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        20 January 2176. CFN al-Kahina.

      

      

      

      Meyers fought for balance as he followed the technician from the QET transmitter down the al-Kahina’s passageway. In the relative silence, his clumsy steps were a strange echo to his own ears. He was having a hard time getting used to the ship, despite its seeming familiarity after the Gideon. The bulkheads were the same gray, with hints of brown in the top half, and a darker blue-gray on the bottom. There were thin strips of gold LED lights near the deck. Stale air was unavoidable, of course, but there was something new, something almost fresh about what he was breathing.

      Is it the lingering effects of running around in that proxy for so long, or is it this body? Am I imagining things because the experience of being in a synthetic body—a female synthetic body—is going to be so different?

      And then he remembered the heavy brow beneath what had seemed oddly neat black hair and the teeth he’d seen in the mirror after waking. Every step was a reminder of the thick muscles beneath the coveralls.

      Whoever had been in the body before…whoever’s body it was…had used chemicals—growth hormones, almost certainly stims. And worse.

      Could that play a part?

      To his right, Starling seemed just as disoriented, but that wasn’t surprising. Like him, she was in a synthetic body, but a much nicer one. Blue-eyed, blond-haired, with alabaster skin. And she was fairly pretty. Entertainer-level pretty. Eye-catching pretty.

      Not like me. His body was…ripped. With a heavy square jaw, thick lips, and flat nose. She—he—looked like someone who hadn’t only used growth hormones but had lived a hard life, maybe fought for money. It was hard to guess, but he assumed the woman had been Chinese or Korean.

      Well, she had been based on Chinese or Korean appearance.

      Synthetic bodies were artificial, manufactured somehow, not birthed.

      Starling turned when he stumbled, and the look in her eyes was more than concern. There was horror there. “You okay, sir?”

      How could I be okay? “No. Headache.” He leaned against the bulkhead for support. Some of the body’s joints ached, and the muscles felt almost bruised.

      Starling was supposed to be a little taller than she was now, with almost milk chocolate skin, dark brown eyes, a deeper voice. She was bigger, muscular, capable of carrying a teammate on her back…someone you would want at your side in a combat zone. And he was supposed to be smaller. The thick muscles, the stubby, thick-knuckled hands, even the almost vestigial breasts that sat on top of thick pecs.

      Their QET technician guide turned. “You are unwell?” Even she was off. A slightly pronounced nose, soft cheeks, thinning dark brown hair. She wore the coveralls the other technicians had, and there seemed to be a female shape beneath the clothing.

      But her voice, her eyes, her mannerisms. Wrong. All of it. Flat. Emotionless. The irises were gold, with pale yellow flecks that reflected the same sort of patterns as the chamber the technicians worked in.

      They look like bees.

      “I’m fine,” Meyers finally managed. “The proxy I was piloting lost a leg. I’m still feeling it.”

      Starling took his arm and helped him up, nearly collapsing under his weight at first. “Sorry, sir. I can help.” Her voice dropped lower. “You sure it’s just the proxy? I’m having a helluva time getting used to this body.”

      “No, you’re right. It’s everything.”

      The technician blinked—slow, long. Then the gold eyes opened, and her blinking seemed more normal. “The captain has asked about your status. I told him we are en route.” She waved toward the hatch a few meters away.

      “We’re all right,” Meyers said. “Topal? Fatma? Which do you go by?”

      The technician froze, as if confused. “Fatma, please. That is who I was.” She touched her cheek and stared into the distance. “I mean, what I used to go by.”

      “Okay. Fatma, please go on. We’re right behind you.”

      She strolled the rest of the way to the hatch. Just like on the Gideon, there was a plate that read: Bridge.

      Even before Fatma reached the hatch, it opened. She stepped inside, turned, and waved them in.

      Once again, there was the mix of familiar and alien. Meyers and Starling came to a stop on the raised area that looked down on a lower area where officers were clumped in front of brightly lit consoles. Instead of Navy whites, they wore the UN’s unified combat dress uniforms. The captain stood behind the officers, back turned to Meyers, but turned when the hatch closed.

      Jeremy Brigston looked as if he’d aged in the last few weeks. His plain face seemed almost sallow, his straight brown hair lifeless. There was a sternness to the pale brown eyes that looked Meyers up and down before glancing at Starling. “Colonel Meyers.”

      That was all Brigston said before turning back to the command console.

      Meyers clenched his jaw, felt pain shoot through his face. The teeth. They’re a wreck. Like having Brigston in command of this ship. “Jeremy, what’s going on? I thought you resigned your commission.”

      Another glance back was Brigston’s only answer at first, then he said, “Agent Kleigshoen didn’t tell you?”

      What had she said? Anything about Brigston? What had the technician said? “We’re jumping into the AI’s space, heading toward an orbital shipyard. Another force is headed for someplace they’re calling Bataan. The force we were with is going to attack Iblis again.”

      Brigston turned around. There was no humor or welcome on his face. “Correct. The al-Kahina will be joining two large groups as the operational flagship of an Earth task force.”

      Meyers’s stomach flipped. “More of my ERF?”

      Brigston turned away once more, almost hiding a disgusted sneer but not quite. “Your ERF won’t be involved in this operation, Colonel. You’ve been brought here in an advisory capacity only.”

      “Advisory?”

      Starling hugged him supportively and whispered, “We’re kind of alone here, sir.”

      “I know.” Meyers had never felt so alone with so many other people nearby.

      Brigston nodded toward the star field on the bridge’s giant display. They were speeding through one of the gravitic drive tunnels—wormholes. The black of space was a twisted, distorted field through the ship’s cameras. “We’ll be leading a much larger force into battle. Twenty-thousand Marines. Indians and Russians. Well, the Russians call theirs Naval Infantry. Same damn thing.”

      One of the officers at the command console turned, smiled at Brigston, then seemed to scowl at Meyers. Before turning away again, Meyers caught a look—a long, youthful face with chubby cheeks, gray eyes, and a bulbous nose.

      Animosity in the crew, too? Because I’m me, or because I’m…this?

      Meyers pulled away from Starling and leaned against the rail separating the raised area from the bridge proper. “I don’t mean to be difficult, but—”

      “Then don’t be.” Brigston sounded testy. He sighed but didn’t turn around. “Go on.”

      “I was wondering what my—our—advisory capacity would constitute.”

      That brought Brigston around. Once again, he looked Meyers up and down, but this time there was a hint of sympathy in what had before been cool features. “You’ve both survived the first significant engagement with this AI. You’ve seen how it thinks, how it operates. The commanders of these forces are going to want that insight. Order of battle, specific tactical tendencies, threat assessment.”

      “But we’re going after a shipyard, aren’t we? We fought the AI on land, on an alien planet.”

      Brigston climbed up to the raised area and lowered his voice. “The particulars of our mission can be discussed once the force commanders have joined us. I would keep in mind until then that this is a mission prepared by the Special Security Council in consultation with senior military personnel from all over the world.”

      The world. Earth. Not the colonies. That meant this was another disaster being manufactured by small-minded nationalists. “Jeremy, we can’t defeat a military force like this AI has if we’re letting parochial agendas drive our approach.”

      Brigston cleared his throat. “We can discuss this later.”

      “But why not just send a ship like this in with massive shields, fill it up with explosives, and fly it at the shipyard at full speed? It’s not like the shipyard can get out of the way. We can’t just let these old powers push us into bad decisions.”

      The gray-eyed officer turned from the command console. There was no mistaking his scowl this time.

      A petite young woman to his right turned as well, but the look she gave Meyers was different—hungry, curious. She smiled, dark eyes glistening, full, red lips wide, a noticeable blush on olive-toned cheeks. She tapped the gray-eyed officer on the elbow and returned to whatever it was she had been doing at the console.

      Brigston turned, maybe noticing something in Meyers’s stance. “I’ll be escorting our new arrivals to their quarters. Commander Papas, alert me if something requires my attention.”

      The petite young woman turned again. “Aye, Captain!”

      Meyers, Starling, and Fatma followed Brigston into the passageway, where he waited until the hatch closed. “Thank you,” he said to Fatma.

      She stared at him for several seconds before her mouth dropped open and her golden eyes went wide. “Oh.”

      And then she headed back toward the cabin with the alien QET apparatus.

      Once that cabin’s hatch closed, Brigston took them to the lift. It opened immediately.

      He tapped a button, then relaxed slightly. “You’ll be familiar with part of the ship. In particular, you’ll know your quarters.” His head came up at that, as if he meant to say more, but he didn’t.

      The deck layout was similar, and they quickly came to a familiar passageway with hatches lining the length. Most were outlined by cyan glowing lines, but three of the lines were red.

      Brigston took them to the cabin that had been Timkul and Starling’s. “It works out very conveniently that we ended up with those two synth bodies.”

      It dawned on Meyers then. “We’re sharing quarters?”

      “We’ll be taking on the force commanders when we connect with their main group of convoys. The al-Kahina is short of berths.” Brigston blushed, looked at Starling, apologetic. “Since these aren’t really your bodies, and they’re both female…”

      Starling nodded—fast, anxious to please. “I understand, Captain.”

      “Thank you.” He seemed genuinely relieved.

      Brigston tapped the button next to the blank display, which populated with their names. The red outline turned cyan, and the hatch opened, revealing a cabin that was slightly smaller and certainly less well-appointed—a small shower and toilet with an accordion door, a sink, twin standing lockers, and a foldout desk with attached chair. The furniture had a dark wood veneer. Two bunks with simple linen sheets stacked against a bulkhead, a pedestal sink, a small area for the toilet and shower. Uniforms were laid out on top of plain, gray blankets. Meyers picked one up.

      “They…fit.” Brigston cleared his throat. “Commander Papas saw to the fitting and everything else while you were in suspended animation. She has your biometrics keyed to the room.”

      Suspended animation? Meyers tossed the uniform down. “What’s going on? How did this come together? How long has all of this been in the works?”

      Brigston bowed his head. “This has all been out of my hands.”

      “They just whisked you off Plymouth and you happened to end up here?”

      Brigston’s earpiece chimed. “Excuse me. I need to return to the bridge. Please make yourselves at home. We’ll be traveling for a while yet.” When the hatch opened, he said, “You’ll find earpieces in your shirt pockets. They’re optimized for the al-Kahina.”

      When the hatch closed, Meyers dug around in his front pocket, stopping for a moment to note the cut of it, then pulling out the earpiece. “So, we’ve been given bodies that’ve been lying around, getting fitted, and who knows what else?” His cheeks felt hot, and his voice quavered. He settled the device over his ear, fumbling at first over how big the ear felt. The earpiece chirped as it settled over the ear and synchronized to the ship’s Grid.

      It was too much for him. Tears welled up in his eyes.

      Starling held her uniform up and turned to one of the lockers, opening it. More uniforms were draped over hangers. She ran dainty, long fingers over the sleeves of one. “Yours, I guess.” She sidestepped to the next locker.

      The left. Same as on the Gideon. Meyers’s heart raced. “Thank you.”

      She held up one of her shirts. “I wouldn’t mind a cut like this normally.”

      He wiped the tears away. “It does look—” He pressed his forehead against the bunk. “Shit. This doesn’t feel right. I was just about to compliment the way your hair looked with that collar. What’s wrong with me?”

      “Probably the hormones, Colonel. I mean, we’ve been jumping around, flying through space in simulations, then fighting in those proxies. And now I’m…” She flipped her hand around. “White. And…” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “It’s not me. My whole life, just, I felt, I fought…” She covered her face and breathed into the uniform top.

      Meyers dropped onto the bed. He was being selfish. “You okay?”

      Starling nodded, but she didn’t pull the top away from her face. “Being so different, it’s tough. Sir.”

      “I think I understand.”

      She turned away. “I mean growing up. Being called names. Being big, being strong. Your body defines who you are, y’know? A big girl, maybe a little clumsy, everyone just assumed I liked…” She shrugged.

      “Girls?”

      “Yeah. I mean, yes, sir.”

      Get it under control. He straightened. “I think we can dispense with some of that. Sir. When it’s just us. For now.”

      Starling turned, smiled. “I won’t forget, sir. Who you are. When we get back.” Her eyes dropped to the floor. “You think we’re going back?”

      “I do. You have a preference for one bunk over the other?” She had the top bunk with Priya. Meyers shook his head, tried to push away memories of Timkul, memories that were suddenly intense, pressing against him. “How do you…?” He cleared his throat. “How do you control yourself? These…emotions?”

      Starling smiled, but there was no telling if it was supportive or merely tolerant. “I don’t know, Colonel. But we’ll get through it.”

      They had to. The mission would fail without them.
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      Sleep came fairly easily to Meyers; waking was a challenge. His earpiece chimed, but the sound was like the al-Kahina—insubstantial, something easy to ignore. He fell back to sleep until the chiming became insistent, and his bladder stabbed deep in his abdomen. When he sat up, the difference in cabin size became even more noticeable, with his scalp nearly scraping against the ceiling.

      A look at his stubby fingers reminded him it wasn’t just the cabin that was different—he was bigger now.

      He caught muffled banging behind the wall, then a groan—water. The shower.

      What time is it? He’d overslept half an hour. Starling was in the bathroom, and he had to pee. They hadn’t talked their routines over yet, established their boundaries. With Paxton, it had been an implied community bathroom policy. It was what they were used to. It would be—had to be—different with Starling. Meyers was in a female body, but she only knew him as a man.

      He dropped to the floor, and his bladder jabbed at his gut again. While he waited, he gathered underwear and toiletries. There were more than he was used to: an extra tube of soap, another of lotion, a brush as well as a comb, some other things he wasn’t sure were meant for daily use or—

      The accordion door opened, and Starling stepped out in a fog of steam. Her skin was bright red, and she seemed distracted as she padded to her closet.

      Meyers hurried toward the bathroom, stopping when he saw she was just staring at her uniforms. “Everything okay?”

      Starling nodded. “You think they’ll make us keep these memories?”

      She’d dropped the honorific, at least while they were alone. That was good. “We can ask. They might want us to share our experiences here with the next place we go.”

      “But not back into our real bodies, right?” She curled her hands closed.

      “We’ll have to see.”

      He slid the accordion door shut and tossed his soaps into the shower, then dropped his pajama bottoms and shuffled up to the toilet. At the last second, he remembered he was in a different body—female—and spun around, settling onto the seat just in time.

      That would not have been a memory to keep.

      The shower was gloriously hot. Once again, he was surprised when he rubbed his cheek and found no whiskers but a little tenderness. Since he had his razor already in hand, he tried out shaving elsewhere.

      His mind wandered while he shaved—dreams or memories, he couldn’t tell. But they weren’t his.

      The synth body running through a dark hall.

      The synth climbing a concrete barrier.

      The synth snapping a uniformed man’s neck.

      He nicked his knee, and the flash of pain brought his mind back.

      What did she do before? Who was she? Why am I remembering her experiences?

      Meyers finished, dried, then stumbled out of the bathroom. He had to rely on Starling’s help with his bra. The synth’s body was too thick with muscle and needed serious flexibility training.

      How long has it been out? Frozen?

      Breakfast consisted of eggs supplemented with fried vegetable and protein pastes. He went back for a bowl of fruit segments, and even that didn’t seem to fill him up. His teeth ached through most of the meal, something he was just going to have to deal with. They freshened up, then headed to the bridge to meet with Brigston.

      When they crossed through the hatch, Brigston and his staff officers turned. Only the petite one—Papas, a lieutenant commander according to her insignia—paid any mind beyond acknowledging them.

      Meyers slid across the raised area until he was at the station where Kleigshoen had interfaced with the AI aboard the Gideon. Instead of the station, there was a panel in the bulkhead with a biometric security station to the left.

      Starling rubbed the panel edges. “Is this where you said the AI was?”

      “The interface Kleigshoen used.” Meyers wasn’t so sure anymore there was any single place where the AI was located. The room they’d attacked on Iblis had probably held more than half of the planet’s brainpower, but it would make more sense if the entire AI awareness was distributed as widely as effective communications would allow.

      “Why seal it off like this?”

      “Maybe they don’t like dealing with it.”

      Brigston scuffed to a stop at the bottom of the stairs leading up to the raised area. “If you’re looking for our AI interface, it’s generally locked down. I made a command decision to minimize the AI’s involvement in day-to-day operations until our guests have settled in.”

      That drew a raised eyebrow from the gray-eyed officer with the big nose, but he quickly hunched his skinny body over the console.

      Meyers made note of the curious behavior. If there was resentment toward the AI, that was something he needed to know. “When do we meet our allies?”

      Brigston’s eyes defocused. “Once they’ve finished settling into their quarters. We agreed on forty-three minutes. If you would like to accompany me on a quick tour, we can get a jump on the meeting preparation. Commander Papas, please keep me apprised.”

      Papas seemed to almost glow when she turned to say, “Aye, Captain!”

      Meyers caught the same look in her eyes as the first time he’d been on the bridge. He wondered if there might have been something between Papas and the synth he was in. If so, that seemed like a pretty big security risk. The glare the long-faced, gray-eyed officer gave as Brigston escorted them off the bridge seemed like it might be even more problematic.

      The idea of Papas having some sort of relationship gnawed at Meyers throughout the tour. It wasn’t so bad that he missed all the differences between the al-Kahina and the Gideon, even though most were subtle. In total, the differences added up to more than merely subtle changes, and he caught that.

      Starling was the one who finally spoke up about those. “Excuse me, Captain Brigston? Why all the differences from the Gideon?”

      Brigston stared off into space, probably checking the time. “The ships had different missions. They’re multi-role, so the basic designs are fine to pull off what we need them to do.”

      “But?” Meyers said when Brigston paused.

      “But the mission for the al-Kahina is very specific and required significant alterations. You’ll see possibly the biggest after our meeting. For now, we need to head to the conference room.”

      He led them down the passageway that connected the reactors, gravitic drive, and atmospheric processing.

      As they approached the lift, Meyers said, “Jeremy, we need to talk.”

      Brigston’s cheeks took on color. “I think we’ve had—”

      “I owe you an apology.”

      Brigston almost stumbled. “That might be premature.”

      “No. This mission doesn’t change anything. I suspected you of sabotage. Treason. And I was wrong.”

      The color in Brigston’s cheeks grew darker. He tapped at the lift call button—kak-kak-kak! “We can discuss this elsewhere, when we have more time.”

      “If this isn’t the right time, I’m sorry, but I’m worried, and I want you to know it’s not about you.” Why won’t he look at me? I’m apologizing!

      “You have nothing to be worried about. I’m an officer; you’re an officer.” Relief washed over Brigston’s face when the lift opened. He almost stepped in, seemed to think better of it, and waved them inside. He kept his back to them as he tapped the deck selector.

      Meyers rolled his eyes at Starling; she seemed equally confused. He gave it one more try. “Your staff. What do you know about them?”

      Brigston glanced over his shoulder, eyebrow arched, then straightened his shoulders. “They were handpicked by Combined Forces Command. Solid records, all of them.”

      “Your XO, Papas? The young, gray-eyed lieutenant?”

      “What about them?”

      “What’s Papas’s connection to this body?” Meyers caught a flinch in Brigston’s face.

      “There’s a lot to unpack with that.”

      Why the evasiveness? “You said she fitted me while the body was in suspended animation. What’s that mean?”

      The lift stopped and opened. Brigston waved them out, then led them down a passageway that seemed uncomfortably familiar yet different. He stopped at a hatch labeled “Multipurpose,” and tapped a button—no code, no biometrics. The hatch slid aside, releasing a gust of cool air and revealing an antechamber with coffee urns, bottled water, and a tiered serving tray with fruit slices at the top and pastries below. Napkins and what appeared to be expensive china rested between the serving tray and water bottles. Beyond the antechamber was another room. Like the rest of the ship, the walls were free of fanciful trim or any hint of style or personality. It felt aggressively minimalist, masculine, unfinished.

      Meyers could almost see the couches used during Kleigshoen’s proxy training simulations. Or some of the couches. The space was about a third the size of the compartment in the Gideon. Instead of couches, the al-Kahina’s space held a conference table and chairs.

      Dizziness washed over him.

      Starling reached out with graceful, slender hands, as if grabbing for something that wasn’t there. “Colonel?”

      Meyers caught her below the arms, spread his legs shoulder-wide to brace, and…

      The dizziness was gone. She shook her head and pushed away from him.

      He held her a second longer and asked, “Are you okay?”

      “Just…” She looked down and away. “I’m sorry, Colonel. It was like I was looking somewhere else.”

      Brigston didn’t seem surprised. “You’ll be a few days fully acclimatizing to those bodies, I’m afraid.” He helped himself to a red-jelly Danish and bottle of water, which he set at the head of the table. “As to your questions about your synthetic bodies, there’s no simple answer. The AI has been building—creating—synthetic bodies for years. Some were on Earth to provide support and to be hosts when that artifact was exerting its influence. Some may have been on-planet before; we believe there was a seeding effort. Your body, Lonny, was a spy. She was captured several months ago and provided some valuable intelligence. Private Starling, I’m afraid your body was aboard an intercepted transport and has never had a synthetic personality inserted.”

      Starling shuffled over to the table covered with food and drinks, dazed-seeming. “They’re just born like this? Fully developed?”

      “Created more than born. Decades ago, SunCorps purchased a corporation that was at the front of the biotech race. Rapid organ growth, limb replacement, cloning—they were pushing the envelope long before others. As a result, when that artifact was located, mass production of synthetic forms was child’s play for them. They failed to think through the ramifications.”

      Meyers grunted. “Typical.” He stuffed what smelled like an apple Danish into his mouth. It was sweet, with a little too much cinnamon to it, but otherwise good. He sucked the sauce from his fingertips, then realized what he was doing and wiped his hands with a napkin, embarrassed. “So, they send a copy of our brain through the Quantum Entanglement system, transfer it into these bodies through Kleigshoen’s precious Organic-Machine Interface, and store it in…what? The synthetic brains? Do we have an OMI in us?”

      Brigston took a bite of his Danish. “It’s a blank slate, but it takes time for what amounts to your chemical processing to map to their chemical processing. It’s actually a little bit of both. That’s why you’re experiencing disorientation and probably memory lapses.”

      Meyers looked to where his simulation couch had been. “And it’s not all one big simulation Kleigshoen’s running to test our loyalty or something?”

      “I’m afraid that would be preferable to our reality.”

      “And Commander Papas tended to my body while it was waiting for a new tenant?”

      Brigston set his Danish down. “The al-Kahina has a necessarily small crew, and we all end up filling multiple roles. Alex—Alexandra.” He sighed. “Commander Papas volunteered to see to caring for both your bodies during the period while the transfers were being prepared. She may have developed an…attachment to yours, I’m afraid.”

      An attachment. Meyers tried to grasp the significance of Brigston’s words.

      “As for Lieutenant Peskov…” Brigston cleared his throat. “Well, I don’t think I have to point out to you that Commander Papas is an attractive woman. The lieutenant is young and—”

      The outer hatch hissed open, letting in deep voices. Manly voices. Boisterous. Annoying. Scents rolled into the chilly room—spices from what must have been a heavy meal, sharp colognes that almost bordered on liquor, the faint hint of sweat. Four men proceeded into the conference room at a casual pace, alternately speaking in pairs and among all four. Two were Indian, two more likely Slavic. Casual or not, there was a clear hierarchy in the pairs—each with an older general and younger colonels.

      Brigston stood and with a soft voice said to Meyers, “I can talk to Peskov, if you have concerns.”

      Meyers shook his head. It seemed innocent enough.

      Brigston came around the end of the table, slipped past Meyers, then extended a hand to the Indian general, who was the closest of the four visitors. “General Chowdhury, good to see you’re feeling better.”

      Chowdhury nodded, all smiles. His uniform was Combined Forces, but with some flourishes, including a Combined Forces insignia patch hanging from a pocket while Indian Army insignia rested on non-standard epaulets. He had black-and-silver hair and a mustache that was every bit as thick and puffy as his face. His attention danced from Starling to Meyers, but there was no hint of respect or even acknowledgement in the older man’s dark brown eyes. “Your doctor, she administered something quite good.” He patted what looked like it might be a slight paunch beneath his loose shirt.

      To his left, a younger man with darker skin bowed his head, as if perhaps embarrassed. “The general has amazing stamina.”

      Meyers picked up a few details about the younger Indian man: Rajagopal was on his name tag; the uniform was pure Combined Forces and crisply pressed; he was taller, healthier looking, and more athletic than his superior; warm brown eyes glanced up from beneath heavy eyebrows, complementing a deceptively soft, round face.

      And there was no sense of contempt in his glance.

      The tall Russian colonel stepped forward and extended a hand to Meyers. “You must be Colonel Meyers?” The accent was refined, smooth. The man’s fingers were long like his face, which was brightened by the smile on his pale, finely shaped lips and his cool, blue eyes.

      Meyers took the offered hand in his own, suddenly feeling ugly and awkward. “I’m afraid you know more about me than I do you, Colonel…Medvedev?”

      Medvedev glanced down at his name tag and chuckled. “Only recently. For most of my career, I was in the Navy. The future is in the stars, and that is the domain of the Combined Forces now.”

      Handsome and smart. Meyers flinched. The thoughts weren’t his own. The feelings couldn’t be his own, but they were there.

      Medvedev’s eyebrow arched. “Is there a problem, Colonel?”

      Brigston extended a hand to Medvedev and said, “Colonel Meyers hasn’t even been in his new body a full day yet. He’s adjusting.”

      Heat flashed through Meyers’s cheeks. “Captain Brigston’s right. I wish I’d had the ability to explain my condition myself.”

      All the air seemed to get sucked from the room, then Medvedev laughed. “I think maybe all men should spend some time in a woman’s body.”

      The Russian general—a tall, beefy man with puckered cheeks and dead, dark eyes—snorted and pushed past Starling. His elbows brushed across her breasts, a seemingly intentional move. Sandpaper skin shook on his blockish face when he said, “What I have told you, Rashid, yes? Some women’s bodies, I would spend much time in.” He seemed to size Meyers up with a smirk. “Not all.”

      Brigston laughed—forced—and seized the general’s hand for an awkward shake. “General Sudakov, General Chowdhury, if we could perhaps take a seat? We have a good deal to discuss, and I’m sure we’ll benefit most from consulting Colonel Meyers and Private Starling before fatigue sets in.” He shot Starling a look that could best be described as pleading, then looked at Meyers. “Colonel Meyers?”

      Meyers took the seat to the right of Brigston’s and made sure Starling was to his own right. It put the two generals in the awkward position of fighting over the seat at the end opposite Brigston. They finally settled on Sudakov sitting there.

      Relief washed over Brigston’s face as he dimmed the lights and a triangle of displays lowered from the ceiling. The black of space filled the displays at first.

      Brigston stared at them for a few seconds, then said, “Let’s begin with what we know.”

      General Sudakov leaned back in his seat and crossed his arms. “This—” He waved a dismissive hand at the display, the conference room, Meyers and Starling. “It all seems wasting time, Captain.” His thick accent was worsened by a deep, gravelly voice. “Months of training has prepared my soldiers, and maybe even General Chowdhury’s.”

      Chowdhury set his hands on the tabletop, palm down. His cheeks shook slightly, but he kept whatever he was thinking to himself.

      He’s a bully. An egotistical bully. Was the UNSSC trying to sabotage this mission? “General Sudakov, what, exactly, did your men train for?” Meyers felt Brigston’s eyes, imagined the thoughts going on in his head, probably something like, “You’re just a consultant.” But he was consulting.

      Sudakov didn’t look directly at Meyers, instead nodding to Medvedev. “Rashid, tell Captain Brigston of the training my XO and his men have had.”

      The handsome XO might have blushed in the darkness. “As General Sudakov mentions, we have been through extensive zero-g operations and exercises. Ship boarding, planetary assault, hull operations—it was very thorough. The soldiers selected for this mission are among the best we have to offer, and we prepared for every contingency this mission might present.” Parts sounded rehearsed, and Medvedev’s voice betrayed discomfort.

      “The very best,” Sudakov rumbled, and this time he glared at Meyers. “They will not be lost through ERF foolishness.”

      Brigston clasped his hands in front of him, and the displays lit with a star background that revealed wireframe elements. “Your training will likely make this mission a success, General. However, it’s essential we all understand the objective, because our knowledge of the enemy continues to grow in power almost daily. And Colonel Meyers and Private Starling have seen the enemy’s tactics firsthand.”

      Before the general could speak again, Medvedev said, “This is, indeed, extremely valuable information, which the general looks forward to hearing.” He looked to Sudakov with a smile and received a sour flick of a hand.

      Meyers realized that they needed to build a bridge to the Neanderthal of a commander. That meant finding an anchor, and Medvedev seemed to be their best hope.

      Meyers twisted in his chair and bowed his head as he said to Brigston, “Captain Brigston, do you think any of the video from our Iblis operation would be of value to our Indian and Russian assault teams?”

      Brigston seemed to catch Meyers’s intent. “I’ll discuss that with your XOs when they have time, if that’s all right with you, General Sudakov? General Chowdhury?”

      Both generals muttered a bored acceptance of the idea.

      “Well,” Brigston said. “I think we can keep this short. The UNSSC has designated our operation Chariot Bright. It’s named for Operation Chariot from the Second World War. The operations share the concept of eliminating a strategic enemy naval asset. In our case—”

      The wireframe drawings flashed and filled out, revealing a globe floating in space. At the center, a large structure glowed. It seemed partially constructed, with two metallic rings connected to a central hub.

      Meyers squinted and the details hit him: The globe was in essence a mirror of Iblis, sensor buoys protecting against any approach.

      But there were weapons systems as well. Thousands of them.

      He pointed to the globe. “What sort of defenses are those?”

      Brigston sucked in his cheeks. “We don’t know. Not with any certainty. We believe they’re rail guns, but—” He shrugged.

      “How would they handle recoil?”

      Rajagopal rubbed his clean-shaved chin. “They could have drive systems or store energy to counter the recoil when they fire. It would take part of whatever power system they have in place, but would such platforms be expected to do much more than inflict moderate damage? Their primary purpose would seem to be to test the enemy after notifying central command, at least in my experience.”

      Meaning the AI. Like the observation posts on Iblis. “Your experience in?”

      Rajagopal almost snapped to attention. “MARCOS, Colonel. Infiltration specialist, but I have some expertise in systems and things like this AI.”

      Marine Commandos. Of course. “It’s a good point, but it doesn’t provide much value if the AI doesn’t have forces ready to respond to perimeter breach.” Meyers looked to Brigston again. “What sort of ships do they have in the area?”

      “That’s also unknown.” Brigston sounded frustrated. “And that’s what makes this first discussion essential. Gentlemen, ladies, we’re en route to our next rendezvous, and after that, we’ll be proceeding at full acceleration to the selected entry point.”

      One of the weapons systems glowed, and from it, a path ran straight through to the shipbuilding platform.

      Brigston sighed. “We have sixty hours to figure out how we plan to get from that entry point to the center. A globe thirty kilometers diameter. That means fifteen kilometers of defenses to reach that shipyard so that your forces can destroy it, or all the training in the world won’t mean a thing.”

      Fifteen kilometers. It seemed impossible, especially if they weren’t going to use their own AI.
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      Meyers blew steam off the coffee cup he’d wrapped his hands around and hungrily stared at the tray of sweet pastries, which looked like it had been sacked by Huns. The dark brew was rich and bitter, the aroma earthy. Beans from the colonies, better than any of the coffee substitutes from Earth. His tongue and throat stung when he took a drink, something he welcomed. It felt like they’d betrayed him, stayed far too quiet during three hours in the conference room. Now his whole body felt stiff and tired.

      Frustration. Anger. And the cold. Even the thick cloth of the uniform wasn’t enough to ward off shivers running through legs whose thick muscles had startled him in the shower.

      Was I—she—grown this way, or was it all growth hormones and hours on the weights?

      Medvedev hesitated at the antechamber hatch, almost bowing as General Sudakov squeezed past. The handsome XO saluted Meyers, then exited.

      Despite the chill in his core, warmth spread through Meyers’s abdomen. He sipped at the coffee, eyes wide, mind racing. He couldn’t be sure what was going on with Medvedev—objectively good-looking, sure, and pleasant when his boss was a total ass, but…

      I’m not gay, so is this the body or something else? Did some element of whoever she was survive whatever they did to clear the brain for me?

      Starling came around the hatchway, bright eyes damp. She plucked a cherry Danish from the bottom tray and bit into it, staining the corner of her mouth red. It was like watching a starving soldier in the field, wolfing down whatever she could, but it seemed an awkward thing for the Nordic synthetic body.

      Meyers sipped at the coffee. “Sudakov?”

      A tear rolled down Starling’s cheek, and she looked away. “He…grabbed me. I saw it coming, but I couldn’t do anything about it. I mean, I could have dislocated his wrist, but—” She shook her head. “I guess we need him?”

      “‘Need’ might be a stretch. We’re stuck with him.” Meyers wrapped an arm around her shoulder and hugged her. “If you need to talk to someone about it—” He pulled away, horrified. “Oh. Private, I’m so—”

      Starling looked around, confusion in her eyes. “What, sir?” And then it seemed to register. “Oh.” She blushed. “It’s okay. It’s different.”

      When a woman does that. Meyers bowed his head. “This body. Something’s going on that I can’t explain.”

      Brigston slumped against the hatchway, one hand covering his face. “There are times when I think we don’t have a chance.”

      Meyers pivoted, glad for the opportunity to forget about what he’d just done. “Against the AI?”

      “As a species.” Brigston set a cup beneath the urn and pressed the lever down, then chuckled when the spigot gasped. “The barbarians are at the gate.” He sipped at the cup, then considered it with a sour smile. “Private, this may sound inappropriate, and I apologize if it in any way offends, but I want to thank you for your strength.”

      Starling wiped a tear away. “Strength, sir? I think if that had been—” She smiled. “If I were in my own body, maybe I’d be facing a court-martial. Sir.”

      “Not on my ship, you wouldn’t.” Brigston pointed his coffee cup at the closed hatch. “That man is everything that’s wrong with…some militaries. Fortunately, we haven’t seen anything like that out of Peskov. He’s actually a gentleman.”

      He didn’t care for the Russians when they came aboard the Valdez. This must be eating at him. “You have some history with the Russians?”

      Brigston snorted. “A little. I’m surprised I never told you.”

      Meyers suddenly missed the times when his friendship with Brigston had been strong, when they’d shared stories about the strain of military life. “You always made your Navy years sound boring.”

      “Compared to yours, it was. Mostly, we relied on the weapon systems to project strength. That’s just a little easier than what you used to do.”

      “We’re all the same team.”

      Brigston swirled his coffee cup, then emptied it. “When I was an ensign, I was aboard a missile frigate. We were in the Baltic, performing maneuvers with Dutch and German ships. The Russians, I guess they’ve got a pretty rich history of feeling inadequate.”

      “Belligerence based on fear,” Meyers said. “If you believe their view. Too many invasions over the centuries. Now they believe everyone’s out to get them.”

      “Well, they damn near caused an incident, steering ships right into our task force. We warned them off, but they refused to acknowledge. They put the task force commander in an impossible position: Stand up to them, and possibly start a live fire situation; stand down, and you signal weakness.”

      Starling set the remainder of the Danish on a plate and wiped her lips clean. “What happened, sir?”

      “We avoided a live fire situation, but my captain was ultimately relieved of his command. I learned that day never to back down in a situation like that.”

      Meyers set his coffee cup down on the table. “It saved lives.”

      “Maybe pushing back could have saved more lives in the long run.” Brigston clapped his hands. “I think it’s time we finished the tour.”

      They took the lift down. The smell of spices—from Chowdhury, no doubt—remained in the car. Brigston took them to the bottom deck.

      When the lift opened, he said, “I understand you had some challenges during Agent Kleigshoen’s simulations?”

      Meyers immediately turned toward the hangar bay. “You might say she had some interesting test scenarios.”

      “Interesting.” Brigston nodded. “That’s a good description of her.”

      Is there something between them? Meyers stopped as a familiar hatch came into view. The plaque read “Forward Secure Weapons Room.” That hadn’t been the name of it on the Gideon.

      He muttered, “The proxy room.”

      Brigston glanced over his shoulder as he approached the hatch. “Hm?”

      “Nothing.”

      There was an access panel beside the hatch. Brigston keyed a security code in. “I thought you might recognize this compartment.”

      Starling took a step back as the hatch opened. “The combat proxies, Colonel.”

      She recognizes it, too. Meyers leaned forward so that he could see into the open space. Rather than a polished stainless steel entry, there was a small alcove and a catwalk, all apparently molded from the same materials as the hull. “This is a big change.”

      Brigston waved them through, and Meyers hurried to the catwalk. About three meters out, a ladder led to the deck below.

      Instead of combat proxies, a huge device was suspended in a heavy cradle made from an unidentifiable composite. The cradle ran the length of the room. Familiar radiation hazard symbols—a black circle with yellow triangles merging beneath a yellow circle—adorned the walls and the length of the device.

      Meyers leaned over the catwalk rails, tracking cables and panels until the design seemed almost certain.

      Starling squatted at his side. “Is that a nuclear weapon?”

      Meyers squeezed the rail with hands that felt clumsy and stiff. “A big one. Jeremy?”

      Brigston took a step onto the catwalk and stopped. “Fifty megaton. Theoretically, we have the material to nearly double that. Something you and Cooper worked on before.” He hung back, shoulders stretched away, as if he thought drawing any closer to the weapon might pull him in.

      “One hundred megatons.” It was a terrifying notion. In the right atmosphere, the implications could be existential. “Are we expecting this to take out the shipyard?”

      Brigston stepped back from the catwalk and stared down to the point where the tip of the weapon touched the inner hull. “The AI at the core, theoretically. Maybe more.”

      “You’ve seen this facility? You have better imagery than what you showed today?”

      Brigston didn’t reply for a bit, instead just staring, then said, “No.”

      Meyers squeezed past Brigston and waited for Starling at the hatch. Brigston held his position for a while, as if hypnotized, then joined them. He opened the hatch again with a repeat of the process used to gain entry, then hurried out.

      Meyers followed into the passageway, staying close as Brigston picked up speed. That weapon scares him. “Where to now?”

      “I’d like to introduce you to someone.” Brigston smiled back at them. “I think you’ll actually like him.”

      “I want to ask you about that bomb, first.”

      Brigston slowed, and his shoulders slumped slightly. “What about it?”

      “I didn’t see an external hatch, and it doesn’t look like it’d be very easy to move, even if there is one.”

      “There is no hatch. That part of the hull is designed to open and re-seal quickly.”

      “Re-seal? For what?” And then it hit Meyers and he groaned. “This ship’s designed to ram the shipyard and detonate?”

      “We have the capability to generate twice the atmosphere this vessel requires. There’s no means to deliver that bomb. You’re an engineer, Lonny. You figure it out.” Brigston sped up as they approached the hangar bay hatch.

      “The plan is to evacuate the soldiers from the shipyards and retreat out the same route we take in, but they’re already packed like sardines aboard their transports. How do you expect your people to evacuate? Using those same transports?”

      Brigston stopped and turned, and his eyes jumped between Meyers and Starling. It was an almost guilty look. “You know as well as I do that nothing goes to plan, Lonny. We’ll do what we can to evacuate as many survivors as possible.”

      They’re counting on casualties. Significant casualties. “And what happens if there are more survivors than spacecraft?”

      “We’ll deal with that when the time comes.” Brigston headed back toward the hangar and said just loud enough that Meyers could hear, “Pete, I have a couple people I’d like you to say hello to.” The hangar bay hatch opened, and Brigston waved for them to follow.

      The hangar bay seemed slightly larger than the one on the Gideon, but there were only four craft inside—two shuttles and two gunships. The gunships had the extension off the rear ends that seemed about the same size as the combat proxy carrying bays on the Gideon gunships. Twelve people—ten men, two women—of differing race and size were assembled in pairs on padded mats. They wore sweat-soaked gray T-shirts and Combined Forces battle dress pants.

      The skinniest of the bunch—a man of average height and slight build, blond hair, and a slight overbite—separated from the others and called out, “All right, that’s enough for today. Dismissed. Sergeant Khalsa, do stay behind for a chat, won’t you?” The man’s accent was British, distinguished.

      A burly Indian man directed an even larger brown-haired man to help fold the mats up; the others gathered their uniform jackets and exited in a cloud of chuckles and curious peeks.

      Brigston waved a hand from the skinny British man to Meyers and Starling. “Major Peter Stevenson-Greene, Colonel Lonny Meyers and Private Rebecca Starling of the ERF. Major Stevenson-Greene, commander of the al-Kahina’s Marine detachment.”

      Meyers stuck out a hand and tried to hide his shock. The CFN weren’t supposed to have Marines anymore. “Major.”

      “Seen a ghost, have you, Colonel?” Stevenson-Greene laughed.

      “Royal Marines?”

      “More specifically, 3rd Commando Brigade. A special little handful for the Intelligence Bureau to use as they see fit.”

      Of course! The IB was never going to fully relinquish its special units.

      Brigston’s smile returned. “We’ll have some of the best-trained combatants in the world protecting the al-Kahina.”

      Meyers felt like an idiot. “Not leading the assaults?”

      Stevenson-Greene chuckled. “I’m afraid the Russians and Indians volunteered for that glory, Colonel. My people shall see to it those fellows stay the course.”

      Brigston pursed his lips and bowed his head. “Oh, I’m sure your biggest concern will be whatever the AI throws at us. That’s why I was hoping you might spend some time with these two.”

      “Seen the machine’s tactics with your own eyes, have you?” Stevenson-Greene waved the burly Indian Marine over.

      The man was light-skinned, with a full beard and mustache and soft, handsome features accentuated by a bright smile. His thick arms—dark with heavy hair—hung out from his side slightly. “Major?”

      “Sergeant Khalsa has invested the last six months studying theoretical AI operations and tactics. Should time allow, you should find he’s the one to best share information.” The major jerked his head toward the gunships. “Captain, if I might have a moment of your time?”

      Khalsa waited until the two officers had wandered over to the gunships before extending his hand. “Colonel, was it?” His accent was even more refined than Stevenson-Greene’s.

      Meyers nodded toward Starling. “Private Starling might be your best starting point, Sergeant.” A twinge of jealousy shot through Meyers when Khalsa’s shake with Starling’s lasted a little longer than what they’d shared. This body, all these feelings…could it be more than my brain translating over? Could there still be drugs in her system?

      Starling blushed and looked away. “I hope your simulations were less traumatic than ours.”

      “Traumatic? In what way?” Khalsa’s smile almost glowed.

      “Well, we weren’t even aware we were in simulations, at first. And I don’t think any of us were ready for what it felt like to die.”

      Khalsa’s chin came up. “Oh! You went through full immersion simulation, then? I’ve only just heard of that. No, what I’ve been doing is using the same simulation system you’ll be using right there on the al-Kahina. Uses the known data to create realistic potential scenarios. It’s quite like the best video games, you see, if they had about ten million times the processing power available to them. I could walk you through the system once I’ve cleaned up, if you should like? We’ll need access to the AI, but Captain Brigston’s been good about that so far. Mostly, we work with Fatma.”

      The name seemed familiar to Meyers, but he couldn’t place it. Then he remembered: the QET tech! Not remembering her name was embarrassing. It was the new body. Adapting to it was going too slow, and it was leaving him weak. “We’ve met her. She works with the AI?”

      “Actually, the Guardian.”

      “The—” Meyers blinked.

      “Guardian. The system that watches over the AI. Has a good relationship with it, she says.” Khalsa chuckled. “Like old friends.”

      “We need to take care of a few things before we can dig into the simulations.” Meyers looked at Starling, saw the same sort of frazzled look in her eyes that he was feeling. “What about dinner?”

      “I can wake for that.”

      Meyers held up a stubby finger. “One thing before we go. Your major said something about keeping the Indians and Russians on course. Do you know what that was about?”

      Khalsa sighed. “It’s not quite my place to speak about that, Colonel.”

      “I’ll be asking Captain Brigston, of course, but I’d like to get your take.”

      Khalsa’s eyes locked on the two officers as they walked around the shuttles, then his lips twisted. “Been a bit of a bust-up between the UN and some of the old militaries. They feel this war should be conducted exclusively by the nations funding it. Captain Brigston running things until the assault begins is rumored to be quite the bitter compromise. The concern is they might try to remove the CFN hierarchy when it becomes convenient. We are to see to it convenience never comes about.”

      Mutiny! They never learned! “Thank you, Sergeant. If you’ll excuse us?”

      Once they were outside the hangar, Starling said, “Was he talking about a potential attack on Captain Brigston, sir?”

      “It sure sounded like it.” Meyers looked around to be sure they were alone. “I thought this might be that rare mission that was feasible, but now I’m beginning to wonder if anyone gave it any chance of success at all from the start.”

      “Maybe they haven’t.”

      Or maybe victory wasn’t the intent.
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