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            RICHARDS

          

        

      

    

    
      Busy as usual in a combat zone, the Medical Center of the battlecruiser Cartage was organized chaos on the fifth day of the liberation of Tinaree. Medical personnel hurried up and down its sterile passageways, some with equipment or patients, others empty-handed. Here and there, troopers stood in groups or alone, waiting on the status of their teammates, or to get their own minor or not so minor wounds treated.

      Commander Richards followed the Medical Center’s officer in charge through the at times crowded passageways. They made room as necessary and weaved around the rest without slowing down, although Commander Liegus never missed an opportunity to give advice and instructions to personnel, patients, and visitors alike as he passed by.

      They turned down a quieter passageway and stopped by a door. Liegus punched a code into the access panel and motioned Richards to precede him into the small medical bay.

      The bay held a single bed and chair. Soft light bathed its cream-colored walls. Coupled with the low, rhythmic hum of the ventilation system, it presented a soothing atmosphere.

      While the medical officer—or MO—went to the terminal, Richards stepped up to the bed and studied its occupant.

      With his tattered clothing removed, and the blood and grime that had covered him washed off, the Special Forces commando appeared younger than the twenty years his service record indicated. His black hair was longer than Intergal service standards, which added to the impression. His wiry, blanket-covered body was relaxed, and his breathing slow and steady.

      Had it not been for his skin’s ashen color, he would have seemed comfortably asleep. Mark Taylor looked much better than the day before, when Richards brought him and his teammates up from Tinaree.

      Richards had spent the last few hours retrieving and studying the service records of Taylor, Kaydeen A’Tourie, Salayla K’Kaya, and Anthony Patonee. Not that there had been much. The four had arrived at their unit a few weeks before their drop.

      That alone was highly irregular. Standard procedure called for Academy graduates to receive unit assignments during the training phase of the unit’s deployment cycle. This way, the rookies—or CHiTs, as SF liked to call them—had plenty of time to assimilate and get trained up to unit standards before deploying on a mission. Especially when the CHiTs in question had earned the team assignment privilege.

      The irregular unit assignment, however, was only one in a string of odd events surrounding this team. The first one that had come to Richards’ attention was when their names had disappeared from the MIA roster of the three ambushed SF units. At the time, Richards hadn’t known it was them. He’d only noticed while going through MIA personnel files that the list was four names shorter than it should be. Glitches happened, so he’d put it aside.

      However, after Doctor Mitalius had requested his help to get the team medevac'd, events started to stack up. The doctor’s claim that the four had been held in a mine instead of the local Traverse garrison. The mysterious forward observer informing the RV unit of the team’s approach. The overwatch support the team had received at the RV point and during their subsequent trek to the building where they had made their last stand. The oddities Mason’s squad had encountered as they tracked them down. All of them combined was too much to be coincidence.

      “He’s been recovering steadily since we purged his body of the X-3,” Liegus said as he came to stand beside Richards.

      “You purged the serum?” Richards looked at him.

      “Not the serum, but the nanobots it carries. The serum is the vehicle we use to get the nanobots into the body, where they use themselves to create a lattice to bridge any critical damage temporarily. They create a series of micro⁠—”

      “Doc.” Richards raised his hand. “Give me the wave-top level, not the deep dive. I’ve been on both ends of the injector enough to understand the concept of how X-3 is supposed to work.”

      “Well, sir, I was trying to establish a baseline of understanding.”

      “Understood. I’ve got the basics. Once administered, the little bots do their thing until they run out of power. After that, they’re either absorbed, or leave the body via its disposal system. You don’t purge X-3. You let it run its course. That’s clearly not what happened here.”

      “No.” Liegus turned to his computer screen.

      “No graphics, Doc. No diagrams, and definitely no equations with more letters than numbers. Tell me what happened.”

      The MO sighed and turned back to look at Richards. “Let’s go to my office.”
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        * * *

      

      “We designed the X-3 nanobots to be invisible to the body’s defenses, so they can move and bridge the damage—or ‘do their thing,’ as you called it—without drawing unnecessary attention and causing an energy expenditure the body can’t afford.”

      Liegus waited until Richards sat in one of the two guest chairs before settling behind his desk. “Taylor’s body not only recognized the nanobots, but saw them as foreign aggressors. His white blood cells actively attacked the nanobots and any latticework they tried to build. The nanobots, in turn, attacked the white blood cells.”

      “Why and how would they do that?”

      “Well, X-3 is also used against toxic agents like poisons and viruses, which we have to neutralize before damage bridging can be effective. So, the nanobots need a way to attack.”

      “You’re injecting bots with the offensive capability to kill the body from the inside out?”

      Liegus shook his head. “The nanobots are programmed to attack only toxic agents, not healthy, native cells.”

      “But that’s what they did.”

      “Correct.” The MO nodded.

      “Was there a glitch in the nanobots’ programming?”

      “Not that I’ve found.” Liegus reached for his terminal, but then thought better of it and turned back. “Since his immune system and the X-3 nanobots were in overdrive, they immediately attacked anything else we introduced into his system. That’s why we had to purge the X-3 before we could repair the damage the plasma and the internal battle caused.”

      “Did removing the foreign aggressor calm the internal defenses?”

      “No.” Liegus shook his head. “His immune system remains in overdrive and continues to attack any substance we introduce. Here’s the kicker. I’ve reviewed Taylor’s records. They’re normal. Healing, injury recovery time, sickness, everything has been normal, until now.”

      “They did something to him.”

      “Possibly,” Liegus conceded, “but I think this is bigger. This is about how his body reacted to what they did to him, and how it continues to react. It’s only been hours since we purged the X-3, but his body shows the progress of multiple days of healing. That’s unheard of.”

      “That makes no sense. Why would they increase a prisoner’s ability to heal? Plus, there are no reports of the Traverse having experimental labs on Tinaree.”

      “What reports would tell us that?” Liegus studied him. “Still, that’s not my point. I don’t think this is the result of six months of experimentation. His genetic markers haven’t changed that much. I think this is something internal, something that was triggered in his genetic makeup.”

      “You’re talking about a natural mutation?”

      “I don’t know if it was fully natural. I do know that if we can figure out what happened and replicate it, it will change medical history.”

      “You want to study him.”

      “No.” Liegus paused. “Yes,” he finally admitted.

      “You’re not turning him into a test subject.”

      Liegus’ eyes widened in shock. “Test subject? No, of course not. He has rights.”

      “Until he doesn’t.” Richards frowned. “You realize the Traverse aren’t the only ones with experimental labs.”

      “I do. Still, they cannot touch him without his authorization or infringe on his rights and liberties.”

      “There are ways around everything.”
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      Tonee wished he could force himself back into blissful oblivion, away from the vertigo and nausea that accompanied his returning consciousness. He had woken multiple times before. Each time, his surroundings twisted and spun as if he was tumbling out of control during a Zero-G exercise. Except he wasn’t moving… at least, he didn’t think he was.

      It wasn’t as bad this time, but his senses were still offline. As were his eyes. A wash of gray surrounded him. Walls? Or maybe a ceiling? He couldn’t tell whether he was lying on his side or back. He could breathe easily, so he wasn’t lying on his stomach, and his face wasn’t pressed into a pillow. Then again, maybe he wasn’t in a bed at all. Perhaps he was still on the floor of the apartment, where he had fallen after the grenade had gone off.

      Shit. The grenade.

      How long had he been out? Was Taylor still alive? Were Salayla and Kaydeen? Was he? Maybe this was the Universe’s joke of an afterlife. “Welcome, moron. You got yourself killed after sealing off your team’s hiding spot. Now, nobody will find them. You thought you were smart. Instead, you’re an ass. For that, you earned yourself a front-row seat in the never-ending vortex, forever wanting to vomit, but never able to do so.”

      Ah, quit your whining, asshole. You’ve never been good at it, Tonee reprimanded himself. You know you made the right choice, and you’d do it again if you had to.

      He knew he would, but that didn’t ease the pain he had felt, and still felt whenever he remembered it. And he did—it was the first thing that came to mind whenever he regained consciousness.

      They had thought the attack would come from only one direction—through the apartment’s back door, across the gaping hole where the building’s central stairway used to be. The access to the other entrance, the apartment’s front door, had been closed off by the rubble of the building’s southern wall. Who would crawl through the bottom of a pile of debris multiple stories tall when they could climb the ramp-like rubble of the northern wall?

      Of course, who would enter the teetering ruin of a building with two collapsed walls to see if somebody was hiding inside? Who would hide in something like that in the first place? Especially in a dead-end apartment.

      “You always leave yourself a path of retreat,” the Academy trainer’s voice echoed through Tonee’s memories. “You never leave yourself cornered. What were you thinking, boy?”

      The firefight had been intense, forcing Tonee and Salayla to retreat to the corner of the apartment’s hallway, where Kaydeen prevented enemies from entering through the front door. He had ducked behind her blind and given Salayla fire support as the woman hobbled to him. He had squeezed next to Kaydeen to allow Salayla to slip past him into the rubble-enclosed passageway to the kitchen, then followed her.

      Kaydeen came after them moments later, with enemies not far behind. She had paused at the kitchen door momentarily to verify Tonee and Salayla were in position by the back hallway. That passage led to the bedroom, where they had stashed Taylor.

      After a glance back the way she had come, she had kicked the support Tonee had rigged. Nothing happened. She had cursed and kicked the beam again. Still nothing. On the third try, it had finally shifted and fallen. An instant later, the rubble it held in place had rumbled down. But not before a grenade had bounced off a chair in the old dining room and landed on the kitchen island.

      “Grenade!”

      Tonee came back to the present with a start. He was surprised the vertigo wasn’t interfering with his memories, as it always had before. Or was it? He couldn’t remember. He remembered falling, and his head slamming into the floor. It hadn’t hurt—not that he recalled, at least.

      Realizing he was sinking into the memory again, he forced his mind back to the present. In the previous iterations of this dance, he’d always tried to escape the torture of the present by diving into the past. It took a moment to figure out how to go the other direction and stay there.

      The pain was still there, but at a manageable level. Wait, what pain? He explored the flood of sensory input washing over him. There in his center, it felt as if a door breacher had hit him. A sensory flood washing over me? What the hell?

      He suddenly understood he wasn’t awake, at least not fully, but somewhere in between. Well, no wonder I can’t identify anything. He couldn’t be sure whether the things he was trying to identify were coming through his senses or his dreams. He wondered if he should be relieved or disturbed by this insight when he realized he was stalling… stalling to keep from waking. Now, that was a new one. He’d never been one to procrastinate or avoid things. He never had…

      Damn, here we go again. How hard is it to keep my mind together?

      He had also never before had problems staying on task, but this was turning into an exhaustive effort. He only hoped that whatever was wrong with him would go away, and soon.

      It took all his effort, but he was finally able to feel the bed under him. Yes, it was a bed, and he was lying on his back with a blanket pulled up to his chest. He opened his eyes to a gray ceiling and walls—bulkheads, to be more precise. So, he was on a ship. It looked like an Intergal ship, but then again, he had never been on a Traverse ship, and wouldn’t know if their bulkheads looked different.

      Reeling in his mind and turning it back to the task at hand, he tried to move his arms. His left moved freely, but his right didn’t. He tried harder, but still couldn’t budge it. He stopped after a few more attempts, cursed his scattered mind, and rolled over to see why he couldn’t move his arm.

      A cuff around his wrist held it to the edge of the bed. It took a moment, but he finally identified it as an IV cuff, a medical device used to monitor a patient’s vital signs and administer medication intravenously. Could drugs be blamed for his lack of mental control? Before his mind could wrap around this new thought, the door in the bulkhead facing him opened.
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        * * *

      

      To Tonee’s relief, the medical officer coming through the door wore an Intergal uniform.

      “How do you feel?” The MO checked the wall monitor beside the door, then tapped some commands. Tonee felt a sting, followed by a burning sensation crawling up his arm, emanating from the wrist cuff. Soon after, the fog lifted from his mind.

      “Better,” Tonee replied. “I can hold on to my thoughts.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.” The MO removed the cuff and helped him sit up. “Let’s see if you can sit upright on your own.”

      Tonee nodded carefully. The elevation change had caused a sudden burst of dizziness, but it dissipated quickly.

      “Good.” The MO nodded. “Try to stand.” He beckoned Tonee off the bed and pulled the sheet still partially covering him out of the way. Tonee considered grabbing it, but was unsure if he was coordinated enough. Instead, he did as instructed. He wobbled as he slid to his feet, causing the MO to step forward and steady him, but he quickly got his balance under control.

      “Good.” The MO pointed at a fleet uniform stacked on the chair beside the bed. “We sized it after the measurements in your personnel file. You’ve probably lost some weight, so it’ll be a bit large, but it’ll work for now.”

      Once he verified Tonee could dress without falling over, he turned back to the wall monitor. “You suffered three broken ribs, some minor cuts, and multiple contusions. We’ve fused the ribs and sealed the cuts. The bruises will heal on their own.

      “The chest pain will fade in a day or two, but take it easy even after it’s gone. While the fusion put your ribs back together, the bones will take about a week to mend fully. Any headaches, body aches, and dizziness you’re suffering should disappear over the next day or so. The injection I gave you should help with that, but it’s mainly aimed to help your brain function.”

      “My brain?” Tonee stopped pulling up his pants to look at the MO. He could read the man’s insignia now. S5 Medical Technician Thompson.

      “Yes.” Thompson nodded. “They used a new type of stun grenade on you. It not only knocks you out, but also scrambles your brain waves temporarily, unless you’re too close. That way, people who can push through the knockout are still easily subdued.”

      “What happens if I’m too close?”

      “The effect is not quite as temporary.”

      “It could’ve given me brain damage?”

      “It did give you brain damage. Just not permanently.”

      Tonee stared at him.

      Thompson watched him for a moment and nodded at Tonee’s pants. “You going to finish pulling those up?”

      Tonee looked down. Luckily, he had already donned his skivvies, so the position he had left his pants in wasn’t quite as awkward. It would still present an interesting picture to anybody opening the door.

      He continued dressing while Thompson watched his every move.

      “Where’s the rest of my team? Kaydeen A’Tourie and Salayla K’Kaya were beside me when I got knocked out, and Mark Taylor was in another room. He was in bad shape. They should’ve come in with me. What happened to them?”

      Thompson regarded him thoughtfully. “A’Tourie and K’Kaya will be all right.”

      “And Taylor?”

      Thompson started to speak, but broke off when the door opened and a four-man security team entered the room.

      The team leader scrutinized Tonee with a calculating gaze, his eyes hovering on the insignia of Tonee’s blouse. The SF4 designation in front of Tonee’s name identified him as a Special Forces trooper of the fourth rank step. That made Tonee the same rank as GF4 Team Leader Jonston.

      Thompson frowned as he looked over the orders on the datapad Jonston handed him. “He has freshly fused ribs and is still in acute pain. He needs to take it easy.” He held his finger to the bio reader on the datapad to acknowledge the orders.

      “Got it.” Jonston took the datapad back and turned to Tonee. “Stay in formation and keep your mouth shut, and we’ll keep the cuffs off.” He fingered the shock restraints dangling from his belt, then turned and walked out of the room.

      Tonee looked at Thompson, whose frown had deepened. When the MO offered no insight, Tonee resigned himself to hold his peace and followed Jonston stiffly. The rest of the security team fell in around him as they walked through the passageways. As soon as they left the medical center, the team’s pace switched to a fast march, triggering painful spams throughout Tonee’s body. It took all his concentration to keep going and stay in line.

      A few minutes later, an officer going the opposite direction stepped into the team’s path and held out his hand to stop them. His insignia identified him as S9 Commander Teak.

      “Team Leader Jonston.” The support officer lowered his hand. “Where are you taking SF4 Patonee?”

      “Commander Teak.” Jonston saluted. “To holding, sir.”

      “Why exactly are you taking a wounded trooper, who shouldn’t be released from medical yet, to holding?”

      Jonston shrugged. “Orders, sir.”

      “I see.” Teak nodded. “May I see these orders, please?”

      Jonston handed him the datapad. Teak looked the screen over. “Hmm.” He nodded, looked at Jonston, and tapped some commands before handing the datapad back.

      Jonston’s back stiffened as he read the datapad. He drew a deep breath, tucked the datapad in his belt pouch, and met Teak’s gaze.

      “Questions?” Teak asked.

      “No, sir.” Jonston shook his head.

      “Good.” Teak smiled. “Then follow me.”

      Five minutes later, Tonee stood in front of a large viewport looking out at the brown, green, and blue-speckled planet that had cost him and his teammates six months of their lives. Behind him, Teak was starting the services of the previously shut down lounge they were in, while Jonston’s security team sat around a table by the exit.

      None of them had spoken on their way to the lounge, but the tension had been palpable. It had become more so when Teak had motioned for Tonee to move deeper into the lounge while indicating for Jonston’s team to settle by the door.

      Tonee still didn’t know what was going on. He wasn’t under arrest, per se, or he would be in the brig. Still, he might as well be. He hadn’t been given any information, and had no idea where his teammates were, or if Taylor was still alive.

      The last time Tonee had seen him, Taylor had been deathly pale and barely awake. After a forced retreat from the rendezvous point, and losing Mica in an ambush, Taylor had been at the end of his strength. They had decided to hole up in the apartment until the shit-storm blew over.

      The team had thought they were being smart, picking one of the least inviting buildings and staying out of sight. Intergal forces would come through to clear the sector, which meant the Traverse forces wouldn’t look for hiding spots. They’d make their way out of the neighborhood, and it would only be a matter of waiting until they passed the team.

      Or so they had thought. Then again, they had believed they had made it when they reached Tortiga Plaza and saw the Intergal transports. No plan survives first contact—they had learned that lesson firsthand six months ago, when the enemy shot their squad’s Stealth Infiltrator Landing Craft, or SILC, out of the sky.

      “Isn’t it uncomfortable to stand?”

      Tonee jumped at hearing Teak’s voice and immediately regretted not paying better attention to his surroundings as a sharp pain shot through his chest. He ignored it, straightened his back despite the pain, and turned.

      “I didn’t realize I was allowed to sit, sir.”

      “Really?” Teak glanced at the security team and motioned at the lounge chairs behind him. “Sit down.”

      Teak quickly dashed Tonee’s hope that he would finally get some information when the commander’s attention turned to his datapad soon after he settled into the chair beside Tonee’s. Tonee considered stealing a glance to see what held Teak’s interest, but the way his luck was running, a painful jolt would probably give him away. Then Teak might hand him back to Jonston for trying to intrude on his privacy. Not where Tonee wanted to go—his path to answers lay with Teak, not Jonston.
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      A tap on his shoulder startled Tonee awake. His arm shot out reflexively and immediately returned in response to the sharp pain stealing the breath from his lungs. He looked up, expecting to see Teak or Jonston. Instead, a gray-haired officer in his mid-fifties stood behind his chair, just outside easy reach.

      Tonee’s gaze flicked to the officer’s insignia. S11 Richards. Shit. A step eleven commander was equal to an SF group commander. It was also the same rank as the commander in charge of the whole task force sent to free Tinaree of its Traverse occupation. Tonee attempted to rise to a proper saluting position, but the commander’s hand didn’t budge, and instead pushed him back into his chair.

      “At ease, Trooper.” Richards’ hazel gaze studied him. “Broken ribs don’t appreciate quick movements like that.”

      “No, sir, they do not,” Tonee agreed between short, painful breaths.

      Richards pulled up a chair and sat.

      “How are you feeling?”

      “Sore, out of breath, and a bit confused, sir.”

      “Confused?”

      “Yes, sir. I seem to be under arrest, though nobody’s informed me on what grounds.”

      Richards smiled. “There are some questions about how your team survived the ambush, and where you spent the last six months. Some people find it odd that you were working a mine instead of being interrogated by Traverse.”

      “Well, sir, I’d be happy to answer any questions those people have, at least from my limited point of view, but isn’t that what a debriefing is for?”

      “Yes, and we will debrief you.” Richards nodded. “Repeatedly.” He paused. “First, let me give you the answers you’re looking for, and Med Tech Thompson didn’t get a chance to give you.

      “Your teammates are okay. A’Tourie and K’Kaya are still unconscious. It seems their Din physiology and empathic nature made them more susceptible to the stun grenade’s effect on brain chemistry. Taylor is recovering steadily. His recovery will take some time, considering the severity of his injuries, but we haven’t yet determined an exact timeline.

      “A board of inquiry is being convened, which will officially conduct your debriefing. Be forewarned, the officers serving on it have been pulled from their regular duties and aren’t happy to have this loaded on top of their duties groundside. And yes, most of the officers are GF commanders.

      “SF Unit Commander Tagger will lead the board. Once it concludes, you’ll be assigned to quarters, where you’ll await further orders.” Richards paused to let his words sink in. “Now, before I go into the questions I have for you, do you have any for me?”

      “Yes, sir,” Tonee said. “Permission to speak freely?” When Richards nodded his approval, Tonee said, “Why would a support officer of your rank be interested in me? Regs call for an SF commander—or, considering the allegations, maybe even Fleet Intel—but somebody of your rank and branch?”

      Richards smiled. “Well, we still have a lot of hotspots, so the few SF commanders we have left are a bit busy at the moment. Fleet Intel would’ve been more than happy to do it, which is where you were heading when my assistant intercepted you.

      “I’m interested because the circumstances of your disappearance, captivity, and reappearance have caught my attention. I’m here because that’s the fastest way to get my answers.” He paused and tipped his head to the side. “Plus, rank has privileges.”

      “Disappearance? We were captured.”

      “Yes, but there was also an attempt to erase your electronic footprint within the fleet, or at least hide it. Someone manipulated your files within the Intergal system, so a simple bioscan didn’t pull up your IDs. Since that’s how Intergal determines how to proceed when finding incapacitated personnel, it was a near surefire way to ensure they wouldn’t evacuate you to the fleet and would most likely end up in a civilian hospital.”

      “Then how did I end up on the fleet’s flagship?”

      “That would be a combination of the right people being in the right place, and Taylor giving us a verbal ID on you.”

      “I assume you were one of those people in the right place?”

      Richards smiled in reply.

      “Why would somebody want to make sure we ended up in a civilian hospital?”

      “Because that would make it easier to retrieve or bury you.”

      “For what reason?”

      “Why were you taken to the mine instead of the nearest Traverse outpost?”

      “Greed.”

      “Are you sure? Who supported you in the city?”

      “Supported us?”

      “Yes. Somebody gave you fire support at Tortiga Plaza, when you were ambushed on the street, and at the apartment.”

      “Hold up. What are you talking about?”

      Richards scrutinized him. “Someone, in the guise of a forward observer, alerted the rendezvous unit to your approach before you appeared on their sensors. During the unit’s debriefing, data reconstruction of the battle showed that you received fire support from outside the RV unit.

      “The unit members didn’t notice it during the ongoing firefight. Still, the sensors clearly recorded shots coming from one of the buildings. They started as soon as Leer and Nitus came under fire during their run across the plaza, and ended when the rest of you retreated into the building.”

      Shit. Tonee had totally blanked on the two boys. “Did they make it?” His question brought Richards up short. “Nitus and Leer?” Tonee clarified. “It looked like the grenade had fallen short, but it was hard to tell from our vantage point. Did they make it?”

      Richards’ face fell.

      Shit, shit, shit. Tonee cursed himself. How could he forget to ask about them?

      “The blast itself didn’t hit them,” Richards said quietly, “but shrapnel did. Leer was severely injured, but he’ll survive. Nitus didn’t. He died during transport to the medical facility.”

      Tonee closed his eyes and bowed his head. The three teenagers scheduled to evacuate during the first days of the invasion had chosen to help the teammates instead. Now, two of them were dead.

      “A sniper killed Mica.”

      “Yes.” Richards nodded slowly. “We recovered his body after the casualty marker popped up on the battle net.”

      Tonee looked at him in confusion. “He didn’t have a recovery beacon.”

      “Correct.” Richards nodded again. “Someone added the marker to the battle net manually.”

      “There was another shooter.”

      “Correct. Preliminary data puts Mica’s death on the Traverse who ambushed you. The single shooter used a powered sniper rifle. We found its high-velocity slugs in each of the five Traverse bodies we recovered from the building they attacked you from. The same bullets killed some of the Traverse we found at Tortiga Plaza and the apartment building where we recovered you.”

      “So, you’re saying we had a sniper overwatch during our trek across the city?”

      Richards nodded. “At least from Tortiga Plaza to the apartment.”

      “And that sniper had access to the Intergal battle net.”

      Richards nodded again.

      “Then why didn’t he bring an evac or the QRF directly to us? He must’ve seen that Taylor was injured.”

      “Who said it was a ‘he?’” Teak put in from Tonee’s far side.

      Tonee glanced at his scrutinizing gaze. “Figure of speech.”

      “You sure it’s not an assumption of identity?”

      “It’s my default choice of pronoun.” Tonee turned back to Richards. “You said Taylor gave you our IDs. So he was awake. Did he also alert you to our location?”

      “You three were easy to find. It was Taylor we had problems locating. Luckily, we knew how many people to look for, or we would’ve left him behind.”

      “What do you mean? He wasn’t that far from us. I mean, yeah, we rigged the collapse to block the entrance to the kitchen. But once you found us, you just had to walk to the back to find Taylor.”

      “You rigged the debris to collapse?” Richards sounded impressed.

      “Yes, sir.” Tonee nodded. “It was a last resort, in case they overran us.” He shrugged. “Just didn’t expect them to bounce a grenade off the debris with such precision that it made it around the corner and into the kitchen.” He shook his head at the improbability of such a throw. “But that grenade shouldn’t have damaged the walls back where Taylor was, or it would’ve done much more damage to us.”

      “It didn’t. Furniture hid the hole in the wall.”

      Tonee stared at him. “No, it didn’t. That would’ve been stupid. We wanted to keep the Traverse off him, but not to the point where nobody could find him.”

      Richards glanced at his assistant before returning his gaze to Tonee. “Walk us through what happened at the apartment.”

      Tonee did. When he finished, Richards stayed silent for long moments, then pulled out a datapad, tapped in some commands, and handed it to Tonee. “Let me show you what Commander Mason found when his squad got there.”

      The video showed the raw footage from an Intergal trooper’s visor cam as the trooper entered the building where the team had hidden. At the bottom of the screen, an ID stamp identified the trooper as Anour Corren, Charlie Team, 3rd Squad, 615th SF. The system automatically added those stamps when data was downloaded or remotely accessed.

      Corren passed two bloody bodies in Traverse uniforms while climbing the pile of rubble, then stepped over a third as the debris leveled out on the second floor. Corren’s HUD outlined each body in red and gray-washed its features. The outline was part of the HUD’s friend or foe identifier suite, IFF for short, but the gray-wash effect was something Tonee hadn’t seen before.

      The rifle barrel of an M367-v2 laser carbine swung into view as Corren scanned the surrounding area, including the bottom of the hole that used to be the building’s central staircase. Ahead, outlined in green and wearing a fully-armored Mark I battle suit, stood another SF commando covering the entrance to an apartment on the far side of the chasm. Corren’s HUD tagged the second SF as teammate Preston Soray.

      Corren stepped behind Soray and tapped the SF’s shoulder. Soray moved across the sliver of a walkway to the remains of the apartment’s back door. Once Soray was in place, Corren moved up. The two worked in perfect sync, covering each other as they moved through the building.

      The hallway was a mess. Very few pieces of the furniture and debris Tonee, Salayla, and Kaydeen had used as barricades and shooting blinds were still in place. Lots of fragments of wood and other materials were all that remained of the rest. Two more bodies lay in that part of the hallway, and a large hole was blown through the wall into the kitchen pantry, right where Tonee had planned to make their exit.

      “How did they know where to break through the wall?” Tonee asked without looking up. On the screen, Soray waited by the hole, while Corren moved past it to the hallway corner. Another body lay halfway to the apartment’s destroyed front door.

      “They didn’t,” Richards replied. “They didn’t blow the hole. Corren and Soray were the first ones in the apartment.”

      Tonee looked at him. Richards was studying him in turn, as was Teak. By the time Tonee looked back at the datapad, Corren had moved into the kitchen. Soray wasn’t in sight, so Corren must’ve taken the lead.

      Corren walked around the kitchen island, glanced at the blocked doorway to the dining room, and waited by the entrance to the back hallway. After a short pause, Corren brought the carbine’s barrel into sight and peered into the hallway. Tonee lay, facedown, three meters in. Corren’s sensors outlined Tonee’s body in blue with his upper back highlighted in amber. Ahead of him, and with her legs partially under him, was Kaydeen.

      Salayla appeared to have fallen mid-stride a few meters farther down the hall. Blue outlined the pair, which meant Corren’s sensors hadn’t picked up any transmissions that would allow the IFF system to designate them as friend or foe. Kaydeen had no second coloration, while amber highlighted Salayla’s left leg. Since Salayla had a gunshot wound in the thigh and he had broken ribs, Tonee deduced that the second color scheme was some kind of medical sensor. He wondered whether that was an official add-on to the sensor suite or something Corren had rigged.

      Corren moved to the first door on the right, while Soray moved past to the door on the left. The door wouldn’t open more than a crack. Tonee had tried when they had first arrived at the apartment, but something blocked it from the inside, probably debris from the building’s collapsed southern wall.

      By the time Corren cleared the first bedroom and returned to the hallway, Soray stood by the open bathroom door at the far end of the hall. Corren moved up and entered the last bedroom. The large wardrobe, which had stood against the right-hand wall, stood straight across from the door, right where the wall breach had been to access the bedroom in the neighboring apartment where they had stashed Taylor. Someone had also moved the room’s other furniture so the repositioned cabinet didn’t look out of place.

      Corren returned to the hall and rolled Salayla onto her back. The SF trooper pulled out a handheld scanner, entered its bio ID mode, and scanned Salayla’s face. The screen read: Friendly. Corren looked up at Soray, whose mouth was moving. Soray paused, then spoke again. The video froze.

      Tonee handed the datapad back to Richards as he sorted through the mess of thoughts tumbling through his head. None of it made sense. Somebody had entered the apartment before Soray and Corren. If it wasn’t Intergal, why was his team still alive?

      The Traverse who had attacked the apartment had been shooting to kill, not capture. Even if they decided not to execute their unconscious foes after breaking through the wall, why would they rearrange the furniture to hide Taylor, but leave Tonee, Salayla, and Kaydeen in the open? Unless Taylor had been their target all along, and Tonee and the others merely an obstacle to pass. Then why did they leave him behind? Unless…

      Tonee looked at Richards. “You said our sniper overwatch had access to the battle net. Then he would’ve also known the location of every Intergal trooper in the area.”

      The older man nodded. “You’re suggesting he set things up so we would find you, but not Taylor. Why?”

      “Because he wants Taylor.”

      “So, you do have someone specific in mind.” Teak looked at Tonee pointedly. “Care to share?”

      “Juvak.”

      “Who’s that?” Teak asked.

      “The merc who sold us to the mine.”

      “Why would the person who sold you to the mine support you in the city?” Richards said.

      “Because he also visited Taylor in the mine after one of the guards nearly killed him with a drug overdose. When the LEOs arrested Taylor in Tuscoony, Juvak showed up, pretending to be Taylor’s guardian.”

      “So he had his hands on Taylor thrice, but let him go each time. Why would he do that?” Richards said.

      Tonee shook his head. “I don’t know. He kept hinting to Taylor that they knew each other, but Taylor has no idea who he is.”

      “Are you sure about that?” Teak raised his eyebrows. “From your description, Juvak sounds more like a handler than a hunter.”

      Tonee turned to him. “What are you suggesting?”

      “All right.” Richards deflected the rising tension. “Start from the beginning. When and how exactly did Juvak enter the picture?”
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      “The mechanic didn’t do it.”

      Richards looked at Nick Torrents in surprise. He’d been deep in thought, dissecting the information Tonee had provided over the last hour, and had not even noticed the slicer until the young man had planted himself in his path.

      “The mechanic? Are you talking about Gerry Macanauld, the tech specialist from the 215th SF?”

      Torrents’ head bobbed up and down. “Fleet Intel determined she introduced the malware that effected the ambush.”

      “I’m aware.” Richards had sat in on Fleet Intel’s briefing to Task Force Command. That had been months ago, and the subject hadn’t crossed his mind much since. The evidence and motive Intel had presented had all made sense at the time.

      Macanauld had lost her husband in a fiasco of a mission that anyone with a gram of common sense blamed on shoddy planning and incompetent leadership. Intergal Command, however, had ignored the failures, handed out promotions and reassignments to key personnel, and placated or silenced surviving family members with misinformation or obstacles.

      In the case of the mechanic, it took months for her husband’s KIA notification to reach her, and another few months before she was able to find her kids. Fortunately, her husband had chosen to leave the children in the care of Intergal’s Dependent Care System at one of the bases where his ship had stopped to resupply before mission lockdown. Otherwise, the kids would have died in the carrier’s destruction.

      Standard procedure should have been to send the KIA notification as a priority message to the mechanic and the caretaker of her kids, with an immediate effort to reunite the family members, living and deceased. Instead, Macanauld’s reassignment orders had arrived after the Tinaree Task Force had gone into mission lockdown. Further delays occurred when two other mechanics were injured right before she was to transfer off the 215th SF’s frigate. Instead of being on the first ship to leave the task force after lockdown, Macanauld became one of the MIAs of the ambush.

      Richards looked around the passageway and the stream of personnel flowing around them on both sides. With the entrance to a mess hall ten meters away, this wasn’t an optimal location to have a conversation.

      He nodded toward the mess hall. “Let’s step out of the traffic.” He had planned to stop here only long enough to grab some food to go, but from the look of the slicer, this stop would take more time than expected.

      They entered the mess hall and took an immediate right to the little-trafficked front corner of the large compartment.

      “If Macanauld didn’t do it, who did?”

      Torrents looked at him as if he hadn’t expected the question. “I’m not sure. I found echoes of sliced-in code I’m not familiar with.” He considered for a moment. “Since it’s self-deleting, it’s been a bugger to track and put back together, but it’s definitely not as simple and clear-cut as Intel made it out to be.”

      Richards studied the slicer. “Then what is it?”

      “Well.” Torrents paused. “First of all, Intel screwed with the code. In doing so, they wrote over parts of the foreign code.”

      “Why would Intel screw with the code?”

      “To make it fit their evidence better?”

      “Are you saying Intel framed the mechanic?”

      “No, not quite.”

      “Then what are you saying?”

      “Well…” Torrents hesitated. “Some of the mechanic’s comm signatures were faked.” He paused again. “After the ambush.”

      “After?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “By whom?”

      “That’s where it gets a bit hazy. I found some markers indicating Intel did it, but even that code has echoes and markers that aren’t true to Intel’s coding signature.”

      “What do you mean by echoes?”

      “It’s the best analogy I’ve found that non-coders can follow. You know how an echo bounces back and forth as it fades? Now think about a new echo starting, but instead of overriding the vestiges of the first one, it captures them and drags them along as it bounces and fades. It’s not a fully visible code, but more like the ghost of an afterimage that hides in the background.”

      “Can you separate and ID those echoes?”

      “Sort of. That’s how I found Intel’s signature. Their echo got caught in the code signature of the mechanic’s activities. But there’s another echo inside Intel’s echo.”

      “You’re saying that someone made it look like Intel manufactured the mechanic’s signature?”

      “Yes and no. Both Macanauld and Intel’s signatures are legit. She did upload the malware, though I don’t think she truly knew what it was. Then Intel went in after the ambush and cleaned up her signature so it looked like she did know what it was.”

      “What did the third signature do?”

      “Well. That’s where it gets complicated.”

      “More complicated than it already is?”

      Torrents frowned as if he didn’t understand the reference. “On the surface, it looks like the third signature cleaned up Intel’s signature so it looks as if Intel cleaned up the mechanic’s signature.”

      Richards chuckled. “On the surface? From what I’m getting, we’re so far from the surface that I’m starting to gasp for air.”

      Torrents’ frown deepened. “Yes, because when I dug deeper, I found that the third signature was the first to leave a marker.”

      “Hold on. How can the third code have changed the other two if it appeared first?”

      “My point exactly.” Torrents’ face brightened at the insight that Richards had followed his train of thought.

      Richards’s thoughts tumbled as he dug through the possibilities. “Could it have been a bot?”

      “A malware bot that waited for the other code to appear?” Torrents considered the possibility. “That would explain the time discrepancy. Still, that’s a complicated piece of software to insert and keep hidden within the system just to ensure we blamed Macanauld.”

      “What if it was there to ensure we blamed her and to muddy the water so we’d clear her?”

      “Why would the person who set up the ambush to kill 428 people care about clearing the mechanic who also died?”

      “Maybe that wasn’t their intent,” Richards speculated. “Macanauld had kids. They would lose their survivor benefits if Intel deemed her a traitor.”

      “But we blamed her. Intel never found the third signature.”

      “You did.”

      “That won’t help if Intel continues to ignore it.”

      “You forwarded it to them?”

      “Yes, sir.” Torrents nodded. “They deleted it from the system and tried to hack my datapad.” He paused as if expecting Richards to cut in. When the commander didn’t, the slicer forged on. “They even intercepted my messages to you and Commander Teak. That’s why I ended up having to come across in person.”

      “They didn’t interfere with you crossing between ships?”

      “Well…” Torrents dragged out the word. “They don’t know I’m here.” He shrugged. “Or at least they didn’t the last time I checked the system.”

      Richards glanced around. “So, you hacked their system?”

      “Maybe.”

      Richards smiled at Torrents’ vague reply. The slicer’s tendency to hack into systems he wasn’t authorized to or even supposed to be able to access was nothing new.

      “Are you sure it’s Intel trying to bury your information?”

      “Sir. Are you suggesting the bot is still active? I thought Intel tracked it down?”

      “You tell me.”

      Torrents looked at him in surprise. “I don’t know. They cut me out of that loop.”

      “You let them?”

      Torrents shrugged. “They were hounding me pretty hard at the time.”

      “Really? When has that stopped you?”

      Torrents shrugged again, though it wasn’t as convincing as the previous one. Richards let it go. He had more urgent concerns at the moment. Either the bot was still active, or someone else was.

      “How much of that code were you able to put back together?”
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