”

      This was just one more thing Shetty didn’t need, a drama on top of everything else. Wasn’t it enough that he’d proven a disappointment to his parents, that he’d lost Miranda, and that all his plans were meaningless now? After all he’d done, after all the work and excellent grades, and the project he’d submitted to the Institute, how had he been passed over for scholarship?

      That one thing had changed the course of his entire life.

      Might as well admit the truth behind the modified chipset. It wasn’t as if things could get worse.

      A high-pitched horn sounded through the Zulu’s speakers—once, twice, three times. Before the echoes died away, the horn was replaced by an authoritative voice. “All hands, be advised. Sensor analysts have reported a Fold Space breach. I repeat, sensor analysts have reported a Fold Space breach. Recon vessels are en route to confirm the signal. At this time, Fleet Command has gone to Phase II posture.”

      A Fold Space breach? How far out? If the Oranians had launched an invasion fleet, shouldn’t someone have detected it before now? There were listening posts and spy ships and all sorts of other methods to keep track of the Crabs, weren’t there?

      What was Phase II posture? Wasn’t that where they deployed⁠—?

      The speaker must have enough experience with what he was doing, because the voice was there again. “Marines will begin immediate deployment to Ferekon. Wave One, report to stations with full gear in fifteen minutes. Wave Two, report to stations with full gear in thirty minutes. Wave Three, go to standby.”

      As the speaker repeated the message, it sank in for Shetty.

      They were heading down to this nightmare planet where billions and billions had died over the centuries. Humanity and their alien allies were seriously planning to stand up to the monstrous Oranians to send the message that they would not allow a return of the old empire that had once ruled over so much of what was now League space. The Oranians had once terrorized most of the alien species now aligned with the Kedraalian Republic through the Galactic League.

      Was this what the Republic founders had dreamed of when they’d fled Earth all those decades ago? Had they hoped to find themselves standing alongside such strange allies, trying to hold back brutal conquerors?

      Or had they ever had a hint that the universe held more than humans, that the terrors they’d fought wearing human flesh might one day pale in comparison to what monstrosities the galaxy could offer up?

      Shetty’s mouth went dry. His knees trembled. All hope for sleep was gone.

      If nothing else, he’d managed to stumble into a solution to drive away heartbreak. That was something, wasn’t it?
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        Major Famke Teuling

      

      

      Chaos was everywhere in the long, gray passageways of the Kedraalian Navy troop transport Zulu. Boots thudded, and shouted apologies rang off the walls as Marines weaved in and out of clusters of comrades, rushing for their quarters to gather gear and report to their launch stations. They cast crazy, racing shadows, leaving behind faint whiffs of huffed lunch-scented breath. Twice, Major Famke Teuling had to yank her younger sister, Gerda, out of the path of a barreling infantryman too concerned with getting down to the surface of Ferekon to worry about plowing into the wide-eyed lieutenant.

      When the third giant of a man twisted at the last instant to get around Gerda, subdued apology almost lost in the rasp of his snowfield camouflage uniform blouse brushing against the bulkhead, Famke pulled the younger Teuling in close. After that, they walked hip to hip.

      That drew Gerda out of her introspection. “Stop it. You’ll get rumors started about us.”

      “You stop it. Everyone knows we’re married.” Famke pinched her sister’s butt and giggled.

      “That’s not funny.” The younger Teuling sibling blushed enough that the light sprinkling of freckles across her button nose all but disappeared.

      “What? You’d be a good catch. Why do you think I let you crawl into my bed when you got scared even after you turned thirteen?”

      “Don’t be gross.”

      Gerda’s face darkened more. Her eyes went to the Marines and spacers crowding the passageway. She was probably terrified they were listening in, thinking the sisters were some sort of twisted deviants.

      As if anyone cared what went on between two consenting adults.

      But that was Gerda in a nutshell: oblivious, overcome with guilt, insecure in every way imaginable. How could someone so cute, so smart, so capable be so riddled with shame and doubt? Did she really miss the way she drew the eyes of men and women alike? Could she actually go on for years ignoring her accomplishments as a pilot?

      It wasn’t just a matter of a younger sister stuck on the idea that she could never be as good as her older sister, either. Yes, there were obvious differences: Famke, at 173 centimeters and 62 kilograms, was often called statuesque, while at eight centimeters shorter and the same weight, Gerda had a more voluptuous physique. And then there was the young woman’s annoyance over being the only one in her family with fluffy brown hair in three generations, while her older sister had the straight, pale blond locks typical of her mother and aunts.

      No. What haunted Gerda ran deeper, extending far beyond herself and into things she had absolutely no control whatsoever over.

      Famke could understand that, sure, but she couldn’t approve of it.

      She punched her little sister in the arm. “So, you going to hook up with that handsome Marine you were making eyes at back at the Q-comm booths?”

      “What? Who are⁠—?”

      “Oh, please. That Indian guy with the dreamy eyes?”

      “Don’t say Indian. He’s Kedraalian, same as us.”

      “Right. As if we don’t look like we’re Dutch.” Famke rolled her eyes at her sister’s uptight nature, always worrying about somehow offending someone. “Then you admit you were giving him the eye.”

      “No, I didn’t.” Gerda slumped as they turned left into the passageway that would take them to the stairs leading down to the hangar deck. “Anyway, he didn’t see me.”

      “How do you know that?”

      “Because he walked right past me as if I didn’t exist.”

      What a jerk. It must’ve happened while Famke was in the booth. “So what? One guy doesn’t appreciate you. There are thousands on the Zulu alone who would.”

      “Don’t patronize me, okay?”

      Famke let it go, hearing the harsh tone in her sister’s voice that said she’d already dug in her heels and wouldn’t budge on the matter. The kid could be so irritating.

      Kid. Not even three years younger, and she felt like such a drag.

      They hustled down the steps to the lower deck where their squadron would gather before launching to provide combat air patrol—CAP—for the fleet as well as the Marine transport ships and assault craft ferrying troops to Ferekon.

      When they exited the stairwell onto the hangar deck, they found the same sort of crazed energy as the decks above. People rushed around down here, completing final prep. Crew chiefs decked out in brown coveralls with fluorescent orange stripes hunched over floor-mounted consoles, checking readouts from the Marine F-3M Bulldog fighter craft mounted against the hull inside the Zulu’s starboard launch module. Maintenance teams wearing lighter-weight olive drab suits crawled among the hoses and wire bundles snaking over the deck, calling out readings to a lanky, horse-faced supervisor marking everything down on her glowing utility device.

      The scene wouldn’t have been complete without pilots strutting around, offering opinions on everything from the grime-coated deck plates to the readouts the crew chiefs were assessing to how stuffy the air felt down here in the hangar bay.

      Famke’s eyes went to the loudest abuser, her sister’s nemesis, Lieutenant Nan Cartagena.

      The woman was everything Gerda had a right to deplore: willowy, blond, loudmouthed. Plus, she was a legacy, the grandkid of a decorated Marine colonel, a third-generation Marine. Officially, Cartagena’s excrement emitted zero odor particles, and the blowhard made sure everyone knew it.

      Gerda hissed a curse and looked away from the obnoxious woman who’d determined to make every waking moment of life miserable.

      At some point, the younger Teuling sister was going to have to face her enemy down.

      Not today.

      Flying CAP alongside Navy pilots launching from the carrier Achaemenid and the potential of the Anirii putting their own legendary fighter craft into space meant everyone had to be at their best. Gerda didn’t need any distractions.

      Famke waved her squadron over, giving an agitated second wave when Cartagena continued haranguing her crew chief. “Lieutenant Cartagena, that’s not an optional invite.”

      The willowy woman barked some last command to the agitated crew chief, drawing a glare at her back as she sauntered over to join her comrades.

      Seeing the legacy bump knuckles with another of the Marine pilots nearly pushed Famke over the edge. She valued camaraderie as much as anyone, and she didn’t want to clamp down on her pilots having personalities. So long as they didn’t overdo it and hotdog to the point they put people at risk, a little bit of swagger was often the difference between a willingness to take risks with big payoffs and being too timid. Training showed over and again that timidity got people killed.

      To keep her cool, Famke closed her eyes and sucked in a deep breath. “Listen up. We launch in five minutes. Lightning’s element has low-orbit duty. The rest of you are with me, above the fleet.”

      Cartagena’s hand went up. “Shouldn’t the more experienced element handle LO?”

      “That’s exactly what they’re doing, Lieutenant. If you’ll check the training logs, our element has two hours less flight time in the Bulldogs. Maybe you’ll recall your and Manley’s three-week stint on night watch after coming down with the Yellow Flu?”

      The pale-faced lieutenant went red. She might be immune to career-torpedoing discipline, but her drunken antics—diplomatically documented as the “Yellow Flu” for the good of Famke’s own career—had cost the six pilots of the element vital training time.

      And Famke didn’t need to remind anyone that the incident had cost the twelve pilots of the squadron one of the two prestigious Marine squadron positions aboard the Achaemenid.

      Amber lights flashed along the tops of the towering gray bulkheads.

      It was time to get the Bulldogs into space.

      Famke hugged Gerda, not giving one damn about anyone griping about nepotism and caring even less about the younger woman’s discomfort over the contact. “Stay sharp.”

      The junior officer tensed, then whispered the same.

      Gloves and helmet on, Famke descended the angled chute into the waiting Bulldog. She found herself breathing hard. Her hands were clammy, her mouth dry. This was her squadron’s chance to prove itself, a chance for the smaller Marine flight contingent to put the Navy pilots on notice. And it wasn’t just the Kedraalians but the Galactic League forces who needed to see what these new fighter elements could do. If the Anirii put some of their vaunted Star Wraith fighters into space, everyone would need to be at the very top of their game.

      Once settled into the Bulldog’s seat, Famke activated the cockpit, which slid forward into place, sealing her off from the hangar deck atmosphere. She flipped systems on, connected to her crew chief on the deck several meters above, and ran through her flight check. Everything showed green on the console, which almost shocked her. The ugly star fighters had cost hundreds of millions to produce, yet they’d been plagued with bugs and design flaws that had delayed fielding them until six months ago.

      Would they hold together for this peacocking maneuver intended to drive the Oranians back to their uncontested worlds? That was the big unknown.

      She checked in first with the squadron, then connected to only her element.

      As the countdown indicator flashed on her visor’s heads-up display, she ran her tongue over her parched lips.

      This was it.

      The countdown dropped to zero, which grew as bright as a star, then her Bulldog dropped from the cradle, pinning it to the Zulu’s hull. Thrusters activated, launching the fighter into the black of space.

      Immediately, her visor came alive with feeds from the fighter’s systems: position tracking relative to the fleet and the planet, sensor scans, weapons and fuel status.

      All green.

      Her element followed after, forming into an arrow, two craft to either side and the final on her six. She connected with Fleet Command to get clearance to rise a hundred kilometers above the fleet’s deployment plane. Once she had approval, she went vertical at five Gs. Once stabilized, she ran a quick check with the rest of the element to confirm everyone was green across the board.

      As her comrades maneuvered into place, she got a good look at the blunt-nosed, blocky fighters: thirty meters long, the fuselage silver and gold, with deep-blue wings that ended in gold weapons pods. They were the heaviest of the fighter craft in the Kedraalian fleet, capable of atmospheric operations to allow for ground support. Maneuverability and speed had been sacrificed in exchange for multirole versatility and the ability to pack more of a punch.

      Could they ever be good at any one thing? That was what they would find out.

      Not here, she hoped. Not if it meant the sleeping Oranian giant waking to test the mettle of the people who’d driven it back to its home centuries before.

      The Kedraalian military wasn’t ready for something like that. Not yet.

      She keyed her mic when she saw Cartagena’s fighter drifting below the rest of the element. “Goose, check your position.”

      Goose. As in goose egg, the score the legacy officer had managed on her first assault training run with her Bulldog.

      Getting into the troubled lieutenant’s head was intended as more a gentle reminder than a scolding. The Bulldog’s systems had probably warned Cartagena to correct before the transmission, but a little humbling could reinforce the message.

      After a second, the fighter leveled off with the rest of the element, and Cartagena gave a casual acknowledgment.

      She wasn’t unflappable so much as dismissive.

      Famke shook her head. What could she do to get through to this woman? As far as Cartagena was concerned, everything was a stepping stone to a command position, a chance to accelerate toward her inevitable promotion to colonel. Nothing could knock her off that course, so why become annoyed or flustered when someone corrected her?

      There couldn’t be a greater contrast between the woman’s flippant confidence and Gerda’s tortured uncertainty, and that was a tragedy.

      Below the formation, flashes of rocket flare marked other vessels entering the pattern. First came the sleek Navy Strikehawks rising from the Achaemenid, then the assorted Galactic League fighter craft: the silvery Zienmar globes; the red, javelin-like Koluush Junt fighters; the small, slick, black Uzwulii dragonfly ships. Each offered a different take on the technologies that had made fighters a viable technology, which had necessarily changed the Kedraalian Navy’s composition in the last several decades.

      Finally, Famke caught a flicker of movement and spotted thirteen of the ghostly gray Star Wraiths rising up into the pattern. The damned things were big, probably twice the size of the Bulldogs, but they didn’t show up on sensors, even after billions of dollars in research by Kedraalia’s top universities and research centers. Everyone drew from the same technology base, but the centuries head start the older species had on everyone else kept them far advanced.

      If the Anirii were ever to revert to their warlike ways, Famke hated to think of what that would mean for the Republic.

      Radio chatter quickly filled the channel, the various species’ languages being converted into understandable Kedraalian by software. She could still hear the spoken or sometimes emitted sounds underneath the computerized translation, but she quickly learned to block the alien noises out.

      Before long, Fleet Command had provided her element’s assignment: BARCAP—Barrier CAP. They were to proceed coreward two thousand kilometers and establish a picket for the fleet. It was impossible to put up a big enough line to stop enemy forces in the vastness of space, but everything they were doing here was about show.

      She plotted the course and sent it to the rest of the element, then connected. “Keep the formation tight, Marines. It’s getting crowded out here.”

      Her Bulldog accelerated, the Gs pushing her back in her seat. She had plenty of fuel for this sort of operation, so long as the fleet was there when she was done.

      As her fighter neared the designated patrol position, she caught another of the flickers of movement that signaled Star Wraiths were nearby.

      Far too nearby!

      “Element, vector three-four-five.”

      Famke gritted her teeth and threw the control stick to the left, sending the Bulldog’s nose fifteen degrees to port, away from the Anirii fighters that had abruptly shot into her approved path.

      Even a little warning from the sensors would have been nice, but Famke had to settle for the flicker of fire from the disappearing triangular ships.

      What were those pilots even doing? They were headed far beyond the approved patrol area.

      It wasn’t really her concern. No one told the Anirii how to run their military. They were no longer the massive imperial power that had deposed the Kiroanians, but the kinder, gentler ruling clan still had access to all the weapons wielded so brutally by the previous regime.

      After reporting the incident, Famke put it from her mind. What mattered now wasn’t some big, wolflike pilots hotdogging in the shared combat space but showing what the Marine pilots could bring to the situation.

      She resumed her assigned place in the barrier picket. “Eyes peeled, people.”

      Her element responded with confirmation. They were calm, voices even, almost giddy. Before long, the jokes began, eventually generating into a song about flying “round and round,” with each pilot adding an ad hoc verse. Even Famke added one. Anything to break the tension.

      Would Gerda’s element be doing the same? Would the assault craft pilots? How would the Marines dropping onto the planetary surface handle the uncertainty of erecting positions on the planet far beneath the fleet?

      They were professionals. They’d pull through this. Stay on target.

      The Bulldog’s radio crackled. “All ships, all ships. This is Fleet Command. Stand by.”

      The older Teuling sister straightened, eyes narrowed. Was the operation over already? Were they being pulled back after a false alarm?

      Against the black of space, she thought she detected distant lights flickering, like newborn stars.

      Anirii Star Wraiths. They were headed back to the fleet. Right?

      “All ships, be advised recon ships report Fold Space breach continues. Oranian ships have been detected entering system space. Repeat: Recon ships report Fold Space breach continues. Oranian ships have been detected entering system space.”

      She gasped, then slammed her mouth shut.

      They were here, the damned giant crabs and their ships with armor so thick no weapon could supposedly penetrate. The Oranian giant had awoken after all, exactly as everyone had said could never, ever happen again, and they were coming for this planet that held more value as a symbol of empire building than anything else.

      And now it fell to her untested Marines to slow their approach.
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      The cavalcade sped south along Republic Boulevard, armored black utility vehicles glistening beneath the Kedraalian sun. Faith Benson pulled a mirror from her purse and checked her look, wincing at the cruelty of the sun. Wrinkles creased a face she’d once grudgingly accepted as hers, a face many assured her had been pretty enough. What had that face gotten her compared to her intelligence and determination?

      And yet in her eighties, she missed that youth and that pretty face more than anything else.

      Vanity.

      She freshened the dark lipstick on lips gone thin, hoping to pull attention away from a face gone full. The war against the weight that had been so determined to settle on her bones was over. No amount of time in the gym would undo that any more than any treatment would completely cure her of the cancers that kept recurring every few years.

      It was just another battle in a war she would one day lose.

      Her utility vehicle bounced over something, and the dull pain in her belly throbbed. It was a pain she’d come to accept, same as the extra seven kilograms she carried on an ever-shrinking frame. If nothing else, this connected her with Cecily, the last of her children, whether Faith had wanted it to be that way or not.

      So much about the child spoke of a stubbornness, a disregard for her parents, yet Faith’s love never wavered.

      A sharp turn pressed her against the belt holding her into place, and the sun settled behind her, casting a long shadow from what had once been a stately neck. Like the rest of her, it was shrunken now, stiffer and less capable. Turning full right or left was a chore, with muscles painfully protesting when she tried it.

      There had been good years, though. She’d accomplished more than anyone had a right to hope for: success in the war that had repaired the broken Republic, command of the largest Kedraalian space fleet ever fielded, a governorship to prove her chops, two productive stints as prime minister.

      That was more than a headstone could hold.

      She breathed in her flowery perfume, remembered a time when her passion for life had been greater than her passion for the job, when thoughts of her husband had left her hot and trembling, or when she had stormed angrily into the office of a teacher to protest the evaluation delivered to a child’s essay.

      Now…?

      Faith leaned forward and rested a hand on the driver’s seat. “How much longer?”

      Like the dark-skinned man in the rear seat beside her, the bull-necked driver was so heavily muscled that he seemed on the verge of rupturing the stitches of his black coat when he twisted around. “Light traffic, Madam Prime Minister.”

      Most days, she would’ve swatted the man’s beefy shoulder and scolded him to call her Faith. Today was different. Today they were headed to an ostentatious event that signified a changing of the guard, so far as she was concerned.

      Today, her baby would give the most important speech ever delivered by a Kedraalian diplomat.

      The words Cecily Benson would speak would drive a spear into the heart of the war dogs who insisted upon following the Anirii guidance to challenge their old rivals for stellar supremacy.

      No doubt Cecily thought her mother didn’t care about the speech. Or if the petulant young woman realized her mother knew about the speech, then she would probably think Faith would protest the message and prevail upon her still-serving comrades in the parliament to condemn Envoy Benson’s message and to summon her back for an emphatic scolding.

      Nothing could be further from the truth.

      Serving during war had taught Faith to fear conflict, to loathe it, to stand against it. As far as she was concerned, you didn’t build a military to execute a war but to sufficiently intimidate enemies that they never had the temerity to act against you.

      She popped a sweet cinnamon lozenge into her mouth and let the hum of the tires speeding over the street calm her.

      After another turn, they slowed, and she recognized the front gate to the Kedraalian Diplomatic Service compound. Somber security guards stood within a glass-walled shelter, eyes locked on the oncoming cars. Faith tensed, then drew a hand-sized, ruby-red sliver of clear plastic from the silver handbag she’d chosen for her black-and-silver pants suit. When her data device woke, it showed the time, confirming she was right on schedule.

      The bull-necked bodyguard behind the wheel braked. Ahead, the driver of the first vehicle had lowered his window and held up a utility device that would project everyone’s credentials into a scanner.

      Now the security guard stepped back, looked through the front window to Faith, easy to identify despite the oversized sunglasses and the scarf wrapped around her silvery hair, and saluted.

      And then they were driving again, the dark-skinned man in the back seat turning to consider her. “You going to want the whole team on escort, Madam Prime Minister?”

      “I think not, Cole. You’re more than enough.”

      He looked straight ahead without comment, and when they parked, he came around briskly to open her door and offer one of his massive hands. How could she not feel safe with such a handsome, intimidating escort? And anyway, who could possibly want to attack her, a withering old woman wallowing in her past accomplishments while racing toward anonymity?

      They strolled across the sidewalk bisecting the well-manicured lawn, curling around a monument to Guy Hatch, the diplomat who’d ironed out the final papers to bring the old rebels fully back into the Republic.

      The diplomat’s admonishment snagged her attention: In peace, prosperity. In war, desolation. Seek first the good of all people and leave aside ego and greed.

      Hatch had been a twat, capitalizing on the blood and misery she’d spread across rebel space—Azoren, Gulmar, Khanate, and Moskav.

      Good on the man. So long as he’d saved lives, he’d done the right thing.

      Once the guard at the dark glass door had waved her and Cole in, Faith realized just how warm it had been outside. It was positively frosty inside the vast building, the air stale except for the faint, citrusy smell of cleaning fluids. Her flats clapped against the highly polished marble floor, giving the interior an even greater sense of volume.

      She’d barely finished admiring a bronze bust committed to some Earth diplomat when the whispery shush of approaching soft-soled shoes brought her around. A smaller woman with the same sort of wrinkles but light-brown skin held both hands out. “Prime Minister Benson. It’s so good you could join us.”

      Faith clasped the other woman’s gnarled hands, felt the life still there in the cold grasp, and smiled. “Thank you so much, Drishti.”

      The gray-haired woman shuffled along at her guest’s side, a crooked finger scratching absently at a mole on the side of her nose. “You’ve reviewed the speech?”

      “Cole is probably sick to death of hearing it.”

      Maybe the bodyguard was tired of hearing the recording, but his handsome, unmoving features didn’t betray any emotion.

      Drishti’s dark eyes went to the big brute’s face, then she smiled. “Cecily wrote the first and final draft.”

      That was exactly what Faith had expected. “She’s gifted.”

      “And she has shown commendable dedication.”

      Faith nodded just enough to acknowledge this gem. Her fear for years had been that her daughter would never grow out of her flighty, narcissistic behavior and become a true adult. Through no failing of her own, Faith had seen the poison of an entire generation affect her baby, tearing away the beginnings of self-discipline, maturity, and integrity. So many of the child’s peers had forgotten the struggles of their parents, the sacrifices that had made Kedraal the success it was today.

      Or maybe so many of Faith’s own generation had forgotten those sacrifices and had failed to pass along the lessons to their children, choosing instead to coddle and shield them, encouraging them to “find themselves.”

      Now the military struggled to meet the recruiting numbers to match planned strength, putting pressure on leaders to find alternate solutions.

      If Cecily’s time in the Navy had helped her break free of such negative influences, then maybe there was hope for her peers, too.

      The diplomat took them down another hallway, this one lined with gold-framed paintings of the giants behind the establishment of the Diplomatic Corps. Faith recognized several faces, smiling at rivals she’d outlived.

      That smile apparently sent the wrong message to Drishti. “Retirement seems to agree with you—or is there one more run for parliament in you?”

      Faith chuckled. “I’ve made too many enemies to ever hold a significant post again. I’ll have to be content with what I’ve already accomplished.”

      “You don’t worry about being bored? I can’t imagine the trouble your idle hands might get you into.”

      “Boredom is the least of my concerns.”

      Two glass doors slid open as they approached a bright room labeled Q-Comm Center. Inside, a giant display showed a white screen with the azure hand cupping a stylized dove that signified the Diplomatic Corps’ objective of bringing peace and enlightenment to the galaxy. Theater seating ran several rows deep, sloping down a couple meters at the base, where a young man and woman in charcoal-gray business attire arranged cookies, napkin-covered plates, and drink urns on a cloth-covered table.

      Of course, the white cloth also sported the dove symbol, albeit half-covered.

      Cole scanned the occupants milling around inside the theater, dark eyes narrowed as if he expected an assassin to lunge from one of the dimly lit corners. He was an admirable specimen and committed to his craft, but he could sometimes be far too serious.

      Faith squeezed his elbow. “Why don’t you grab a cookie and some roka?”

      “Madam—”

      “We need a moment for old-lady talk.” She didn’t have to remind him that a Dragi Works Black Widow 9mm semi-automatic pistol took up most of the space in her purse. He’d taken her to the firing range and had seen her qualify with it two weeks before. He’d even helped her with a faulty cartridge, bless his heart.

      Once he’d sulked toward the refreshments table, Faith leaned in closer to her old friend. “Are there any people working against her?”

      The woman’s dark eyes brightened. “You must know better than that, dear.”

      “I spent more than forty years in the military and government service. Plenty of people aren’t content to limit their vendettas to the person who crossed them.”

      “It’s the worst-kept secret in the service that Cecily has impressed Director Sas. He speaks highly of her, and he flagged her speech for every trainee to study.”

      “That doesn’t mean⁠—”

      “Faith, the man is miserly with his praise. This means something.”

      Could this finally be Cecily turning the corner? “This appointment to speak at the Galactic League Hub—it’s not a setup?”

      “A setup?”

      “It has the feel of putting her on a stage too big for her.”

      Drishti took Faith’s hands in her own. “Your baby has grown. She’s more ready for this moment than any of her peers. When she presented her speech to the director, she explained how she’d arrived at this point. She said she’d had an epiphany while reviewing the proposals submitted to the Galactic League body. Do you know what that epiphany was?”

      “Cecily hasn’t talked to me about her work in nearly two years.”

      “That’s terrible. It’s not uncommon, though. Mothers and daughters have fraught relationships long before they have strong ones. Janya and I had terrible rows. She broke fine china once, a window at the house another time. Timothy told me he thought I would kill her. And just this morning, she called me to tell me about little Christian walking on his own.” The diplomat covered her mouth to hide her laugh.

      “Did Cecily talk to you about this epiphany?”

      “I discovered it through back channels. It impressed the director, like I said. She said that while reviewing the War of Separation, she found declarations from senior officers that urged action against the rebels. Historians all agreed that the Republic military was in no shape to fight the Azoren or Moskav so soon after they led the splintering factions breaking away.”

      Faith bristled. She’d cited the same examples in an argument before the full parliament when Cecily had been a teen, trying to draw enough votes to keep the Republic from joining the League. Not just joining the league but pitching the idea of forming it to the various aggrieved alien species looking for someone to act as a galactic police force.

      Kedraal wasn’t ready for such a role. Humans were barely coming to grips with the idea of alien species existing.

      She pushed her annoyance aside. “Calling back to that incident hardly seems to warrant this sort of attention, don’t you think?”

      “Oh. That’s not the full extent of it. It’s merely the foundation, you see. She cited you as the source, though. That’s important, isn’t it?”

      “She cited me?”

      Drishti nodded. “More importantly, she referred to the failings in Earth history, of diplomatic efforts attempted and failed because of hubris. There are theories around this now, and we feel we have a better understanding of the associated complexities.”

      “In dealing with humans, yes. According to theories.”

      “And that is the point she emphasized. Our understandings are flawed and uncertain when dealing with our own. What arrogance it is to assume we can take these unproven concepts and apply them to completely different species.”

      On her own, Cecily had arrived at the same conclusion Faith had. Maybe there really was hope for the young woman.

      A tone sounded in the small theater, and an older man in a deep-blue business suit strode in through one of the doors that opened into the lower area. He hurried to the base of the ramp and clasped his hands as a bright light came on directly overhead. Cole marched up that ramp, nearly blocking Faith’s view of the small man with the pronounced nose and white Van Dyke that stood out against his warm brown skin.

      Diplomatic Services Director Hasan Sas.

      The slender man’s narrow shoulders stooped noticeably as he scanned the twenty or thirty people now settling into seats. “Thank you, everyone. Thank you. In a few moments, a momentous occasion will unfold before our eyes. Thanks to the miracle of Q-comm technology shared with us by our Gythalian benefactors, we will have the opportunity to listen as one of our own delivers a speech that might very well shift the direction of not just the Kedraalian Republic but the Galactic League.”

      A few of those seated clapped enthusiastically, then more joined in.

      Sas nodded. He paced before the seats, working himself up. “What we have to tell our fellow space-faring sentients is a bitter pill, no doubt. To acknowledge shortcomings is Herculean compared to the ease of convincing yourself you’re ready for things far beyond you. Unfortunately, that is exactly what we must do today. Or, several hundred years in the future, should we insist upon applying relativistic concepts to our intergalactic travel.”

      Muted chuckles answered the lighthearted humor.

      It was enough to prod the director on. Although his words changed, the intent never drifted. The Diplomatic Corps was unyielding in the idea that whatever imperial ambitions the Oranians had regarding Ferekon, it would be catastrophic—perhaps suicidal—to involve Kedraal and the Galactic League.

      Finally, the white-haired man turned to consider the screen behind, then waved dramatically. “My fellow members of the Corps, I present to you the Galactic League Hub known as Crossroads 4.”

      As the screen switched from the Corps symbol to a live feed, the director helped himself to a cookie, then took a seat along the bottom row.

      Faith couldn’t sit. She could barely breathe. Only at that moment was she even aware of the smells coming from the assembled people, their perfumes and the rich, almost chocolatey roka aroma. Their collected heat left her feeling the first hint of perspiration since entering the air-conditioned building. A dozen whispered conversations drifted up from the darkening chamber.

      On the screen, the modest assembly hall of the Galactic League came into crisp, clear resolution. Fourteen distinct species occupied seats of one sort of another, some of the creatures enclosed in environment suits to protect them from the human-centric atmosphere that seemed to be an acceptable compromise for most.

      It was hard not to wince at the strange array of creatures, but Faith managed, even if some veered wildly away from even remotely humanoid in their final evolutionary form. The camera captured not just the gathered ambassadors but the simple podium a speaker would position itself behind.

      Cecily would take that spot any moment now.

      Heart racing, Faith eased over to a wall and leaned against it for support. Her baby was growing up, would make a speech to cement her place in history in just seconds.

      In the left corner of the camera, a wide door slid open, and two figures hurried through—one a human in the telltale Diplomatic Corps azure pants and suit, the other an almost insectile Gythal, hanging back, the light catching different colors and patterns on the areas revealed by its shifting robes. Strips of cloth resembling old Earth religious vestments dangled from the creature’s spiky shoulders.

      The human wasn’t Cecily but an older man, probably once tall but now stooped. Jowls sagged from plump brown cheeks, but his dark eyes darted around energetically.

      This was the republic ambassador, Faith was sure, although she couldn’t recall his name.

      Was he going to introduce Cecily? His body language was all wrong.

      He held up his hands, back to the camera, and spoke to the assembled league members. Faith caught the essence of it, although she quickly lost the thread.

      How could he be telling the ambassadors about a terrible tragedy involving one of the Diplomatic Corps’ Dove-class ships? There couldn’t be a tragedy with one of those. Cecily had just flown out to the hub aboard one, and no one had said a thing about there being risk. They were the most overengineered ships ever built, what with them being diplomatic shuttles.

      Faith was aware of a hand on her elbow and of eyes looking back at her, then of Cole breathing chocolate-chip-scented assurances into her face.

      None of this made sense.

      She barely registered returning the way they’d come, the frigid air, the whispered condolences from faces stricken with shock. Then she was in the back seat of the utility vehicle, wondering why the hell Floyd hadn’t been there, cursing his infantile self-indulgence one second and wondering at the impossibility of losing track of a ship that jumped into Fold Space with a well-established exit point.

      It didn’t happen—couldn’t happen.

      Yet as she tried to work up the saliva to swallow, lips trembling, tears forming in the corners of her eyes, she finally accepted that it had.

      And that meant her baby, her dear sweet Cecily, was forever gone.
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      Wind lashed the island shore, drained of vibrancy now with the sunset. Warm breakers rolled up over the dark boulders jutting up from the crunchy sand. Group for Strategic Assessment agent Kara Goode washed ashore with those foamy waves, black dry suit all but invisible among the big stones rising from the silty ground.

      For a while, she did nothing but lay between two large rocks, slowly spitting out her mouthpiece, then undoing the straps that held her tanks on. She slipped free of those as well after a few seconds.

      No one challenged her, and no alarms sounded, so she removed her fins and covered them with the heavy sand, then set the tanks on top. After that came the belt weights, the scuba mask, and the hood covering her short, black hair. Out of habit, she shook her head to clear water from it.

      Now down to the black dry suit and the knife on her thigh, she raked her fingers over the sand until she found the transparent line she’d been towing behind her.

      She pulled the nylon rope in meter by meter, stopping occasionally to listen.

      Except for the surf, the beach was quiet, unoccupied, exactly as reported.

      It was good to finally have reliable intelligence, something that she’d come to doubt the GSA could ever consistently produce. In her six-year career, she’d operated under three directors who oversaw continuous, wearing budget cuts. A turnaround was too much to hope for, but if the agency could manage even a few years of stability, she’d be eternally grateful.

      Although the day had been warm, the wind now carried in a cooler front. She shivered, thankful the suit mostly covered her. As she opened the mesh bag that contained her gear, a part of her admired the raw look of the island shore. This was pristine land, untouched until recently, and it smelled freshly birthed from the sea a few hundred kilometers off the coast of Kedraal’s Argent continent.

      From the mesh bag, she removed a backpack, black like every other piece of gear she carried. The pack held heavy rubber foot covers, a Froese Engineering SA-3 Cyclone 10mm semi-automatic pistol, an advanced optics visor, a belt with pouches and compartments, a small laser attachment for her computing device, and two flash-bang grenades that could pass as ruptured drink cans after detonating.

      Once her feet were sealed by the rubber booties, she cinched the belt around her waist and secured the pistol and grenades.

      Then she checked her watch and waited, listening to the waves crashing.

      Somewhere far overhead, a GSA aircraft flew over and fired a tight burst of data to a small antenna dish that had been hidden on the opposite shore in the predawn dark. Inside her dry suit, the computing device that would be central to this operation vibrated: data transfer complete.

      Agent Goode locked the visor over her black hair and eased out from the rocky cover to the basalt sand, hunched low, alert for movement or sound.

      Using the visor, she had a view that consolidated infrared and ultraviolet, adding details that would be unavailable to even her sensitive eyes. One of the advantages of her training was knowing how to process the details. One of the advantages of being a Genesis-5 was the ability to process those details without losing awareness of her own genetically engineered enhanced senses.

      After padding across the sand and crouching among the coarse brush that had found a home in this young soil, she sniffed the air: the anise odor of the foliage, the salty sea mist…

      …and the faint scent of perspiration.

      She sneaked through the undergrowth, listening and breathing softly.

      Three meters away, a wide path cut through the vegetation, heading down to the beach. A woman stood on that trail, glancing out at the sand and water. She was thick-chested and had to be close to 190 centimeters and near to 100 kilos, with powerful arms and bulging shoulders not in the least bit hidden by the tight, long-sleeved casual workout top. Tight braids hung several centimeters down from the woman’s scalp, the look almost absurdly youthful given the way her face was hard, the bones sharp beneath her dark skin.

      At 170 centimeters and 61 kilograms, Goode was in excellent shape, but she cut a feminine figure, unlike the massive woman. It would be best to avoid a confrontation, if possible.

      But the big woman drew in a long breath and marched down toward the beach.

      Even though Goode couldn’t see it, she knew the woman had a radio on her somewhere, probably embedded in a microphone assembly adhered to the flesh just below her jawbone.

      If the woman found the scuba gear and reported it…

      Goode paralleled the woman but never left the cover of the brush. It required careful placement of her feet and occasionally losing sight of her target, but years of training made regaining visual contact easy enough.

      Once on the beach, the big woman seemed content to merely stand there, taking in the darkening water, breathing in the salty mist. Perhaps she merely wanted a dip in the ocean. As powerfully built as she was, she could easily handle the current.

      But no. The powerful woman’s head swiveled right to left, then back again.

      How could she have suspected? The motion sensors on the beach were supposed to be compromised, feeding back the same signal for the last several hours.

      Now the big woman’s eyes dropped to the sand, and her thick neck craned toward the scrub where Goode had left the beach. Massive arms swinging, the woman traced a line that would intersect Goode’s point of entry from the beach. Gambling that the woman would miss the prints in the sand wasn’t likely to pay out. And if the woman spotted and reported the prints, the mission would be a bust.

      Goode crawled closer as the woman pulled out a flashlight, flicked a switch, and ran its invisible beam over the sand.

      Except Goode could see the beam: ultraviolet.

      The woman was enhanced, some sort of cybernetic implant or replacement that allowed her to see in the ultraviolet spectrum without an external device. That was yet another complication no one had planned for.

      As the muscular guard leaned down toward one of Goode’s bootie prints in the rocky sand, the GSA agent shot out from cover. She swung for the big woman’s left jaw. Given the way she wore her holster on that hip and held her flashlight in her right hand, odds were good she was left-handed, which put the odds of a microphone being on that side at well above fifty-fifty.

      Before Goode’s blow could land, the big woman threw up a beefy forearm, deflecting the strike. Then she launched a kick at Goode’s groin, catching her on the right hip and knocking her back, off-balance.

      The woman kicked like a mule!

      Goode rolled with the blow and came up in a crouch, doing her best to block out the pain in her hip flexor. It was a throbbing, crippling fire, but letting that stop her wouldn’t just foul the mission.

      This powerful sentry would kill any intruder.

      Exactly as Goode had hoped, the woman went for her pistol rather than radio in her discovery.

      In the second it took the big woman to draw her equally large pistol, the GSA agent hurled herself into battle again, launching a flurry of blows that first knocked away the just-unholstered pistol, then cracked the larger woman’s bottom lip before smashing against a device glued to the woman’s left jaw.

      Immediately, the massive guard abandoned the idea of searching for her sidearm and instead focused on dropping the intruder. She caught Goode’s left arm as the smaller woman knifed a chop toward the larger woman’s throat and twisted, torquing her hips and lifting the Genesis-5 out of her slightly hunched stance.

      Before Goode knew it, she was on the sand, the wind knocked out of her.

      Then the big sentry was on her again, bringing a booted foot down to crush Goode’s exposed throat.

      The GSA agent barely managed to roll aside before the foot came down, but the stomp still sent pebbles spraying into the smaller woman’s eyes.

      Goode spat and tumbled away, hissing when her forearm scraped over a rock.

      Before she could rise, the powerful woman was on her, this time grabbing her by the dry suit just below the collarbone. Powerful fingers dug into the neoprene, into the Lycra bathing suit beneath, and the tender flesh under that. Goode found herself airborne, her body spinning vertically, feet kicking nothing but air, then slamming down.

      She swallowed sand, spat it out, and tried to rise, to orient herself.

      Too fast, the larger woman was there, driving a knee into Goode’s sternum, then punching her in the side of the head. They weren’t fast strikes, but they felt like concrete pylons.

      As quickly as she could, Goode brought her own knee up, knocking the massive woman off-balance, then bucked up with her hips to launch the assailant a half-meter to the side.

      Groaning, Goode got to her feet. Her vision was blurred, and her stomach seemed ready to eject its contents.

      Now furious, the thick-armed guard scrambled to her feet and charged, fingers curled like claws.

      At the last second, Goode ducked the attack and kicked the woman’s instep.

      They both went to the ground, but only Goode came up. She staggered over to the guard. Blood glistened wetly on the sand around the woman’s head where the GSA agent had struck with a jagged rock. The massive woman’s eyes stared blindly into the approaching night.

      Goode dropped the rock and released a relieved sigh.

      After such a brutal fight, Goode wasn’t sure she had what it took to finish the mission. She weaved around the area where they’d fought, massaging her arm where it had scraped over an unseen rock, stooping finally to retrieve her optics visor.

      The thing flickered and showed gray snow for a moment before clearing and again providing a consolidated view of the world in infrared and ultraviolet.

      Goode confirmed that her gear and weapons were still in place, then retraced her steps into the brush and set a meandering course for her destination. Several minutes later, she lay on her belly, scanning the compound of buildings inside the chain-link fence. The aches throughout her body were a constant throbbing now, something she could manage.

      She unzipped her dry suit and pulled out the hand-sized smoke-gray semitranslucent computing device that was so vital for the mission, then fitted it with the laser attachment. The largest of the buildings didn’t have any windows, meaning it was her ultimate target. For now, she settled on the building closest to that, aiming the laser at a glass door.

      Audio hissed from the computing device, transmitting through the unit implanted in her mastoid process. Voices mingled, then separated as software processed the signals.

      It was the security center, the occupants actively chatting about the incoming weather front, duty rosters, a faulty sensor on the north end of the island, and something that had swum out of the water and crawled across the sand on the east end of the island before being driven back into the surf by two of the perimeter patrol using electric prod sticks.

      That was something Goode didn’t need to hear about.

      One by one, she filtered out the voices until she heard two men discussing the operations center. They were ten minutes out from patrolling the space, and one needed to relieve himself before their patrol started.

      Ten minutes. It would be tight.

      Goode detached the laser attachment, slid the computing device back inside the dry suit, then got to her feet. She scanned the fence interior to be sure no one patrolled there, then sprinted to the nearest stretch of chain-link, leaping into the air and tucking into a ball. Once she cleared the concertina wire angling out over the fence, she came out of the tuck, landing on a patch of grass and rolling. It wasn’t a perfect landing, her left ankle taking the worst of it, but she’d known coming into this mission that it would be an ugly one.

      She limped to the southern wall of the main building, where she spotted a metal door with a keypad and biometrics input device mounted next to it. Once again, she was forced to rely on the work of others.

      Computing device again in hand, she waved it in front of the keypad and biometrics input system. Signals jumped between device and security hardware, then the door buzzed.

      No alarms activated, so Goode pulled the handle open.

      It was cold inside, the hall barely lit. The air was heavy with the odors of human occupation: sweat and stale food. Her computing device provided an augmented reality overlay for the visor, showing her the floor plan, active stations, and most importantly, her target.

      Quieter than the air conditioner, she tiptoed down the hall, past an open door where raised voices announced that they’d hit pay dirt on the latest intercept, then right down another hall.

      Another keypad and biometric input device awaited her. Once again, the false credentials and code got her through.

      Beyond the door, the room held dimmed computer terminals and a vault.

      Goode returned the computing device to the inside of her dry suit and pulled off her gloves. Physical contact with the vault’s shiny metal lock wasn’t necessary, but it was how she’d trained. She pressed an ear against the rough gray metal door and began the process of cracking the lock, first spinning it counterclockwise to home the mechanism, then running it clockwise.

      It said something about the people who’d built this facility that they stored their most important data inside a vault with a physical lock rather than an electronic one, but Goode wasn’t sure yet exactly what that was. Everything else in the facility seemed to be top-of-the-line, so why not the vault?

      Lock mechanisms tumbled, first clockwise, then counterclockwise, then another clockwise.

      Then she heard the final clunk of the lock, and she swung the latch down and pulled the handle. LED lights revealed metal shelving on the right and left side. Piled on the shelves were backup media, hardened against most potential accidents.

      What she wanted was inside a smaller black safe at the back of the vault.

      She knelt and repeated the lock-defeating process, hastily clearing, then cracking the lock. Inside, she found six thumb-sized secure storage devices. Those went inside her dry suit, each sealed into a pouch hardened against water and electrical current.

      As she closed the safe door, she heard the outer room door opening.

      Goode slinked over to the vault door and swung it closed. Either someone had gotten nosy about what was going on in the secure room, or the patrol was running ahead of schedule.

      Her heart raced as she pressed her head against the door and listened for any hint of what was going on in the room beyond. When the lock mechanism rattled, she clenched her jaw against a scream of frustration and backed into the gap between the left shelf unit and the front wall.

      Someone was coming in, and there was nothing she could do about it.

      She took off her visor and set it on a shelf, then drew her knife.

      The latch thundered inside the vault, then the door opened. It was times like this when Goode wished she were smaller. There was no undoing now what the engineers had designed, so she resolved to rely on the speed and strength that came with her physique.

      A man with thinning black hair poked his head in and glanced at the safe long enough to reveal the same sort of long-sleeved, tight-fitting athletic top as the dead guard on the beach, then pulled back out and closed the vault door.

      Goode exhaled.

      After several heartbeats, she sheathed her knife, then retrieved her visor. She let a minute pass, then pulled her Cyclone pistol and worked the interior latch, pushing open the door and swinging the muzzle around in search of a target.

      The outer room was empty, the door closed.

      She sealed the vault behind her and retraced her course to the south door. By the time she was on the lawn, eyeing the fence once more, her body protested, telling her she couldn’t possibly go on.

      What other option did she have?

      Gimpy ankle, scraped forearm, and bruised sternum—they would all have to wait. For now, she had a mission to complete.

      Breathing helped her through some of the pain, and focus exercises dealt with the rest. She backed up on the lawn, sprinted, and jumped the fence, this time not quite clearing the concertina wire. When she landed, she swiped a hand along her back and came away with blood, thick and warm.

      Cursing, she hobbled to where she’d left the laser attachment and again settled onto her belly. This time, she aimed the laser at the main building and activated the computing device. An app opened, and she typed in a code, firing off a message to the antenna hidden somewhere on a nearby shore.

      Far overhead, a circling jet received the message and transmitted back confirmation, then it released its payload.

      Goode left the laser pointed at the building, put the computing device away, and ran. The time for subtlety was past now. Aches were a bright pain as she drove herself, crashing through the bristly scrub and ducking under gnarled, wide-branching trees.

      Just as she reached the shore, she heard the thunderous explosion. A second later, the heat wave washed over the island, battering the low brush and flattening some trees.

      She pulled on her scuba gear and reentered the warm water, then kicked out for the rendezvous point, curious what the storage devices she carried held.
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        Ferekon

        Captain Dwight Thiessen

      

      

      Captain Dwight Thiessen pushed an alcohol-soaked cotton ball against the bleeding gash on his slightly oversized chin. Of all the days to slip with his razor, he had to choose this one. Already, fighter craft were speeding out on CAP missions, young, brave pilots putting their lives at risk for the glory of the Republic, and here he was with cotton strands clinging to his skin and a wound gushing arterial blood all over his cabin.

      He laughed at himself, pressing the discolored cotton ball tighter against the scrape. How humiliating, nearly bleeding on his pressed, white shirt and pants. As tall as he was, there would be no asking fellow officers for spare dress whites pants to borrow.

      At least his deep-bronze skin was dark enough that once the wound scabbed, it wouldn’t stand out terribly.

      His hatch chimed, and he had to bite back an exasperated shout of “What now?” After a slow breath, he squared his shoulders. “Come in.”

      The hatch opened, and his boss, Admiral Leslie Vindman, marched in, brilliant in crisp dress whites. At her modest height and with the injury that had slowed her several years back, her stride was more of a waddle, but he saw only the knowledgeable officer when he looked at her. Her short-cropped gray hair and leathery face along with the stiff walk spoke of time and hard experience earning her rank.

      When the hatch closed, it returned the cabin to its previous silence.

      She scraped a thumb over the bulbous tip of her nose. “Is this a bad time?”

      Dwight tried for a grin but only managed a grimace. “You have no idea.”

      “Cut yourself shaving?”

      “You know those signs declaring how many days without an injury?” His deep, melodious voice almost cracked with frustration. “I think I just broke a five-year streak without a nick.”

      “I’ll have my aide swing by my cabin. I have a styptic pencil.” When he arched an eyebrow, she chuckled. “For my legs. All these years, I’ve never cut myself under the arms. I still have a little while before I need to worry about what you endure every day.”

      She dug around in her pants, finally pulling out a small utility device and speaking into it. Once she had it back in her pocket, a seriousness settled on her homely features. Her small, close-set eyes, dark as his, weren’t usually particularly expressive, but the way the lids sagged and her thin lips twitched, she conveyed a deep discomfort.

      Finally, she slumped ever so slightly. “Aw, hell, Dwight.”

      “What is it? Is something wrong?”

      Her focus drifted away. She swallowed. “I had a priority communique just before the Achaemenid launched its fighters. By all rights, I should sit on it, wait until the mess is over, then bring you up to date.” Her weathered skin pinched into a scowl.

      “If you need to keep the lid on something, I understand.”

      In response, her left hand went into a pocket, and she pulled out a crisp piece of printed paper. When she offered it to him, he took it, unfolding it uncertainly. The only messages printed anymore were critical communiques to be stored in physical form inside a safe to ensure even the destruction of the ship wouldn’t compromise communications history should the wreckage ever be found.

      Fear fouled the saliva in his mouth, and the cotton ball fell from his fingertips as he read the printout. “A…Fold Space accident?” He shook his head.

      “That’s the assumption at the moment. Headquarters has already dispatched extra ships to assist in the search and recovery effort.”

      Even with the Fold Space network and spacecraft communications gear, it was an absurd idea, a pathetic show for the masses, the waste of critical resources. Ships disappeared in normal space every year. Fold Space might see half as many with a fraction of the traffic, yet the message couldn’t be a mistake.

      Cecily Benson had been aboard a Diplomatic Corps ship headed to the Galactic League Hub that had become the de facto home to League ambassadors.

      He folded the sheet, realizing at the last second that he’d left bloody fingerprints on it.

      Admiral Vindman pushed the paper back. “It’s a copy.”

      “I don’t know…” He suddenly felt lightheaded, as if he weren’t anchored in this reality. Ceci had been so young, so bright, so full of promise.

      “Were you close?”

      “Sort of. You might say I was an embarrassment for my father, the son he didn’t bother to tell Prime Minister Benson about. She was an admiral then, but…”

      “This complicates things. I don’t have to tell you how the Anirii are going to take this.”

      “Singing and dancing?” Thiessen let out a strangled laugh. “Do they even do that?”

      “That’s for you to discover, assuming you’re up for the assignment still.”

      Something spattered against the tiled deck, and he remembered that he was still bleeding. “Excuse me.”

      He dampened his hand towel and wiped up the blood, then pulled another cotton ball out of a small plastic bag, soaked it with alcohol, and went back to the pointless exercise of pressing it against the cut. As he stood there, studying the spreading stain on the white cloth of his towel, he couldn’t help thinking about the assignment that had brought him out to this star system. For him, it wasn’t the potential for war that held interest; it was studying the mysterious species that had invested so much energy into motivating this allied fleet into action.

      Thiessen believed in redemption. He absolutely accepted that the Anirii weren’t the bloodthirsty conquerors they’d been before Kedraalian probes had uncovered ruin-littered worlds inside what was now known as Galactic League space.

      But the idea of a species completely abandoning its imperial ambitions was a tantalizing subject, something he found hard to fully understand.

      His skepticism had made him ideal to act as liaison with the Anirii fleet sent to bolster the combined League force.

      The hatch chimed, and he told whoever was outside to come in. A fresh-faced young petty officer marched through in impeccable whites, handed the pencil to the admiral, then spun around and marched back out, but not before letting her eyes drift over Thiessen for a moment.

      It was always like that, a perilous journey to avoid temptation.

      He took the styptic pencil, pressed the white tip against the cut, and hissed at the fresh sting. The aluminum sulfate was clearly the alchemical product of some torturer’s nightmare.

      Good, he needed a distraction from Ceci’s fate.

      Vindman wiped the pencil clean, then closed it. “Dwight, I’m serious. Say the word, and we’ll have you on the next ship headed back to Kedraal.”

      “And exactly who would you assign to liaise?” He spun. “Not Yakov.”

      “She’s as excited by the prospect as you.”

      “She also happens to lack even a hint of skeptical integrity.”

      The older woman shook her head. “In all my years, I’ve never heard such a phrase. Skeptical integrity?”

      “Rigorous academic incredulity, then.”

      “You’re not helping your case. Fleet wants you studying the Anirii for signs of deceit, yes, but they also want you looking for sincerity. If we can determine that there are no hidden agendas at play, then the Republic truly does have an opportunity to help guide the rest of the League into a more beneficial future.”

      “Beneficial for whom?”

      “Don’t be that way, Dwight.”

      “What—naive? I’m not. You think my skepticism is aimed exclusively at the Anirii? You forget who my stepmother is.”

      Vindman gave a scowl that reminded him that no one could possibly forget who Faith Benson was. “You can be so ridiculous.”

      He held up his hands in defeat. “My point remains. I’m the best candidate for this, and while I’m hurt by the loss of someone I considered a kid sister, I’m still capable of serving the fleet and the Republic.”

      “You’re sure?”

      Thiessen rubbed the tender flesh of his wound. “Absolutely certain.”

      The gray-haired admiral pulled her utility device back out, activated it, and tapped something once. “Then I guess I know you pretty well.”

      “You told Admiral Dahak I’d follow through?”

      “We may have had a small wager.”

      “I’m glad I didn’t disappoint.”

      “You couldn’t disappoint either way. We all believe in you. Now, you have a shuttle waiting for you.”

      To hell with custom; he snapped a salute. Vindman returned the gesture, then exited the cabin, leaving him to pull on his jacket and gather his travel bag. He eyed the straight razor his stepmother had gifted him when he’d gone off to the academy, unsure whether to carry it with him. Finally, he relented. It had tasted blood and should be fine for a few more years.

      Bag in hand, he made his way down to the hangar deck. Prompt as could be, the Anirii shuttle rested in a gap that had been cleared the previous shift. The ship was larger than a Kedraalian shuttle, with strange swooping curves and stranger bumps. Somehow, the ship exuded menace, even while looking nothing like a predator. The craft’s silver-gray skin only made matters worse, projecting welcome and peace, even though such ships had supposedly once carted around battle lords and clan champions.

      People change given time, and the Anirii had gone decades now without exhibiting the same conquering appetite that had made them the terror of this small part of the galaxy for many long years.

      As Thiessen neared the rear of the craft, a ramp dropped, and the aft hatch that occupied most of the tail section opened. The pilot filled the opening, furry head touching the top. Even slightly hunched, the alien was comfortably a head taller than Thiessen, probably more than 215 centimeters. Remove the fur, and this Anirii probably had thirty kilograms on its above-average-size human passenger. That mass was all in the upper body, too, its hips as narrow as a thin woman’s.

      Thiessen started to wave, remembered the proper salutation for Anirii guests, and set down his bags to hold his hands palm-down toward the deck.

      The Anirii turned and disappeared from sight, gray tunic flapping.

      Maybe projecting the intent to “follow the pack” wasn’t quite appropriate when someone had been sent to ferry you across to the flagship.

      Cautiously, he navigated the narrow ramp. Even suited up for battle, the Anirii could apparently manage such a challenge. They were taller, stronger, and faster than humans. All he had to do was look at the ship as he entered it to see that the aliens were at least as smart.

      Why did that amplify his feelings of skepticism?

      Once through the airlock, the musk of the species hit Thiessen. There was an almost wet dog element to the smell, but the root of it was closer to an open wound, as if someone had splashed around fresh blood.

      Superior hearing and olfactory senses. Those odors probably projected meaning, signaling the legacy of this craft.

      He took a seat that didn’t leave his eyes itching and fiddled with the straps. Thiessen was a large, athletic man, but he couldn’t get the restraints to tighten over his chest. They were tight enough to keep him from floating free, which would have to do.

      The pilot’s voice was a husky rumble, the language something that could easily be mistaken for barks and coughs. Thiesen’s jaw-mounted communicator whispered the translation into his facial bones, which vibrated into his ears.

      His pilot had requested permission to depart, or something approaching that.

      With no other real options, Thiessen leaned back and let the situation play out as it would. Outside the ship, the Anirii’s most hated rivals might be speeding toward the planet that held so much significance to every species encountered so far. Maybe his fellow liaison was just this moment being packed into a fighter or gunship to head out and show its prowess against the creatures the League members referred to as “the Crabs,” at least in Kedraalian.

      What madness had humanity thrown itself into?

      Before long, he realized they were moving, the pilot growling and grunting as it worked the controls.

      On the one hand, Thiessen couldn’t help seeing this species as a cross between old Earth wolves and bears, but wreckage provided by former Anirii subjects had helped Republic scientists and engineers gauge the technological capabilities, and they weren’t dumb animals.

      Looking again at the pilot, Thiessen corrected himself—the Anirii were like werewolves: bipedal, dexterous fingers, claws that—even trimmed—were still lethal.

      Thiessen lost track of time. He found himself straining for any hint of noise coming from the ship, but all he could detect was the soft rumble of the engines vibrating through the hull. He almost missed the subtle shift in vector, the swing of the vessel’s aft section, the drop of the engine drone.

      They were maneuvering, landing.

      Heat ran through him. His breathing quickened, and his palms became slick. It was ridiculous to get worked up about an assignment he’d been waiting nearly a year to take on, but there it was.

      His thoughts went to the paper folded in his pocket. Ceci had bet him she’d be able to undo this buildup to war before things got out of hand, that he’d end up spending a year with some frustrated Anirii bureaucrat rather than get his chance to study what everyone considered their influential warrior enclave in the face of a potential confrontation with their hated rival.

      How could she be dead?

      He squeezed his eyes shut and brushed away a tear. There would be time to mourn her later, to communicate with her mother—his mother, dammit.

      It wasn’t until the pilot rose from his seat, casually brushing his tunic and avoiding eye contact, that Thiessen realized they’d landed. The towering alien waited while its human passenger wrestled with the unfamiliar straps and fumbled with its travel bag, then followed behind him as he exited the shuttle.

      Despite medication and conditioning, Thiessen found the hangar bay atmosphere thick and almost unbreathable. It was hot, probably close to thirty-two degrees Celsius. His T-shirt quickly became damp, then clingy as the pilot took the lead.

      They exited the massive space and its strange, sloping spacecraft. Thiessen was so distracted by all the smells, sights, and sounds that he failed at first to take in the specifics of the inventory: Space Wraith fighters, shuttles like the one he’d arrived in, and maybe there’d been a Skyfire gunship.

      Before he could process that, they were speeding down a barely lit passageway colored an earthy brown. He had to hurry to keep up, had to stay focused on the gray tunic stretched across the pilot’s back, had to block out the pungent odors of wet dog fur and the clack of nails on the grimy deck as other Anirii sneered and glared. There were too many passing by, and there wasn’t enough time for Thiessen to assess them, to be sure he had their reactions down completely.

      Regardless, he felt unwelcome.

      After turning through an opening, the pilot bounded up a ramp, almost disappearing. Thiessen hurried after, feeling the heat and thickness of the atmosphere even more than before. And the gravity—the aliens were from a slightly higher G world and simulated that on their ships.

      Sweat beaded his forehead and trickled down the small of his back as they left the ramp and entered another passageway.

      More Anirii in tunics strutted past, all but growling their disapproval.

      How many color tunics had he seen? Pilot gray, crew red, warrior blue. No one knew for sure what the white or yellow tunics represented, although the consensus was it was some sort of support role. Diplomats, which had once been considered the lowest tier of the strange society, wore a silver lamé. Under the ruling clan that had turned the aliens away from their warrior roots, diplomats had significantly risen in stature, although no one knew what color their tunics had been before.

      The pilot stopped outside an opening, waited for Thiessen to poke his head around the corner and look within, then hurried away with the same long stride that had pushed the human so hard.

      Beyond the opening, soft humming came from a cabin decked out with low tables and pillows. What he assumed were blankets and throw rugs covered the floor.

      He swallowed back a gag at the clashing mixture of smells coming from within: the wet dog smell; the open wound smell; a musky, almost rotting smell; something smoky; and something almost nutty.

      All the while, the humming from within continued, coming he realized from beyond what must be curtains that looked more like heavy blankets suspended from tiny bones.

      Then the humming stopped, and a moderately smaller Anirii brushed aside the curtain. Its coloring was slightly lighter, with streaks of gray along the shoulders and what might be a little bit of white above the silver tunic.

      Thiessen dropped his bag, lowered his eyes, and placed his palms parallel to the deck. “I thank you for your generous hospitality to welcome me aboard Ship 403 of Hygari, noble ambassador.”

      The translation system of his communicator issued what to him seemed to be a series of guttural wet snaps, growls, and barks, all engineered using his voice for authenticity.

      Even before the translation completed, the diplomat clapped deadly looking hands together and showed the whites of its eyes.

      It bowed. “Welcome indeed, Third Captain Human.”

      Thiessen blinked in confusion. Either the Anirii had its translation device embedded in its flesh—unlikely given their aversion to such intrusions—or…it had spoken the Kedraalian language on its own. Its voice was far less gruff and growly than he thought possible, almost pleasant.

      No records existed of such a capability.

      He licked his lips. “I am Captain Dwight Thiessen.” Third Captain must be the diplomat’s way of addressing his rank, subordinate to Admiral Vindman and Admiral Zohour Dahak, the combined fleet commander.

      “I—” The Anirii diplomat took a step closer. “—am Falaru, Speaker for the Hygari.”

      “I was not informed that my Anirii host would be so fluent in our language.”

      “Your words speak kindness, Captain Dwight Thiessen.”

      Falaru strode forward slowly and plucked Thiessen’s bag from the floor, then stepped back into the cabin and set the bag down beside a particularly fluffy pillow. When Thiessen didn’t move, the larger creature waved for him to take the pillow as a seat before settling on a slightly smaller pillow a meter away.

      None of the training or research had prepared him for this. Anirii were supposed to be like the snarling, obnoxious beasts he’d seen in the passageway or arrogant and dismissive like the pilot. This Falaru seemed inexplicably…human.

      He sank into the pillow, caught the slight hint of what might be a pleasant detergent or even a perfume, then smiled at his host. “Such generosity and warmth humbles me.”

      The Anirii chuckled. Chuckled. “Excitement rushes my blood, Captain Dwight Thiessen.”

      “Would it please my gracious host to refer to me by my given name: Dwight?”

      Falaru’s clawed hands slapped together in what had to be a clap again. “Dwight.” The name dragged out, like someone tasting a fine wine.

      It occurred to him then that the Anirii’s nails were painted, as silver as the tunic it wore.

      The diplomat noticed his stare and twisted its hands around to show off the glistening silver. “The polish is acceptable?”

      “You painted them yourself?”

      “This morning only.”

      “Your skill surpasses that of many of our people.”

      That seemed to absolutely thrill the Anirii, drawing another clap from it. “How exceptional this is. Food will be shared soon and drink. First, though, Dwight must explain a thing most curious.”

      Thiessen tensed. Already, things were turning tricky. Both sides had agreed to a cultural exchange and had made explicit intelligence gathering off-limits. “I would be delighted to share any knowledge I might have, although my knowledge may prove limited and disappointing.”

      “So it is.” Falaru leaned closer. “Speak what you know about this thing humans call…zombies.”
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        Gulmar

        Executive Director Floyd Thiessen

      

      

      As the sleek black car maneuvered through the fluoresced canyons of New Gulmar, Executive Director Floyd Thiessen kept his dark eyes moving over the people shuffling along the sidewalks. They were young, mostly, their clothing light, like gossamer, designed to compensate for the city’s sweltering heat. Most were scrawny, their hair greasy and unkempt. A faint malaise hung about them, almost palpable, as if disease had a mass to it that could match the sweat and sickness oozing from their pores.

      At least these few had been released from their workday offices. The great masses were expected to spend most of the week in the corporate buildings, catching a few hours of sleep on cots provided by their employers.

      The big driver exhaled, eyes glued to the rearview mirror until he had Floyd’s attention. “You okay, Boss Man?”

      Floyd replaced his frown with a beaming smile and buttoned his silk coat. “How could I be anything but okay?”

      “Looking a little down back there.”

      “Just lamenting the passing of my youth.”

      “You got wisdom and history, Boss Man. Youth is overrated.”

      Would the driver say such a thing if he felt the gravity of age on his bones every day? Would he laugh about the creeping regret that sat upon Floyd’s chest every morning when he woke to wrinkles and aches and a mind that proved less and less agile no matter the treatments and behavioral changes?

      No. He wouldn’t.

      And despite the air-conditioned interior of the private car and the soft upholstery that instantly adjusted to each move Floyd made, despite the expensive cologne that protected him from the pollution and reek of body odor those poor people on the sidewalk were dealing with, he had no doubt he would trade the certainty of the earned luxuries for another chance at youthful vigor and vibrancy.

      But that was a tough sell to someone like Radomir, Floyd’s driver and bodyguard. The young man had only ever known poverty and brutality. In a selfish way, that worked out well for Floyd, since those conditions bred a certain level of loyalty toward benefactors, which he was.

      The car eased into a small lot where similarly sparkling and stylish ground vehicles rested in three rows. Most were smaller, meant for driver and passenger alone. They weren’t as concerned with luxury as the long, black beauty Floyd had chosen as his personal means of transportation while at home in the city he’d spent years overseeing built. Beneath the miles of concrete lay the ash of ruin and death.

      A morbid curiosity came to him then, his mind asking why he’d accepted the label of New Gulmar instead of something like Rebirth or Phoenix…or Crypt City.

      He shoved the dark thought aside and opened his door, stretching his back and rolling his shoulders to pop the kinks after a long day of pointless meetings. If he had to sit through another presentation on profit projections and market analysis, he would blow his brains out.

      His bodyguard closed both doors and fanned his thick chest with his stylish coat while scanning the street and buildings for threats.

      Floyd rested a hand that should by all rights be gnarled and weak on the taller man’s shoulder. “No one’s going to gun down an old man outside a nightclub.”

      “You’re an executive director.”

      “Former executive director. Former head of security. Former husband to the most powerful woman in the galaxy. Former everything, apparently. Tonight, I just want to have fun.”

      The powerful younger man’s pale face split in a smile that showed teeth still yellow despite five years of proper dental care. He lowered his head and barreled through the parking lot toward the club’s main door, as if expecting thugs to hop out of the shadows.

      No one was going to threaten Floyd Thiessen, aging has-been, figurehead, and ghostly memory, if he was memory at all.

      Even before his halting steps brought him in sight of the heavy-browed bouncers standing sentry at the sliding glass doors, the no-neck brutes had received and confirmed his electronic ID. One of the bouncers, maybe a woman by the hint of hips beneath the tailored green jacket clinging to her otherwise muscled frame, nodded toward Floyd.

      He nodded back and transmitted a tip to her.

      It was nice to be remembered or at least acknowledged.

      Music thudded through the opening doors, vibrating the glass. It was some terrible dance nonsense, computerized and repetitious drums and synthesizer swirls. When the second set of doors opened, the noise became almost bone shattering.

      A host in black suit jacket, white shirt, and long gray skirt beamed at them. His hair had been shaved on the sides of his head, revealing shiny silver earrings dangling from both ears. “Executive Director Thiessen! What a pleasant surprise!” There was a lilting melodiousness to the young man’s soft voice.

      Floyd bit back the correction that he was former executive director.

      Everyone knew it, so why bother? He was here to have fun, so do it.

      They followed the host to a table far back from the booming music but positioned to where Floyd could see the dancers. He ordered vodka for himself and Radomir, then pressed back in his seat.

      His bodyguard twisted around to scan the others seated in this part of the club while Floyd admired the young bodies gyrating and shaking in cascading laser flashes. Even an old man could appreciate this part of life, the heat and the motion, the supple and full forms, the raw animalism of the unbroken and oblivious.

      When he spotted three short, sticklike figures swaying in a corner of the dance floor, Floyd leaned forward. “Radomir, don’t be obvious, but look.”

      The burly bodyguard considered his boss, then followed the direction of his inclined head before grunting. “Which ones are those?”

      Orblike, milky-blue eyes, black domed heads, vertical slit mouths barely visible behind clear plastic respirators. Floyd squinted. “Uzwulii, I think.”

      “Never knew they were letting them in here.”

      “I hadn’t even heard they were coming onto the planet.”

      When Radomir shrugged his thick shoulders, his jacket stretched tight over his huge frame. “Trade negotiations, probably.”

      Floyd rubbed a thumb over a wrinkled knuckle. “There will always be the need for new markets, I suppose.”

      “Mind my asking a question, Boss Man?”

      A bronze-skinned, leggy, slender woman in an elegant green gown weaved among the tables, a black tray loaded with drinks balanced on her narrow hand. Floyd waited for her to drop the vodkas off, then tipped her. He took a sip of the ice-cold alcohol before leaning his elbows on the slick, round, gray tabletop, dark eyes trailing after the server. “What secrets do you want to free from me before I slide off to my grave?”

      “That’s not funny. You got another twenty years in you.”

      “Not if I can help it.”

      Radomir considered his drink. “Don’t talk that way, okay?”

      “Don’t worry. I’ve set aside a nice chunk of change for you in my will.”

      The big man’s face pinched in irritation, his cold gray eyes narrowing. “I owe you my life. Six years ago, I was on the fast track to a corporate labor camp.”

      “Every one of us born in the slums is on the fast track to corporate labor camps. That’s the design. Free labor.”

      “You rose above it, Boss Man.”

      Floyd waved that away. “Tonight, it’s Floyd, okay?”

      That didn’t sit well with the bodyguard. He wrinkled his big, smashed nose. “If you want.”

      “What’s the question?”

      “I been taking courses, like you said to do.”

      “Good on you. You’re proving my point, if you can’t see it.”

      “Point?”

      “You said you were on the fast track to a labor camp, then you wanted to hold me up as some sort of special example. What you’re doing instead is showing that you have the same ambition and discipline I did. You’re improving yourself, rising above.”

      Radomir squirmed. “I guess. I was wondering, though.”

      “Right. Your question.” Floyd downed the last of his drink. Heat slowly worked down his throat and into his gut.

      “This history class I’m taking.”

      “Careful with your history. Always research⁠—”

      “I been researching…Floyd.” The big bodyguard cringed, the deep voice going quiet. “That’s just it. I can’t find nothing definite.”

      “Definitive. You can’t find anything definitive.”

      “I can’t find anything definitive.”

      “In history, there will never be anything definitive. There are as many views as there are people.”

      “So history’s just…views?”

      “How about: You’d be wise to view anything skeptically. At a minimum, when there are individual stories to be told, remember that there are three realities involved: each individual’s and the actual events.”

      “The text, it says you were executive director through the transition of the Gulmar Union rejoining the Kedraalian Republic.”

      “Technically correct. There were transition committees, exploratory groups, and eventually diplomatic liaisons, all with their greasy fingers in the soup, but I oversaw the whole thing.”

      Radomir loosened his tie and unbuttoned his collar. “Were you…compromised?”

      “Compromised.” Floyd considered his drink. “What a brimming word.”

      “What’s that mean?”

      Floyd caught sight of the leggy woman’s black hair and flashed an order for two more vodkas through the table’s glowing menu. Her head whipped around, and their eyes met for a second. She showed full, bright teeth, then disappeared through the opening leading out to the bar.

      Oh for the days when he could take such a looker back home with him.

      His bodyguard’s impatient shifting brought Floyd back to the moment and to the question he needed to answer. “What is it to be compromised?”

      “I dunno. You’re influenced by some external factor, I guess.”

      “Doesn’t that imply there’s a state where we’re not influenced by external factors?”

      The big man’s lips puckered in concentration. “Like, we’re all compromised?”

      “Not necessarily.” Floyd straightened without realizing how he was puffing out his chest for the attractive young waitress as she neared. His heart skipped a beat when her eyes sparkled, then she was gone, an unmistakable sashay to her walk.

      Radomir’s attention went to the retreating woman, and when he looked back, there was a sour, disapproving cast to his tight face. “Too young, even for me.”

      “When the mind loses the ability to imagine, death is close behind.”

      “What’s that—poetry?”

      “Philosophy. My philosophy.” The former executive director sipped his vodka. “When they say I was compromised, I assume they implied that I was under the influence of my lovely wife?”

      “Were you offered money and influence? That’s what it says.”

      “This city, the slums where I grew up, the starport—everything was wiped out in a sneak attack. Millions died. The Union was scrambling, trying to figure out a way forward. When anything remotely like that happened in the Union’s short history, the result was waves of assassinations, betrayals, and executions. Me becoming executive director probably saved hundreds of lives and who knows how much money. For a society obsessed with efficiency, I would think that’s a positive.”

      “Sounds like it.” But the way the beefy bodyguard rubbed a thumb over a scar splitting his right eyebrow said he wasn’t convinced. “Can I ask another question?”

      Floyd cocked an eye and aimed a finger-pistol at the young man. “Go for it.”

      “Even the history book says you accomplished a lot, so why are you always so—?” Radomir’s face took on a strained look, as if he was searching for a way to voice something indelicate.

      “Pissy? Grumpy? Bitter?”

      “Your words.”

      They were his words, and they were accurate. Floyd took a longer drink. “You’re too young to really understand regret.”

      “I made mistakes.”

      “Not like me. I’ve made some doozies, and I’m old enough now to have the perspective to appreciate my shortfalls.”

      Radomir grunted. His eyes dropped to his glass. “I guess I see that.”

      “Do you?” Floyd raised his glass, used it to indicate everything around them. “Look at this place. Look at the world around us. Look at me.”

      The bodyguard complied and looked back, bemused. “What about it?”

      “You saw those people on the streets.”

      “Sure.”

      “You see the people here in this club?”

      Radomir slowly nodded. “I don’t understand.”

      “What we did, what I fought for…it’s all fading.”

      “Fading? How? Those people on the streets have jobs.”

      “They do. And they’re making a tiny fraction of what the executives running the corporations make. They work until they have almost no life left in them, until they’re sick and wasting away.”

      “They got places to go home to.”

      “Tiny apartments. Most probably don’t have enough money to pay for heat and cold. They eat crap food. Meanwhile, the same people we tried to keep from returning to their abusive ways live in luxury penthouses. They have private shuttles. Their companies have small armies that act with impunity.”

      Understanding dawned on the big bodyguard’s pale face. He put the drink to his sliver-thin lips and tossed the drink back before setting the glass on the table. “That’s the regret you’re talking about?”

      “We had a chance to make change permanent, and I missed it. I assumed people could change, that they could see the benefit of decent education and health and opportunity for everyone and accept that was the way to operate.”

      “Is it? I ain’t never seen anything like that.”

      “Because it was all being stripped away, the requirements and oversight rolled back, by the time you were old enough to be aware.”

      Floyd scolded himself for wasting his breath preaching, then sucked in a breath to expand on how much more frustrating it was to have been close to a major victory and fail than to never have succeeded, but the device on his wrist vibrated, silencing his words before he could voice them.

      He glanced down and saw the string of words scrolling across the silvery screen in bold black: She’s gone, and you missed her. Your own daughter is dead, and where were you?

      It took him a moment, even after the message signature showed Faith had sent it.

      Then Floyd straightened, his heart stopping. “Cecily.”

      Radomir’s gray eyes widened. “What about her?”

      Floyd shook his head. “I can’t believe…” He rose, struggling to breathe. “Something’s gone wrong.”

      The big bodyguard leapt to his feet and braced his boss. “You okay?”

      “No.” The world was spinning. “Where’s the nearest Q-comm?”

      “Gulmar Corporate. That’s maybe fifteen minutes⁠—”

      “Let’s go.”

      They hurried out, Floyd barely noticing the leggy waitress’s wave and returning it distractedly. He was in the car, mind fighting through the slight buzz of the vodka, when he remembered that Cecily was supposed to be delivering her speech to a gathering of League ambassadors. When he’d learned of that, he’d been excited, had made promises to travel to Kedraal to see the live feed.

      That was before dates had been moved around, though, and his obligation to sit in on all the quarterly earnings calls and to put in his vote as a director on the board had quashed any chance of travel.

      Had he remembered to update Faith and, more importantly, his baby daughter?

      No. He’d been completely absorbed in his miserable task, in the pointless handshakes and platitudes, the rich meals that left him queasy and gassy, the talk about treatments to extend the appearance of youth without the joy of it.

      His bodyguard must have sensed the frustration, because his pale eyes went to the rearview mirror. “Almost there, Boss Man.”

      And true to his word, a few minutes later, the sleek black car glided into the underground parking garage secured for the small group of executives who could actually afford private vehicles. No longer out on the town, Radomir opened the door for his charge, and Floyd realized the big man had at some point buttoned his collar and tightened his tie again.

      Security waved them through with barely a word, and Floyd soon found himself having to slow as he tried to jog down to the secure wing where the corporate headquarters maintained a Q-comm connection.

      One good thing about his legacy position: He had access to even the expensive communications gear, although he’d never used it for personal calls.

      This situation called for it. His daughter…gone?

      Lights came on when the door opened to the secure room, revealing a space a few meters deep and a little more than that wide. Two chairs had been pushed flush to a console now alive with blinking red, amber, and green lights. He’d seen the equipment in use before and had a vague understanding of how it worked, but once he had the system powered on, he worked through a tutorial running at double speed until he was sure of himself.

      Behind him, Radomir breathed, leaking heat and pacing. A year before, the bodyguard had accidentally let slip that he’d found Cecily “fun.” It didn’t take deep insight to understand that he was attracted to her.

      Why not? She was her mother’s daughter, after all.

      Floyd brought up the time conversion interface and saw that it was in the early morning hours on the coast of the main continent where Faith lived on Kedraal. He confirmed the message had been sent from there, although it had come through high-priority Fold Space transmission, not through Q-comm.

      If he couldn’t make it to the most important speech in his own daughter’s career, why did he deserve timely updates on her situation?

      He ground his teeth and fed in manual confirmation of his electronic ID data, then fought through the thumbprint and voice analysis necessary to approve such an expenditure.

      They could bill him. This was his baby. What could have happened to her?

      Minutes passed, then a connection opened, and on the monitor, a bleary-looking young black woman blinked at him. Her plain, long face looked haggard, as if she hadn’t slept in days. “May I help you, Executive Director?”

      “I need to get a message through to Prime Minister Faith Benson, please.”

      The young woman’s face went blank, then the name sank in. “Does the former minister have approval to use Gulmar resources?”

      “I’m authorizing this. Please hurry.”

      “It’s not yet 5:00 a.m., sir.”

      “I understand. Please.”

      After another tired blink, the screen went blank, and Floyd found himself swallowing back nausea and wondering how things could have gone so wildly wrong. He turned at the sound of a heavy sigh and saw Radomir pacing.

      The younger man looked wired, as if he might punch his way through a wall. He’d never managed any serious relationships, but after meeting Cecily, it seemed as if the bodyguard didn’t even try anymore.

      Floyd managed a death’s-head grin. “It might be nothing.”

      “Sure.”

      But Radomir wasn’t stupid. He knew they wouldn’t come storming into Gulmar corporate headquarters at this hour and use the restricted Q-comm systems if it was nothing.

      Time somehow managed to stretch on and on, then the long-faced young woman was there again. “Executive Director Thiessen?”

      “Yes?”

      “I’m putting you through to the former prime minister now. Please remember that these calls are very expensive.”

      “Thank you.”

      Several seconds passed, with Floyd’s body somehow managing to perspire in the room’s chill.

      Then Faith’s face was on the screen, old and tired as his, a little puffier than the last time he’d seen her, but it was easy to remember the pretty features that had battered down his defenses so easily all those years before. “You received my message.”

      “What happened?”

      “You mean after you failed to show up?”

      “Faith, this isn’t the time.”

      “How could you⁠—?”

      “It’s quarterly report time.”

      “Profits and losses. Nothing else could matter.” The one-time admiral of the most impressive Kedraalian fleet ever sagged. “Her ship failed to arrive at Crossroads 4 yesterday. They’re treating it as a Fold Space accident.”

      “A Fold Space accident? How? Wasn’t she on one of those Dove-class ships?”

      “Yes.”

      He shook his head. “What are they doing?”

      “They have SAR ships on the way.” Her voice cracked.

      Years ago, Faith had been on one of those rescue ships when the war between the Kedraalian Republic and the splinter factions had finally gone from cold to hot, resulting in the ultimate rejoining of what survived the conflict. No one knew better than her the odds of rescue in Fold Space.

      She bowed her head. “Floyd, I don’t trust this.”

      “Don’t trust what?”

      “This disappearance. I’ve been thinking about it ever since we were told her ship hadn’t arrived.”

      “Faith…” He swallowed, but his voice felt dry as a desert. “These things happen.”

      “Not like this.” When she looked up, her eyes were wet. “Those ships have elite crews. They have the most advanced systems available.”

      “Fold Space is complicated.”

      The white-haired matriarch’s nostrils flared. “Listen to me. I’m telling you there are people who don’t want peace.”

      “Who? You mean in the government?”

      “Not just our people. The Anirii. Maybe some within the League.”

      “You think someone would attack a Republic Diplomatic ship to prevent a speech?”

      “It wasn’t just any speech, Floyd. This would have hammered home the importance of seeking peaceful resolution to this Oranian flare-up.”

      “If the Oranians leave their accepted borders, they’re seeking war.”

      Faith massaged her brow. “Floyd, she was going to present evidence of Anirii provocations.”

      Diplomacy had its place, but Floyd had no patience for it now. His baby had gone missing. “And you think that evidence was enough for them to attack one of our diplomatic ships? Seriously?” He was doing a terrible job keeping the annoyance from his voice.

      Instead of snapping back at him as he’d expected, Faith’s face took on a serene, serious look. “This isn’t nice and clean. You can be the cynic all you want.”

      “Skeptic.”

      “You can imagine yourself above the political fray.”

      “Because I am, Faith.”

      Surprisingly, the former prime minster showed no irritation. She really did deserve the reputation she had for political coolness. “All I’m asking you to do is to open your eyes. If you love Cecily—truly love her—then put aside your self-pity and look around. Look around.” Her jade eyes had the fire he remembered from before their marriage had dissolved.

      How could he have ever let things collapse between them? “I’ve got some grieving to do. I’m sure you feel the same.”

      Faith Benson, once the most powerful human alive, stared at him for a moment, then killed the connection.

      With the connection dead, the young black woman at the Gulmar building on Kedraal read out the expenses and proper procedures for Q-comm use. All Floyd could think of while she spoke was the fire in his former love’s eyes and how he missed her.

      He had no idea how much time had passed when Radomir shook his shoulder and mumbled something about getting him back home, but the Q-comm room had gone cold, the screen dark.

      As the bodyguard drove Floyd to his apartment, the single thought ran through the executive director’s mind: Look around.

      Look around for what? For a conspiracy? For traitors?

      Since stumbling across aliens, everyone in the Republic had gone crazy, bought into the most outrageous stories imaginable. No way was he going to let that madness pull him down. He was too smart for that.

      But the look in Faith’s eyes… That wasn’t crazy. She knew something. She was warning him.

      And that was a terrifying thing to understand.
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        Kedraal

        Lieutenant Vassilis Zappas

      

      

      Storm clouds rolled in from the ocean to the east, casting the morning in a gray gloom. Lieutenant Vassilis Zappas glanced at the clock in the classic, low-slung roadster’s dashboard console and growled in frustration. Of all the mornings for the road outside his apartment to be flooded by a water main break, it had to be today?

      He pushed the accelerator on the old cobalt blue Cheetah to the floor and let the roar of the engine press him back in his seat. In his peripheral vision, cars lost detail as he weaved in and out of traffic, heavier by far than the three previous drives he’d made to time out the route.

      Fifteen minutes. That had been the worst trip by far, and here he was past twenty.

      The driver of an oncoming truck leaned out his window to give the young, dark-haired pilot an earful as he swung back into his own lane, but Zappas didn’t take his eyes off the road ahead. His turnoff was just a few car lengths farther. After that, another left would put him at the front gate.

      Zappas braked as he took the turn, tires squealing, then he swerved hard to avoid a kid darting onto the street from between two vehicles. He’d come so close—too close.

      Sweat dampened the young lieutenant’s face. His guts churned, sending cream-sweetened roka up to the back of his throat.

      Was it possible for this day to get any worse?

      Stress ate at him, sending signals that his hands processed despite months of intense training. His grip on the wheel tightened, and the creak of the hardened plastic warned him he was mistreating the car he’d spent so many years rebuilding.

      Relax. He had to relax. It was going to be okay.

      But the clock on the dash showed another minute passing, the pale amber glow merciless and cold.

      Finally, he turned onto the last stretch of road leading to the front gate…

      …and came to a stop behind the buses and trucks delivering personnel and goods to the military facility. There was nothing to do now but sink in his seat and breathe in the muggy morning air.

      Sixteen minutes later, he pulled into the last spot in the parking lot across the street from a simple brick building painted in two equally dull shades of brown. That was his destination, his squadron operations facility.

      He had time to glance at the motorcycles and newer cars parked closer to the street separating the lot from the facility. His mind immediately jumped to the question of which vehicles belonged to his fellow squadron personnel and which to their trainers, then he caught a glimpse of the youthful laughing faces of fellow lieutenants readying to cross the street. They were mostly long and lean men, their faces fresh scrubbed, their hair cut short.

      Classmates. Hungry pilots like him. And nothing at all like him.

      One of the young pilots twisted around a meter shy of the door, patted the chest of his black flight suit as if in love, and whistled at Zappas before thrusting hips in his direction. “Sweet ride, Zippy.”

      Shane Mahan.

      Sunlight set the guy’s golden hair on fire and emphasized the gap in his front teeth. The freckles on his long, laughing face were nearly lost in the light.

      Zappas reddened, but thankfully his deep-olive skin hid that from the laughing young man and his comrades now jogging across the empty street to race for the squadron building front.

      Zippy. He’d hoped that nickname wouldn’t follow him from flight school.

      He climbed out of the Cheetah, swept a finger over the old classic’s graceful curves, then closed the door, turning at the shadow of someone approaching from behind.

      A short, pudgy woman with brown hair and the soft, angry red cheeks of someone fighting acne waved. She seemed completely out of place in her flight suit. “Hey.”

      The pleasant tone of her voice and the smile that stretched her full mouth wide caught him off guard. No one ever offered authentic greetings to him. All he’d known since joining the Space Defense Force had been hostile glares and ironic compliments.

      What he was seeing now had to be some sort of setup, a ploy to make him lower his defenses.

      Or maybe it was something new. The cheerful smile, the hint of incense-tinged perfume, the proximity that seemed to signal trust and openness⁠—

      Zappas barely caught movement to his right at the same moment the young woman’s smile disappeared and she snapped to attention. She rendered a salute at the same instant he spun around to look into the eyes of a towering major with the squadron’s snarling red wolf patch on his chest. The slavering maw of the cartoonish animal seemed to glare directly at the young student, almost distracting him from his obligation to render a salute of his own.

      He swallowed, nearly missing the opportunity to match the young woman’s greeting. “Good morning, Major!”

      The pilot’s already sun-darkened skin turned even deeper red. He braced thick, powerful fingers on each hip, the heavy red hairs covering the flesh barely moving in the breeze. “Do I look like I was waiting for a good morning, lieutenants?”

      Once again, Zappas was slow getting off the reply, echoing the young woman. “No, sir!”

      “Do either of you have a watch or a utility device or perhaps a sundial?”

      “Yes, sir!”

      “Then do you mind explaining to me why you’re late reporting for muster?”

      The young woman straightened even more. “No excuse, Major.”

      When Zappas didn’t answer, the major rounded on him. “You have an excuse, Lieutenant?”

      “I—”

      “There is no excuse, Lieutenant. Do you understand me? Seconds or hours, late is late. There’s a schedule for a reason. Your superiors carefully construct it to maximize the effectiveness of your training so that should some alien threat ever make its presence known in the sky of our precious gem of a home world, we can provide the most debilitating strikes against their alien hides and make them rue the day they cast an envious glance our way. Do you understand?”

      “I do, Major!”

      “Excellent, Lieutenant. Now henceforth, you will either follow that schedule, or you will tender your resignation and take your sorry ass off my tarmac never to be seen again.”

      Zappas blinked back a tear. He wasn’t going to let this bully humiliate him in front of the young woman. “Understood, Major.”

      “Then get your ass inside the building and report to your muster.” The major spun around on the pudgy woman. “Both of you!”

      Perhaps it was the horror of being reamed out on their first day reporting to duty, or maybe it was just the natural result of a year of training, but the two of them raced across the street. The young woman matched Zappas’s stride despite at least twenty centimeters difference in height. Like him, she seemed ready to crawl under a rock and die, her black eyes wet.

      He opened the door to the breezeway for her, and she opened the door to the interior for him, and neither said anything to the other while they fell into ranks and settled into parade rest, feet shoulder-width apart, hands clasped behind their backs.

      A lieutenant colonel standing in front of the assembled pilots glanced up from a black slate utility device. Her dark flesh showed no wrinkles, but her close-cut kinky hair was more gray than black. She considered first the young woman, then Zappas, with malevolent toxicity, then dropped her bugged-out eyes back to the slate.

      Those big eyes came up again to lock on Zappas. “Lieutenant…Vas-sil…?”

      “Vas-sil-iss Zappas, Colonel.”

      She tapped the device, then shifted her patient stare at the pudgy young woman. “Lieutenant Seeka…?”

      “Dair-rid-uh. Ma’am.”

      Again, the lieutenant colonel merely tapped the device screen. For a moment, she stared at the display, then she lowered the thing to her side and considered the assembled pilots. “You all look sharp this morning. I think I even detect some very expensive perfumes and colognes.” She brushed something off the sleeve of her glossy black flight suit. “Save your money, ladies and gentlemen. If you must put on scents, do so in minute amounts. You will be operating in tight quarters with your fellow pilots, and some of us do not appreciate powerful odors.”

      A couple of the pilots on either side of Zappas blushed. For himself, he wondered if the aromatic shampoo he’d purchased to keep his wavy black hair under control might prove unacceptable to such a demand. He’d have to buy something unscented to be safe.

      The colonel stared off into space for a moment. “Since some of our squadron members were delayed finding their place this morning, I will reiterate that I am your commanding officer. You may call me Colonel Gowon or Lieutenant Colonel Gowon or ma’am. If I hear any of you referring to me as Javelin, you’ll spend the next week at the wash rack, cleaning the underside of our beloved Seahorse training aircraft. Take my word for it: You do not want to spend time at the wash rack.”

      Gowon’s big, dark eyes slowly worked their way down the rows of youthful pilot trainees, then went to a silver device on her wrist. “Normally, you’d have half an hour to find your lockers and gather your gear. Since we were delayed this morning…” The big-eyed colonel stared right at Zappas. “Well, you have twenty minutes. I advise you not waste it. Seahorse familiarization leaves no room for tardiness.”

      She brought her booted feet together with a sharp click. “Dismissed.”

      When the other pilots filtered out of the assembly room, it seemed to Zappas that a million hate-filled eyes burrowed into him. Not that he wished the young woman any ill will, but it seemed unfair to him that no one shot a baleful look her way.

      He let the others march out, then turned to follow, barely noticing the young woman drifting into his wake.

      She hustled up to match his stride. “Zappas. Is that Greek?”

      “I think so.” He didn’t look down at her.

      “Is that where Zippy comes from?”

      Now he glared at her. “That comes from people trying to intimidate and harass me out of the service. You can call me that if you want, but I won’t let it get to me.”

      “Oh. I didn’t⁠—”

      “What training school did you come from?”

      “Port Malia. It’s on⁠—”

      “It’s on Argent. I know. If you’d trained up at Sayer Station, you’d know about me.”

      They stopped at the entry to the locker room, and he scanned for his name on the video display. His locker was A12, across the aisle from someone named Derrida.

      He sighed. “Is that you?”

      “B12? Yeah.”

      The other pilots were already dribbling out, each wielding a utility device of the same black as the colonel’s, although less scuffed and scraped. Once again, it seemed every one of the male students sneered at Zappas, and the women wouldn’t even look at him.

      He wasn’t sure which was worse.

      The lockers were black, full height, with hooks for hangers and drawers for undergarments and shower supplies. The flight bag for his helmet and oxygen mask rested atop the drawers, a name patch Velcroed just below the handles.

      Zappas pulled the assigned utility device from its sleeve and confirmed it was charged, then turned to go.

      Derrida sat hunched on the bench running down the center of the aisle. It sounded like she was crying. It was a sound that left him feeling defenseless and weak. He cocked his head, listening to be sure of what he was hearing, then reached a hand out toward her without realizing it. He pulled back at the last second, but she turned, wiping tears from her eyes.

      She turned away again. “Sorry.”

      “You don’t have to apologize. People have called me worse things.”

      “I mean for crying.” She pulled her utility device out, powered it on, then back off before slamming the locker shut. “You didn’t need to see me bawling my eyes out. It’s unprofessional.”

      “No, it’s…” He swallowed. “Why were you crying?”

      “Because I was late. Because I’ve only been here a day and they’re blocking me out already. The fat girl with acne.” She made a sound that was part laugh, part sob. “You wouldn’t understand.”

      When she started to rush past him, he caught her by the wrist. “Wait.”

      She tugged against his grip, the fear in her eyes primal. “Let go of me!”

      He did, then glared at his hand. He’d thought for sure he had better control of his limbs. “I…” It was so hard keeping things straight. “I understand what you’re going through.”

      “You have no idea.”

      “You want to know how I understand?”

      The pudgy woman pressed her back against the end of a row of lockers. “I think we should get out to the familiarization training.”

      “We have time.”

      “Maybe you forgot the way that major tore us a new⁠—”

      Zappas set his utility device on the bench, then reached for the blouse of his flight suit above the top of a boot. He pulled the black material up, then pushed his white socks down, revealing the metal of his cybernetic leg.

      Derrida gasped and leaned closer, eyes wide. “Is…is that metal?”

      “I grew up with a degenerative muscular and bone condition. By the time I was ten, I couldn’t walk. By twelve, my arms wouldn’t respond. They were able to stop the spread of it by the time I was sixteen, but I was a paraplegic, stuck in my bed, barely alive. My heart was failing.”

      “Is that anodized aluminum?” She pointed at the blue sheen of the metal shell that acted as a shin guard.

      “I’m allowed to personalize the hardware.” He held his hands up for her to see. “Flesh for the lower parts of my arms.”

      “I love that blue.” She just stared at the limb, mouth agape. “I mean, it’s the most intense color I’ve ever seen in my life.”

      “You can touch it.”

      She let out a squeal, then pressed a fingertip against the metal. “That is so boss!”

      Her enthusiasm left him unsure of how to feel, especially if she might be fetishizing his cybernetics. He covered the leg again. “Now you know.”

      “That’s crazy. They— Are they jealous?”

      “Not of the cybernetics, no. They think it’s what makes me capable of piloting, though, and that really makes them resentful.”

      “Screw them.”

      “We need to get out there for the familiarization training.”

      “What—you don’t want another chewing out?”

      She followed him out, now hanging closer than before, but she didn’t say anything about the artificial limbs the entire time the monotone lieutenant colonel walked everyone around and under the ugly Seahorse trainer craft. Zappas pretended to have never studied the sturdy, simple fighter, both to avoid the pudgy training pilot engaging him again and to keep the commander from thinking he wasn’t paying attention.

      After sitting in the cockpit and answering questions for the commander, Zappas was released for lunch. For some reason he couldn’t fathom, he hung around for Derrida, studying how she reacted to being grilled.

      He was so intent on the young woman’s wide-eyed face that he almost didn’t notice the greasy-haired man in the stained gray coveralls standing behind him. The man also seemed focused on the two women, which seemed creepy, as neither merited any reasonable attention other than as trainer and trainee.

      But when Zappas twisted around, arms crossed over his chest, the scruffy-looking man continued staring at the women, all the while scratching the slight paunch pushing out his grimy coveralls.

      Just when the cyborg started to tell the man to move on, the dirty guy’s dark eyes jumped to Zappas’s, and the man’s lips peeled back in an ugly smile. “Piece of work, is she not?”

      Zappas sucked in a breath and turned fully around. “I don’t know who⁠—”

      “Master Sergeant Leonel Cardoso.” The man extended a scratched and dirty hand. “The maintenance teams, they report to me. Those ’horses belong to me.”

      Master sergeant? With his outfit, unshaven at least for this morning, and the lack of a shower, if being downwind of him proved anything, the man looked like a bum! Zappas couldn’t see security or other maintenance workers around, though, so he squared his shoulders. “Sergeant, I think you should move on.”

      The senior enlisted man’s eyes moved up and down Zappas’s body before going back to the trainer jet. “This behavior you’re putting on—you don’t know me.”

      “I know that I don’t care for the way you’re looking at those women.”

      Cardoso laughed. “This woman I’m looking at, she drinks jet fuel and has the skin of composite armor.”

      “If you say so. Maybe we should call for security and let them be the ones to check your credentials.”

      With surprising speed, the scruffy man reached into a coverall pouch and pulled out a utility device streaked with grime, the face of it chipped and cracked. “Use this if you want. Make the call.” Again the dirty man laughed.

      When Zappas recoiled, Cardoso tapped the device to life, typed nimbly on the front, then held the screen out for the younger man to see. On the screen, a report showed that Seahorse 21V was scheduled for depot-level maintenance and that Master Sergeant Leonel Cardoso was cleared to tow the aircraft to Hangar 3 for flight preparations.

      Cardoso swiped a grimy finger over the screen, frowned, then did so again, the second time bringing up credentials that showed him as a twenty-five-year veteran of Kedraalian military service, most of that with the Marines, then the Army.

      He powered the device down and pocketed it. “When Space Defense Force formed, I said to myself, ‘Leonel, this is where you must apply yourself.’ So here I am.”

      Zappas heard the women’s voices growing louder and glanced over his shoulder. They were coming closer, the lieutenant colonel caught up in something with Derrida that had them both fully engaged.

      Finally, instructor and student stopped, and Lieutenant Colonel Gowon nodded at Cardoso. “She’s yours, Leonel.”

      The master sergeant all but bowed, head dropping and then rising again. “She will be back in six months, Colonel, good as new.”

      “We’ll need her.”

      Gowon looked from Derrida to Zappas, then marched off.

      Derrida exhaled softly, then edged away from the dirty crew chief. “Hi.” She didn’t wait for his creepy smile to fade before jerking her head toward the squadron building. “We still doing lunch?”

      For a moment, Zappas didn’t know how to respond, then the master sergeant roared with laughter, slapped the younger man on the shoulder, and ambled over to the Seahorse. That was when Derrida’s discomfort finally registered for Zappas. The way she rolled her eyes, the realization must have shown on his face.

      She shuddered and hurried away. “Your call, Zippy. Don’t count on me buying, either way.”

      He considered her for a moment, wondering if he should feel anger over her calling him that, then he shrugged and rushed to catch up.

      Maybe he could forgive her this one time.
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        Crossroads 4

        Kiyagon Shad Kiyir

      

      

      Kiyagon Shad Kiyir, ambassador of the Great and Glorious Gythal Empire, shuffled and pranced in the passageway outside the quarters of Kedraalian Republic Ambassador Emmet Ruto. The thrums and rattles of the Galactic League Hub known as Crossroads 4 were a welcome distraction from the thoughts hopping from one quadrant of her brain to the next, testing the values of logic, emotion, spirit, and action before Kiyagon settled upon the only acceptable course to take.

      As she approached the ambassadorial suite’s hatch, forward tri-finger extension stretched out, she froze, catching the sound of approaching slippered feet. This was the distinctively subtle stride of the Koluush, and less quiet, that of the Iviryn.

      She reversed course and assumed the hunched posture of the penitent and scholar, roles she played as native as could be.

      When the Koluush ambassador and Iviryn adjutant swung around the corner into the corridor, each skidding to their own awkward stop, Kiyagon bowed deeply, long, spindly arms stretched wide from her willowy body. “This one graces you with dreams of excellence and health.”

      Moakid, the Koluush ambassador, was of the desert-red fur of its people, closer to the typical 150 centimeters or so than some of the more intimidating warriors of the species. Its oval eyes had more red flecks against the pink orb than normal. As it studied Kiyagon with those strange eyes, its snout curled up, revealing pointy fangs.

      At least this one wore more polished stones and metals in its braided fur than bone, so it wasn’t necessarily a murdering savage.

      Its dominant hand whipped up, middle finger pointed at Kiyagon, then hissed and gurgled, which its translator turned into meaningful words. “Back, Ambassador of Lies. Distance and respect.”

      Again, the Gythal ambassador did as she had before, dipping her head low, keeping her spindly arms out wide.

      Such a display was enough to appease this Moakid, apparently, for it waved the Iviryn adjutant to follow. The squat creature fell in behind the Koluush ambassador with little more than a flash of its tusklike lower prominent teeth and a quick bugging out of the huge, violet-tinted gray eyes. Where black feathers covered its crown and neck, they stood on end, making its shoulders seem even thicker.

      If rumor were true, after such a display, it would likely need a nap. Such big eyes with relatively small brains came at a cost.

      Kiyagon was not one to concern herself with such curiosities. Perhaps the Iviryn were a poor choice to elevate to a League position. Equally, the strange creatures might, as their human champions proclaimed, prove themselves useful to the galaxy at large as something other than shock troops.

      With the Koluush’s tread receded and the Iviryn’s pungent musk similarly gone, Kiyagon cautiously returned to the Republic ambassador’s hatch. After breathing in a softly whistling breath, she pressed the pleasant chiming actuator and retreated two steps, long, graceful neck craning to take in both ends of the passageway.

      Best not to be seen this night.

      The hatch opened, revealing the human ambassador known as Emmet Ruto. The man’s glossy black skin reflected the light from his living space beyond the portal. Already, he had changed from his strangely cut blue jacket to a smooth-looking, shiny robe of some sort and slippers with big, googly eyes surrounded by golden fur.

      Ambassador Ruto blinked and poked his head out just enough to search the passageway. “Ambassador Kiyagon?”

      “This one would speak to the Kedraalian ambassador.”

      “By my biological clock, it’s late. I was headed to bed.”

      And were her olfactory capabilities to be trusted, the Gythal ambassador thought there might be some certainty the human smelled of alcohol. “There is urgency to this one’s message as well as a need for eyes that pry to be pressed away.”

      The human ambassador seemed confused, then raised his full eyebrows before stepping aside. “Come in.”

      She did as he asked, shuffling over to the modest living space where the human had arrayed two small sitting pieces and a table, where Kiyagon rested her backside. “This one thanks the ambassador’s tolerance.”

      “Perhaps you’re looking for the word indulgence.”

      Had the word gone missing? Wait. It was a correction. “This one thanks the ambassador’s indulgence.”

      Ruto grunted, then settled in one of the sitting pieces, dark eyes drifting to the other one for some reason before returning to Kiyagon’s own optic organs. “I would’ve preferred an official request for a meeting, Ambassador.”

      “Such official records trouble this one.”

      “It’s the absence of such official records that should be troubling. Keeping the League together is our foremost goal, and an unofficial rendezvous such as this undermines the promised transparency we all hold dear.”

      As Kiyagon considered that, she pulled the gold chain from inside her loose, heavily patterned robes and jingled the fine slivers of crystal, producing a sound much like the door chimes. Such sounds were calming. “This one encountered Koluush and Iviryn staff in the passageway.”

      “What? When?”

      “Only now.”

      The human massaged his bald crown. “They saw you ringing my chime?”

      “They saw this one walking the passageway, offering obeisance to those two.”

      “They didn’t see you ring my chime?”

      “Those two did not.”

      Ambassador Ruto blew out a long sigh, which must signal frustration. He pushed up from his sitting piece. “I’m afraid I need a drink, Ambassador. I’d offer you one, but⁠—”

      “Yes. This one enjoys the flavors of the drink.”

      “Aren’t you afraid it will make you sick?”

      “This one has imbibed the appropriate chemicals to diminish the sickness without affecting the colors and sounds of the drink.”

      The human shrugged and walked over to a bottle storage area previously referred to in her experience as “the bar.” There, the one known as Ruto set out two glasses and began pouring amber fluids into them. For some reason, after casting a glance at his Gythal guest, the human added more fluid to one of the glasses.

      Kiyagon accepted the lesser of the two glasses and pressed skin flaps tightly over the cool material before slurping on the tingly fluid. “Mm. Yes. This one enjoys the drink and renders appreciation.”

      In response, the human made a strange comment about an impossible condition—a bottom being “up”—and nearly absorbed half of the drink. Then Ambassador Ruto pressed narrow shoulders against the cushioned back of the sitting piece. “What brings you out on a cold and dreary night like this, Ambassador, or don’t you have any concern for your flesh?”

      To Kiyagon, the night was neither cold nor dreary and was in fact an artificial condition to help species maintain something approximating their normal cycles. But humans were known to be as idiosyncratic about environmental conditions as they were word choices. Gythal flesh might be called scaly by humans, even “mummy-ish,” but it was tougher than human flesh and far more resilient when it came to cold and heat, as well as ultraviolet light and similar threats.

      Perhaps there was what the humans called “irony” in the words.

      Irony was not something Kiyagon had much love for. “This one wishes to speak to the ambassador removed from the official archive about the disquieting loss of the Republic envoy.”

      “Removed from the official—? Off the record?”

      “As the ambassador wishes.”

      The human gulped down more of the drink and closed his eyes. He was a strange thing to observe, a face more round than any Gythal might ever have, eyes dark and less than half the size of the giant Iviryn ovals. Compared to the warriors of the human species, this one was small and frail. It could be a function of age, for the humans seemed to exhibit more differences sooner as their bodies progressed toward termination than did Gythal.

      Kiyagon slurped the burning drink again, olfactory slits going wide to breathe in the scent. A human drink dispenser had described it as “appreciating the aroma,” but there was little to appreciate for the Gythal olfactory senses beyond the strange, chemical heat and tang. While sensitive enough, her people’s senses were function-based.

      Ambassador Ruto stretched around Kiyagon and set his glass down on the table, again looking at his guest with some unreadable emotion as he sat back. “What off-the-record exchange should we be having here, Ambassador?”

      “This one worries that the unfortunate disappearance may perhaps be misunderstood.”

      “Misunderstood? Ambassador, a Kedraalian diplomatic ship has gone missing.”

      “A tragedy in any language and culture.”

      “Then where is the misunderstanding?”

      To answer that, Kiyagon would need another slurp. She took it, shuddered at the fire spreading through her circulatory system, then felt ready to expose herself as she must. “This one holds views about the proper course for the ambassador and the Republic to undertake as time unfolds.”

      “You—” Ambassador Ruto licked his lips. “What does the Gythal position dictate we should be doing?”

      “This one does not share the Gythal position in this matter.”

      “So…this is…an unofficial visit?”

      “This one expresses a personal belief.”

      Again, the human ambassador released a tired sigh. “Please do share your thoughts, Ambassador.”

      Commitment had been initiated. Kiyagon slurped more of the wondrous, burning fluid, then wrapped the glass in a firm tri-finger grip. “This one harbors suspicion of not just the Oranians but the Anirii.”

      “You’ve expressed your family’s belief about imperialistic ambitions.”

      “Not family, Ambassador Ruto.”

      The human’s eyes narrowed. “Did I just offend you in some way, Ambassador?”

      Kiyagon blinked closed the four major and four minor optical organs along her swept-back brow. “This one serves in the role as ambassador. This is not one of dignity and respect, not for the Gythal.”

      “Well, I meant no offense. I misunderstood both the stature of an ambassador for your people and for your family.”

      “The ambassador uses the word Ruto as a family identifier. Kiyir is not this one’s family but the ancestor this one worships.”

      “An ancestor is family to humans. Some people trace back their surnames—their family names—generations.”

      “This one has attempted to gain an appreciation for human ancestral worship but has yet to ascertain how it operates.”

      Something about that seemed to trouble the human, but he said nothing.

      Kiyagon studied the glass and its contents. “Shad is not this one’s family, either. It is instead the line of ancestors this one makes loyalty to.”

      “Ancestors but not family.”

      “Kiyir served in the role of philosopher many lifetimes ago. Toward the end of Kiyir’s life, she fought for a saner path during the war with the Anirii.”

      The human ambassador studied his hands. “If only this Kiyir had won out, perhaps your two peoples wouldn’t be in the state you’re in today.” He looked up. “No offense meant by that.”

      Kiyagon bobbed her head up and down in disagreement. “This one takes no offense. Complications riddle relations between the powers. This one will search the many grimoires for better understanding of Kiyir’s feelings about the Anirii. What this one already understands is that war was perceived as an undesirable outcome.”

      “War is always undesirable.”

      “Did your general not once say war is always inevitable?”

      “No. Not quite.” The Republican ambassador pursed his lips. “I believe what you’re thinking of is the belief that we must be resolute and assume war is inevitable should we fail to project our intent.”

      “This seems contradictory, but if the ambassador says this means peaceful resolution is the desired outcome⁠—”

      “That’s exactly what it means.”

      “Then it is different from Kiyir’s teachings as this one understands them.”

      Breath bubbled from Ambassador Ruto’s lips. “I’m sorry?”

      Kiyagon bowed deeply. “This one does poorly passing along information vital to understanding. Perhaps this leads to the ambassador failing to appreciate the teachings of Kiyir.”

      The ambassador waved his hands. “Language, culture, lived experience. We’ll require decades before we truly can begin to build the foundation of understanding between our people.”

      “A wise assessment.”

      Ruto extended a hand, then pointed to Kiyagon’s near-empty glass. “You want to finish that? I’ll take it back to the bar.”

      She did as ordered, then handed the glass over, swaying slightly, experiencing the heat on her palate. Her optical organs fixated on the furry slippers on the human ambassador’s feet. “What does the ambassador wear to cover his feet?”

      “These?” He must have wriggled his toes, because the gold fur moved, and the googly eyes rolled wildly. “My granddaughter sent them to me. It’s from some entertainment media she watches. I gather it’s very popular on Kedraal right now, and it somehow represents pride. She says she’s very proud of me.”

      The idea of a descendant sobered the Gythal ambassador. She pressed a hand against the place where she had once stored eggs. “In the eyes of most influential Gythal families, this one is an embarrassment.”

      “An embarrassment? That seems extreme. I can appreciate diplomacy isn’t embraced among your people, but embarrassment?”

      “This one’s assignment to Crossroads 4 is a sop to this one’s sponsors within the Kiyir ancestral line.”

      Ruto shook his head. “I’m afraid I’ve had too much to drink tonight, Ambassador.”

      “This one as well. It loosens the tongue and diminishes the logic function. But this one came to the ambassador for a reason. For just a moment more, will there be listening?”

      “To the point, please, Ambassador.”

      “In the role appointed, this one has provided evidence of Anirii interference and agitation.”

      “And I’ve passed it along to the Kedraalian government, I assure you.”

      “This one has warned about the implications of Oranian expansionism.”

      Ruto ran a hand over his bald scalp. “I’m sure the Gythal offer all of this up innocently and with nothing to gain for themselves.”

      “Hardly, Ambassador. The point this one makes is that not every piece of evidence presented to the ambassador about the Oranians awakening again needs point to Anirii activities.”

      “Say again?”

      “Hardly, Ambassador. The point this one makes is that⁠—”

      “No.” He sighed. “You Gythal and your slavish devotion to literality. What I was trying to say was could you clarify what you mean by the Oranians awakening and Anirii activities? Are you saying there’s no connection?”

      “This one says that…” What Kiyagon wouldn’t give for more of the glorious deliverance that was the warm drink, the freedom it provided to loosen her tongue, and the forgetfulness that would come soon after. “This one says that there could be more at work in rousing the Oranians from their long years of inactivity than the Anirii seeking to draw their ancient rivals out for a debilitating engagement.”

      Ruto grunted, then rested his elbows on his knees and pressed his knuckles to his lips. It was the look Kiyagon had come to associate with serious and intense consideration.

      Good. And bad.

      Such a message must be conveyed to the Kedraalian Republic, acting as they were as the guiding hand to the younger powers who had requested the formation of the Galactic League. The humans had come offering assistance and promising protection, yet they appeared dangerously naive about the complexities of the galaxy. They were right to examine her people with what was called among them a jaundiced eye. Everyone did, and much of what drove that skepticism was deserved, at least as Kiyagon saw it through her older understanding.

      Necessary or not, though, the message was sure to further diminish Kiyagon’s own standing with her people.

      Assuming such a diminishment was even possible. What fell lower than the role of ambassador, after all?

      Abruptly, the human ambassador sat back, eyes sharper now than any time since her entry into his quarters. “Ambassador, you’re saying the provocations driving the Oranians to abandon their inward focus and return to aggression aren’t exclusively the work of the Anirii—correct?”

      “Such is exactly what this one is trying to convey.”

      “Dammit, Ambassador. From the first moment you reached out to me, the message has been consistent. Your people have asserted that the problem is the Anirii and only the Anirii, and you’ve provided some evidence that supports the claim. Are you saying this evidence has been fabricated?”

      “Fabrication requires innocence, Ambassador. Instead, this one proposes that the data provided be understood as…selective. Describing the Anirii as innocent would be absurd.”

      “All right. If not the Anirii as the agents provocateur, then whom?”

      Kiyagon emitted a soft whistle and chimed the crystals dangling from her necklace. It was hard to know which truths must be shared and which must be shielded. So much relied upon the proper revelations at the proper time. This was made explicit in the grimoires of Kiyir.

      No matter how the Gythal ambassador played the crystals, though, no answer came to her. She quit whistling and returned the necklace to its place around her long, graceful neck. “This one cannot answer such a question, Ambassador. Perhaps, though, the Kedraalian ambassador can assist in researching such matters?”

      Ruto’s mouth worked, but the only sound he made was what she assumed was properly described as a gasp. Was he then surprised, and if so, was the surprise pleasant? How wonderful should he tell her that he looked forward excitedly to such an endeavor.

      He stood, the fur of the slippers shaking as if blown by a wind. “If you’ll excuse me, Ambassador Kiyagon, I believe our meeting must be concluded.”

      She rose, bowed, and shuffled to the hatch, unsure what to say in response. He had dismissed her, and she was sure it was tension she saw in his posture. Did that mean the cooperation between them was at an end and further cooperation would not be seriously considered?

      It was too much to contemplate for the moment, so she slipped out into the passageway, listened, and scanned with her exceptional eyes, then drifted back to her quarters to sleep off the warm numbness of the drink.
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      Private ED-207 had trained to descend through space. Video memories ran through her head or flashed on the visor lowered over her eyes. Loading into the lander modules, shoulder to shoulder with Marines of one sort or another; strapping into the bolted-together seats; securing the rebreather masks to her helmet—she’d done it all. At the first warning of integrity breach, her environment shielding suit would be ready to seal shut, exactly as the video memories played out.

      Looking around the lander module, part of her brain registered the stark differences visible to any but the blind. She and the other Seconds were mostly wrinkled, smaller, and often a little slower than the rest of their Marine comrades. Seconds wore either no stripes or—like her—one stripe, marking her as a private first class, or PFC.

      More importantly, Seconds wore patches identifying them as such, a bright-yellow circle with a bold, black 2 visible on helmet and outer jacket. It was visible in augmented reality overlay as well.

      All of these differences were as ingrained in her mind as waking before the first note of reveille.

      Yet…there seemed somehow to be gaps in her memory as well as gaps in her acceptance of what she knew. To counter those gaps, she leaned harder on the extensive library of training videos—video memories—which were a substitute for her less reliable organic equivalent.

      More than anything, video memories defined her.

      And yet, she wasn’t ready for what was happening.

      The transport landing craft bumped and rattled, waking many of the Marines who’d drifted off to sleep in the module. These were the source of the stench of alcohol and body odor, young men and women who had chosen partying and hookups over sleep, even with the knowledge that descent to the contested planet was inevitable at some point.

      It was not ED-207’s role to judge such indiscretions. Her role was⁠—

      She accessed the video memory that ran through her roles: Shock Trooper, Support Operations, and Any other tasks as required.

      That was simple enough.

      Before she could select Shock Trooper to review what that entailed, the plunging drop ship rattled and bumped again, and the Marine seated to her left banged into her.

      ED-207 twisted around to get a good look at the shape, largely wrapped in shadow. Despite the poor lighting, her enhanced eyes could pick out enough details to realize the young man at her side was no man at all but an android, its rubbery, brown flesh almost convincing. Her sharp eyes detected a wildly unconvincing body temperature matching that of the stuffy cargo container now acting as their delivery mechanism.

      The android’s head whipped around, the barely human features registering recognition. “Private ED-207. It is good to see you alert again.”

      For a second, ED-207 couldn’t recall meeting the android, then the video memory flashed through her mind: gathering in the hangar bay as part of Wave 2, receiving her assignment to Lander Module 71, squeezing aboard with the mass of Marines, being shoved from behind as she bent down to settle into her assigned seat, banging her head as the laughter of Marines around her faded in and out.

      And after all of that, there was a memory she knew was not hers but the recording capturing what she had missed while dazed.

      There was the android, introducing himself as Lot-77A214012, a shock trooper same as her, the partner she had trained with.

      She turned away, confused, absorbing this memory as well as she could.

      It wasn’t enough for the android, which tugged on her arm. “The knot on your head has stopped swelling. This is a positive sign.”

      Without thinking, she sneaked wrinkled fingers beneath the visor and under the front of the helmet, probing the tender flesh that had indeed puffed up into a solid ball. Each gentle exploration sent jolts of electricity through her left eye and sinuses.

      All she could do for now was nod and mumble acknowledgment of the android’s observation. It seemed to accept the noise as such.

      Her eyes went to the scar circling her wrist, glossy and smooth. She couldn’t recall where it had come from or what it meant.

      Again, the drop ship bounced, rattled, and thudded.

      Overhead, the intercom speakers crackled. “Marines, be advised that we are in atmosphere. Turbulence is worse than reported.”

      Somewhere in the shadows, a Marine shouted, “No shit!”

      The pilots would hear no retorts or laughter. They were busy enough keeping the ungainly troop landers from tearing apart once they hit atmosphere. ED-207 consulted the video memory for information that wouldn’t stay in her head for some reason: M-A141 Troop Landers have a greater than 10 percent chance of failure in combat situations, with the odds of all hands being lost above 50 percent should such failure occur.

      Entering one of the lander modules left a Marine with a greater than 5 percent baseline chance of death, assuming the drop ship was entering a combat situation.

      She consulted her video memory to see if they were in a combat situation and found that they were in fact landing on Ferekon before hostilities began.

      Their odds of survival climbed significantly.

      Such knowledge apparently didn’t comfort the two Marines across from her, who stared down intently at their utility devices and whispered in soft, intense tones to each other. The glow coming from their displays provided no special knowledge, but their faces revealed plenty.

      A gold bar occupied the space on one Marine’s chest where ED-207’s own Seconds symbol rested. Unlike her yellow circle, a flap of material could be folded down to cover the lieutenant’s rank. Beside the young, pasty-faced man sat an older man, this one with a bronzed complexion and dark eyes. Instead of a bar, he had stripes, these marking him as a gunnery sergeant. He had a thick neck and filled his uniform out in a way that made him seem dangerous. Both men seemed wholly absorbed by their displays.

      Consulting her video memory, ED-207 discovered that the Marines she’d boarded with were a platoon from Bravo Company. The memory failed to indicate which battalion the company belonged to.

      ED-207 closed her eyes. There were ten Seconds in the module. Each Second had an associated android they would work with.

      A shudder ran through the rectangular module, interrupting her calculations about space allocation, air consumption, and exit queueing. The shuddering intensified, and lights came on, only to blank out, then to flicker. When they went out again, the shudder transformed into crazy bouncing and twisting that caused some of the Marines to start cursing.

      One voice rose above the others, the speaker swearing that the lander was coming apart. Others echoed the claim.

      A few steadying voices shouted for the rest to “stow that shit,” which a reference to video memory confirmed meant to shut the hell up.

      Then a whole new level of turbulence silenced even the steadying voices.

      Wild retching echoed from somewhere in the dark to her left, filling the air with the foul, acidic stench of vomit. This provoked speculation from Lot-77A214012 that a chain reaction would ensue, which came true in short order, with more retching and wet splashing from the opposite end of the container.

      It was apparently enough for the young, pasty-faced lieutenant, who undid his straps and rose to his booted feet, which he spread as wide as his narrow shoulders. He thrust out what amounted to a chin for him and squeaked something that might have been an order to “listen up.”

      Whatever he’d been trying to say was undone by another dramatic series of bumps and twists, which threw him into the container wall above Lot-77A214012. The android managed to catch the officer’s limp body when it fell.

      A youthful woman with the sort of pink skin not meant for bright sunlight stumbled out of the dark, gaped at the slack-jawed form, then knelt beside the android. “The lieutenant’s down!”

      The gunnery sergeant across the way who’d been caught up in discussion with the fallen officer hastily unbuckled and rushed across to his downed comrade. He spoke to the pink-skinned woman as she tended to the lieutenant, and they braced against the bouncing, then together moved the unconscious lieutenant back to his seat and secured him.

      Video memory confirmed that the younger woman who’d seen to the lieutenant was a “corpsman”—a Navy medic attached to the Marines.

      Something about the lieutenant being slumped limply in his seat affected ED-207. She had the strangest sensation of being the same—slumped, unable to do anything with her body. But she wasn’t unconscious. A foul taste was in her mouth, and a worse smell. She’d soiled and peed herself. Drool tracked down her chin and onto civilian clothes that seemed much nicer than her uniform.

      Video played, reminding her of her mission roles: Shock Trooper, Support Operations, and Any other tasks as required.

      She shook free of the video memory, now trying to recall what it had replaced. There was the vaguest sense of a nice outfit, something delivered mere hours before she ruined it with her own waste. It had been a blue so dark it could have been a storm cloud, with elements of a similarly dark teal. Boots of soft⁠—

      Prodding snapped her back to the moment, and she realized it was the android again. “Something has the Marines troubled.”

      “We’re Marines, too.” ED-207 said this with no conviction whatsoever.

      With her enhanced optics, not even the poor lighting of the module could hide the sneers and resentment of her comrades, the hatred and revulsion. Even the brawny gunnery sergeant now splitting his attention between his utility device and the unconscious lieutenant occasionally sneaked looks at her and the android. That look wasn’t one that projected welcome and empathy but confusion, perhaps even discomfort.

      Lot-77A214012 leaned closer. “How extensive would you consider your training?”

      “Comprehensive.” She recalled everything from being dropped off at the front of the training facility for boot camp to undergoing advanced weapons qualification, and the experiences could be recalled through video memory whenever needed.

      None of it, though, felt so real as sitting slack in her fine leather chair, slowly gagging on something she’d vomited into her mouth, feeling her leaked fluids pooling in the seat.

      “Might I ask—” The android attempted a smile, failed. “What is your understanding of Shock Trooper?”

      Video memory instantly filled in the gaps. “Charging enemy positions.”

      “Are there more details, perhaps?”

      “Won’t your programming kick in once the orders are given?”

      “That is my understanding. Unfortunately, I have no access to such programming at the moment. This leads to a curiosity I find unsettling. Should I be content to know that my training has been done via coding rather than through lived experience?”

      “You’re an android. Everything is programming for you.”

      The humanoid construct turned away, strange gray eyes unfocused. “What was it like, going through boot camp?”

      ED-207 started to reply, then found herself unable to. The video memory provided only implied experiences. Long gaps existed between brutal hand-to-hand combat training, visiting the rifle range to learn the peculiarities of the Marine weapons arsenal, basic map reading, military protocols, and the rules of war. She couldn’t recall sleeping or eating or showering. Marching drills didn’t resonate with physical sensations of blisters or soreness.

      She’d gone on a twenty-kilometer march with a full backpack. Video memory proved that. However, she couldn’t connect with the ache and hunger, the smell of sweat and the miserable rawness in her crotch or where the backpack’s straps had dug into her flesh. There should have been bitter remorse over trading the chicken enchilada packaged meal for a terrible Chinese sweet-and-sour combination.

      Those were her experiences, she was sure of it, but…

      Rattling and bumping brought more shouts from the Marines at either end of the module. One thrust his head from the dark, spitting onto the floor, eyes watering, a filth-caked towel wiping his helmet visor. “You damned Seconds got it easy.”

      Such an accusation startled ED-207. “What?”

      “No sickness. No fear. No questions about what comes next.” The long-faced younger man examined the inside of his helmet, then lowered it back onto his buzz-cut head. He had to push the visor away from his big nose. “That’ll change when we land, and you and your android buddies have to clean up this mess.”

      The young man’s buddy, possibly a female by the sound of the voice, laughed and encouraged the Marine to go on.

      He did, crooked teeth glistening behind the visor. “You’re gonna be body parts if there’s a charge. Little bitty body parts. If you’re lucky. The Oranians use those plasma weapons and rail guns with rounds as thick as my hand. An old shrimp like you, there might be nothing left.”

      More laughter rang out in the module.

      Across the aisle, the gunnery sergeant looked up from his utility device, scowled, then glanced at the unconscious lieutenant. Finally, the broad-shouldered noncommissioned officer powered the device off and narrowed his eyes at the Marine who’d done all the talking. “Corporal, you can shut your mouth now, or you can end up on the same cleanup detail as the Seconds.”

      “Aw, c’mon, Gunny. I’m just⁠—”

      “One more word, and I’ll put your name on the list.” The brawny man waggled the powered-down device.

      That silenced the corporal, but it didn’t silence the questions in ED-207’s head.

      She couldn’t stop wondering why she’d signed up for this. There were memories of passing the physical, of being dropped off at the training facility, of indoctrination into the Seconds Battalion, but she had no recollection of the motivation driving her.

      With the loudmouth corporal silenced, the gunnery sergeant looked at her, nodded, then powered his utility device on again.

      Apparently, that was the signal Lot-77A214012 had been waiting for. It again tugged on her arm. “Did you have memories of boot camp? You seemed ready to answer when the young corporal interrupted.”

      “I’m not sure about my memories.” ED-207 caught the scowl from the corporal in her peripheral vision. “My brain was scrambled when I banged into the module wall.”

      Someone snickered, but she didn’t bother to see who.

      Lot-77A214012 stared into the shadows. “Why would we be the ones to clean up human vomit?”

      That rankled her. “Hey, I’m human.”

      “You are. I apologize. What I meant was…” The android studied her face. “You would not be offended if I commented on your age?”

      The android’s questions were annoying. Had it forgotten how they’d trained together so extensively? Its coding was tied to her training, but it acted as if it had no recall of what was surely embedded in its systems. “When I signed on, I accepted the roles that would be assigned.”

      “Then age has no relevance?”

      “Neither age nor education nor accomplishments in life. This is my second chance, an opportunity to serve the Republic I love.”

      “It is a commendable stance. Tell me, Private, is there a limit to ‘Any other tasks as required’? I fear I would not look forward to acting as a shock trooper absent such limits.”

      “Everyone in the military faces obligations like that.”

      The android’s almost-human face bunched up. “Then I wish I would never have been constructed.”

      Even if it was annoying and foolish, such thinking was sensible. If the synthetic’s programming modeled human thinking in the least, it would change its tune the second explosions started gouging the ground and tossing dirt half a mile into the air.

      Duty and training would push everything else aside.

      Scanning the interior, ED-207 saw other androids watching the exchange. There were Seconds like her, too, neck waddles shaking, wrinkled faces passive as they took in her words.

      If no one else resented the idea of being used to mop up vomit, why did it bother her and Lot-77A214012?

      Suddenly, the gunnery sergeant shoved his utility device into a slit in his gear pouch and grabbed hold of the unconscious lieutenant’s head. “Everyone, hold on!”

      His words were almost drowned out by the worst shaking to hammer the lander yet. Someone screamed, then amber lights came on inside the module. It felt as if they’d entered a massive gravity field, the world inside the lander module now nothing more than a bone-shaking rumble.

      It occurred to ED-207 that the sensation of intense gravity came from landing thrusters being pushed to full power, which also accounted for the noise.

      Something had gone wrong with their landing plans.

      Lot-77A214012 stared across the aisle at the gunnery sergeant. “Are we under attack, Gunnery Sergeant?”

      The muscular man hadn’t heard the question. He was busy roaring into a microphone no doubt paired to the high-powered radio that blinked on his hip. Perhaps he was shouting at the pilots. More likely, he was reaching out to more senior personnel with the lieutenant unavailable.

      ED-207 fixed an annoyed eye on her android partner. “We can’t be under attack—there’s no military presence on the planet.”

      “The Oranians⁠—”

      “The Oranians have yet to enter the system. The breach in Fold Space was our warning, and now we’ve begun to enter into predesignated landing zones. If they’re stupid enough to approach the planet, we’ll have our camp up and running before the first enemy units have even departed their ships.”

      “Then why are we shaking like this?”

      “The pilots have braked our descent.”

      “Why would the pilots⁠—?”

      Across the aisle, the big gunnery sergeant showed his teeth. His head whipped left to right, then back. “Listen up! LZ Golf is compromised!”

      Grumbling filled the silence he left when drawing in breath.

      “Quiet! I’ve been on the horn with HQ, and we’ve been reassigned to a new LZ.”

      The grumbling returned only to be silenced by the gunnery sergeant’s piercing whistle. “This isn’t some tea and biscuits gathering, ladies and gentlemen. Keep your mouths shut and ears open. We’ve been redeployed. Your job at this point is to take stock of what you have and what you’re missing.”

      “Where we going, Gunny?”

      ED-207 couldn’t see who’d asked the question, and the gunnery sergeant didn’t seem to care. He took in a deep breath and blew it out. “LZ Tango.”

      A chorus of groans answered the proclamation.

      LZ Tango didn’t sound right. It couldn’t be. It was⁠—

      Her video memory stuttered, then she recalled where she’d heard of LZ Tango: the ice wall. That’s what someone had called it. It was a position more than eight hundred klicks northeast of their original LZ. The area had brutal winter conditions, especially at the time of military operation start. Getting to that position would take hours, and the interior of the lander module was already toxic.

      She shivered at the thought, then caught a smile flicking over the android’s almost-human face.

      The automaton turned to her. “Our comrades appear to be distressed by the change of plans.”

      “We’ve been sent to a place that’s much colder, and we don’t have the appropriate gear.”

      “How unfortunate. There is an advantage to being immune to temperature extremes, I suppose.”

      “Lot?”

      The android cocked its head. “Me?”

      “Yes, you. You might want to shut the hell up before someone blows your head off.”
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        Ferekon

        Gunnery Sergeant Xander Halliwell

      

      

      All those years of whispers behind his back, all those derisive comments never repeated to his face, all the hard truths about being the kid of legends—they framed Gunnery Sergeant Xander Halliwell. Son of controversial Colonel Clive Halliwell and iconic Sergeant Major Toni Grier, Halliwell had the blood of heroes in his veins. It showed in his stature: 185 centimeters and 90 kilograms of thick muscle. He had biceps to kill for, a bull neck, and bulging shoulders. In full view of the company, he’d once dropped a loudmouth with several centimeters and fifteen kilos on him with a single punch. Hell, even his course scores were in the ninety-ninth percentile.

      None of that mattered without a war to prove himself.

      Duty. Honor. Service.

      And now here he was, plunging to the surface of Ferekon in a lander that sounded like it was coming apart at the seams. He ground his teeth against the high-pitched squeal and bone-creaking groan of the overstuffed landing module as it crept toward self-destruction.

      The air in the module was thick with the stench of vomit, sweat, and bad breath. Things had fallen apart so quickly, and now he was left holding the bag while Lieutenant Petraka drooled on himself, unconscious after being bucked into the module wall.

      Halliwell replayed the video from the lander’s external cameras on his utility device for the thousandth time, trying to spot where it had all collapsed.

      If they lived, he’d point to this moment he’d freeze-framed, where a Koluush transport wandered off course and into the rocket wash of a larger Uzwulii vessel. Fire blossomed from the Koluush craft, whether from a bad fuel line seal or from flames getting into the cargo hold and igniting something volatile, it didn’t matter. What mattered was that the dying Koluush vessel had plowed into one of its twins, triggering a chain reaction, then the two of those had dropped straight down into the 2/1—2nd Battalion, 1st Marines’ LZ Golf. The fiery debris had rained down on the first Kedraalian Republic landers to have arrived, most still unclamping the cargo modules slung from their bellies.

      And then the secondary explosions had turned LZ Golf into a fireball.

      Up went ordnance, food, materials for building out the battalion camp and positions…

      …and the headquarters and support company.

      HQ, a lot of officers and senior noncommissioned officers, and most of the construction equipment—all gone.

      After thinking about it for a minute, Halliwell decided that was definitely the moment he’d point to if they failed.

      But the mission had been poisoned even earlier, when Brigadier General Gregory Zhukov took charge of the landing operation. Upon arrival in orbit, the egotistical moron had decided to take a platoon down to the surface for a photo op, filming them all wading out of a lagoon near the ruins of some ancient dump known as Abokota, which apparently held almost religious significance to a few of the aliens in the League.

      The general was still in intensive care aboard the Zulu, and half the platoon was frozen in cold sleep, resuscitation implants activated the second they’d lost their battle with the water’s virulent microbial life.

      Now Halliwell was regretting his gung-ho attitude, rethinking his desperate desire for a shooting war to prove himself, rolling back the notion that he’d rather die proving he was a Marine than go on being judged inferior.

      Maybe everyone faced such second-guessing their first time facing death.

      Sweat trickled into his eyes. The puke stung his sinuses. His heart threatened to explode from the stress. Another glance at the utility device showed estimates for battalion casualties: close to ten percent before even a single engagement.

      He risked a worried glance at the lieutenant and knew that percentage was going to get a lot worse and fast.

      Halliwell listened to the chatter among the closest Marines, caught the mixture of panic, bravado, bullying, and borderline psychotic planning. Training could take a Marine a long way, but if the brain melted under heat, no training in the world could save the combatant.

      Wasn’t that the cauldron he’d always been told he wasn’t capable of surviving, the witches’ brew of true battlefield conditions?

      The pilot cut into Halliwell’s misery. “Gunny, we’re approaching LZ Tango. Thirty minutes out.” The captain’s voice was both strong and feminine, a husky, honeyed sweetness that spoke of hard living.

      Tango was where they’d been redirected, and he hadn’t heard a single good thing about it. “How bad is it?”

      “You like snow? You like ice? You’re gonna love this place.”

      They weren’t ready for this. Not just him but the entire battalion. They were without senior leadership right now, without the sort of gear they would need simply to survive.

      A quick check of the module’s hull temperature showed -12 Celsius, and it was still daylight.

      What was going to happen when the sun fully disappeared?

      Only quick thinking could prevent an outright disaster, and his previous discussions with the remaining company leadership weren’t giving him warm fuzzies about even basic thinking.

      He connected to the pilot again. “Captain Berke, you hear anything from the units already on the ground down there?”

      “I let them know you’re inbound.”

      “Who’s the CO?”

      “No commanding officer I know of, Gunny. Sounds like a bunch of little fiefdoms and no king right now.”

      Fiefs and kings? Right. Berke was a history major. She could talk your ears off about the Mongolian Empire. He didn’t mind listening, either, but he’d rather she left it at talking instead of trying to get together with him. She was cute and all that, but…

      He’d given his heart away long ago, and he was too stupid to ever give up hope things would work out.

      Halliwell brought up the list of noncoms and officers in the other landers and established a connection with them, riding on the ships’ networking bandwidth. One by one, the others accepted the invitation, their utility devices capturing choppy video of them in the dim lighting of their modules.

      The senior lieutenant—and biggest pain in the ass—immediately filled her camera frame with a furious eyeball. Lieutenant Gonzalez wasn’t just a loudmouth who disrespected NCOs; she was a bundle of anger always on the verge of exploding. “Halliwell, what the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      “Being proactive, Lieutenant.”

      “You worry about your platoon and leave the rest of us to do the same.”

      “Respectfully, ma’am, we’ve got less than half an hour to come up with the means of saving lives.”

      “Stop being a drama queen.”

      Halliwell’s flesh felt tight and fiery. The lieutenant’s comment hadn’t been accidental or hyperbolic. She’d played upon one of the whispered rumors that had plagued him for years. Dragging out allusions to his supposed sexual orientation was targeted, something aimed at undermining what little support he might’ve been hoping to line up. There were no restrictions on gays in the military, but a macho organization like the Marines had managed to drag its booted feet for centuries in toning down the innuendo and background politics.

      To hell with them. He’d made gunnery sergeant despite the whispers. He had a shot at sergeant major, too, just like his mother.

      If he lost control of his temper, those chances were shot.

      He swallowed. “You take a look at the temperature outside, Lieutenant?”

      “What about it?”

      “It’s well below freezing, ma’am. Wind chill is going to make things worse. We have—” Halliwell checked the intelligence briefing and compared it to the utility device clock. “—less than three hours of daylight left.”

      “Man up. We’ve got jackets. We’ll keep people busy unpacking and getting things put together.”

      “You work up a sweat without the right cold weather gear, Lieutenant, and you’re only going to make things worse.”

      One of the other lieutenants, this one even more of a nebbish than the drooling Petraka, pushed wire-framed glasses up his small nose. The young man’s soft brown skin glistened in the faint light shining down on him, as did his slightly oversized front teeth. “Lieutenant Gonzales, Gunny Halliwell’s right. I just checked the temperature: -12, and it’s going to get much worse.”

      Most of the other NCOs were staff sergeants, younger and less experienced than Halliwell, but that didn’t mean they automatically supported or respected him. Now, though, he could see concern forming in their eyes.

      Maybe he should ask Captain Berke to pass along to the other pilots to turn off the modules’ heating systems. That would get folks’ attention and fast.

      Gonzalez ripped her helmet off and ran her stubby fingers through her spiky black hair. “I’m senior to the rest of you, so I’m taking charge. Understand?”

      Muttered acknowledgment reflected the general lack of enthusiasm for the idea.

      The furious lieutenant’s wide nose flared out as she took in the level of support she enjoyed. “Halliwell, once we land, take some of your people and see what you can do about getting us cold weather gear.”

      “Shouldn’t you be reaching out to the other command⁠—?”

      “Don’t tell me what I should be doing, Gunny.”

      Halliwell clamped his mouth shut. Give a knucklehead a commission and training, and you have a knucklehead lieutenant. No one had ever bothered to filter out the morons in the process.

      He kept quiet as Gonzalez ran roughshod over the rest of the questions and suggestions folks provided, silencing her peers because a few months extra time in the service granted her the right to do so. In her position, she should be encouraging input, eliminating stupid ideas in her head rather than scolding her people. Him showing initiative had for some reason turned her into a raging ass.

      Finally, the connection was closed, and he was alone again, considering his weak-jawed lieutenant and the Second and her android companion sitting across the way.

      Could a Second survive such cold? Perhaps.

      Once the anger had subsided, he pulled up the latest data feed, showing the positions being prepared over the kilometers-long stretch assigned to this part of the deployment. Even without losing so many vital personnel already, the Marines were too spread out. Command had been too worried about appeasing the nonhuman members of the League, assigning small groups all over the eight potential beachheads the Oranians might establish rather than focusing on the most likely points to see contact and letting the aliens handle one each.

      Why did people have to die in the name of diplomacy? There were already too many fatalities simply from daily operations and the occasional dustup to let politicians and ambassadors impose artificial requirements.

      At the idea of diplomats inserting themselves into military matters, Halliwell found himself thinking about the speech Cecily was going to deliver. Struggling with the math, he realized she would’ve delivered it already.

      If only he could’ve been there to hear it, to see the creases when she squinted her intense green eyes…

      Maybe not all diplomats were terrible.

      Captain Berke connected again. “Five minutes, Gunny. You still awake?”

      “Five minutes. I read you, Captain.”

      “Hey, when you get back to the ship, maybe we can find a place to talk about the biggest battles ever fought.”

      “Sure. Fly safe, Berke.”

      “Watch your six, Gunny.”

      “Always.”

      In the last half hour, things had become even more troubled than before, when a couple Marines had seemed on the edge of going over the line. Those same troublemakers were now making noise about disassembling the Seconds and their androids. It was the contagion of stupidity, the disease that dragged crowds down to the thinking of the dumbest among them.

      Halliwell had heard enough. “Listen up! We set down in four minutes.”

      Groans went up from all parts of the module. Someone shouted that they should toss the androids and Seconds out before touching down.

      The message wasn’t getting through, so Halliwell upped his volume. “You need to pay attention, Marines. We are headed into not just a potential contact point with the enemy but into an area where temperatures are lethal.”

      “I ain’t got no blanket, Gunny.”

      Halliwell didn’t need to see who’d said that to know: Corporal Olson was a bellyaching agitator, someone who needed some serious attention before he got people killed. “Corporal Olson, you’re coming with me when we land.”

      “Aw, Gunny. I was just⁠—”

      “We lost materials for building our facilities. No place to sleep or eat or shower. No food. No blankets. No thermals.”

      “I got mine!” That was Stephens, less a firebrand than someone who thought he was funny.

      “Corporal Stephens, you’ll accompany me and Olson on our trip to locate potential material and equipment for the camp.”

      “No way⁠—”

      “The two of you can shut it, and I mean right now.”

      It went silent inside the lander module. Halliwell didn’t need to see the faces looking at him right then to know the message was finally sinking in.

      He leaned against the straps holding him into place. “We’re in a fight for survival.”

      That got through to them.

      A minute later, the lander settled onto the ground, engines roaring. Almost immediately, the vehicle’s clamps came undone, and the module doors slid open. Halliwell launched from his seat, dragging the unconscious Petraka, arm around the chinless man’s waist. The gunnery sergeant got outside and nearly doubled over from the sharp bite of the wind. Snow stung his flesh wherever exposed. Wind howled, making even radio chatter hard to hear.

      He passed the lieutenant off to the Second who’d stared at the lieutenant the entire time. “Keep him out of the wind, and keep an eye on his vitals.”

      Behind him, the unclamping procedure of another lander produced a sharp, metallic clank, then the nearby craft rose into the white snow, rapidly disappearing.

      Halliwell imagined he could see Berke somewhere in that haze and waved.

      Already, cold sank into his gut, forcing shivers from him. His teeth chattered, and his fingers raced from freezing to feeling like they were on fire. While preparing to land on the planet, he’d built up in his head the sorts of smells he might experience: a salty marsh, a muddy bog, a wind-swept desert. Ferekon had all of those types of terrain and more, and the LZs that held special significance included such places.

      Here, though, there wasn’t any smell. Nothing could survive in this sort of merciless chill.

      In the distance, other landers set down, depositing their modules before rising back into the heavens, disappearing in the gloom.

      He found Olson and Stephens, the two troublemakers, and gave them a moment to search the foul-smelling module for any abandoned gloves or other items that might help them deal with what lay ahead.

      They fell in behind him, heads bent down, weapons dangling from slings as they tucked their gloved hands into their armpits.

      Halliwell sealed his visor, trapping in at least a little warmth, then trudged south through the snow, listening to its crunch and groan beneath his steps. At least his boots were rated for snow and should keep the moisture out.

      As they exited the Marine section of the LZ, Olson’s boots crunched as he sped up to get parallel with the gunnery sergeant. “Where’re we going?”

      At first, Halliwell thought about not answering, then he realized that wasn’t professional. These two were troublemakers. They were being disciplined, but they still deserved to know what lay ahead.

      He inclined his head southward. “We’ve got Kedraalian Marines strung out over a twenty-klick line. Wave One units have been here more than three hours already.”

      “We’re marching twenty klicks?”

      “Forty if we have to.”

      Olson twisted around to look back at Stephens or maybe the camp. “That’s suicide, Gunny.”

      Halliwell looked down at the smaller man. Bundled up, he seemed even thicker, his legs like tree trunks. The guy was short but stocky, with a low center of gravity. His arms were nearly as thick as Halliwell’s if not well-defined. Stephens was taller, his black face almost lost behind the snow-coated visor of his helmet. Halliwell had been in the gym with the young man and knew the sort of endurance the kid had.

      They weren’t going to die, but they would sure as hell be miserable, just like their gunnery sergeant.

      He marched on, not looking at them anymore. “Every camp has surplus. We march to the closest one and ask for anything they can spare. We ask them to radio other camps to see what they have. When we’re done, we haul it back.”

      “The three of us?” Olson sounded ready to cry. “You’re crazy.”

      “You think we’ll make it a night without heaters and sleeping quarters?”

      Olson stopped. He wiped snow from his visor. Stephens strode past, moving up to replace the shorter, stationary man and march beside the gunnery sergeant who now turned away from the immobile corporal.

      As Halliwell trudged along, Stephens looked over his shoulder at Olson. “You letting him stay there, Gunny?”

      “He’ll catch up.”

      “You really think we’re going to freeze to death down here?”

      “Without shelter and power, freezing will kill you before starvation.”

      “Right. I guess.” Stephens glanced back. “You think it’ll work?”

      “Gathering surplus? It’s better than nothing.”

      “Better than nothing. Sure. I guess.”

      “We’re Marines, Corporal. We make do. We’ll figure it out.”

      “I hope so, Gunny.”

      From the way the corporal looked back less frequently, Halliwell assumed Olson had finally started after them. The kid had a lot to learn about being a Marine. He was either going to learn on Ferekon or die.
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        Lazarov V

        Colonel Niklas Grier

      

      

      Sand seemed to hang in the stratosphere of Lazarov V. The planet had once been known as Azh Shivan, before it had become uninhabitable. Lightning tracked the Kedraalian gunship’s descent, flaring brilliantly through the brown haze. Each strike wreaked havoc on the ship’s systems despite the extensive shielding, causing the life-support systems to labor, leaving the air stuffy and thick.

      When another deafening pop took one of the ship’s external cameras offline, Colonel Niklas Grier jerked his headset off and rested the domed device on its securing brace. Lights flickered angrily in the cramped compartment. It smelled like failing electronics and sweat—his sweat.

      Hundreds of millions spent for the most advanced equipment available and the best system hardening in the inventory, but all it resulted in was a light show.

      His high forehead was damp, the lights washing away the bronze of his tanned flesh. He pinched the strong angle of his nose with long, scarred fingers, then brushed a hand over the slick of close-cut, light-brown hair on top of his head.

      Augmented reality be damned. He’d been cooking alive for hours.

      Ears still ringing, he rubbed his blue-gray eyes to clear the disorienting flash of static from his mind, but there was nothing he could do to erase the few images he’d seen of the world below. It was a dead place, a ruined planet, and it was going to be home until the mission was complete.

      Mind adrift with thoughts of all that had gone wrong so far, he reached for the water bottle he’d secured in the holder beneath the bank of security equipment. As he sipped the warm fluid, he gave the equipment lining the walls another look.

      This gear would be the envy of any intelligence-gathering operation.

      But he wasn’t on an intelligence-gathering operation. Grier’s mission was about the survival of the human species.

      His focus danced over the equipment, inventorying each piece that—except for the hatch resting dead center of the inner bulkhead—filled the cabin.

      He’d been connected into that equipment since the Carthage had descended from orbit, and he felt no more informed about Lazarov V than when he’d arrived in the system.

      The thrust of the ship’s overpowered engines vibrated through the deck, a reassuring sign. In another ten minutes, he’d have his chance to see what the instruments couldn’t.

      For now, he needed to stretch and check on the others.

      Just as he stood, turbulence gave the armored gunship a good shake, tossing him back into his chair. His elbow banged against the monitoring system console, and his long legs banged into the underside of the desk, eliciting a hissed curse that slipped between his tight-pressed lips.

      He was still rubbing the throbbing arm joint when a knock boomed from the hatch, then it was thrust open.

      Sergeant Major Kevin Zhang squeezed his broad shoulders through the opening. His feathery eyebrows sat high on his low forehead, just below his spiky black hair. Like his commanding officer, Zhang wore a loose-fitting desert camouflage uniform, but the sergeant major had his sleeves rolled up to his elbows. He braced his thick-muscled arms against the hatch frame, the massive thews of his forearms distorted by the pressure. Despite the air circulation system being compromised for the last half hour, the beefy NCO somehow managed to smell like he’d just stepped out of the shower. “Someone said they heard a little girl scream coming out of here, Colonel. You see a kid bawling her eyes out?”

      “I could have you shot for insolence.”

      The NCO held up both arms in surrender. “If you need a moment to collect yourself⁠—”

      Another shudder interrupted Zhang, and he had to grab on to the mounting brace of one of the equipment banks to keep from being thrown around. For his part, Grier squeezed the armrests of his chair and whispered his gratitude that the furniture was secured by casters running under a vertical slit in the deck plating.

      As quickly as the turbulence had struck, it stopped, and the lights that had been flickering stabilized.

      Zhang spread his thick legs wide to protect against another sudden onset of bouncing, then shoved the bloody tip of a finger into his mouth. “No wonder you were so scared.” Between the gravelly quality of his voice and the sucking sounds he made, it was hard picking out his words.

      With a furious glare fixed on the sergeant major, Grier pushed out of his seat, then shoved past the heavier man, who chuckled around his finger.

      Only an old friend could get away with something like that with the powerful sergeant major. He was a head shorter than his tall commander, but Grier knew the lethal power in his subordinate’s body. They’d sparred against each other for years, and half the matches ended in painful submission holds the colonel couldn’t escape.

      This mission felt like that, an inescapable hold that could destroy him.

      In the passageway that bisected the Carthage stem to stern, Grier glanced at the stairs that would take him down to the main deck, hesitated, then shook himself to discard the annoyance the square-faced NCO’s kidding had somehow managed to draw out. Calmed now, the colonel let himself into the cockpit, then stopped.

      The two pilots didn’t look up from their consoles, which lit their faces with an unsettling pallor. Although they were both older than him, well into their forties, they were fit as pilots went. When the senior of the two started rattling off what sounded like navigational data, Grier eased back out.

      He had as good a crew as there was; they knew what they were doing.

      As he descended the steps, a heavy tread fell in behind him: Zhang.

      The bulky man had his bloody finger squeezed between thumb and palm. “Hey. I actually came by to let you know Dr. Rubenstein wanted to talk to you.”

      Grier waited at the bottom of the stairs for the other man. “Make sure the team’s ready.”

      “They’re ready.”

      “Have them check their gear.”

      “They’ve checked it.”

      “Then check it again.”

      The beefy sergeant major shook his head. “You really are wound tight.”

      “We’re paid to be the best.”

      “Sure we are. I’ve never seen you like this is all.”

      “Three hours, I tried to get a look at something—anything—on the surface down there. We’ve got the best monitoring and security systems available in Kedraalian space, and all I managed were a handful of staticky images.”

      Zhang flexed his left arm, which was slightly discolored from the right. It had been regrown below the elbow some years ago, but the minute differences would accompany him through life. “They’re dead, Nik. Don’t let it into your head.”

      “Dead?”

      “I’ve read the reports a dozen times. A small nuke. Antimatter to enhance the yield. Our people guaranteed it would be enough to wipe that place out ten times over.”

      Grier dragged out a long breath. “You think that thing on Jotun was dead?”

      Probably without realizing it, Zhang massaged the regrown arm. “That was different.”

      “It was the same damn thing, Kev.”

      Finally, the sergeant major nodded. “We’ll check the gear over again.”

      “Thanks.”

      After Zhang slipped into the nearest cabin, Grier continued aft to the ramp that would take him up to the primary storage compartment. No doubt about it, he was letting things get to him, but this was the biggest mission his team had ever undertaken. Deep in his gut, dread bubbled and twisted, warning him that more rode on this operation than just his and his team’s lives.

      This operation was the culmination of a lifetime’s work. It was why he’d been brought into Umbra in the first place.

      There was no way he was going to fail.

      As he climbed the last meters to the storage compartment, the voices of the Umbra technical team drifted down. Scientists, engineers, and technicians—these were his charges, the complication that made the mission that much harder.

      He grabbed a rail as turbulence shook the gunship again, then finished ascending to the compartment.

      When he stepped around the secured crates blocking the view into the compartment, he found the sort of scene he’d come to expect when dealing with Dr. Rubenstein and his team. They were all dressed up in pale-ocher coveralls, the joints reinforced with heavy padding that slightly discolored the resilient material. For many of the team, the coveralls enhanced potbellies or looked ridiculously oversized on scrawny frames.

      Not for Rubenstein. At sixty-two, he was fit and lithe, his coveralls cinched at the waist to emphasize the V of his torso. He had the same sort of long, handsome face as Grier though not quite so lean, and the thick, white hair on top of the scientist’s head was wavy.

      Rubenstein separated from his team, which seemed to be caught up in a discussion about prioritizing gear for unloading. As the doctor neared, one of his assistants looked up from her computing device and hurried after him.

      Grier caught himself staring at the younger woman, wondering how she could possibly fit in with the others—raven-haired, blue-eyed, porcelain complected. She seemed too graceful, too unassuming for the awkward and egotistical crowd.

      Fortunately, Rubenstein misinterpreted the colonel’s gaze as curiosity and after wrapping an arm around the young woman’s narrow shoulders laughed. “No worries, Colonel. If you’re thinking we’re changing things around, Jenny here is going to whip them into shape—aren’t you, Jenny?” The scientist’s deep, melodious voice took on a playful, almost paternal tone when addressing the pretty assistant.

      She blushed. “Of course.”

      “This is merely an exercise in potential optimization, I assure you. Best to keep such sharp minds engaged rather than let them worry about⁠—”

      A shudder ran through the Carthage, and Rubenstein pointed to the ceiling to complete his thought.

      Grier forced himself to look past the young woman. “You remember that we’re setting down in the safe zone today, Doctor?”

      All vestiges of cheer faded from the older scientist’s face. “I thought we’d discussed this matter, Colonel Grier.”

      “We had, and I told you I’d take your request under consideration.”

      “But here you are saying we’re still planning to waste time⁠—”

      “It’s not wasting time. As I told you, until my team has checked the site out, we can’t risk your people or your gear.”

      “Listen now, Colonel. I won’t have you delaying our efforts. Our research is critical to advancing the next stage of system innovation. Every minute without access to the ruins down there further delays our mission. Our work could be the difference between putting Republic technology on equal footing with the Anirii and Oranians. I’m sure you can see the necessity for expeditiousness in light of the situation developing on Ferekon.”

      “I have a brother on the Zulu, Doctor. Please don’t question whether I have skin in this game.”

      Some of the color drained from Rubenstein’s cheeks. “I meant no such thing.”

      “Of course you meant it. I’d be disappointed in you if you didn’t.”

      “What I’m trying to say⁠—”

      Grier shook his head. “Dr. Rubenstein, I told you everything would come down to what I could make of the area around the ruins, and I meant that. The atmospheric conditions are a complete disaster down here. Storms tossed sand up into the stratosphere. The ionosphere is so charged up that we took ten lightning strikes in the first hour.”

      At that, Jenny’s big eyes widened. “Ten? That seems unlikely.”

      “Like I said, things are charged up. There’s no visibility, and whatever storm front put all that sand into the air provided complete obscuring all the way down to the surface.”

      Rubenstein’s assistant turned to him. “Dr. Rubenstein, we can’t risk landing near the site without some sort of reconnaissance.”

      “I’d appreciate it if you don’t tell me what we can and can’t do, Jenny.”

      “I’m sorry. It’s just that, without visuals, we have no way of knowing if the place has collapsed, do we? There’s no way to know how much of that cavern survived the explosion or in what condition.”

      “Thank you for stating the obvious.” The older scientist’s color was back and along with it had come a childish petulance that made the man such a problem to work with. “Colonel, perhaps you and Dr. Reis could finalize the details. I feel my time is better spent overseeing the more productive planning my team has invested itself in.”

      At that, Rubenstein spun away to rejoin his team’s argument.

      It took some effort, but Grier bit back a comment about the scientist’s petty dismissal. To her credit, Dr. Reis seemed to figure out his discomfort.

      She nodded toward the ramp. “Distance might help cool the air.”

      “It is stuffy up here, isn’t it?”

      Grier led the way, keeping his pace slow enough that the younger woman could comfortably stay with him. She hung back ever so slightly on the ramp, always in his peripheral vision. There had been a stiffness to her walk that worried him. If she thought the blowup was his fault⁠—

      The Carthage hit another patch of turbulence, catching the young woman off guard. She fell as he grabbed the railing, and he reached out to catch her with his free hand. Her arms wrapped around his, nearly dragging him after her, but he managed to stop her fall.

      He pulled her to him, pressing her against his chest. “You okay?”

      “Once the shaking stops.” She was even paler now than normal.

      It seemed the bouncing went on for longer than ever before. Grier worried that he might crush the young woman, might pull her against him so hard that her ribs would collapse. What if she mistook his concern for her as something unwholesome? She might slap him or scream.

      But she fit so perfectly against him, her softness filling the nooks of his long, muscular frame.

      Instead of a slap, though, her grip tightened on his arm and her breathing grew harder.

      The scent of her rose, like apple and pine, he thought. His focus on her hair became so intense that he could make out the way the strands shifted from his breathing, could see the pale scalp beneath.

      His own breath became stilted, as if he were suffocating. Twenty-four years of service, of denying himself a steady relationship, of living on the fringes of Kedraalian society to avoid the attention of prying eyes, and here was the woman he’d always dreamed of.

      Jennifer Reis. Two years on the project, and already Dr. Rubenstein’s assistant. How often had Grier engineered running into the young scientist in the gym or the recreation center without ever managing more than a clumsy smile and wave?

      Now, here she was, so close to him that her heat was becoming his.

      And then, the bucking and crashing stopped, and he wished it could go on forever.

      Reis slumped, still pressed tight against him, then twisted around and smiled up into his eyes. “I’m sorry. I probably should’ve let go by now, Colonel.”

      That was a signal for him. “Oh!”

      He tore his arm free from her and backed up the ramp. “I’m so sorry.”

      She laughed, throaty and warm. “Don’t be silly. I was the one clinging on like a baby. I suppose it felt nice, and I…”

      A blush reddened her skin, then she hurried down the ramp.

      Without another word, he followed, nearly bumping into her when she stopped abruptly. She wore an awkward smile, and some of the color lingered on her round cheeks. It was the same way she looked after an intense run on the treadmill, the faint salt of her sweat mixing with her perfume.

      How could he be like this, so stupidly infatuated with this woman who was too young for him and far too smart to even notice a simple soldier?

      But she didn’t seem ready to laugh at him. Her eyes came up to his. “I’m really sorry.”

      He gulped. “You don’t have to apologize.”

      “Dr. Rubenstein can be very high-strung. I suppose we can all succumb to our certainties. A smart man like him, I don’t know that being fallible is something he can grasp.”

      “Oh.” Grier hadn’t expected things to turn to Rubenstein again. “He’s a brilliant man.”

      “He is, isn’t he?”

      “But…” It was impossibly hard trying to keep thoughts strung together around this woman. A combat veteran who had years of experience leading the best of the best into deadly situations shouldn’t be flummoxed by anything, but here Grier was, babbling like a teenaged boy. “Maybe you can make him understand. Hurrying into things can lead to unnecessary risk.”

      “I know. I think at some level he knows as well. The way he abruptly dismissed us? That’s how he avoids apologies.”

      “Is it? I wish I’d known that.”

      “If I were to talk to him about this, how would you describe what you need to do?”

      “Well, like you said, recon is absolutely essential. We have some specialized drones. The heaviest ones should be able to handle this wind. Once we have an established perimeter, we send them up. If we can maneuver them close enough to the cavern opening, we could gather some of the data you need.”

      “Check for the condition of the ground around the explosion site?”

      “Radiation levels, ground-penetrating radar—all of it.”

      “Oh, you don’t think there’s any risk of radiation still, do you? Most of that should be gone by now. It’s the high-altitude bombs that cause problematic fallout.”

      “I was under the impression that the antimatter added a layer of unpredictability to⁠—”

      “Right! I’d forgotten about that risk. Good thing you’re the one in charge of this.”

      Her hand on his nearly broke his train of thought.

      He pulled away, but he did so calmly, casually, exerting self-control. “Just explain to the doctor that we’re doing everything humanly possible to ensure success on this mission while still moving at an aggressive pace.”

      “That sounds like a perfect explanation. I’m sure he’ll understand.”

      Grier swallowed. “I should get back to my team.”

      “Colonel?”

      “Yes?”

      “You’ve seen the official record of what happened.”

      “I have.”

      “And do you believe it? Do you think this…thing…killed the team sent in to catalog the site all those years ago?”

      Grier considered telling the young scientist about what he and his team had found on Jotun, about what he suspected might still be here despite a nuclear bomb detonating on top of the old ruins they hoped might somehow still be hidden underground.

      It would be too much, too close to needless alarm. He straightened and put on his most reassuring face. “If we do this right, we’ll come through fine.”

      Reis drew in a relieved breath. “That’s so good to hear. Thank you.”

      He waited until she’d climbed the ramp out of sight before taking in his own breath, but it wasn’t relieved. If anything, his talk with her left him more concerned than ever about what was waiting for them on the dead planet.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PART II

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ferekon

        Private Avery Shetty

      

      

      For the first hour, Shetty thought the lander was going to come apart. In his six simulated drops, he’d never experienced anything like what the lander was going through now. The one real drop he’d managed to squeeze in during training, things had been hectic.

      The drop to Ferekon was sheer nightmare.

      Somewhere in the black of the module interior, a gruff female voice called out over the constant rattle and shake. “New LZ. Everyone hold on. It’s gonna get rougher.”

      In answer, one of the other Marines puked his guts up. There was the sharp, alcohol-laced stench, followed by the terrified shriek of someone else too close to the groans and splash. A slurred apology followed, confirming that some moron had gotten drunk before the drop and lost it when the bucking grew dramatic in atmosphere.

      Nothing could be done for the unlucky Marine spattered in the incident.

      Shetty squeezed his eyes shut and tried to block out the experience. He tried quadratic equations, then tried imagining how the Wolfhound AMU might perform on the surface of this unknown world, then finally let thoughts of Miranda Kumar run free. It was easy remembering her long, dark hair blowing in the wind, her arms wrapped around his waist, the two of them speeding down darkening neighborhood streets on the scooter he’d first rebuilt and then converted to an electric motor. He could remember her tongue twirling around his, sweet and sticky with mango.

      The lander shook and bounced—up, then down, then up again.

      Was someone firing on them? Had the Oranians somehow managed to get to the ground first? Maybe there had been weapons emplacements already embedded in some mountain range, and they’d gone undetected. The Crabs were rumored to be exceptionally talented with their camouflage.

      At the thought of camouflage, Shetty turned to the Wolfhound anchored beside him and patted the composite armor. No one knew how well the camouflage circuitry would fare in combat. He’d seen three rail gun rounds graze the armor of a test unit without completely disabling the system, but a ball of plasma had melted away a leg on another unit, and the heat had fried the systems completely.

      Losing that much of the AMU to plasma was a death sentence anyway. Even if the insulation protected the pilot from immediately cooking, the chassis would be immobile, an easy target. An uninjured pilot in a fully functional mech took fifteen seconds to pop the harness, eject the front hatch, and leap clear.

      Better to just sit there, maybe see if the unit could squeeze off a shot or two before the final blow.

      Nausea curled in his belly. When had it become so cold?

      Distraction was the key. Get on the ground, scout out this new LZ, and figure the way forward. Until then, Shetty needed to stay busy.

      He checked the cubic meter gray polymer-weave satchel strapped to the nearest Wolfhound leg to be sure the bands were tight, then unlocked the clips keeping the sturdy bag closed. Air escaped from inside, stale and metallic, then three narrow slits of bright-green lights flashed on, revealing an egg-shaped head of white composite resting atop a folded body of the same material—spindly arms and legs each ending in three broad, flat pincers.

      The robot’s neck extended. “Private Shetty?”

      “Loki, sh.”

      “Has the lander arrived?”

      “Not yet. We’ve been redirected.”

      “There has been a complication?”

      “I think so. Don’t worry about it. How are your systems?”

      Starting with the top light slit, then working down before reversing back up, each light winked out, then on. “Diagnostics indicate complete functionality.”

      “You can connect to the Z-mod chipset?”

      “The chipset registers with zero errors.”

      Good old Cappy. Even if the engineer didn’t know all the ins and outs of the modifications, he’d done as asked. Shetty had no right to expect such a kind helper.

      He brushed a streak of dark grime from the top of the robot’s head. “Um, when we land, you be sure to stay near me, okay?”

      “Is there concern for the limited range of communications?”

      “A little. That and I don’t need people…” Shetty shrugged. “You know.”

      “The Limited Operation Knowledgebot-1 is an unapproved prototype.”

      “Right. Until we prove how big a benefit you are in the field, there’s no way anyone is going to greenlight my proposal.”

      “All analyses point to measurable improvements through Limited Operation Knowledgebot-1 utilization.”

      “That’s theory. We’ll have a chance to offer hard data soon enough. And go with Loki, all right? It’s faster to say.”

      “Altering designation: Loki.”

      Shetty smiled. Of all the proposals submitted with his application to university, the Loki design had been his most ambitious and advanced. If it failed, maybe he had the proof he needed that the university declining to offer a scholarship hadn’t been misguided.

      With a whisper, he powered the robot down and resealed the trunk. No one had paid him any attention, exactly as expected. One of the perks of being an AMU pilot was that you had space. His mechanized unit occupied the area to his left, and the spares and tools filled the space where an adjacent seat would normally have been.

      Privacy mattered more now than ever before for Shetty. His eyes were still bloodshot from the gut punch Miranda had delivered. If he weren’t so terrified, he’d be sleeping off the headache that had followed after that call.

      More shudders ran through the lander craft, then it felt like the world outside tilted, his balance shot.

      They must have been hit, the bulbous cockpit at the front of the long, skeletal transport craft blasted down to smoldering ruin. Any second now, they would start to tear free of the clamps holding the module in place to the dead ship’s spine, then the spinning and plunging would start.

      But that didn’t happen. The lander leveled off, and the descent transitioned to a quick but controlled drop.

      A few minutes later, the lander’s engines increased in pitch, and the module smacked into the ground with enough force to make him wish they were racing through turbulence again. His back and teeth ached, and his legs trembled. Overhead, the massive clamps securing the module to the lander opened, and the engine whine grew even more intense as the vehicle pulled away.

      Then the module hatch slid aside, revealing a muddy field littered with dead plant things and what looked like giant spiders.

      Lights inside the module grew brighter, and the sergeant in charge of the module pushed up onto her feet. “By the numbers, unload Marines!”

      Shetty tried to remember his number—twelve? That had been his weapons issue back on the Zulu. Five? That had been his bunk assignment group. Eight? Exercise group assignment.

      How could he possibly forget his deployment number?

      Then he looked up at the number on the side of his Wolfhound: three.

      Off to his left, Wolfhound One’s pilot popped her harness with a loud smack, then undid her AMU’s anchors with an even louder crash. The Wolfhound’s front hatch opened with a grinding hum—she must’ve forgotten to apply lubricant before loading up.

      He heard the smaller private grunt as she climbed up into the seat, then the reverse process of a harness snapping into place followed by the hatch grinding back snug.

      Seconds later, the Wolfhound’s massive legs thundered across the module floor. The huge, oblong container seemed to tilt with the shifting weight, then the weak light coming in through the open module hatch reflected off the AMU until it hunched low and filled the opening.

      As it stepped into the slushy muck outside, Shetty undid his own harness. He grabbed his tools and slid their straps onto hooks inside indented bowls in the cockpit wall. By the time the second AMU filled the doorway, Shetty was inside his Wolfhound, bathed in the lights flashing along the control panel. It was warmer inside the machine, and the longer he remained, the more it would smell like the worst of him. Already, with only a couple weeks of familiarization, the new-AMU smell was fading, replaced by remnants of body odor.

      The seat snugged against him as he pushed the control stick forward and sent the mechanized weapon through the module opening. He was comfortable enough with the controls that he didn’t need to duck as severely as the first two pilots had.

      But his comfort ended with the first step placed outside the lander module, as the Wolfhound’s broad, articulated foot sunk into the slimy ground already churned up by the previous machines.

      Warnings flashed on the control display: weight imbalance, right leg unresponsive.

      Shetty instinctively fired off a series of commands and twitched the control stick, shifting the AMU’s weight to leave almost nothing on that forward leg. The module groaned from the sudden change, but he quickly pulled the foot free, shook it, then planted it wide of the churned-up mud. With that new foundation, he executed what amounted to a hop to clear the mire, splaying the AMU’s foot digits wide to maintain balance.

      The shouts of the sergeant echoed from inside the module, but so did someone’s whistle. When Shetty twisted the Wolfhound’s torso around, he saw one of the other pilots holding up a thumb.

      There was no time to appreciate the recognition, though, as the sergeant’s voice crackled in the AMU’s speaker. “Private Shetty, south perimeter sentry. Now.”

      Immediately, the patrol route flashed on the console display, showing the five-hundred-meter path through the soaked ground to reach the beginnings of his patrol.

      With an eye toward avoiding puddles and obvious slick spots, Shetty maneuvered the big machine to his assigned position. On the high-resolution display that was his window into the outside world, the spiderlike black things resolved into ice-covered trees now weeping the melting frost onto the ground. Multilimbed, chitin-shelled things as big as a dog lumbered out from the tangled brush, their dark legs coated in fine hairs that glistened like glass. The creatures had the exact same coloring as the bushes they’d hidden inside.

      Shetty did his best to steer clear of bug and shrub alike, walking a fine, zigzagging line that finally got him to his position.

      Even though it was the armor doing all the work, the Marine felt exhausted, his limbs sore as if from a multikilometer march with a heavy rucksack on his back. He tested out the route that would cover his perimeter, then stopped the Wolfhound and popped the hatch.

      Cold air rushed in, blowing out the stuffy interior. He slumped and breathed in the chill, salty air. In no time, his nose was running, and his eyes were watering. He released the harness holding him in place and leaned forward, experiencing this strange world with his own eyes. Supposedly, the expeditionary force had been immunized against any microbial threats this planet presented, but everyone knew General Zhukov was still in intensive care because something unknown had gotten onto his skin. If rumor were to be believed, the invasive things had actually gotten in through the general’s urinary tract.

      Just thinking about that made Shetty tremble.

      Something splashed farther southwest, drawing him farther out of his cockpit. Black water lapped against an equally black shore. It looked like crude oil lay over every inch of the sand. Or maybe the sand itself was oil. What sort of mud would look like that?

      A strange noise drew him around to the southeast, and after a moment, he realized he was looking at a trio of tall, furry figures watching him from the cover of the low scrub that spread across the wet, sloppy ground.

      Then it registered that the frightening things wore blue tunics, these dark enough to almost be lost against their black fur.

      Anirii. Blue tunics identified them as warriors.

      They stepped more completely from cover, now squaring their shoulders and puffing out their already impressive chests. This wasn’t aggression but establishment of hierarchy. There was no need to panic. These were League allies, after all.

      Shetty swallowed. He should be sealed up, on patrol, focused on the perimeter.

      One of the wolflike humanoids strutted ahead of its comrades, nose sniffing the air, eyes narrowed. It stopped in front of the AMU—Shetty suddenly regretted the war machines ever being nicknamed Wolfhounds—and studied the weapons mounted on its sides.

      The Anirii twisted around and cough-barked something to its comrades, who snapped their jaws and widened their eyes.

      Laughter. That’s all it was, or at least this specie’s analog.

      Hopefully, they understood the intent of Shetty’s broad smile and his soft chuckle. All he wanted was to be in on the joke, to be sure no one saw him as a threat just then. With the front hatch open, the only weapon at his disposal was the A-301 Scorpion submachine gun hanging from the right side of his pilot seat. It was a decent enough weapon if he had to abandon the Wolfhound, but in close like this, with three enemies?

      He shuddered, then licked his lips. Could they smell his fear? “Hey.”

      His erstwhile allies stared at him, sharp teeth exposed.

      Right. He didn’t have the utility device translator activated. How could he be so stupid?

      One open hand held up, he reached into his pants pouch for the device.

      The wolflike aliens dropped lower, as if ready to pounce. One of them let out a high-pitched noise that could be described as a growl.

      It was enough to make Shetty think he might lose control of his bladder. “Just a second.”

      Slowly, he pulled the ubiquitous utility device out and raised it for the aliens to see. They relaxed slightly, and he again slowly tapped the screen, activating it, then enabling the translator system. He showed them the screen, then softly cleared his throat. “Hello.”

      His voice was drowned out by the audio projected from the handheld computer. That sound was closer to a cough or a soft growl than anything else.

      Now the three Anirii seemed to snort and hiccup at each other. One of the two that had hung back stomped forward and snapped its teeth together, apparently ordering the first to give up its position. When only this new one remained in front of the open hatch, it craned its neck and sniffed the air. “Human stinks.”

      That wasn’t what the creature had said, but it’s what came from its tunic.

      Shetty sniffed himself. Sure, he could’ve used a shower and a long night of sleep, but he didn’t stink. These Anirii, though?

      Escalating insults wasn’t the way forward.

      He nodded and laughed, then pointed back the way to the module. “We just arrived. Turbulence. Some people were sick.”

      His Anirii counterpart seemed to consider the sounds coming from Shetty’s translator, finally stepping back and staring in the indicated direction.

      After a moment, the alien moved close again. “Human stupid.”

      Were the wolflike creatures laughing at him? Maybe it was normal for allies to mock each other. Here he was, out on the far edge of what would be transformed into his unit’s encampment. That seemed an ideal target for ridicule, ally or not.

      Shetty decided to go along with the insults, grinning like a buffoon and nodding.

      The aliens shared a look that might have been irritation or might have been satisfaction. For all he knew, they’d suddenly come to the realization that humans were clever and kind, and he should be appointed their king.

      Except that wasn’t what he inferred from the creatures, not based on how they had behaved so far.

      He leaned back into the cockpit, for the first time noticing just how damp his T-shirt was beneath his uniform. “I’m patrolling the perimeter.”

      As the translator spat out coughs and whines, Shetty wondered if the software might be faulty. What if he were telling the aliens to screw off or he’d kick their asses?

      No amount of training could prepare a human for a fight against these things. Maybe he could get lucky and put one on its back before it could act, but there were three of them, and they were all at least thirty centimeters taller than him. He was pretty sure they had claws, too.

      Then his concerns seemed misguided, the closer of the trio backing away to rejoin its comrades. They pointed to the AMU’s legs, then to the hatch, then to the weapons mounted on its sides. It seemed a less excited, almost dull analysis of the war machine, so he strapped in and prepared to close the hatch after wishing the aliens well.

      But the smallest of the three came forward suddenly, and it circled the machine. When it was at the rear, what sounded like nails raking over glass vibrated through the armored hull.

      Shetty wanted to seal up, to slosh and splash through the mud until back at the end of his perimeter patrol, but that couldn’t be the right move, not the way the furry aliens were behaving. The two farther back exchanged quiet cough-growls until their smaller comrade returned to the open hatch.

      With frightening speed, the alien hopped up to the cockpit level and leaned in until what amounted to a nose pressed against Shetty’s. The thing’s eyes were tiny, intense. “Stupid humans. Machines too slow. My people dance around and away. Machine is a smoking ruin.”

      It was blatant hostility, an attempt to provoke something in the Marine. Shetty tried to level off his breathing, to not give offense to the alien by action or inaction. Finally, he found his voice. “The machines were built to deal with Oranians. They weren’t meant for your people.”

      Seconds dragged, then the creature pulled away and dropped back to the mucky ground. “Too flimsy for Anirii. Humans die.”

      And at that, the largest of the three waved for the other two to follow, and they hurried off to the west, moving across the mud as if it were hardened concrete.

      Shetty dropped the back of his head onto the seat’s headrest and sighed.

      He was pretty sure he’d just avoided an intergalactic incident, although he doubted anyone would believe him.
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      At one point in her young career, Famke had bought into the idea that training was all that separated a professional military from the cobbled-together rabble of most powers. She’d pushed herself hard, embracing the years of grueling, repetitive exercises and simulations, swearing that it would all one day pay off. Now here she was, pushing her F-3M Bulldog to its admittedly unimpressive limits, racing toward the test that would likely have only one of two grades, live or die.

      Despite the ugly fighter’s stripped-down basics of design, its safety features were top-notch. G forces pressed her back against the seat until black pinpricks filled the periphery of her vision. Preflight, she’d taken meds to prep her for the possibility of such exertions. The little bouts of nausea that medicine caused were nothing compared to what she felt now. And if she hadn’t taken the meds…

      She fought to swallow spit, caught the slightest hint of blood on her tongue while doing so, and wondered just what she’d damaged.

      Then her tongue ached, and she realized she’d bitten into it.

      So much for passing out, then. The painful throbbing would keep her in the moment.

      At some point, the hard acceleration had done something to dull her hearing, something to do with all the fluids shifting around in her skull. Now that hearing began to clear, and the distant beeps and chirps of system warnings came to her. Colors from her console went from merged rainbows into distinctive boundaries of yellow, green, and red, then into separate indicators that slowly took on labels.

      Famke blinked, her eyes dry and huge. The acceleration was actually deforming them, pressing them back into her skull. They would recover. She would recover. All she had to do was survive the meeting with the Oranian ships.

      If what long-range scanners had detected was the Oranians.

      In her head, she secretly toyed with the hope that it wouldn’t be the big crabs come to re-establish themselves on this strange planet.

      Her own sensors blared a sound she couldn’t at first recall, but after a moment identified as the first pings of non-allied spacecraft. Other indicators warned that the systems were reducing thrust to ensure safe approach and that the shared battlefield data had begun to assemble itself.

      Almost immediately, the massive pressure against her chest let up, and breathing became easier. Her blurry vision cleared little by little, and she started making sense of the labels on the console.

      Chatter came through the communications, at this point a mixture of Navy Strikehawk pilots and Marine Bulldog pilots. It was a babble of confused questions about the strange readouts.

      Famke blushed, embarrassed at the unprofessional panic in her pilots’ voices. She narrowed the channel to the Marine fighters, then keyed her mic. “Zulu pilots, don’t clutter channels with speculation and uncertainty.”

      “Your sensors online, Frost?” The voice was Captain Winslow’s—Needle because of his precision piloting. He was her wingman, but there was none of the cocky certainty the big man usually exuded.

      Her call sign was wildly inappropriate at that moment. Nothing was chill about her other than the icy sensation racing along her spine. “Sensors are online.”

      But only at that moment did what she was seeing register for the major. At the very edge of sensor range, twenty shapes moved toward Ferekon. They were massive, like discs arrayed on posts, each layer tapering toward the edges at a continuous angle to create a globular effect. For scale, the Navy’s massive carrier Achaemenid could be hosted inside the largest, central disc.

      These ships were like metropolitan sprawls.

      Training had told her this was the case. Simulations had shown her.

      It was different actually experiencing the reality.

      Her mouth went dry, forcing her to suck spit out of her stubborn glands. “These are just star craft, Marines—same as what we travel in. Let’s keep things in perspective.” Weak, squeaky…she didn’t sound the least bit convincing.

      The other pilots gasped out curses.

      Then Winslow was back in her ear. “We don’t have anything onboard that can affect those ships.”

      “They haven’t fired, Needle, so our weapons aren’t a concern.”

      Winslow went silent, possibly because his commander had used his call sign. There was an expectation that when call signs started being hurled around, things were getting serious. He’d used her call sign first, but then the others had gone on with their hysterical ramblings. For now, Famke appeared to have gotten through to him.

      For the moment, she embraced the reduced chatter. The Navy pilots eventually cooled down, too, but she couldn’t be sure if anything was going on in private communications.

      The Bulldog’s circulation system recycled her own sweat, stress-sharp and moist, into her awareness.

      She had to keep everyone calm, and that meant keeping herself calm.

      Famke connected directly to the Navy squadron commander, who was somewhere out in the black, a sleek shape racing against the void. “Slick, this is Frost. You copy?”

      “Copy, Frost. Go ahead.” The bastard’s aloof coolness was as irritating as ever.

      “Your sensors show these huge ships?”

      “Signals match what we trained against, Frost.”

      “Thanks for stating the obvious, Slick. You want to pretend you didn’t fill your catheter, you go right ahead. I heard your people chattering. We’ve got a problem if the Oranians turn aggressive.”

      “Showing up here is aggressive, Major.”

      Good grief. Was this guy serious? “You’re not thinking we make some sort of aggressive maneuver, are you?”

      It was silent for a moment, and Famke thought maybe she’d gotten through the big doofus’s macho exterior. Lieutenant Commander Lucius Wainwright was a swaggering, darkly handsome man who had a serious need to compensate for his relatively short height. When he wasn’t using his deep-brown eyes to lure cute new recruits into ill-advised drinks, he was flashing his perfect teeth before trying to drink Marines under the table. If his perpetual whisker shadow and tufts of chest hair poking out from his flight suit didn’t tell you how much testosterone ran through his bloodstream, then his thick brow did.

      That thick brow apparently deflected her concerns just then, because Lieutenant Commander Lucius “Slick” Wainwright chuckled. “You sound frightened, Frost. You sure you’re a Marine?”

      “Marine doesn’t mean stupid.”

      “Since when?”

      “Uh-uh. I’m not doing this. Interservice rivalry can get you into a punch-up after this situation’s resolved. Right now, we’re headed toward the unstoppable.”

      The Navy pilot sighed. “And you propose what, Major?”

      “I propose we make sure the fleet knows what we’re seeing. What was the expectation—three of these things? I’m counting twenty-two.”

      “They’ve got the same battlefield data we do.”

      And the way the Navy commander snapped that off, the message was clear: Fleet doesn’t care about the impossible; carry on.

      She had to do something, had to warn the people making the call just how dire the situation was. Bathed in a thousand data streams from Ferekon’s surface and orbit and the untold number of drones positioned throughout the system, there was no way they could appreciate the enormity, the utter pointless insanity of the task they apparently had implicitly assumed.

      But before she could flip her connection back to Fleet Command, an all-frequencies transmission came through.

      “All ships, all ships. Fleet Command. Standby.”

      Famke held her breath. She gauged the speed of the behemoths moving across the vastness of space for Ferekon and the forces building up on the surface. Her Bulldogs were slower than most of the other fighters, but they could separate from those monstrosities, could make it back to the fleet in time to fly into the Zulu’s fighter tubes. The League could turn tail and run and give this stupid world to these mysterious crustacean aliens.

      Appease them. Say it had all been a misunderstanding. Anything to save the lives that would be lost hurling these minuscule fighters against such gigantic ships.

      “All ships, Fold Space breach confirmed. Oranian ships have entered system space. Repeat: Oranian ships have entered system space.”

      Of course they had. Her signals and those of her element were all firing back to the fleet. There would be a small delay at this distance, a few seconds, but the admirals had to be seeing this, had to know the impossibility of this moment.

      Someone had to come through, had to call this off.

      “All ships, all ships. Craft assigned to Low Orbit CAP are to redeploy to Barrier CAP. Ships assigned to Barrier CAP are to ready for delaying maneuvers. Enemy vessels are not to slip through the picket.”

      The communications officer thousands of kilometers away repeated the orders, but Famke had already shut the voice out. She was counting the blips showing green on her sensors: less than a hundred Marine, Navy, and allied fighters. Bring the ships circling between the fleet and the planet, and that number might climb to 150, assuming she and her comrades weren’t turned into expanding clouds of gas by the time the second wave of fighters arrived.

      This was a tactical screwup, a nightmare scenario on rocket fuel.

      Or maybe it was a joke.

      Wainwright punched a hole in that possibility, connecting to all Kedraalian fighter craft and issuing broad directions. He stayed short of giving the Marine element orders, sparing Famke a confrontation she didn’t need right then. She had her area to patrol, and she had orders from on high not to let the Oranians through.

      Not much was left to interpretation after that.

      She connected to her pilots. “You’ve heard the orders, Marines. Stay tight on me.”

      A flood of challenges came through, each stepping on the other until random word segments scrambled together. The words, the voices—they weren’t necessary. Her entire team was terrified and rightly so. Might as well ask them to fly into the sun for all the good these orders would do. These Marines weren’t frightened, but they didn’t want to waste their lives, and it seemed obvious their Bulldogs weren’t a threat to the oncoming behemoths.

      Still, she maneuvered her fighter into the assigned slot and began a low-speed patrol, hands gripping tight the control stick, thumb drifting to the button that would let rip with the inadequate array of weapons mounted to the fighter.

      At that moment, she fancied the idea that it would be better to have the fighters blasted from the sky before her sister’s element arrived than to have Gerda die doing the same pointless thing as her older sister. The kid was so riddled with doubt and shame, she would probably look for a reason to die, to show that the Teuling family deserved a chance to call themselves Kedraalians. That stupid thinking, the dread that someone might dig too deep and truly understand the dark history associated with the name, it ate at Famke, too.

      Gerda, though? It was in the sinew and blood and bones that made her. She breathed misery, poor kid.

      Maybe that was what had pushed the both of them to this point, to accept the bright-eyed nonsense of the Marine pitch: Make a difference.

      What they really meant was that they should die a pointless death.

      Her eyes went to the sensor readout and the leviathans moving ever closer, unwavering, maybe even oblivious to the little blips blocking the way. Those giant structures neared, merciless and unstoppable, and she could only force calm into her voice as she reassured the other five Marine pilots that everything was going to plan.

      “Hold steady. Reinforcements inbound.” Famke licked sweat from her upper lip.

      “Everything’s better now.” It was Cartagena and her damned negativity.

      “Keep the line clear, Marines.”

      Then Gerda connected direct. “Famke? Are my readouts correct?”

      “You picking up twenty-two ships?”

      “Twenty-four.” The kid’s voice drifted away.

      “Take up position at these coordinates. You heard fleet’s orders?”

      “Roger. Taking up position.” The younger Teuling sister’s Bulldog adjusted course, heading below the orbital plane and Famke’s element. A few minutes later, with the newer element in place, Gerda connected again. “Sis?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I…just wanted to say…”

      “I love you too.”

      “Thanks.”

      The monstrous starships continued forward. Somewhere off to rimward, a flurry of signals broke from the loose patrol formation and headed deeper coreward. Famke realized the signals weren’t ships so much as some of the signals left behind by ships, and it hit her: The Anirii Star Wraiths were skirting around the oncoming massive ships.

      Not engaging. Flying wide and past.

      That made no sense. It had been the Anirii who’d offered the League fleet a chance to come along as they slapped some sense into the Oranians, hadn’t it? Not exactly that, but it had been sort of unspoken: We got this, just watch.

      And now they were racing away.

      She thought of connecting to Wainwright or to Fleet Command to be sure everyone knew how big a change the force composition had just undergone.

      Then she saw the next set of signals, this time Uzwulii dragonfly-shaped fighters peeling off and making for the fleet at full acceleration. The silvery Zienmar globes followed, then the long, slender Koluush Junt fighters.

      Chatter broke out on the Marine channel, as first Gerda’s element, then Famke’s fellow pilots realized they were being left to face the terrifying Oranian fleet alone.

      Famke cut in and ordered everyone to shut it, then connected to Wainwright. “Slick, you seeing this?”

      “I’ve passed the development on to fleet. Hold one.”

      Hold one. The invaders were closing in. If they decided to open fire, there would be no “one” to hold.

      Then her radio crackled.

      “All ships, all ships. Fleet Command. Standby.”

      Please. Please let this be a moment of sanity.

      She licked her dry lips and squeezed her eyes shut.

      “All ships are to redeploy to new coordinates. Fleet elements will support Barrier CAP should engagement become necessary. Repeat: All ships are to redeploy to new coordinates.”

      Even as the message came through, those coordinates rolled in. Famke connected to both elements. “You’ve got the coordinate, Marines. Move.”

      They didn’t wait for Wainwright and his Strikehawks. Instead, the Bulldogs pointed their fat butts at the big Oranian vessels and poured on the Gs. Again, Famke nearly blacked out, and her ship’s systems took over until she was once more able to function.

      To her surprise, the alien fighter craft had taken the opportunity to redeploy as ordered rather than flying inside their host ships. That was something. No way was she going to challenge the bravery of her Galactic League allies, but their retreat wasn’t leaving her memory anytime soon, either.

      Gerda wagged her Bulldog’s wings as she flew her element to the designated coordinates, a sign the poor kid was holding together.

      What more could reasonably be asked for?

      For the next hour, the fighters stabilized in their patterns, and the terror that had been in her people’s voices faded to be replaced by a cool resolve.

      But the giant Oranian ships continued to close.

      The League fleet shifted position, bringing around static gun emplacements and dispersing to eliminate the temptation of preemptive shots. According to the Bulldog’s sensors, the Oranian ships were now in range of some of their more deadly energy weapons. Before long, almost every weapon available to the various ships would be able to open fire.

      It would be the same for the enemy’s ships.

      Famke waited, testing targeting just long enough to be sure the massive ships really could be locked on to.

      Once again, she found herself pleading for a moment of sanity, for the crab aliens to turn tail and run at the sight of so many ships from so many species aligned against them or for the League leadership to offer the planet up as consolation in exchange for promises of an end to expansionistic dreams.

      She had no doubt Fleet Command was in communication with the unresponsive Oranians, offering up face-saving alternatives to something as foolish as⁠—

      Explosions erupted on the hull of one of the Oranian ships, as if a missile had penetrated a shield and landed a solid strike, but there had been no fiery trail to indicate the launch of a weapon, only the brilliant flare of detonation.

      Chatter filled the communication channel, then some of the League ships opened fire, energy beams flickering barely long enough for her visor to present what her sensors detected.

      An instant of chaos followed, with missiles launching too quickly for Famke to track their source.

      Then the Oranian ships launched volley after volley of missiles at the League fleet. Brilliant violet streaks lanced through the black, burning for a nanosecond on Famke’s retinas as the leviathans unleashed particle beams at assorted targets. Shields flickered and flashed, and one of the alien vessels—a Zienmar, she thought—bloomed into a fireball and hurtled debris segments into the void of space.

      Her heart stopped, and before she realized what she’d done, she’d screamed for her squadron to follow her.

      She led the racing Bulldogs between the maneuvering Kedraalian ships and the tumbling remnants of the destroyed Zienmar vessel, twisting and spinning, until the Marine fighter craft were running along the undersides of the huge enemy ships, which blotted out the sun.

      Famke couldn’t be sure whether she’d started strafing the Oranian vessels before the orders came to engage or if it had all happened at the same time. Her rail gun was a chain of thunder rumbling along the underside of the blocky fighter, and her missiles were shooting stars racing toward anything her targeting computers identified as vulnerable: communications arrays, weapons or defense emplacements, even spidery maintenance robots.

      In seconds, the black of space filled with explosions and energy beams and fighter craft pushing their rockets to blinding incandescence. They were past the last of the huge ships and coming back around, and she was jumping from evasive juking to adjusting course to get another strafing run in to calling for a status update.

      It happened so fast, her brain processing things without her awareness, that she barely registered she’d led the Bulldogs on a second run under the invaders’ ships, some sporting wilted or twisted protrusions that had a moment before been components of the invulnerable ships, then Fleet Command was on the communications channel.

      “All ships, all ships. Break off. Repeat: Break off.”

      She repeated the order, pushing her Bulldog hard, again nearly blacking out, leading the way back to the League fleet and gulping in air.

      What had just happened? What had they all done?

      It felt as if an exhilarating madness had washed over her, maybe over the fleet. Her eyes ached from the rainbow exchange of energy weapons fire, and all of it left her feeling hollow and quaking.

      Someone had opened fire. That much was clear. The rest?

      Would they ever know?
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      Going back to sleep after the Q-comm call with Floyd would be impossible. It wasn’t just the fury his self-pity and self-obsession inevitably inflicted upon Faith but the raging headache she’d been dealing with since her return from the Diplomatic Services compound. She liked to imagine it was the heartbreaking news about Cecily that had brought on the crushing pain, but that would be lying to herself.

      Faith preferred never to lie to herself. People died when she did that.

      She shambled into the kitchen, started a pot of roka, then took a square paper pan from her freezer and powered on the oven. Fans inside the stainless steel appliance spun up as loudly as a hovercraft, and the thermostat rapidly climbed to the target temperature. Once she had the plastic seal pulled off the paper pan, she set the container inside the oven.

      In minutes, the enchanting aroma of cinnamon filled the kitchen, drawing saliva into her mouth. While the treat baked, she poured a cup of the bittersweet drink and added a touch of nutmeg and honey to it, stirring until the dark mixture had the proper consistency before adding cream.

      With the drink warming her bones, she could hang on until the confection finished.

      Tears wet her eyes as she studied her data device, catching up on the official news cycle and the corporate feeds providing their own take on all things Kedraalian. Finally, she downloaded the latest videos provided by what she considered the most reliable if not always the most accurate sources. Private journalists were strongly incentivized to produce more serious, in-depth work. Once she’d filtered out the ones who only cared about their pet agendas, she was able to dig through the meaty information chunks that could help her square the wildly divergent perspectives.

      News feeds playing at double speed, she settled in the breakfast nook with a second cup of roka, one of the fat, glistening cinnamon rolls pulled from the heat-discolored pan, and two fingertip-sized pills to dull the pain.

      Bare feet padded out of the dark side of the house, and Cole staggered into the kitchen, bleary eyed and yawning. He wore only boxer shorts, revealing the thick muscles of his torso. His eyes fixed on her, then his nose wrinkled, and he turned to the stovetop where the other three rolls cooled. Drizzle oozed off two of them onto a plate, a fork cutting the space between.

      She waved her own utensil toward the mug she’d left out for him beside the brewing station. “Cream is back in the cooler.”

      The big bodyguard took the cow-shaped dispenser from the refrigerator, filled the bottom third of the mug, then put the dairy product away. He filled the cup to the brim with the strong brew, stirred the hot liquid with his index finger, then carried drink and rolls to the nook, where he settled on the chair next to hers. While he ate, he did a good job pretending not to notice the way she massaged her brow or sneaked looks at his bare chest. They both knew the arrangement, and he seemed content with it.

      Halfway into the second roll, he set his fork down and sighed. “I don’t know how you stay so fit.”

      Faith almost sprayed the last of her drink on him. “Sarcasm’s an evil thing.”

      “I mean it.” He watched her from the corner of his eye. “For your age⁠—”

      “Twenty years ago, maybe you could’ve gotten away with that. I was in shape then. Don’t even try it now.”

      She tossed back the last of the fluid, choking down the second pill in the process, then carried her dishes to the sink, wiping a congealing pearl of drizzle from the plate edge. It was sweet on her tongue, still carrying fine grains of the ground spice along with the powdered sugar.

      Cole cut another massive wedge of roll, chomped on it with gusto, then brought his mug up to his lips. His eyes were still on her as he chewed. “Anything new on your daughter?”

      “Nothing.”

      His words sharpened the pain behind her eyes enough that she had to turn away from him to hide her shaking hands. She busied them rinsing the dishes, then washing the sugary remnants from her lips.

      The bodyguard brought his own dishes over, blocking her between his huge body and the sink. His gaze was steady, no-nonsense. “How bad is it?”

      “I’ll get over it. I always knew travel⁠—”

      “The headache.”

      Her tongue went to a spot where she’d long ago lost a molar, the tip digging into the hole. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Dr. Gilliam said⁠—”

      Heat flashed through Faith. “I don’t give a damn what she said.”

      “Another setback, and you’ll be hospitalized. You said you’d cut back on your workload.”

      The bastard was being too kind, too decent. She didn’t deserve such treatment.

      With some effort, she drew in a deep breath, then took his dishes and rinsed them. “I have a vacation on my calendar. Three weeks on that island in the Logos Sea.”

      “Tangra?”

      “Mm-hm.”

      “You always have a vacation on your calendar.”

      “This one’s the real deal.”

      He inserted himself between her and the dishwasher, taking the dishes from the sink and putting them in the extended trays. She didn’t scold herself for watching the way his muscles moved along the backs of his legs when he bent over. Looking wasn’t touching, after all, and it was a welcome distraction from all that plagued her now.

      When he closed the machine, she squeezed past him, cinching her housecoat tight against a sudden chill in her gut. “Are you on the team this morning?”

      “All day, ma’am.”

      “Would you let them know I’d like to head to the facility in an hour?”

      “We’ll be ready.”

      As she showered, Faith reran the call with Floyd from earlier. He’d used his influence to reach out to her over Q-comm, which was something. Perhaps she’d been out of line assuming he didn’t care about his daughter’s well-being. It wasn’t as if he was a monster or anything. He’d done well by the children growing up. The philandering and drinking, though—those were things he’d never outgrown, never taken full responsibility for. As far as Faith was concerned, that made being out of line fair game.

      For today’s trip, she already had an outfit laid out. A matching pine-green pants suit with a deep gray blouse gave her the look she wanted, and the fit was much more comfortable than any of her other clothes. Her work today required focus, and comfort was the first requirement to achieve that.

      Cole opened the door for her as she approached her vehicle. He’d showered, too, and the black turtleneck he wore beneath his satiny jacket gave off the scent of incense burning on the beach at sunset.

      What a devilish young man.

      Now that the headache had diminished, she was able to focus on the notes she’d made about the morning news and commentary. There were dozens of questions, and no sources to answer any of them.

      The big bodyguard leaned closer to inspect her data device screen, brow knit. His eyes were hidden by the mirrored lenses of his sunglasses, but she had the feeling he had questions of his own, or maybe even answers to some of her notes.

      She shifted the screen to make it easier for him to see, and he didn’t shy away or pretend he wasn’t looking.

      Instead, he pointed to one of her questions. “The fleet engaged Oranian ships? Was that authorized?”

      “You’re savvy enough to know how the political system works, Cole. The prime minister isn’t going to risk authorizing engagement when the original sales pitch to her constituents was that the fleet would be a deterrent.”

      “So the fleet commander acted without authorization?”

      “No one will ever know what really happened, but I can tell you what the political reality is. The admiral was told behind doors to do everything within her power to avoid engagement. If that meant a handful of fighters were destroyed in the stare down, so be it.”

      “Wait—they’d authorize our people dying without retaliation?”

      “What are a few pilots compared to all-out war against a power we have no hope of defeating? Weigh the loss of ten, even a thousand lives against the potential for millions or tens of millions to die.”

      The big man exhaled, clearly disapproving of the idea. “But she fired anyway?”

      “That’s what the prime minister’s enemies leaked.”

      “But you don’t think so?”

      Faith powered down the data device and stretched her back as much as the seat allowed. “In war, there is no objective reality. People like to believe they can understand what happened. They’ll demand investigations, possibly even authorize them, and then they’ll say they have the proof they need to condemn some individual or another. Maybe they’ll demand the resignation of the defense minister, or perhaps they’ll look to dissolve the entire cabinet and take down the prime minister. More often, some soldier or spacer will be offered up for punishment. Sometimes, it will be the commander.”

      Cole slowly nodded. “That happened to you?”

      “It could have. More than once. I had some allies, so I got off better than a lot of my peers would have.”

      “But this fleet commander…?”

      “I think Admiral Dahak knows what she’s doing. Either she had a retirement deal before accepting this command, or she had an agreement to move into a quiet, out-of-the-way position for a year or two before slipping into a senior consultancy or maybe even an official role within Defense. Only time will tell. What matters more to me is what the data show.”

      The bodyguard grunted, then leaned back in his seat, staring straight ahead. He remained like that until they reached the harbor and the vehicles came to a stop at the slip where a long, sleek, ocean-blue hovercraft floated, waiting for the former prime minister.

      She breathed in the sea breeze as a squat, young crew woman in a light jacket drew up the gangway, and the vessel’s powerful engines roared to life. In no time, they were racing out of the harbor, leaving behind luxury yachts and fishing trawlers. Faith’s bodyguards stayed between her and the rails, always scanning the gray water for threats.

      When the blast of the fans became too much, the former prime minister slipped into the cabin space behind the bridge and took a seat on the comfortable couch built into the wall. The deep-gray material comforted her, reminding her that there was more—so much more—for her to worry about than Cecily’s disappearance. All the moving parts, all the forces in play…if she closed her eyes, she could almost see how things fit together.

      Someone shook her awake, and she sat bolt upright, eyes darting around. A blanket that smelled like salt spray slid off and bunched on the black deck.

      Cole smiled and bent to pick the cover up, casually folding it. “We’re here, ma’am.”

      He offered his massive hand, and she took it, the headache a distant stabbing sensation that concerned her less than the fact that her legs felt like wet noodles. Cecily’s presentation had created chaos with her mother’s schedule, and that included workouts and physical therapy for the most recent joint replacements. Now the crows had come home to roost.

      The squat young woman who’d welcomed them aboard lowered the gangway, the jacket she’d worn earlier now gone with the midday sun warming the ocean. Ashore, another uniformed young woman waited, this one slender and decked out in gray urban camouflage that matched the boulders littering the island’s shoreline.

      The uniformed woman saluted. “Admiral. Welcome to Freedom Island.”

      Faith returned the salute, then followed her guide across the stones snaking along the beach to a net-shielded walkway. From the sky, the netting would look like any other stretch of the island, breaking up heat and electronic signals for even the most advanced reconnaissance drones. That netting continued over not just the walkway but the sprawl of buildings that walkway connected to.

      Once past the Marine guarding the front entry, Faith’s legs finally seemed to regain their strength. She caught Cole glancing at her curiously and shook her head. If she wasn’t careful, he’d be carrying her around to her meetings.

      Now wouldn’t that be unfortunate?

      She chuckled to herself, drawing the attention of her escort for a second. The Navy lieutenant had blond hair with tints of red to it along with a pale, freckled complexion to match. She wasn’t pretty or ugly, but her stern, humorless manner made her somewhat unpleasant to be around. Faith knew better than to suggest the young woman ease up a bit and try a little friendliness in her life. Little else could offend such a person so effectively.

      The lieutenant pushed open an unlabeled, smoked glass door, and cold air blasted out. “They’re waiting for you in the briefing room, Admiral.”

      “Thank you, Lieutenant Brightman.”

      There, the way the young woman had straightened at the use of her name and at the warm smile Faith had offered, wasn’t that sign enough that amiability was more effective?

      Cole guided his boss into the room, grimacing as he glanced back at the door. “You two have a history?”

      “Not really. She just reminds me of a few men from my academy days, always acting like they have a footlong stick up their⁠—”

      “Admiral!”

      The cheerful, deep voice had come from the room center. High-resolution displays glowed in ceiling mounts over a table and on every centimeter of the wall above chest level. Six figures rested in black chairs arrayed around the table, each holding an advanced computing device that could have been cut from the same smoked glass as the door.

      Faith held a hand out to the man who’d spoken, an Army lieutenant colonel whose prosthetic leg left him with a slight limp. Although that leg was hidden by his gray camouflage trousers, she’d seen him in shorts on his first visit to the island years ago, when she’d recruited him to Umbra.

      Colonel Kalaj squeezed her hand, although his grip wasn’t uncomfortable so much as reassuring. His dark eyes reflected a clear sorrow enhanced by the deep crow’s feet that stretched down to the scars on both cheeks. “I’m so sorry about your daughter.”

      It was too much just then, and Faith had to swallow. Her nostrils flared, and she was sure her cheeks must have darkened, because the lieutenant colonel bowed his head.

      Finally, she managed a thank you, then took a moment to speak with each of the military analysts now standing around the table. When that was done, she took a seat at the head of the table and waited for them to do the same, then pulled out her data device and connected it to one of the wall displays.

      Once everyone had given her notes a look, she clasped her hands in front of her. “Things have already escalated. Let’s begin, please.”

      What followed was an intense four-hour briefing, each analyst providing a mix of observations, further detail, or speculation on his or her area of specialization. Even at her advanced age, Faith could manage the pressure-hose input well enough. Frequently, she was actually able to put one of the analysts on his or her heels with unexpected questions. That was the intent of the briefings.

      When that was over, she glanced down at the new questions she’d created on her data device. “Staff Sergeant Voleg?”

      A young, dark-skinned man with a prosthetic arm not covered with flesh or loaded with cybernetic circuitry looked up from his data device. “Yes, ma’am?”

      “Why are all these background checks being closed on immigrants from the Khanate? Their data trail is shoddy. I want assurances they’re being thoroughly vetted.”

      “That’s SAID, Admiral.”

      “What part of Security and Intelligence Directorate allows involvement in immigration?”

      Voleg pursed his full lips, dark eyes darting for a second. “We could put through some backchannel queries.”

      “Do it, please.” She turned to another of Kalaj’s comrades, a lanky Navy warrant officer with cybernetic eyes and patches of regrowing flesh visible on her brow and cheeks. “How did we manage to slip behind schedule on the Ottoman-class vessels?”

      The warrant officer perked up at that. “Two problems have been identified, Admiral. The biggest is the holdup in the new power coupling solution. The engineering team has gone back to the drawing board on the cabling requirements, but if we can’t solve the problem with the power requirements of the new stealth package⁠—”

      Faith waved the lanky woman off the subject. “We’ll get to the Carthage situation next.”

      “Well…the other problem…” The warrant officer’s cybernetic eyes jerked around unnaturally. “One of the analysis systems detected flaws in tolerance calculations on the engine array superstructure.”

      “An AI faulted another AI’s designs?”

      “And that led to…” The warrant officer brushed what remained of her stringy brown hair back from her forehead, revealing glossy skin that hadn’t fully completed the regrowth process. “They had to shut the servers down. I guess AIs can fill up storage pretty quickly when they start challenging each other.”

      “Have the monitoring team review both systems. If we need to flash them back to an older code base, do so.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “What’s the immediate impact of the Dove disappearance in light of the Ferekon situation?” Faith looked at Kalaj.

      “We’re seeing whispers of reduced civilian access to League space.”

      “That seems unlikely.”

      “It’s just chatter over some of the government channels.”

      “Keep an eye on it. Can we get a call in to the Carthage?”

      In response, the colonel activated an interface on the tabletop, then his fingers swept across the golden glow of the virtual keys and trackpad surface. A Q-comm interface appeared on the display opposite Faith’s seat, and she leaned back to get a more relaxed view of the video. Seconds passed, then the connection began.

      A bald-headed man with warm brown skin stared back, small eyes opened wide. “Admiral Benson. I wasn’t expecting a call so soon.”

      “Everyone’s under pressure now, Captain Mayfield. By all indications, it’s now a shooting war with the Oranians.”

      “Oh.” The bald man’s eyes widened even more. He stroked his close-trimmed mustache. “We don’t have any updates⁠—”

      “That’s why I’m calling you, Captain. Our timeline is going all to hell at the shipyards. Dr. Rubenstein was supposed to be at the bomb site two days ago. What’s the delay?”

      Again, the captain stroked his mustache. “The doctor isn’t the holdup.”

      “Then what is, Captain?”

      “Ah, there were atmospheric disturbances upon our arrival. The weather data provided didn’t adequately represent the intensity of the storm systems⁠—”

      “We provided a gunship capable of handling gale-force winds.”

      “It’s not the winds, Admiral. Not the winds alone, that is. There are electrical storms of a remarkable intensity. We’ve gathered data and should be able to upload⁠—”

      “So what is the current status, Captain?”

      Mayfield’s eyes dropped from the camera. “They’re on the surface, and they’ve set up the first camp. I believe they’re preparing reconnaissance drones even as we speak. They hope to fly those beneath the layer of the most intense winds.”

      Faith sighed louder than she’d intended. The way the captain jumped at the sound, she almost felt compelled to apologize. Almost. “Please convey to Dr. Rubenstein and Colonel Grier that our schedule is even tighter than before. We can’t tolerate further delays.”

      “I’ll do exactly that, ma’am.”

      “Thank you, Captain.”

      She signaled, and Kalaj killed the connection.

      None of the analysts looked at her while she processed the disappointing news. To distract herself, she brought up the video feed of a lab at the other end of the building. The camera showed what had once been a doglike robot and was now thousands of components, each separated into small Faraday cages. Inside those clear prisons, sealed off from any signal activity, the parts capable of any sort of movement did exactly that—eyes twitching, claw segments vibrating, coils rolling.

      This was the technology so much depended upon, and the true treasure trove of it was on that blasted planet, buried underground, possibly destroyed in the nuclear blast intended as a failsafe. It had been the only safeguard the first team of scientists sent to study the ruins nearly a century ago had considered viable.

      For the human race to have any hope of survival, Faith was absolutely sure they would need to crack the nut the technology represented.

      Grier and Rubenstein had to come through soon, or humanity might very well be doomed.
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      The Group for Strategic Assessment operations had two faces, the one that the outside world knew of, with its headquarters not even an hour south of the Kedraalian capital, and the facility known as The Cave, a little over an hour west of the sprawling city.

      Agent Goode worked in The Cave.

      It was a nondescript building of concrete and glass, fashioned after some of the moderately successful corporate headquarters buildings that ringed the vast and growing city. Like some of the more security conscious, The Cave had a combination of high stone wall and chain-link fence topped with concertina wire. There was also a security gate, rent-a-cops, and video cameras mounted to every parking lot light post as well as to the building itself. Azaleas and other morning glories filled flowerbeds spaced all throughout the lot and around the building, and geese made the modest pond on the south side their home year-round.

      To the outside eye, Yaquinto Research Corporation was simply one more thriving company willing to ask employees to drive those extra few kilometers to save serious credits on rent. Nothing jumped out to the casual view—not the building, not the vehicles in the lot, and not the employees themselves.

      Except, maybe, to the more perceptive eye, those employees tended to be a little younger, fitter, and more conservatively dressed than their contemporaries. And more had private vehicles than not, although they were cheaper models.

      Such details would be lost in the wash, as expected by those who’d come up with the facility in the first place.

      Goode took her credentials back from the chubby, silver-haired security guard who always ogled her, no matter what she wore, gave him a mischievous wink, then accelerated her Sable Motors Argent 420 motorcycle through the rising gate.

      She didn’t need to look over her shoulder to know he was leaning out of the shack to watch her slide into one of the four motorcycle parking spots.

      Once she had her helmet off, she shook out her hair. Short and stiff as it was, that didn’t really accomplish anything…

      …unless the dirty old geezer was still watching her.

      And he would be.

      He’d stare at her until she’d unzipped her black, body-hugging armored suit and strutted through the front door to give the old guy’s buddy working the front desk an equally flirtatious wink.

      One day, she was going to have to hack their radio channel to see if the two men were really as gross as she thought, or if they were merely caring old gentlemen concerned about the life choices she made.

      As if.

      Two older men in business suits held the elevator open for her, both sporting YRC Visitor badges on their pockets. They had the stylized white hair and sweetly grassy cologne she associated with people from the main headquarters building. What cemented the deal was the way they disapprovingly eyed the black leather outfit wrapped over her left arm.

      GSA operatives do not ride motorcycles, young woman, the look said.

      Yeah, well, GSA operatives also weren’t supposed to be genetically engineered humans with no real rights, either, so they would have to cut her some slack.

      On the third floor, she left the two old grumps and sashayed to her low-walled cubicle, a small island of gray blandness in a sea of grayer blandness. Her desk was a black, textured plastic coating particle board that lacked the sort of chipping and scratches most other cubicles had. Largely, that was because Goode spent most of her time in the field, but there was also an element of care involved. She considered this, like the sleek Argent 420 bike, one of the few things that was hers.

      After easing her backpack onto a gray hanger anchored over the outer partition wall, she took her smoke-gray computing device out. The machine instantly woke and connected to the huge, high-resolution display locked to the desktop by two thick straps of black polymer anchored to the desk underside.

      Messages rolled in: new appointments, new reminders of overdue reports, a self-evaluation form due for turn-in by close of business, taskers to complete annual training by the end of the week, and a notice that the cafeteria would be closed for the rest of the week due to a plumbing problem.

      Damn. She’d been looking forward to the meatloaf.

      While the computing device processed all the administrative nonsense that had built up in the couple weeks she’d spent in the field, she put it into sleep mode, took a bright-red Yaquinto mug from one of her drawers, and hurried to the break room down the hall. A drink dispenser bubbled up her favorite tea while she rinsed and dried the mug, then gurgled the steaming liquid into the container, beeping softly when the whole process was done.

      She returned to her desk, woke the computing device, sipped the too-hot drink, and scanned her messages. “Let’s see if even one meaningful communication was sent while I was out.”

      Around her, people dutifully typed or whispered into headsets or went through the same soul-draining tedium as she did right then. Their drinks and food added aromas offensive or pleasant into the recycled air while they fed the giant machine that was the GSA data accumulation funnel.

      As Goode deleted the most obvious administrative rot from her folders, her free hand absently massaged the still-healing bruises and scrapes suffered during the operation.

      Before she went home today, she was going to get a workout in. She needed it.

      Her morning dragged, wasted on the things she couldn’t simply delete. The worst of it was the training, which consisted of some ancient man rambling on about regulations, policies, and procedures until he’d managed to put her into a coma. She eked out a passing grade on the requisite test in part thanks to finding several answers already stored on her computing device.

      After ticking top marks across the board on her self-evaluation and lamenting her greatest weakness was her inability to tear herself away from the job, she finally began what, to her, was the real work.

      First, she brought up the available analysis on her operation, accessing imagery from the flyover conducted immediately after the missile strike and over the next two days.

      There had been no survivors, so mission accomplished.

      One analyst had left a negative comment about the security guard killed on the beach. It was petty and misguided. Goode had stripped the corpse and dragged it into the surf, where the current could carry it away. No one was going to find the body, and the only people who would ever know about the fight were the GSA analysts.

      Second, she accessed the analysis on the data she’d brought back from the island. It was a subfolder beneath the main mission code.

      To her surprise, the folder was empty.

      Two days, and the eggheads hadn’t cracked the security on the storage devices? That wasn’t a good sign.

      Goode arched her back and stood, searching the surrounding cubicles to see if any of the technical team were in the office at the moment. Most preferred to spend their active time in the data processing center—the true “cave” within The Cave—but they faced the same sort of bureaucratic nonsense as everyone else eventually, including an expectation that everyone be visible in their cubicles at least half the day.

      Not right then, apparently.

      Without any clue about what she’d retrieved from the island vault, there wasn’t much for Goode to do. No missions awaited her attention, which was both annoying and reassuring. Field agents were supposed to be given downtime after operations. This one had been easy—insertion here on Kedraal, retrieval of items, and elimination of targeted assets.

      Still, it had left her banged up.

      She completed a few more administrative tasks, logged out, cleaned her mug and returned it to its drawer, then took her gear down to the basement. Her locker held a bright-red bathing suit with the Yaquinto logo, matching head cap, and white T-shirt with red shorts.

      Weightlifting was first on her list of priorities.

      Two musclebound jocks she’d run into before slowly worked their way through the circuit, alternately insulting and complimenting each other. Staring at themselves in the wall mirrors completed the routine. Goode refused to allow their nonsense to interrupt her work, skipping their occupied machines when she lapped them, then going back to catch up on what she’d missed when they finally moved on to the next. It wasn’t ideal, but she couldn’t tolerate the self-absorbed of the world.

      Muscles burning, she returned to the locker room and changed into her bathing suit. Swimming was the best way for her to work through the stiffness and soreness from both the injuries and the time on the weights. Although there were annoying swimmers, none were so bad as the bodybuilders. She focused on laps for endurance, then did some timed combinations of breaststrokes and butterfly strokes.

      After showering, she dressed and headed out to the parking lot, only to stop when it occurred to her there might be something she could do without the data on the storage device she’d brought back.

      Fighting the current of people exiting the building, she returned to her desk, connected, and brought up the mission briefing she’d received a month ago. There had been terabytes of videos, imagery, and documentation for her to work her way through back then.

      But when she reconnected her computing device, the mission briefing folder was gone.

      Goode squinted at the display. That made no sense at all. Archiving the briefing was automatic, sure, but her attempt to access the folder should have redirected her to the archive, decompressing everything and granting her access.

      Either someone had accidentally deleted the folder or…

      …or she’d had access privileges removed.

      As she had earlier in the day, Goode stood to see who occupied the surrounding cubicles. A matronly woman with terribly dyed hair hunched over her screen two rows over, and an acne-scarred young man scraped a fingernail over his canines one row over in the opposite direction. Otherwise, Goode was alone in the office.

      She sat back down and typed in an access code she’d stumbled across some months back, when she’d been toying with Walter Kim, the senior system administrator. He was an obnoxious but otherwise harmless guy who tripped over his tongue around her. The code gave her access to a secret account in the security app.

      Although not a security expert herself, Goode knew the app well enough to create a temporary user with elevated privileges. She logged in with that, then worked her way to the directory structure that should have contained the missing briefing folder.

      There was nothing there.

      So it had been deleted.

      Still logged in as the user with elevated privileges, Goode brought up the backup utility and searched through the online backups.

      Again, she found no copies of the folder.

      That was a problem. Deleting the folder could arguably have been an accident. It wasn’t likely, but someone could at least protest that it was possible. Deleting the folder and deleting the backups? That was either malicious or intentional.

      Field operatives often developed paranoid tendencies after several years in the field. Part of the downtime forced upon the operatives was for physical health, and part was for mental health. Goode had access to therapist AIs or even to human therapists. She’d gone through weekly sessions with both types after her first mission, and she’d met with a human therapist several times since.

      At that moment, Goode was absolutely sure she wasn’t being paranoid.

      Someone was erasing the data on the mission she’d just returned from.

      Except…

      She accessed the mission analysis folder using her own account and felt her jaw drop.

      The folder was empty.

      Someone was messing with her. Maybe it was Walter Kim himself. Maybe he’d intentionally been sloppy with the access code and⁠—

      No. She knew men. She knew that her looks enabled her to manipulate and intimidate. Walter had been completely flustered. He’d had no idea she was memorizing the code as he typed.

      So someone else was behind the data disappearing.

      Why would someone do that?

      Goode thought back to the briefing and, still using the account with elevated privileges, started typing in keywords and names, searching the databases to see if the data that had been put into the briefing might still be stored in raw form and simply have had the links from the folder deleted.

      Time and again, her searches came up empty.

      Did it make sense for the data to be permanently deleted, though? Didn’t it seem more likely whoever was behind this simply wanted to clean up a trail Goode might stumble across?

      That seemed even more paranoid than her first thoughts, but Goode pursued that angle. She went back into the backup app and searched for offline copies, locating three sites where backups were transferred to each night. One of those was only a couple hours away, in a hardened facility capable of surviving a direct nuclear blast.

      Fatigue gnawed at her, telling her to grab some dim sum noodles, head home, and curl up with some brainless romance movie until she fell asleep.

      Goode shook the idea off, dressed up in her riding gear again, and headed out. For the first time ever, the nearly empty parking lot bothered her. She shivered and squinted at the cars resting in the shadowed corners, making sure there were no silhouettes of people watching her.

      This was the paranoia she had to keep an eye out for.

      When she passed through the gate, she barely noticed the old geezer waving at her. She waved back a little late, distracted by what was going on.

      Halfway to her apartment, she pulled to the side of the road and drew out her computing device, searching for a good noodle place that just happened to be out by the hardened offline storage site. One hit came up: Jimmy Chu’s, a moderately well-reviewed spot half an hour out from the facility.

      Stomach complaining, she got back into the light evening traffic and accelerated toward the noodle joint.

      It was dark by the time she pulled into the restaurant parking lot. She ordered the highest-rated dish and took it out to her bike, leaning against it while slurping noodles. The sauce was a little salty for her taste, but she liked the bite to it. Her eyes were moist and her sinuses wide open when she tossed the paper container into the corner recycle bin.

      Half an hour later, she was pushing her bike off the winding road and down a rocky slope. About a hundred feet down from the paved path, the trees were thick enough to hide the sleek vehicle. Lights from the facility offered enough of a guide to get her through the woods, and before long, she was looking at the steep cliff wall that rose above the facility front.

      Her body was tired and sore, and the place was lit up bright as midday. She just wasn’t up to a challenge like this, not tonight, not after the beating she’d so recently taken…

      Remembering what she’d gone through on the mission annoyed her. All that effort, and someone was erasing the records?

      Goode breathed in the fresh woodsy air, felt the nighttime chill easing into the material of her armored motorcycle suit, and put her fingers against the cliff wall to test the handgrips she’d already spotted.

      It was close to midnight when she eased the motorcycle into its parking spot in her apartment complex. On her salary, she could only afford the sort of place where even a motorcycle stood out, but no one had ever touched the bike.

      Yawning, she headed inside and took the stairs up to the seventh floor. The climb had left her damp with sweat, and slipping through the facility security had taken an even greater toll. She ran a hot bath to help with her aches and stripped out of her dirty outfit, then sprayed the armored suit and wiped it down. While it dried, she soaked in the soapy water, slowly working her way through the data she’d retrieved from the offline storage systems.

      There was her briefing and there was her mission analysis. Both were intact and as she remembered them, down to the idiotic comment about her killing the guard on the beach.

      This confirmed that someone wanted the data preserved but not available for now. What she couldn’t be sure of was⁠—

      She froze at the sound of…something. Had it been metal clicking?

      A lock turning?

      Breath held, she strained for any hint of other sounds.

      There…shoes on the old tiles in her kitchenette?

      Goode set the device on the floor, then slowly levered herself out of the hot water. She quietly drew the towel to her, then quickly dried, all the while listening.

      Once dry, she stretched to the light switch over the sink and flipped it off. She’d left the light on in the modest living room, but that was a dim glow.

      There was no more noise coming from the front of the apartment, so she was extra quiet pulling the bathroom door in⁠—

      Someone slammed into the door, knocking her back until her left leg slammed against the toilet.

      She barely managed to grab the towel rack and stay upright as a black-clad figure rushed forward, shoulder lowered.

      Goode slipped aside, brought a knee up into the midsection of the charging form, then brought an elbow down on its back, sending it flailing against the edge of the tub. Its arms splashed, then the form twisted.

      Just as she raised a foot to stomp down on the now-exposed abdomen, another form filled the bathroom door. It had a gun in its raised hand, targeting her.

      At the same moment the gun fired, she lunged low, smacking the door against the shooter. Instead of the roar of a pistol, she barely registered a hiss and solid thuds into the wall.

      The shooter had used a Taser or some sort of air gun.

      She filed that away but followed up by slamming the door against the shooter once more, this time producing a solid crack. Immediately, she threw the door open again. When she located the form, it was readying the weapon for another shot.

      Training took over.

      Goode seized the intruder’s wrists, twisted them until the gun dropped, then drove a knee into the form’s crotch. The shooter groaned—a male voice—and some of the strength went out of its limbs.

      She released the wrists and clapped the sides of the man’s head where his ears should be.

      Something smashed against the back of her head, and all the strength went out of her. She fell to the floor, groaning, unable to get back up. Footsteps thudded on the floor, and she had a vague awareness of two figures staggering, leaning against each other, then her apartment door being thrown open.

      And then she passed out.
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      “Zombies?”

      In that moment, seeing the Anirii diplomat’s alien eyes mixing what in a human might be perceived as playful and psychotic, Captain Dwight Thiessen wasn’t sure if he was truly aboard Ship 403 of Hygari or dreaming.

      The wolflike alien cocked its head, then peeled back its razor-thin lips, revealing wicked teeth. “Dwight has no understanding of zombies?”

      Her movement released a whiff of the vinegar-rich musk that clung to the diplomat’s dark fur. It was sharp and surprising enough that Thiessen nearly gagged. He did his best to turn the awkward moment into a convincing jolt of uncertainty, coughing and laughing, trying for something between amused and bemused. “Are you exploring the humor of my people, Speaker Falaru?”

      Falaru’s head tilted to the opposite shoulder, eyes still studying the human guest. Rather than answer Thiessen’s question, the large alien turned and retreated from sight. Metallic rattling and scraping came from what Thiessen had assumed was a kitchenette, and before long, sizzling followed. Spices punctuated the aroma of cooking meat, and he relaxed, assuming the ambassador wasn’t angry but confused.

      As he tried to find a comfortable position on the plush pillow, he kicked around some possibilities. The way the Anirii had referred to zombies, he was pretty sure the question was about the ancient mythological beings created by some sort of shamans. What he could remember of the things was a modernization, a reimagining of the dead brought back to life by…

      By what? A meteorite? Biological weapons? Some other form of magic?

      There were dozens of old films, maybe hundreds, but he’d never been particularly good at making time for such entertainment, even as a kid. Once he’d moved to Kedraal with his father and money wasn’t the problem, there was still the issue of having so much raw ambition on display in the household. If he’d made time for crappy old cinema, it would be at the expense of his studies. Grades would have suffered, and that would have cost him educational opportunities.

      Instead, he’d relied on talking to peers when it came to matters of popular culture as well as the seasonal nostalgia bugs that made the old cool again…for a few minutes. Better to let others burn their energy on such matters.

      As the clattering and clanging grew less frenetic and the smells less intense, Thiessen fanned himself with the jacket of his uniform, worrying that his own perspiration might offend the hosting alien as much as its musk had affected him. Every centimeter of his body felt moist in the stuffy heat of the ship, as if being slowly steamed for later consumption.

      The ambassador poked its head out from the kitchen space, then exited, painted nails clacking on the hard deck where it was exposed. In each huge, powerful hand, a dark stone bowl rested, braced between thumb and palm. A thick, dark fluid drizzled down the interior of the bowls.

      Blood no doubt.

      When Falaru bowed and extended one of the bowls, Thiessen stood and cautiously took it. He returned the bow, even though he was pretty sure that wasn’t the right response. In fact, he was pretty sure there was no response, since bowing to humans wasn’t covered in the limited data available on the Anirii.

      No one had ever been in a situation like this, one-on-one with a diplomat of the old imperial power.

      After patting the pillow that bore the ambassador’s impression, the powerful-looking alien lowered onto the cushioned seat and dug into the bowl, lifting strips of dripping meat with the gracefully painted nails on display only minutes before, then shoveled the protein into its mouth, snapping wetly.

      Thiessen swallowed, sniffed the contents of the bowl in a way intended to feign pleasure rather than suspicion, then pulled one of the less raw strips out with thumb and forefinger and took a tentative bite.

      It was surprisingly good, neither too tough nor too gamey. “What sort of meat is this, Ambassador?”

      “Speaker, if you will, Dwight. Identifying with the title requires—” The diplomat paused. “Identifying with the title requires acclimation. For so many years, the reference was always Falaru of Hygari. Speaker for the Hygari now defines place and person.”

      “My apologies, Speaker.”

      The Anirii bolted down a handful of meat, making a wet, gagging sound in the process, then lifted its chin and stretched out its throat. It looked like a serious exertion, and for a second, Thiessen worried his host might have choked on the significant mass of whatever it was they were eating.

      But Speaker of the Hygari Falaru finally ceased working the food down its throat and went back to chomping on the last of the meat in the bowl. Around the bites, the alien fixed its disturbing gaze on Thiessen again. “The food tastes poorly?”

      He realized he was picking at the strips, looking for something that wasn’t oozing blood or didn’t glisten with what he assumed was uncooked fat. “I very much enjoyed the first few slices, Speaker Falaru. I’m trying to find what might be most like them. I suppose that must come across as self-indulgent. My apologies.”

      To that, the diplomat made a noise not too different from a chuckle. The humor even seemed to reach its face. “Wecaya.”

      “Wee-kay-ay?”

      Falaru nodded vigorously. “This is a creature that stands as tall as Dwight’s calf muscle halfway.” The diplomat rested a greasy, clawed hand midway down one of its long, flat calf muscles. “Pictures of Kedraalian records show something most like the wecaya.”

      “Oh?”

      “Cappy Baruh.”

      “Cap—?”

      The image hit Thiessen then, one of the giant rodents that had gone extinct back on Earth when deforestation and pollution had wrecked the South American ecological balance. Was the alien saying its meat source merely looked like the rodent, or was there something more to the comparison?

      He decided that was a detail nonessential to this valuable first exchange. “I must admit it’s very tasty. The spices are as good as I can recall aboard a starship.”

      Apparently, that was exactly the compliment he’d needed to make, because the alien diplomat repeated the expression of showing teeth. It had to be the equivalent of a smile, Thiessen guessed.

      To stay on his host’s good side, he chewed on two more of the strips, trying to block out the gooey fat that slithered down his throat. When he saw Falaru licking greasy residue and sucking on its painted claws, Thiessen decided to do the same.

      Finally, the alien rose, took the bowl from him, and returned the dishes to the kitchen space. Water ran, then the towering alien was back, seated once more on the pillow. “The question asked about humor—can Dwight explain?”

      “Oh. About the zombies?” He hadn’t expected a return to that. “I suppose I could attempt to.”

      Based on the training Thiessen had received, the way the Anirii stretched out its forearms meant that it was relaxing. “Please do then.”

      “Well…zombies aren’t really much of a thing in my life.”

      The Anirii’s eyes widened, and it leaned forward, nose twitching. “The zombies are an actual part of lives?”

      “I’m…” Thiessen sighed. “Zombies are a part of our fiction, like heroes and gods. I’m not an expert at this, but from what I can recall, in our more primitive cultures, we lacked the ability to understand things: life, death, the forces of nature. Our ancestors would make up stories to explain these things away.”

      “Mythology.”

      “Exactly.” His confirmation of the ambassador’s interjection produced the alien’s awkward clapping equivalent. “Those mythologies explained away the questions science would one day largely answer more accurately. Why does lightning strike from the sky? Why are there seasons? What happens when we die?”

      The alien seemed transfixed. “Philosophy.”

      “In a way, philosophy was the root of a lot of scientific thinking—critical thinking, many would argue moralistic thinking.”

      “The idea of moralistic thinking will require discussion as well.”

      “I can understand that, Speaker. For the matter of zombies, though⁠—”

      “Yes. The zombies.”

      “There was some religion that had an explanation for why someone might appear to be dead but later be seen walking around.”

      “Then the zombies are an actual part of lives?”

      Why did she keep going back to that? “No. But sometimes before science and medicine, people might very infrequently seem to be slain by disease, then be readied for burial, only to appear to come back to life. In actuality, they were in a coma, by all appearances dead, and something happened that allowed them to survive the ailment. Those who could cause such things to happen were called sorcerer or shaman.”

      “Not a zombie, then?”

      “I’m afraid not. At some point long ago, the thinking around the creatures had a renaissance, a period of reawakening.”

      “Yes.”

      “I think they were used as a stand-in for negative aspects of our culture: excesses, brutality, corruption. It’s easier to get some people to accept the unpalatable by framing the message in parables or through metaphorical means.”

      “These words are intriguing. Parables use…allegory?”

      “Yes. Many of our old religions relied on that.”

      “And metaphors?”

      “It’s pretty much the same thing—allegorical tales. We had another monster—the vampire—that played something of a similar role.”

      “Vampires. Yes. Dwight has explanations of vampires and zombies that are the same?”

      Thiessen licked his lips, unsure if his translator might be missing the nuances of what he was trying to say or if the alien’s reliance on its own understanding of the human language was the problem. There were plenty of people who spoke more than one old Earth language who had trouble with the synthesized language used by the Republic, so a self-taught alien could understandably stumble over things, especially esoteric things like how monsters helped humans cope with fear of the unknown.

      After a moment, he thought he might have a way forward. “Did your people have an explanation for the discovery of fire, Speaker?”

      The Anirii diplomat reared away ever so slightly. “Fire is. Discovery does not explain what is. Discovery explains what is not.”

      “Okay. Right. You don’t discover fire the way you discover, say, the atom or subatomic particles, but for our primitive ancestors, discovering how to control fire, to create it at will, or to unleash it as a weapon, we have a vague understanding of how that was critical to the survival of our species. It’s less an understanding and more a theory, but I hope that makes sense?”

      “Then vampires and zombies can be explained through controlling fire?”

      Now it was Thiessen’s turn to lean forward, grease-tacky fingers splayed wide excitedly. “Humans lack the more developed eyes of your species. Darkness is a fearful thing for us. Predators can attack in the night, and we can’t see them. Cold can come in the winter months, and we can only bundle up so much. Some food will kill us if eaten raw. Fire is a great solution to all these problems. You might say it’s seen as salvation.”

      “Salvation.” The alien’s eyes bugged out, and its body seemed to tense, arms curling back in, then it again relaxed. “Fire is an allegory.”

      “Different cultures created stories about the acquisition of fire. Probably the most well-known was the Greek take on it, where a god carried the gift of fire—in this case meaning knowledge in general—from the heavens down to humans on Earth.”

      As before, there seemed to be some tension to the alien’s body, but this time it wasn’t so obvious. It sniffed the air a few times, coughed, then leaned forward. “Dwight suggested that humans rely upon stories to explain things they do not understand or that they wish to explain to those who will not understand?”

      “Does that help Speaker Falaru?”

      “Although disappointed, there is now some level of understanding once missing. This understanding makes humans less advanced.”

      Thiessen chuckled. “Every time I believe my species has taken a step forward, it seems we find a way to prove we’ve not yet managed to shake free of our diapers.”

      That statement seemed a challenge for the translation system, which stuttered. The diplomat stared uncertainly, maybe comparing what the fragile machine translation had done to the meaning and what had been taken in through a potentially more risky self-taught interpretation.

      Finally, though, Falaru let out another cough. “The ways of raising children differ between the species.”

      “Is the gap so great as with some of the nonmammalian species?”

      The Anirii diplomat cocked its head. “Dwight presents a question with many questions inside.”

      “I’m sorry, Speaker. That wasn’t intentional.”

      “Questioning about zombies questions about more than zombies.”

      “You…you’re asking about⁠—?”

      “Mythology is the human word for stories to explain the unexplained. The Anirii have mythology as well.” The diplomat’s gruff voice seemed to soften. “Children come from the egg, and the egg comes from the valley of the night. The seed-bearer gains the seed from the mighty river. The rearer gains the strength and knowledge to rear the child properly from the rising sun. From each of those, a hero has a story.”

      Thiessen held his breath, trying not to gasp. This moment had provided unprecedented insight into the Anirii, and all because the diplomat had asked about zombies. He had to be sure he understood what was being conveyed. “Is the wisdom of the rearer what determines the future of a child?”

      The diplomat brushed claws over the silver tunic covering its torso. “What the child becomes? There is much to that. First is the need of the clan. That shows in the selection of the egg to be seeded.”

      Meaning that the Anirii would spin up an army through selecting the eggs and seeds of proven warriors or would spin up many laborers by selecting the eggs and seeds of that proven type. And the logical assumption was that the rearer would be someone with a capacity for raising such a child.

      Did that mean that rearers were trained warriors, philosophers, or laborers, too?

      This was where advanced diplomatic training like Ceci had undergone would have been beneficial for Thiessen, but he’d only had the time for a crash course in understanding at the broadest level how alien minds might work. Ideally, a group of specialists would be sitting in on this session, recording everything that happened and running it all through artificial intelligences to generate real-time extrapolations.

      But the Anirii would never be open to such a cultural exchange. They had only just approved hosting him and that with conditions.

      He wanted to reach out to this diplomat, to ask what biological role birth had dictated and what had led to this service as diplomat—Speaker—but had no idea how to do so without clumsily offending.

      Then his communicator vibrated against his jawbone, breaking the moment.

      Falaru’s eyes went to the device.

      Thiessen stood, blushing. “I—I’m sorry. I wasn’t supposed to be contacted while I was involved in exchanges with you, Speaker.”

      “Something of importance has transpired.”

      “I can’t imagine there’s any reason to break the agreed-upon terms.”

      “There exists in this situation the potential for many things to go awry. This orbit holds many ships. The Oranians could perhaps have exited Fold Space, as sensors indicated might have happened. If this happened, complications could arise.”

      “Yes. You’re right, Speaker. Might I have a moment?” The captain nodded to the hatch he’d used to enter the cabin.

      The diplomat headed back to the kitchen space without a word, closing the drapes hanging there to completely obscure the area. Thiessen headed into the passageway outside, looking right and left for any sign of activity.

      For the moment, he was alone.

      He tapped the communications device, activating its hardened encryption, and waited for it to establish a connection with the communications center aboard the Achaemenid. A series of clicks and chirps confirmed the connection negotiation, followed by three chirps and a long tone. Thiessen whispered first the prompt code, then at the next prompt of two long tones provided a code phrase.

      A voice—choppy and almost robotic—cut in. “Captain Darius Giovanni?”

      Thiessen answered with another code.

      “I’ll connect you with Admiral Vindman, Captain.”

      There was a persistent buzz on the line, which was annoying but not unexpected. He was inside an alien starship, his hardware using anything and everything available in the architecture to conduct his signal, all while running rigorous security countermeasures. Any signal at all was better than he had a right to expect.

      His thoughts were broken by Vindman’s distorted voice. “Dwight?” Even through distortion, her anxiety was obvious.

      “What’s wrong, Admiral.”

      “Worst-case scenario.”

      Worst case? “That was the Oranians coming out of Fold Space?”

      “In force. Twenty-four of those dreadnoughts of theirs. They’re huge. The probes got it wrong. All the legacy data is wrong.”

      Twenty-four of the massive ships. Initial estimates had figured the aliens couldn’t field more than six of the ancient ships, and the later corrections had bumped that to eight but with some expected to have limited functionality. Now the mysterious creatures everyone spoke of with fear and awe had shown up with three times that pessimistic number, and apparently they were in perfect working order if Vindman had contacted him. The admiral had confided in Thiessen that she was in full agreement with the prime minister’s cabinet that the main purpose of the trip to Ferekon was actually to develop a better assessment of the Oranians’ capabilities, not to actually engage them.

      Now Thiessen had to wonder if everyone had wildly underestimated everything about this problematic world and the ancient power that had awakened to reestablish its claim over the place.

      He whispered for the admiral to hold as two warrior Anirii hurried past. Once they were out of sight, he straightened from the slouch he’d assumed. “What do you need from me, ma’am?”

      “Admiral Dahak wants you back aboard ASAP.”

      “I’ll see if I can arrange a shuttle.”

      “We’ve been in contact with Ship 403. They’re arranging it now.”

      “I’ll need to let the Speaker know.”

      “Dwight, we lost five fighters. The Zienmar lost a frigate. Six other ships suffered damage. As far as we can tell, we didn’t cause any meaningful damage to them.”

      “We engaged them?”

      “Just now. Not intentionally. We can’t figure out what happened.”

      His stomach knotted. She was right to say this was a worst-case scenario. Everyone had hoped the refurbished fleet might be able to bloody the nose of these repulsive aliens and their ancient leviathans should things go hot, but here they were, an engagement already behind them, and apparently the campaign was over before it began.

      He stepped toward Falaru’s cabin, stopped. “I’ll be there as soon as possible.”

      “Hurry.”

      After disconnecting, he stepped back inside, stopping when the speaker brushed aside the curtain and strode out.

      The Anirii appeared stunned, face stiff and eyes glassy. “There has been battle.”

      So she knew. “I’ve been recalled to the Achaemenid.”

      “The exchange is over?”

      “I don’t know. I’m not sure what’s going on exactly. This may just be to oversee damage control or to stand watch while another captain deals with something critical.”

      Falaru came closer and sniffed him. “There are many questions not yet asked, Dwight.”

      Something about the way the Anirii diplomat said that sent a tingle down Thiessen’s spine, and he wasn’t sure what to make of that.
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        Gulmar

        Executive Director Floyd Thiessen

      

      

      Executive Director Floyd Thiessen staggered down the steps from the second floor to the ground floor of his luxury apartment, the home a gift from the Gulmar governing board of directors. At the bottom step, nausea washed over him, leaving him cold and shaking. He leaned against the wall for support, thankful for the coolness on his cheek, then lowered his butt to the bottom step. Thankfully, there was no mirror around to see just how ridiculous he must look—hair uncombed, silk housecoat unevenly thrown on in haste, eyes no doubt bloodshot.

      And his face…with this sort of spike of nausea? Oh, gray and waxy would be optimistic.

      He gulped in the conditioned air, caught unfortunate hints of the grease saturating the downstairs, then recalled the late-night card game with Radomir. Along with too much beer, the two had feasted on bratwurst and burgers.

      It was too much for the old body. The former executive director’s wobbly legs nearly gave out when he got to his feet but held long enough for him to shuffle to the downstairs toilet.

      The sickness left him quivering, his stomach gurgling and abdominal muscles tender. No amount of flushing seemed capable of taking away the smell of what he’d heaved up.

      When he tried to get to the sink, Radomir was there, lifting his boss up under the armpits. The big man was cooing like a mother. “It’s gonna be okay.”

      “No, it’s definitely not going to be okay.”

      Floyd splashed cold water over his face, which had somehow turned fever-hot. His gut felt as if he’d had ice stuffed inside. He gargled and swished water around until the worst of the flavor and stench were gone, then toweled off, staring at the big bodyguard’s worried, scruffy face.

      After hanging the towel on the rack, Floyd stumbled toward the kitchen, Radomir close behind. The big guy had apparently slept on the sofa, the wall-mounted display still playing some mindless game show where people raced each other for prizes.

      Radomir’s fingernails scraped over his short whiskers. “Boss Man, you need a doctor?”

      “Do I look that bad?” Floyd sloshed the dregs of a bottle of wine to see if it was the last of the contents or something worse. He emptied it into the sink to be safe, then opened a fresh bottle of vodka. Unsteadily holding the half-filled glass up between him and the bodyguard, the older man grimaced. “You tell me.”

      “You look bad.” The younger man sounded worried, at least.

      Floyd tossed half the fluid down, then gasped. “Thank you.”

      “I mean it. I can get a doctor⁠—”

      “I’m fine.” A stab of pain in the gut almost made Floyd retract that statement. “This is what a hangover looks like. A hangover, a lack of sleep, and eating food I should’ve given up thirty years ago. Where did those brats come from?”

      The bodyguard blushed. “I bought ’em for me. I’m bumping up my weights this month, working more protein into my diet.”

      “Yeah, well, all that grease can kill a guy my age.”

      Radomir cast a gloomy look at the sear-blackened frying pan on the stovetop. “I’m really sorry. I can barely remember what happened.”

      Floyd finished off the drink, then went to the cabinet over the microwave and poked around until he had the anti-nausea pills he kept there. “That’s the point of doing something like we did: to forget.”

      The muscular bodyguard sagged. After a few seconds, he pulled a spray bottle from the cabinet beneath the sink and sprayed down first the pan, then the stainless steel backsplash panel and stovetop. His nose crinkled, probably at the pungent smell of the degreaser, but he didn’t let that stop him from his work. It took him several paper towels and a grimy washcloth to finish cleaning the surfaces down, then he took a wire brush to the pan while holding it under steaming water. Not once did he look up from his effort.

      While the big guy worked through his guilt, Floyd shambled to the table where they’d gambled into the wee hours. Toothpicks were piled high in front of his seat at the head of the dining room table. He always kicked the younger man’s butt at poker. Now that felt wrong, so he split the toothpicks into two uneven piles and pushed the larger one in front of the chair Radomir would have sat in.

      As Floyd dropped onto the cushion covering the wooden chair, the sound of running water died, replaced by the pop of a towel, then chafing.

      Radomir came out of the kitchen, rubbing down his thick forearms. “Need me to take a hike, Boss Man?”

      “Because you let me eat like a teenager? That’s my fault.”

      “Did I…” The powerful bodyguard’s gray eyes widened at the sight of the toothpick pile. He let out a surprised grunt, then looked back at Floyd. “Did I tell you to stop?”

      “It wouldn’t have mattered. I’m in charge, remember?”

      “Okay, yeah.”

      After another confused look at the pile of toothpicks in front of his chair, the big man returned to the kitchen. A cabinet door creaked, then he banged around cans and bottles before shuffling around somewhere out of sight, spraying what smelled like powdered flower petals. He came into the dining room, still spraying, stretching his powerful arms up high to get the air freshener into the spaces where wall and ceiling met. Once he’d saturated the downstairs with the cloying spray, he returned to the kitchen and dug around some more, this time banging drawers until finally stopping. His loot apparently included a lighter, because the unmistakable rasp of steel wheel over a ferrocerium rod preceded the distinctive odor of sparking metal and the pop of igniting butane.

      Then the bodyguard came into the dining room with a glass jar holding an ivory candle that burned lazily, the flame languid as a private dancer. “Chamomile. It’ll help your stomach.”

      “A candle?”

      “It worked for me once. I had that stomach flu.”

      Floyd waved away the explanation. The subtle aroma was inoffensive enough. “Leave it.”

      When Radomir sat, his chair groaned. He knuckled sleep from his eyes. “I’m really sorry about letting you go too far last night. You seemed really messed up.”

      “I don’t do well when my ex shoves my failure in my face.”

      “That what it was? When she told you about your daughter, you looked pretty shaken.”

      “Did I?” Floyd was usually good about hiding his pain. Maybe that was slipping in his old age.

      “Thought you were drinking to forget what happened.”

      “We don’t know what happened.”

      “Space travel’s scary, I guess.”

      “It can be. If you consider the scope of things, we’re insignificant, less than dust motes.”

      Radomir stared for a moment, then pushed up and returned to the kitchen. He ran the tap, returning a little later with two tall glasses filled with water. After setting one down in front of his own place, he pushed the other to Floyd. The burly man took a long drink, then returned his attention to his boss. “Was she your favorite?”

      “Cecily?” The sound of his own voice breaking brought Floyd’s nausea back. He took a sip, then another. “Yeah. The last one. We thought maybe she would be enough to hold us together.”

      “It didn’t?”

      “It never does. We were already broken, but that child brought such magic moments for us. There was this time when she was little, she’d started attending a private school there on Kedraal, and she was this precocious little bundle of energy. Really, she was too much for us with all that was going on, but this one morning, we were having a big fight over it: You’re not pulling your weight; you can’t make it where I’m always the one to drive her to school; you weren’t there when she went through that teething. It was terrible.”

      “Your ex sounds tough.”

      “Oh, I was the one saying that. Faith was in the middle of transitioning to politics, and she was always away from the house.”

      The big man grunted as if he understood completely, no big deal, but his eyes said he was surprised by the revelation. “So the little girl did something?”

      “She caught us yelling at each other, walked into the kitchen, and took the vehicle security fob from the tabletop. Then she marched to the front door and got that open. It was only when I heard it bang against the wall because of the wind that I realized she was gone and had the fob. Then I heard the car tires squeal.”

      Radomir leaned forward, jaw open. “She drove the car?”

      “No. She couldn’t reach the accelerator, and she didn’t know how to release the brake. But she knew how to turn the wheel. I think she believed that was how you made the vehicle go. So she was looking around the seat out the back window and turning the wheel like she saw me do before.”

      Floyd laughed then, and the tears came, the goddamned tears. He let them roll down his wrinkled, old face, let them get into his unshaven white whiskers.

      When he drank some water, it tasted salty, like ruin.

      The big guy set a hand on his boss’s shoulder. “They don’t know she’s gone for sure, do they?”

      “Not yet.” Floyd sniffled. He drank more of the water.

      “Until they say otherwise, there’s a chance she’s okay, Boss Man.”

      “There is.”

      Floyd finished his glass and stood. “Your ex said something was going on.”

      “Faith’s unhinged. She’s caught up in conspiracy theories.”

      “Sounded stable to me.”

      “She has a lot of people fooled. I lived with her for a long time.”

      “Can’t fool you, huh?”

      “Not me.” Floyd stared into his glass. His stomach hurt too much, felt too bloated to drink any more of the water, but it seemed to be helping. He finished the glass off and pushed it across to his bodyguard. “You think I’m being unreasonable?”

      The big man considered the two glasses. “Ever wonder if crazy people know they’re crazy? I mean, the ones I’ve seen, like in the history videos from Earth. The ones who screamed at people?”

      “There were a lot of people like that. It’s why our people abandoned that world. Leave it to the lunatics.”

      “I get that, Boss Man. I get it. But do they know?”

      It sounded as if there was more to the big man’s question, and Floyd wondered if the intent was to ask if he realized that he was the one who was crazy. “You think I’m the one who’s losing it?”

      “Nah, nothing like that.”

      But the bodyguard hurried into the kitchen, not meeting his boss’s eyes. It sounded as if the larger man was loading the dishwasher now, silverware and dishes thudding against sturdy plastic, water spraying, then abruptly cutting off.

      Do the crazy ones know they’re crazy?

      Floyd stared at his shaking hands. He breathed in through his nose, catching the sour smell of vomit still hanging around somewhere in his head. Would a crazy man brush off warnings of conspiracies that stretched not just through the Kedraalian government but the Galactic League and out to the Anirii?

      Would a sane man?

      He rose, made his way unsteadily to the stairs, then managed the steps with only a few stops.

      Sane man. That was the bar now. He had to act like a sane man.

      In his room, foul with his alcohol sweat, he stripped, then tore the sheets from the bed. The maid would be in soon enough, so he tossed the smelly things into the hallway and eased his way into the bathroom. His reflection wasn’t quite as hideous as he’d imagined, but it was hardly the suave, handsome man who’d ruined his best life by using his charm and looks to bed anyone and everyone he fancied.

      Even back then, at some level he’d known that he was self-sabotaging, wrecking his marriage because of some inner demon, some sense of self-loathing or…

      …pettiness.

      Sure. Pettiness. How great the tumble from captaining a fleet to being an interim executive director, traveling from Gulmar space to Kedraalian space over and again, meeting with parliament to negotiate the transfer of power and revocation of independence, then marrying Admiral Faith Benson and spending most of his time on Kedraal, tending to their new home—her home.

      He turned on the shower spray, thumbing the thermostat to full heat. It scalded when he got under the head, the steam quickly filling the stall. That was what he needed right then, the needles of pain, the steam boiling out the sickness and the alcohol poisoning his blood. Once he’d had enough to feel fully awake, he filled his hand with two shots of bodywash and backed from the water to work up suds. His skin was tender, but he lathered every centimeter anyway, scrubbing hard, working free decades of filth and shame.

      Then he returned to the spray and let it blast away his mistakes and stupidity.

      Wasn’t this what a sane person would do?

      Floyd turned the water off and pressed his forehead against the tiled wall, spitting up the water. When he started to cool, he toweled off, then stepped out, leaning in to gaze at the vague, ancient shape of himself in the fogged mirror. He didn’t need his reflection to shave.

      It was going to be another hot day, so he dressed in a light suit and pants, the color a brownish-gray with black vertical patterns if you stared hard enough at the material.

      Downstairs, Radomir stood waiting, close-cut hair still damp from his own shower. He wore a cologne of his own, something like a cedar musk. Floyd hadn’t really considered that his bodyguard might have a scent like that. The guy was more of a gym rat and simple soap sort.

      Or maybe he’d always had a cologne and a self-involved, self-pitying jerk didn’t realize it.

      The burly man held up the security fob to the executive director’s vehicle, and the right side of his mouth curled up. “Thought maybe we’d be taking a drive around the city.”

      “Maybe we will.”

      They swung by a diner, where Radomir grabbed several things wrapped in tinfoil. He handed one of the items into the back seat, and Floyd thought he might gag at the smell of it.

      Radomir shook his head in the rearview mirror. “Nah, Boss Man. You can do it.”

      “Do what, decorate the car interior with what’s left inside my stomach?”

      “Get this kind of food in you; you’ll feel better.”

      And what kind of food was the brute talking about? The tinfoil covered a corn tortilla stuffed with pale, ground-up meat flaked with spices and herbs. When the steam rose out of the opened cover, it made Floyd’s nose run and eyes water. He coughed, but his bodyguard bit one of the tortilla wraps in half and chomped on the meaty guts. His cheek puffed out like one of those rodents people kept for pets. What were those things? Hamsters?

      After not throwing up despite the first wave of nausea from the spice-heavy steam, Floyd braved a bite. It was something small, something he could expel without spending an hour hunched over a toilet again.

      His saliva glands woke the instant the hot and savory meat sizzled on his tongue. He was no expert, but he knew cumin and garlic and onion when he tasted them. All the stinging heat probably came from an assortment of chilies and peppers, he was pretty sure. There were salty cheeses, too, and stinging, slick vegetable slivers with a sweetness all their own.

      Floyd chewed the savory treat, stopping every now and then to simply breathe in the aroma of it. When he swallowed the meat and tortilla down, he immediately took another bite, this one twice the size of the first.

      There was no nausea now, no threat of anything other than sweat breaking out all over him because he was being cooked from the inside out.

      The wrap was gone with the third bite, and he realized Radomir was laughing at his boss for scraping cheese free from the tinfoil with a thumbnail.

      Before Floyd could say anything, the burly bodyguard handed back another foil-wrapped gift. He’d already devoured the rest and was now wiping down his fingers with brown napkins. “Feeling better, Boss Man?”

      “Much.” The word came out muffled, and Floyd barely caught a clump of meat from flying out of his mouth.

      “It works that way. Sometimes, I get up early and push too hard on the weights, and I get nauseated. Four of these, and I’m all better.”

      Four. Floyd had an empty stomach, and he was running out of steam at two.

      He shoved the last of the second one into his mouth. He needed this. It was waking the world around him, putting details and colors into place where there’d been nothing for so long.

      Maybe that was another sign of sanity, seeing what was really there instead of what he believed should be.

      If the big guy had known all this time that his boss was caught up in some sort of crazy denial and depression, why wait so long to say anything about it?

      Because you don’t question the boss.

      Radomir’s gray eyes stared into the back seat from the rearview mirror. “Where to now?”

      That was the million-credit question, wasn’t it? Faith had made no direct suggestions, only vague comments about people and institutions being involved in some sort of…

      …conspiracy.

      Maybe that was absurd. Maybe she was nuts and he was fine. Or maybe he needed to do like she’d said and just look.

      He took a couple napkins from the big bodyguard and wiped down his hands. “You know that place we went to a few months back, the place that makes all those overpriced roka drinks⁠—?”

      “—and has all those hot college girls sitting around all day and staring into their data devices?” Mirth twinkled in the big man’s eyes. “I know the place.”

      “It’s right next to that huge library.”

      “Oh. Right.” The car hummed to life, and the big man put it into gear. He understood.

      Where else would you “look” if not the place that held the most data on the planet? Floyd didn’t know exactly what data he was trying to find, but at least he had a starting point.

      And if Faith proved right…?

      That was something he’d have to consider when the time came.
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        Ferekon

        Private Avery Shetty

      

      

      Ferekon had a shorter rotation than Shetty had expected. He was still tromping through the half-frozen muck when the Wolfhound’s exterior ultraviolet floodlights kicked on. For that to have happened, the systems must have determined it was more efficient to run the embedded bulbs than to rely on all the internal optics. Out in the open, that made a sense of its own.

      He stopped for a moment and rotated the assault mechanized unit’s torso, taking in everything within the lit-up twenty-meter radius. It was a relief that even after three hours on patrol, the machine was quiet and operated smoothly. The times he’d hopped out to refresh the stuffy interior and stretch his legs, he’d been amazed at the muddy clumps of reedlike growth caking the exterior. None of the slime had yet managed to get past the coamings and seals.

      Nothing moved, either that he could see or on the motion detector display.

      Shetty popped the front hatch and let in the cold, salty air. It had the desired effect, rousing him from the first onset of torpor and queasiness. As hot as the interior grew during extended operations, he was building up an unwanted funk, his undergarments wet with sweat that no wicking material could adequately handle. Running fans and coolant systems would be too big a strain on the batteries with so much unknown about the situation just yet, but at some point he wouldn’t have a choice. For now, he simply preferred taking a quick walk and getting a feel for this alien world.

      A hillock off to the right caught his eye, a black mound in the dark. He decided to check it out, reaching into the cockpit for his helmet and the Scorpion submachine gun. After a quick look around, he sealed the hatch before ambling over to the base of the incline. About halfway there, he reconsidered and retreated to the AMU and undid the clasps of the muck-caked satchel strapped to the massive leg.

      Warm air gasped out, confirming the airtight seal and the container’s exceptional insulation properties.

      Three narrow slits of bright-green lights woke, and Loki’s white, egg-shaped head rose on its extended neck. “Private Shetty?”

      “Hey, Loki. What’s your battery charge look like?”

      “I am currently at ninety-nine percent charge.”

      “Excellent. You feel up to a walk?”

      The white composite body unfolded, spindly arms and legs telescoping until the robot’s torso cleared the top of the cubic meter case. It twisted, clasped the Wolfhound leg with the jointed pincers of one hand, then curled its lower half up, drawing itself out of the container. After scanning the ground, it extended its legs, swung them back and forth, then hurled itself away from the churned muck of the AMU’s path.

      Despite all that, the little robot’s feet sank into the semi-frozen ground. It stared down at the spatter of mud staining its leg. “The planet has significant water reserves?”

      “There’s a bay or maybe a sound over there.” Shetty pointed toward the shore of the body of water his patrol boundary included. “I can’t tell the size of it for sure, but it looks like the land curls in on at least one side.”

      “Water reserves create strategic value for any planetary body.”

      Shetty shrugged. “There are plenty of water planets. There has to be something more about this place to justify potential war.”

      Quieted by that, the robot fell into step beside its creator as the engineering enthusiast navigated the darkened hillside. Their steps went from wet flops to firmer squiks as they transitioned from the boggy mire to slick earth. Atop the hillock, the ground was firmer, and it gave a better view of the surrounding area. Back where the lander modules stood, Marines bustled about, hastily setting up camp. The sound of power tools and shouts reached him even out here on the perimeter.

      Loki swung its head in a full circle, servos softly whirring in the relative silence. “The wildlife remains closer to the camp than one might expect.”

      Using the advanced optics of his helmet, Shetty was able to pick out heat forms as close as fifty meters in some spots. “I hadn’t noticed them.”

      “The planet has seen previous occupation?”

      “Occupation and war. I think there are ruins farther to the southwest.”

      The robot’s head rotated back in that direction. “Camps are being erected there?”

      “League camps, I think. I haven’t seen the updated map. Who knows who else was redirected from their LZ. Oh! I ran into some Anirii earlier.”

      For a few seconds, the robot didn’t move, and the three lights on its face alternately flashed off and on. That indicated some of the data Shetty had loaded into the robot’s memory had been flushed out by other data or possibly that a memory segment had developed a fault. It was a problem the Marine private hadn’t quite solved. Upgrading to higher-quality memory was the ideal solution, along with expanding the memory installation in the first place, but that would require more time and money than he had at the moment.

      Finally, Loki’s eyes stopped flickering. “Anirii once occupied this planet.”

      “Right. Now they’re here to help us⁠—”

      Meteorites flared across the sky overhead, drawing Shetty’s attention. The small robot had noticed the fiery light now, too, its neck craned to allow it to observe the sight.

      Shetty’s radio crackled, drawing his focus from the arcing glow. The transmission made him freeze. “Loki, record this.”

      “—launching landing craft that appear to be headed for LZ Echo, Kilo, Mike, Oscar, and Tango. Orders are as follow: Hold positions. Do not engage unless those positions are fired upon or the Oranians exhibit imminent threat. At no time will League personnel initiate fire against Oranian forces without provocation.”

      It was the worst message possible. For the Oranians to launch landing craft, they had to have reached orbit. That meant the fleet had either failed to intimidate the crablike aliens, or the enemy had figured out a way to get around the fleet without detection.

      Loki’s three lights blinked off and on again. “Those are Oranian landing craft, not shooting stars.”

      “I guess so.” Shetty swallowed. “It would’ve been better if they’d gone after some area we had no idea they wanted.”

      “I do not understand.”

      “I mean, they’re coming right at our positions.”

      “That is why the LZs were selected. These are areas that have been contested in the past. History made selection obvious.”

      “I get that, Loki. I’m saying I would’ve preferred they not do what we expected.”

      “That does not make sense. The intent is to defend areas of perceived value.”

      “Right. But if an aggressor comes straight at your positions, it means they don’t fear you. That’s not a good thing.”

      “The Oranians have no experience with the Galactic League.”

      “They have experience with the bulk of the military forces that are defending the planet. Republic forces are the only new component.”

      In response to that, the robot’s three lines flashed off and on. It would probably be a while trying to assemble a response to something that wouldn’t exist as readily accessible data. The robot had ample processing power, but its ability to synthesize data into a meaningful, original observation was limited. Shetty had pulled readily available AI code from several sources while programming the robot, but the code base wasn’t cutting edge.

      Then again, “cutting edge” AI was heavily regulated. He had no desire to run up against even a cursory inspection by some government watchdogs. No one wanted to create a singularity event. Irresponsible engineers back on old Earth had nearly managed that twice before the more adult portion of society had left their foolish brethren behind.

      Shetty jerked his head back toward the Wolfhound. “Let’s get back on patrol.”

      He actually ended up carrying the robot down the hillock while it worked through the new data. At the base of the mound, all three lights flashed back to brilliant life. The robot said nothing as it marched along, but its head rotated back to watch the fiery descending streaks.

      Rather than put the robot back in its carrier, Shetty sealed the bag up and had Loki clamp onto anchor points inside the cockpit. Even if the little machine’s batteries ran out, it would remain stationary.

      That assumed the AMU wasn’t destroyed by one of the crablike aliens.

      Records of Oranian technology were plentiful, but they were also decades out of date. The aliens hadn’t really presented themselves outside of the handful of colony worlds they still claimed, all that remained of an empire that had once included most of the current Galactic League planets. What remained of archives from those conquered species indicated the unlikely evolutionary development of a species with similarities to crustaceans capable of growing beyond three meters in length. Their extended disc-shaped bodies were closer in appearance to lobsters than crabs, really, but they tended toward lateral movement as easily as vertical. Whatever had enabled them to develop finger analogs had led to them rising to the top of their planet’s food chain and eventually to developing technologies that only the Anirii could match.

      Maybe.

      Republic military leaders had challenged this notion, and now everyone was about to find out just how misguided or prescient those admirals and generals were.

      Or, Shetty thought as he strapped himself in, he and his fellow Marines were about to find out for those leaders.

      He sealed the big machine and brought everything back online. Power still hovered above eighty-five percent, which was pretty substantial. Generators would, in theory, be powering everything back at camp soon enough, and he could tap into those when his patrol duties were done.

      Generators required fuel, though, and he hadn’t seen a second wave of landers putting down inside the camp. There had only been one module loaded with gas, and that wasn’t going to last very long with the limited sunlight and the high demands of heating.

      Being spread out like the League forces were didn’t seem like such a great idea, not with the Oranians only headed for five of the twenty LZs. If the alien landing craft were entering the atmosphere without challenge, that didn’t point to a favorable outcome for fleet assets.

      A cynical voice in Shetty’s head wondered if maybe the leadership actually wanted to test the League’s ground forces now that the opportunity had presented itself.

      The thought made his stomach turn.

      No one could be that cynical, could they, experimenting with people’s lives?

      With all systems now online, the Marine private returned to patrolling his section of the perimeter. He wondered where the Anirii who’d harassed him earlier had slipped away to and if they knew about their ancient enemies now speeding planet-side. With the Anirii not being a part of the League, the senior force commanders must be going crazy. Telling Marines not to engage an enemy that might threaten their position while an independent force operated nearby with no such restriction…

      Disaster might be just around the corner.

      Shetty couldn’t let such thinking get to him. As a Marine, his job was to follow orders, and those orders had him covering this one section of the LZ, watching for⁠—

      His external sensors caught the roar of rockets followed a second later by fast-growing disc shapes descending toward the lagoon. The Oranian landing craft were coming, and the Wolfhound systems looped beeps and flashed first amber, then red text messages on the display.

      “Warning: Unidentified objects entering sensor range.”

      Seeing the blips on his screen twisted his guts. The air went out of him, and his mouth went dry. He couldn’t talk, not with speculation becoming reality.

      The communications channel came alive. Officers and noncoms barked out orders, sending Marines to assigned positions. Over and again, someone shouted a reminder to not engage unless first engaged.

      To the south, a flurry of activity alerted Shetty to defenses being erected by a League ally. The way the creatures scuttled around, he thought they might be Uzwulii. A lot of things about that species gave off an insect vibe, which intrigued Shetty.

      As he headed back toward the bay, his sensors locked on to three landing craft separating from the main body and dropping far out into the big body of water.

      Sure. A crustacean species wouldn’t have problems with an amphibious assault. They might even favor it.

      He coughed, swallowed, then connected to the officer in charge of his unit. “Lieutenant Kenzinger, this is Wolfhound-3. We’ve got imminent splashdown by aggressor forces.” Shetty tapped the projected location on the display.

      The ships wouldn’t even be a kilometer out from the shore if they maintained their trajectory!

      Seconds passed, then the lieutenant’s calm voice was there. “Maintain surveillance, Private Shetty. Wolfhound-5 and 7 are en route to your position.”

      Three of the AMUs. That seemed pretty intimidating, didn’t it?

      Shetty widened his patrol out a bit from the camp, edging just past the line he’d been assigned. If the next group over were Uzwulii, they might be able to pick his armored machine out with their own sensory organs. They supposedly used chemicals for most of their communications, and they could detect the sort of smells his AMU gave off quite easily.

      Closer to the shore of the black body of water, he slowed, moving just enough to keep the massive machine from sinking into the muddy sand.

      One of the landing craft splashed offshore, then another.

      Seconds later, the third splashed close to the first two.

      The enemy was here.

      Who piloted Wolfhound-5? Phan piloted 7, and she was capable, more accurate with the rail guns than him, for sure. But Shetty couldn’t remember⁠—

      A static-filled connection provided the answer, as Private Antonio Petro’s grating, nasally tones blasted from Shetty’s speakers. The bony kid’s rushed words didn’t even make sense.

      Shetty exhaled, tried to find calmness. “Private Petro?”

      “Three, move your ass back from the lake.”

      “It’s not a lake. I think it’s a sound.”

      “Whatever. Move it back. You heard the orders, man. Don’t engage.”

      Anyone could have seen Shetty hadn’t been trying to engage, but there was no arguing with a jerk like Petro. The guy thought he was on the fast track to corporal or something.

      Phan’s soft voice slipped in before Shetty could say anything. “Movement in the water.”

      As Shetty backpedaled from the beach, he caught what the small woman was talking about. Off to his left, maybe forty meters offshore, something sliced through the water.

      How had she seen that?

      He sped up his redeployment. “That’s moving way too fast to be one of those landers!”

      In fact, he was pretty sure only one thing could move at such a speed.

      His suspicion was confirmed a moment later when the wake the thing left stopped about four meters offshore, and a massive explosion bloomed in the darkness. More explosions erupted along the beach, fires glowing brightly for an instant. Shapes moved along the sand, some of them huge.

      The larger shapes eased into the water.

      Native species. The torpedoes must have been fired to clear the beach of threats, assuming anything could actually threaten the Oranians. More likely, they simply wanted an unimpeded approach.

      Just as Shetty keyed his mic to pass that along, brilliant red beams flashed in waves to the south, the flashes too fast for his eye to pick out but not for the Wolfhound’s optics to register. Water plumed and hissed where the beams touched, and something submerged exploded far offshore, the bubble huge.

      It had to be one of the landing craft.

      Now more of the beams laced the night, slicing across the water surface. Within a couple minutes, a foggy haze hung over the area where the Oranian ships had gone down.

      Shetty’s fingers trembled over the control stick and console.

      Would that be all there was? It seemed a reasonable exchange. Maybe the Crabs had gotten the message and would pack up and head home. The lasers—and Shetty felt confident that was what he’d seen—sent a clear message that this wouldn’t be a cakewalk.

      Phan whistled into the connection. “Impressive.”

      The calm of her voice made him smile. It was easy to picture the corners of the cute, slender private’s lips turning up happily in her cockpit. She had one of those grins that could connect with the grumpiest of people.

      But Shetty’s own smile died as something splashed in the haze beyond the range of his UV projectors. Whatever it was, it was big. The amount of water it had moved made that clear. The same sound came from closer to shore and farther off to his right.

      This time, he saw what it was, and the sight crushed words in his throat. The shape was broad, the top of it rising three, maybe four meters from the water into the fog. There wasn’t really a hint of crab or lobster in the form. If anything, there was a humanoid appearance about it. Spikes stuck up and out on either side of a bump that could be a head.

      Arms rose from the water, and the thing launched a globe of blinding, sparkling light toward shore, where the red blasts had come from.

      Seconds later, another globe of blue light hurtled toward Shetty’s position, and he found himself leaping away from the nearing sphere, a terrified howl replacing any hint of intelligent commentary.

      His AMU smacked against the mud and tumbled, leaving him facing to the south, where the first globe landed. It splashed against the raised muck where the beach ended and lit the night with a glowing, wet fire that washed over the impact zone with terrible intensity.

      Shetty churned through the wet soil, rolling and kicking to put more distance between him and the thing now dropping to where he’d been a moment before.

      Then the thing touched down, and the terrible fire spattered across the beach and the rising ground, expanding out toward him with inexorable finality.
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        Kedraal

        Lieutenant Vassilis Zappas

      

      

      Student pilots often bristled under the guidance of a heavy-handed instructor. It was something Zappas had noticed during his first weeks of flight training, seeing other students turn red or hearing their voices grow tight with emotion. He’d even seen one student come close to throwing a punch at an instructor who’d given a harsh assessment.

      None of that applied to Zappas. He was thrilled merely to be alive, to be mobile, even if on cybernetic limbs. Being selected into advanced piloting training like this, even if it wasn’t going to get him aboard a star-craft carrier, was a dream come true.

      So it was that the first morning of taking the Seahorse trainers out for familiarization, with a cool breeze bringing crisp, salty air in from the coast, he didn’t quake or groan at the sight of the major who’d chewed him out the day before for tardiness.

      The corner of the towering major’s lip pulled up in an ugly sneer as he strode over to where Zappas and the pudgy Lieutenant Derrida stood at attention among other trainees. In the morning light, the tall trainer’s sun-darkened skin looked almost raw, worse even than what Derrida’s acne did to her cheeks. When he came to the formation, the major changed his stride, slowly parading around his students, the sneer deepening.

      After circling once, he stopped directly in front of the cyborg, yellow teeth showing through a pained smile. “Lieutenant, do I know you?”

      Zappas tried to ignore the sour body odor coming off the man’s flight suit and to focus on the flight line where Seahorse training craft awaited young pilots like him. “I was late yesterday morning, Major. You corrected my poor grasp of the value of promptness and professionalism.”

      For a moment, the red-haired major said nothing. His lips twitched, and his nostrils opened and closed like a jet engine’s nacelles, but he didn’t make a peep.

      Then he grunted and marched on to the next lieutenant without actually looking the powerful young man over. Zappas had gotten a good look at the major’s name patch and now committed the man’s surname to memory: Scanlon.

      Major Scanlon drew himself up straight and thrust out his heavy jaw. He stayed like that while a Seahorse roared down the runway, nose lifting up and fiery engine leaving a distorting heat wash in its wake. As the aircraft climbed into the bright sky, the training pilot finally turned to his charges. “Every year, for some reason beyond human reckoning, I draw the short straw and end up with the scum of the class.”

      He returned to marching, cutting sharply at the end of the row, then stopping. “Screwups, knuckleheads, morons, pampered little wimps who run crying to mommy when they don’t get the sort of evaluation they wanted.”

      Scanlon whipped around, neck craning until his face was inches from a lieutenant Zappas couldn’t see clearly. “Which one of those is you, Lieutenant?”

      “None of them, Major!” The voice was high and squeaky, easily identified as that of Mark Hilbert a beefy young man with thinning brown hair and a protruding Adam’s apple. The guy had worked closely with Mahan to make Zappas’s time at flight school miserable. “I’m just here to learn to fly, sir.”

      “Here to learn to fly.” The major was back to marching now, well out of sight. His voice carried from wherever he’d gone. “Is that what this is for all of you? You just want to learn to fly?”

      Zappas didn’t hesitate. “Yes, sir!”

      A few others offered weak agreement.

      The major almost sprinted back to stand in front of Zappas. “You think you’re good enough to be a pilot, Lieutenant?”

      “I’m not qualified for such an assessment, Major Scanlon. I require training from a professional with thousands of hours in the cockpit.”

      Again, the answer seemed to stump the trainer, whose brow and mouth worked in sync, reminding the young cyborg of a fish.

      Scanlon marched over to Derrida and stooped down to get in her face. “What about you, young lady? You think you can squeeze into one of these cockpits and push the controls around with your chubby little fingers?”

      “I’m hoping to try, Major.”

      “Hoping to try.”

      “I’m willing to put silicone gel on my hips, if that helps me fit into the cockpit, sir.”

      The major straightened and stared back toward the squadron building. Where before he’d seemed to be working through a well-practiced routine to chasten and break his trainees, he now seemed completely disarmed. Despite his bluster, there was no way he’d gone through a bunch of previous classes, and the other trainees had to know it. This was the first class to specifically train for the new Thunderbolt multirole fighters, which were still en route from the manufacturer, so the trainer’s routine had been a fragile thing even before now.

      Undaunted, he strolled around the formation, this time apparently looking for uniform violations or hair out of regulation. It seemed a stretch, and he apparently realized that by the third circuit.

      He stopped at the front of the group, hands now clasped behind his back, shoulders squared. “Well, if everyone’s here for the same thing, I suppose it’s time we get down to business. By a show of hands, how many of you have ever flown a Seahorse or one of its variations?”

      Someone must have raised a hand, because the major glared into the pack behind Zappas. “Mind telling me how you managed this marvel, Lieutenant?”

      “Our class traveled to an older airstrip for touch-and-go landings in low-visibility conditions, sir. We were grounded by a big storm, and when it cleared, we had a chance to look one of the old birds over. I’d done best that day, so the instructor gave me a chance to take one up.”

      “Is that what you expect?” The major strutted, now acting like a cat toying with a scurrying mouse. “Do you all think you’ll be rewarded for hard work and impressive performance? Hm? Because I can warn you right now, that’s not how it works here. I expect excellence. I demand it. If you all aren’t vying for the top marks in the squadron, then you’re failures in my eyes. Do we all have an understanding?”

      The trainees gave an unenthusiastic affirmative.

      That was apparently what the trainer had been looking for, an opportunity to assert his dominance over his pathetic students.

      His sneer returned. “Excellent.”

      He stared off into space for a moment. “I’ll be taking each one of you up today and testing your performance with basic maneuvers. With each trainee, I expect to see crisp, prompt operation of the Seahorse. I will provide you with twelve commands, and you will execute each one successfully. Each failed command execution will result in a demerit. For the first week of training, we will work through the roster alphabetically. Lieutenant Barrios, you’re up.”

      At that, Scanlon dismissed the rest of them and marched off toward the Seahorse parked twenty meters away. Barrios exchanged handshakes with Hilbert and Mahan, then awkwardly scurried after the trainer. The trainee was even darker than Zappas, with shiny black hair. His flight suit was a poor fit, hanging off his body loosely, implying a scrawny frame rather than the tight muscles of a swimmer.

      Zappas wouldn’t have taken the guy’s hand if had been offered, not after the way Barrios had encouraged his comrades’ bullying in flight school.

      After a moment, the cyborg did step back from the others to get an unbroken view of the two pilots as they climbed into the Seahorse. It wasn’t likely to work, but he wanted to watch the body language of the two, to see if the major ever let up on his student, or if there was hostility the entire time. The major’s performance, if it was performance, had to let up at least a little for the training to be effective.

      Yet as the cyborg watched, there seemed to be no change in the major’s posture or Barrios’s reactions. In no time, the lieutenant’s smile was gone, the joy of an opportunity to fly replaced by a clear anxiety.

      Behind Zappas, someone let out a deep breath. “Think I should go get a tube of silicone gel from that creepy maintenance guy?”

      Zappas turned just enough to gauge Derrida’s mood. She had to be better off than the young man being worked over out on the flight line.

      Zappas inclined his head toward the Seahorse. “You going to be ready for that?”

      “What?”

      “Scanlon’s abuse isn’t letting up.”

      “Seriously?”

      “I think Barrios is on the verge of crying.”

      “Wow. Tell me he’s a wimp, or I might start crying myself.”

      “He’s not as bad as some of the others, but he’s no angel. I guess he’s more of a follower than an instigator.”

      Derrida slowly twisted at the hip to look back at the other trainees in their group. They’d broken into a couple cliques, apparently going back to flight school. “You have a history with them?”

      “Nothing serious. Like I said, they don’t appreciate a cyborg stealing their coveted jobs, and I don’t appreciate being considered less than them.”

      “Wow. You guys had all the drama. At our school, it was all about who was sleeping with who, you know? Obviously, I stayed on the sidelines.” She brushed her mouse-brown hair back in what seemed like a subconscious act.

      “That sounds like high school, at least from what I’ve heard.”

      The pudgy woman rolled her eyes. “Hello? We’re not even six years out of high school?”

      “Six years is forever.”

      “Whatever, Zippy.”

      He glared at her. “I don’t care for that nickname, in case I wasn’t clear before.”

      “Oh, you were clear. Zippy.”

      “Let’s go see if Master Sergeant Cardoso has a big enough tube of silicone gel to help you out. Maybe he can spare two.”

      Derrida punched him in the ribs, and it wasn’t a gentle jab, either. She must’ve remembered his cybernetic limbs, which he had to give her credit for. Bonus points when she stayed with him when he headed toward the maintenance chief and his big rolling toolbox.

      As they neared the grimy master sergeant, the man looked up. He ran dirty hands through his greasy hair and eyed the pudgy lieutenant hungrily. “Morning, trainees.”

      Zappas barely caught his comrade’s “ew.” Let her be grossed out. The smelly maintenance chief had the potential to offer up valuable information. “Master Sergeant, you know anything about Major Scanlon?”

      The crew chief made a decent attempt at standing straight, then squinted out toward the Seahorse just then powering up. “Scanlon, huh?”

      “We’re in his training group.”

      “So lucky, you two. A lucky lot indeed.”

      “How long has he been here?”

      “On this facility? That’s a broad question, yes it is.”

      “Okay. How long has he been an instructor?”

      Cardoso’s dark eyes closed, and he scratched his belly where it bulged his stained coveralls. “This is his second class. Second for certain.”

      “But he was here before coming to this training squadron?”

      “Oh, yes.” The crew chief eyed Derrida again, licking his grease-smeared lips. “Used to fly Bulldogs. They were all over the flight line for a couple years. Marine fighters.”

      “He’s a Marine?”

      “Was. Pissed someone off up the ranks. Man’s got a nasty temper. Damn near punched one of my boys out. We had a heart-to-heart, me and the major. No one else around, so I told him what would happen if he laid a hand on one of my technicians. He took a swing, the big guy.”

      “Scanlon took a swing at you?”

      “Mm-hm. Three, all told.” The grimy crew chief chuckled. “Nearly broke a tooth with one. Good jab.”

      That seemed crazy, but Zappas had no way to challenge the old crew chief. “What happened after that?”

      “Laid him out, and me with only the one punch.”

      There was no bragging in the smelly man’s voice, merely a calm retelling of a memory. It was absurd enough that the cyborg immediately wrote it off and attributed it to the crew chief’s bizarre personality. Still, the odds were high there was some grain of truth being hidden in the exaggerated tale. It spoke to the trainer pilot’s temper and maybe a flaw that could be exploited should such a thing prove necessary.

      Zappas stepped back to get a better look at the runway where Barrios had taxied the Seahorse. The aircraft underside had the pale-gray camouflage pattern of a multirole fighter, but the top was the white of a training craft.

      A thought came to the cybernetically enhanced training pilot. “You ever talk to any of the major’s trainees?”

      “Over drinks, oh yeah. The beer loosens ’em up, and they say it makes crying easier.” The crew chief chuckled. “That major loves to make his students sob.”

      Derrida groaned and turned away. “I think I’m going to see about getting transferred to a different trainer.”

      Zappas let her go. She probably wasn’t serious anyway. “These students ever tell you about tricks he liked to pull, maybe some of the commands he liked to give?”

      The crew chief screwed up his scruffy face and ran his tongue along the front of his bottom teeth. “That’s a question, now isn’t it? Let me see.”

      “Anything they might have told you⁠—”

      “I said let me see, boy.”

      At a time like this, the cyborg knew not to call the old man on his breach of protocol. As a trainee, he might just find out that he had no standing to challenge such a senior noncom anyway. The Space Defense Force was in desperate need of everyone it could draw into its ranks. Maybe in five or ten years, someone with the obvious problems Cardoso exhibited would find themselves getting the boot. Right now, it was better to brush off something as stupid as referring to a superior as a “boy.”

      And that decision paid off immediately when the master sergeant snapped his fingers. “Talk about it they did! Testing.” He guffawed. “There’s the memory, right there. He likes to see how the new ones handle the stress, but you knew that already. I can see it in your eyes.”

      “He tried to get in our heads while we were in formation. And he chewed me out yesterday. It seemed a bit much, you know?”

      “A bit much. That’s the way to describe the Red Giant. You hear anyone call him that yet? Red Giant. Because of his hair, see? And he’s tall.”

      “A nickname.”

      “Well, this other class, that was what they called him, sure.”

      “And the maneuvers?”

      “Yes, the maneuvers.” The crew chief chewed his bottom lip and raised his hand to have it level over the tarmac. “He’ll get you to take the bird up, then level off, see, then the first thing he’ll do is have you push her vertical, straight up to the heavens.” To emphasize the point, the grimy master sergeant bent his hand back and pointed his fingers straight up.

      “That’s the first maneuver?”

      “Afterburners and all. High-g.”

      “To test flight readiness?”

      “Someone always washes out eventually, or so they say.” Now the old man curled his imaginary aircraft to the left. “He’ll have you lay over, see? Bank hard to the left, like so, then invert⁠—”

      “A Split S?”

      Cardoso’s grungy teeth showed through his ugly smile. “You know already, do you?”

      “No. I’m guessing. That sounds like a Split S.” Zappas ran through the maneuver with his own hands, switching from one to the next when the action of the imaginary aircraft became impossible to simulate with just the one. “You get above your target and come down, but you lose energy in the process.”

      “You an ace then, are you?” The old man smirked. His irritating passive-aggressive nonsense could become tedious quickly.

      “What follows that?”

      Seconds stretched with the master sergeant looking as if he were considering punching the cyborg out as he supposedly had the major, then the crew chief grunted and went back to piloting his imaginary plane with his hand. He ran through maneuvers Zappas had perfected in flight simulators and had at least run through during the first flight school. Some of the trickier maneuvers had led to other students washing out. Take away the ability to tell up from down as some maneuvers did, and you had a chance of rattling inexperienced pilots. In simulated combat, it could get into the heads of even the experienced.

      But it wasn’t the maneuvers alone that Scanlon was using to get into his students’ heads. Rather, he started in on them early, making them anxious before they’d even cranked the training bird up for taxiing out to the runway.

      That seemed a dangerous thing to do, especially if the Space Defense Force truly wanted to build up their numbers. Not every pilot had to be the best in the squadron. Maybe the major couldn’t accept that idea.

      When the lesson was over, Zappas thanked the crew chief and hunted down Derrida. The pudgy lieutenant was in a molded plastic booth inside the ready room, head down, studying her utility device.

      She looked up, narrowed her eyes at the cyborg, then went back to the device. “Here comes Zippy the Ace.”

      He slid in across from her. “I’m not the enemy.”

      “You’re all the enemy right now.”

      “You ask about getting a transfer?”

      “No one wants me, and I just heard that Zebra-31 is in the pattern. Guess who’s next on the list to be slaughtered?”

      “I think I have an idea of what the major’s trying to do here.”

      “Oh, does it involve making his students throw up?”

      “You have a problem with that?”

      “Sure. It’s how I stay so thin.” She covered her face with her little hands. “Do you have any idea how much grief I got in flight school?”

      “For being chubby?”

      “I’m within recommended weight standards.”

      “You are?”

      “Ten percent over. Point is, I’m not a disaster. I’m dealing with it. But all people see is a little chunk, and they think I’m lazy and stupid.”

      “Maybe we can fix that perception. Now do you want to hear what Scanlon’s going to try to do to you or not?”

      Derrida scraped a thumbnail over the nail of her right forefinger. “You’re not setting me up to fail?”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “Because I called you Zippy.”

      Zappas leaned back against the hard plastic of the seat. “I’d rather have someone like you around than not.”

      “I feel seen.” When he only stared at her, her tough facade shattered. “Okay, okay—tell me how Big Ginger wants to hurt me.”

      Big Ginger sounded better than Red Giant to Zappas. Maybe he’d found another reason to keep the pudgy lieutenant around. “Okay. It’s probably going to go like this…”
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        Crossroads 4

        Kiyagon Shad Kiyir

      

      

      The Great and Glorious Gythal Empire would never have allowed a morning celebration gathering, especially since discovery of the decadent human alcohol and its deleterious aftereffects. Kiyagon wouldn’t have approved of the idea of a celebration gathering before midday simply on principle, but there was no allowing for her tastes in the corridors of a diplomatic gathering place such as Crossroads 4.

      Her robes whispered across the smooth deck plates as her shuffling gait took her to the Sunset opening of the expanded Quantum conference chamber. With the walls that separated it from the Level 3 dining facility and main storage removed, the area was now big enough to host a grand celebration, indeed.

      Dull, bone-throbbing beats had echoed the length of the corridor, drowning out the station’s normal pulse of life and warning her of what awaited.

      She paused in the passageway, fighting off the flitting dance of disorientation and weakness from the alcohol residue while scanning the gathered diplomats and guests with her eight optic organs. She considered the occupants first with her logical brain quadrant, then with her emotional quadrant.

      There would be no consulting the spiritual element of her thinking, not with it being the last to process the alcohol haze.

      Flush against the vast cabin’s bulkheads, every League species and guest representing those awaiting admittance sat, sprawled, and oozed. In the center, huge braziers glowed with the hakh-resin-infused coals of the Loktoh religion. The mineral-sweet vapors curled beneath the ceiling, occasionally sparkling as the various gases reacted.

      How many regulations were being skirted to grant the savages their demanded moment of observance?

      One of her optical organs spotted her prey in the left corner, squeezed between a condescending Anirii envoy tearing apart a raw, dripping flank of something from its terrible home world and Moakid, the Koluush ambassador. The ambassador’s desert-red fur glowed, and its pointy dagger teeth protruded from its snout. It was a display of revulsion, no doubt because of the forced proximity to one of the hated Anirii.

      The Koluush hated everyone, though the degree of such hatred varied dependent upon what had been done for them of late.

      In the presence of these hostile species, care was required.

      Kiyagon assumed the familiar penitent scholarly hunch of her station, then proceeded inside, careful to give wide berth to the thick-limbed Loktoh dancers now tossing aside their robes and loping into the circle pattern drawn by holy powders.

      Her logical quadrant calculated the worth of those minerals while the emotional quadrant flared with fury over the waste.

      How had her people failed to properly exploit the world of these brutes?

      As she approached Ambassador Emmet Ruto, she picked out the misery on his face: bloodshot eyes puffy and drooped, sagging bottom lip, the general discoloration that spoke of regret no medication might completely overcome.

      Good. Her prey remained as vulnerable as she.

      At her approach, the Koluush ambassador’s red eyes narrowed, and its fangs grew more pronounced. Ambassador Ruto groaned softly but pulled his polished shoes more fully beneath his crossed legs. How unfortunate he had not chosen to wear the foot coverings gifted by his granddaughter. They were much more appealing.

      Kiyagon bowed deeply before Moakid. “Revered Koluush ambassador, this one graces you with dreams of excellence and health.”

      The alien snarled something too softly for her translation device to fully decipher, then rose abruptly and stormed off to a bright-green pillow not yet tainted by another’s smell before settling once again.

      Really, the foul beasts were easy enough to manipulate.

      As Kiyagon rearranged the abandoned pillow to present its fresh, untainted side for her resting hump, the human ambassador fixed a squinted, bloodshot eye on her. “I had no idea the Loktoh invited their hated conquerors, Ambassador.”

      She drilled her resting hump into the cushion, undulating the softer section of her abdomen until finding a comfortable position. “This one is a diplomatic League representative, Ambassador. Decorum dictates no formal invitation should be necessary to appreciate the joyous celebration of a junior League member.”

      “My translator must be malfunctioning, Ambassador. It sounded as if you were emphasizing the lesser rank of the Loktoh.”

      “This one experiences dread at the very thought of such pettiness.”

      “Your words drip with sincerity.”

      The human’s irony set her reproductive nerve bundles to tingling. She bowed her head in shame and rested a hand against the carapace covering her empty egg cavity. “The Kedraalian Republic sponsors this celebratory ceremony?”

      “Our people have always embraced the idea of acknowledging the pain and loss associated with brutal conquest.”

      There was no tingling now, not with the logic and emotion quadrants synchronized. Kiyagon fixed the appropriate optical organs upon the naked dancers now ringing the broad circle. Each adjusted fine, dangling slivers of gold encircling their ropy, yellow limbs while staring coolly at the assembled species. The lifeless, cobalt-blue orbs that acted as the creatures’ eyes made it impossible to ascertain what thoughts might be racing through their strange brains.

      Still, the Gythal ambassador had suspicions of her own.

      With a thick-handed wave from one of the dancers, the music grew louder, and the creatures dropped to all fours, the posture from which they fought and mated. They began a syncopated flurry of movements, alternately lifting opposite fore and rear limbs while shuffling counterclockwise inside the powder-laced perimeter. After a full rotation inside that circle, a full-throated grunt went up among them, and they perfectly reversed the course of the dance.

      Ambassador Ruto leaned almost imperceptibly closer. “I’m informed the dance represents each conquest suffered by the people of Loktoh and each subsequent throwing off of the yoke of slavery. It is very noble and heartening.”

      “This one is also informed of the origin of the ceremonial dance.”

      “Is that through firsthand experience, Ambassador?”

      “Does the ambassador imply that this one served for a time on the planet of the celebrants?”

      “I’ve never heard of a Gythal diplomatic presence on Loktoh. Perhaps the Republic has failed in its research in this regard?”

      Kiyagon nodded in disagreement, although the bob of her head was less pronounced than when she experienced great dismay. “Those freed from the presence of their conquerors are understandably reluctant to accept the return of such presence, even in the form of diplomatic representation intended to further rehabilitation of relations.”

      “For someone whose people allegedly hold diplomacy in such low regard, you’re quite skilled in decorating the intent of your commentary, Ambassador Kiyagon.”

      “Strength of spirit and fluidity of emotion may be found in the many grimoires of Kiyir.”

      “The philosopher ancestor you worship without actually being related to?”

      “This one detects sarcasm in the words the ambassador uses.”

      Ruto’s dark face wrinkled, and he straightened. “I suppose I owe you an apology, then. That’s the alcohol talking.”

      “Human physiology enables a liquid to speak?”

      “Your damned literality.” The human ambassador groaned softly. “I meant that I’m still experiencing what my people refer to as a hangover, the aftereffects of too much liquor.”

      “This one continues to experience the disconnect between spirit and action.”

      “I…see. That’s a hangover for your people?”

      “This one suffers the vestiges of the poison processing out of her bloodstream. Such is not a wholly unpleasant experience, although such would put this one at great disadvantage should violence be threatened.”

      The human ambassador emitted a sound that might have best been described as a “harrumph.” Afterward, Ruto stared at the dancers, bottom lip jutting out.

      Kiyagon returned her attention to the dancers as well, noting the excretions now glistening on their yellow skin. Her olfactory operations were hindered at the moment, but she knew those excretions were considered offensive to her species. They were a mixture of the bodies coping with the heat generated by the exertions of dance and a lubricant for sexual interactions inevitably triggered by what was considered by the species to be an erotic display.

      She shuddered in revulsion, and the human ambassador’s bloodshot eyes widened. He again leaned in close. “Are you unwell, Ambassador Kiyagon?”

      “This one is merely repulsed by the crude display.”

      “Repulsed? That hardly seems to reflect the refinement and tolerance of someone with extensive training in diplomatic matters.”

      At such provocative irony, Kiyagon instinctively twisted her head around to meet the human’s gaze. “This one reserves no delusions that the ambassador has undergone superior training in masking feelings and feigning understanding of others in the role of ambassador.”

      “It’s not feigning understanding and masking feelings, Ambassador. Humans embrace the sense of empathy. Especially in my role, the idea is to find the means of sharing understanding and experiencing commonalities with others.”

      Kiyagon processed the nonsensical words, thankful the spirit quadrant of her brain was yet dulled. She attacked the human’s claims with logic, then sought greater understanding using emotion. “Such thinking offers an intriguing insight into the ambassador’s species.”

      “How’s that?”

      “This one had a flawed understanding of empathy. This one had incorrectly understood that empathy was a trait born in full or lacking in some degree among the ambassador’s species.”

      “Empathy is a tool, a discipline. It’s like a muscle. When exercised sufficiently, you can use it effectively. Really, Ambassador, your people should spend less time condescending and more time opening their minds to the idea of strength through diversity.”

      “One attains such strength through appreciating the dance of the Loktoh?”

      “One does.”

      “Such strength incorporates knowledge as well?”

      Ambassador Ruto frowned. “Excuse me? Wait.” He mumbled something about literality. “I mean, pardon my lack of understanding of your words.”

      The Gythal ambassador bowed her head, signaling forgiveness. “This one wishes to understand the depths of this valuable empathy. Perhaps a greater explanation provides less requirement for pardon over misunderstanding.”

      “You wish for me to explain⁠—?”

      “This one would offer explanation to the ambassador.”

      “Ah. Gythal-splaining.” The human chuckled. “Please proceed.”

      Kiyagon had no reference for the strange non sequitur but stored it away for future examination. “This one refers to the reverence for the Loktoh ceremony shown by the ambassador. This is described as empathy.”

      “As I said, my people detest the idea of brutish conquest. It follows that we should appreciate the celebration of freedom.”

      “It follows.” That, at least, fit into the Gythal’s logical thinking, even if the premise lacked grounding. “The ambassador separates empathy from comprehension?”

      “What now?”

      “This one sees comprehension in grasping history, but the ambassador favors empathy or perhaps more accurately emotion?”

      “I’m still not following you, Ambassador Kiyagon.”

      Not only wasn’t the human following, he seemed to be troubled by her lack of movement. She fixed her full attention on him. “The ambassador understands the history of the Loktoh, and this leads to the emotional connection to the species?”

      “If you mean the struggle for independence from conquerors, then yes.”

      That was as the Gythal ambassador had suspected. “This one also appreciates the struggle for independence. Such is a noble idea.”

      “Yet you clearly hold animosity toward those your people once exploited. That’s the lack of empathy I’m troubled by.”

      “This one perceives a gap between the historical records at its disposal and those the ambassador has drawn knowledge from.”

      The human ambassador’s puffy, bloodshot eyes lit up. “That’s the control of narrative your people have pushed to the forefront, Ambassador. You argue⁠—”

      “This one makes no arguments⁠—”

      “Your people argue that there was no crime for them to step into the void left by the Anirii when they stepped back from their expansionist transgressions, but your people fail to accept the malevolence inherent in such behavior.”

      Kiyagon caught the disapproving gaze of the Anirii diplomat on the opposite side of the human ambassador and closed her eyes in a show of apology. “The ambassador knows of a historical record free of narrative?”

      Ambassador Ruto nodded over his shoulder at the Anirii, then leaned in closer to Kiyagon, voice now lowered. “There will always be in any historical accounting the taint of those putting in the effort to create such a record. My people are well aware of this flaw and make a serious effort to engage multiple sources with divergent perspectives to ensure the singular, destructive narrative is diminished if not completely eliminated.”

      “The ambassador has done so already with such history of those calling themselves Loktoh?”

      “We’ve done sufficient to know that first the Oranians, then the Anirii, and after that your own people acted as conquerors. Or do you deny that?”

      “This one denies nothing about the conquest of the planet Loktoh and the species existing there. Following the previous conquests and considering the barbaric crudeness of the inhabitants⁠—”

      “Don’t get speciesist with me, Ambassador. I won’t stand for it.”

      “The ambassador might be better served to allow this one to complete the point.”

      Ruto waved her on, impatience clear on his wrinkled face. “To the point, please.”

      “Loktoh’s four vastly separated continents required simultaneous landings for conquest. Multiple wars awaited Gythal forces, but the wars were not against the Anirii in retreat. Instead, three different species fought against each other to control the planet.”

      “We’re well aware of the diversity of biological representations on Loktoh, Ambassador.”

      “This one must emphasize the conflict raged between three sapient species. Those who dance in the circle of rare mineral powders represent merely the last of such viable species.”

      Wrinkles folded across the human ambassador’s brow. “What do you mean ‘viable’? What did your people do to these other species?”

      “Gythal forces imposed peace upon the warring species, Ambassador. A common enemy sets aside the hatred among such native species. Such peace came too late to save two of the three. As our departure began, warring resumed. Now, those who celebrate freedom before us hold as slaves the last several thousand of their enemies. Such behavior offends this one, yet there is no sadness to be felt for those dying species, for they eliminated three rival species themselves.”

      “You’re alleging genocide?”

      “This one alleges nothing. Searching the archives predating the formation of the League would result in proof of Gythal requests for other species capable of intervention to do so once Gythal ambitions reached their end.”

      The human ambassador’s lips puffed out. “You’re aware that making such allegations absent strong evidence to support it could warrant substantial penalties within the League, including forfeiture of representation?”

      “The ambassador assumes such evidence does not exist.”

      “I…” Ambassador Ruto exhaled. “You’re saying the evidence is available?”

      “This one sees the evidence in Galactic League records during searches. The ambassador finds such searches enlightening upon examining messages.”

      “Good heavens.” The human slumped and massaged his eyes. “We sponsored the Loktoh into the League.”

      “The ambassador argued for the ceremony as well.”

      “I had no idea.”

      “The ambassador has only the word of a diplomat held in low regard by the species this one represents. Reviewing the historical records seems a more beneficial approach to cement the appropriateness of the ambassador’s empathy.”

      Ruto stopped massaging his eyes long enough to glare at her. “Don’t mock me, Ambassador Kiyagon.”

      “This one lacks the capacity for mockery.”

      “Uh-huh.” The human pulled out his data device, tapping through the interface for a while, then sucked in a breath before swiping through whatever he was looking at and putting the device away again. “I feel physically sick.”

      “Perhaps the ambassador experiences celebration fatigue.”

      “I think that’s it exactly.”

      “This one appreciates many activities beyond dancing.”

      “Is that an invitation of some sort, Ambassador?”

      “This one appreciates that discretion provides protection against slander.”

      She rose on her willowy stalks of legs, adjusted the mutely colored robes on her narrow frame, then shuffled to the Sunset opening without acknowledging the alien dancers now glistening sufficiently to reflect the glowing coals as effectively as any mirror. Once safely away from prying eyes and intruding security cameras, she came to a stop and glanced down the passageway to the elevators that traversed the various station levels.

      After some time, the human ambassador strutted into sight, chin raised. He emitted a pleasant hum, and she wondered if his mood could authentically change so abruptly. When he caught sight of her, some of the jauntiness evaporated.

      Kiyagon took the steps, and a moment later, she heard the human following, huffing from the exertion. She let him catch up.

      Between breaths, he whispered for her to slow down.

      She did. “The ambassador is winded.”

      “The ambassador is old and fat.”

      “This one knows the cost of age.”

      “You don’t show it.” Ruto blew out an exasperated breath. “Where are we going?”

      “Not far.”

      “That’s no answer.”

      “The docking station.”

      The human stopped. “And why would I do that?”

      “This one offers the ambassador an opportunity for further expansion of perspective.”

      “What, you’re going to take me to the Loktoh home world? No thanks.”

      “If the ambassador exhibits trust, this one shall return the same.”

      She resumed moving down to the docking station, and the human eventually followed after her. A minute later, they entered the airlock that gave access to the Gythal diplomatic ship, a long, tubular construct with spines running along the hull. Those spines were flush to the hull now but would rise up once clear of the cramped station, better enabling communications and other operations.

      At the press of a button, an enclosed umbilicus extended from the airlock to the ship’s glossy hull, sealing against the vessel’s portside airlock hatch.

      Ruto’s lips blubbered as he blew air through them. “I don’t know, Ambassador.”

      “The ambassador fears for his safety?”

      “I should alert my staff to my whereabouts.”

      “This one intends to return in very short time.”

      “I don’t have a change of clothes. Hell, I’ve got alcohol seeping from my pores. I can already smell it myself.”

      “This one finds human body odor inoffensive, and the smell of alcohol actually makes the odor more intriguing.”

      “Intriguing?”

      She smacked her mandibles together. “Such smell entices the hunger mechanisms of this one’s species.”

      “You want to eat me?” The human’s voice rose higher than ever before.

      Kiyagon nodded to show that she meant no harm, then remembered at the look of horror on his face that humans reversed the meaning of the nod. “This one has no interest in eating fellow sapients, no matter their aroma.”

      The human blinked rapidly several times, then relaxed. “All right. I suppose I have to trust you.”

      “This one can share more once away from the intrusive and curious.”

      “Right. Cameras and listening devices.” He swallowed. “Let’s go, then…before I change my mind.”

      He followed when she entered the umbilical, then stooped to pass through the airlock. For a diplomat, he seemed to have more bravery than most, allowing her to buckle him into the front passenger seat before she settled into the pilot seat. There was no missing his awed stares at the Gythal ship’s console. Humans were known to be every bit as curious about their rivals’ technology as her own people, although there was no comparison about their obviousness. Her people had spent decades brazenly acquiring technology from every possible source. They worshipped it and the rewards it offered, while humans put on the appearance of a cool distancing, wanting only to better everyone’s position.

      Better to be open, as far as she was concerned. Yet here she was, sneaking him into Fold Space without revealing her true intent.

      Such hypocrisy pained her so, despite its necessity. She could only hope he might one day understand and forgive…

      …assuming they survived.
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      Shoveling out the hole intended for the Marine platoon’s septic tank should not have troubled a private first class, but it annoyed ED-207. After all, there were construction vehicles capable of hacking a hole in the frozen, musty-smelling earth in a fraction of the time the six androids and Seconds committed to the task could. Those vehicles had their own lights rather than relying on the twin banks of white LEDs angled into the two-meter-deep pit. That made wasting the Marines on the task inefficient, and something about inefficiency stuck in the Second’s craw.

      Annoyed or not, the pit wasn’t going to dig itself.

      So the Second smacked the pointed blade of the shovel against the dark soil, planted a booted foot, then drove that foot down, sending the shovel deep into the earth before wrenching the hard dirt from its place.

      Strike, hammer, loosen, throw.

      It was an easy enough rhythm, almost pleasant to the ears. That kept her mind off the tightness in the small of her back and the ache in her shoulders. If her palms blistered, that was something ointment could contend with. A Marine could still fire her MAR-2A assault rifle, so long as she had a functional finger.

      Beside her, the android she’d been assigned worked through the task with remarkable ease. Apparently, Lot-77A214012 wasn’t troubled by worries about inefficiency.

      ED-207 caught the crackle of a radio and glanced around. Her helmet and associated gear lay a few meters beyond the edge of the deepening pit, safe from an errant toss of soil.

      A sergeant stuck his head over the edge to her left, away from the lights. “You taking a break, Second?”

      She turned, saw the smirk on the man’s face, and abandoned any thought of a reply. The noncom only wanted to get a rise from one of the Seconds, and she wasn’t going to give him that pleasure.

      After a casual stretch of her back, she returned to her work.

      Strike. Hammer. Loosen. Throw.

      Like robots. Like machines. That was supposed to be the way she saw this, she was sure. None of the other Seconds hesitated for even a moment, their eyes dull and glassy as they committed themselves fully to the backbreaking chore. Even if they were nothing more than poorly trained stormtroopers, this was stupid, some vindictive person’s idea of a bad joke.

      But the sergeant leered down at her, waiting for her to say something or to take action.

      Would the sadistic jerk put a bullet in her if she became openly defiant?

      No android or Second would question the act, so what would stop him?

      Better to suffer the pains of the menial task than give the beady-eyed psychopath an outlet for his hatred.

      As ED-207 tossed another clump of smelly soil out of the pit, she caught the unmistakable crackle of a radio again. This time, her suspicions proved correct, as a corporal ran up to the sergeant hunched like a gargoyle over the hole and held out a sliver of hardened, green plastic connected by a sturdy wire to a specialized communications box of the same dull green.

      The corporal didn’t even gaze into the hole. “Call from command, Sergeant Trottier.”

      With a snarl, the sergeant snatched the small plastic slab from his subordinate. “Staff Sergeant Trottier.”

      Even while on the call, Trottier kept his cold, psychopathic gaze locked on those laboring in the pit.

      Then he rose to his feet, spine straight, chin raised. “I understand, Colonel. I’ll find my commander and pass this along.”

      After shoving the plastic slab back at the corporal, Trottier seemed ready to speak when something drew his focus skyward. Despite worrying about recriminations, ED-207 followed the man’s eyes. There, in the dark sky, she caught several streaks burning in the night. Whatever those were, they had a unique trajectory, flat rather than arcing. They were coming from high above, and to ED-207’s eyes, the movement had to be artificial, the work of some sort of propulsion.

      Apparently, the staff sergeant had reached the same conclusion. He pointed into the hole. “All right, playtime’s over. Get out of there and suit up. Ready your gear.”

      He dashed out of sight, and ED-207 wasted no time launching herself at the most accessible part of the rim around the hole. Her fingers caught in the cold, slick soil for a second, then she started to slide back in. Someone grabbed her around the calves and hefted her higher.

      A quick glance down saw that it was Lot-77A214012.

      She managed a better grip and dragged herself out, calling her thanks to the android. Once risen from the dark of the hole, she had a better sense of the chaos gripping the camp. Seconds and androids previously assigned to erecting sleeping quarters now searched around for their regular gear, egged on by shouting corporals.

      ED-207 tracked the descending fires and saw them split into two groups, five twisting in one direction, another five angling closer.

      They were headed for the LZ.

      Muttering under her breath, she dropped onto her belly and held a hand out for the android. “Let’s go, Lot.”

      The android took her hand. “Something comes this way?”

      “I think it’s the Oranians.” Far ahead of schedule, but what else made sense?

      Making a big jump like that—connecting the panic to the radio message, then connecting that to the fiery trails in the sky now angling for their LZ—wasn’t what Seconds did. They followed simple orders, executing them as well as their limited brain capacity allowed. Even knowing that tidbit of information was probably beyond ED-207’s intended capacity.

      One day, maybe she would concern herself with this oddity. For now, she joined Lot in offering assistance to those still trying to climb out of the hole.

      With everyone out, ED-207 gathered first her helmet and visor, then her assault rifle. She secured her armored vest over her jacket, then checked the fit of Lot’s vest.

      When she glanced skyward again, the fiery streaks were gone, and the panic within the camp was in full swing.

      Just as she was about to comment on the bizarre moment, explosions rattled the nearby lander modules.

      She twisted to spot the source of the pressure waves, saw columns of fire rising off to the east, then found her legs giving out on her, dropping her toward the unfinished pit. When she hit the unforgiving ground, her hip was just shy of the opening, which wasn’t enough to keep her from pitching into the hole.
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