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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Listening,” he whispered, again chuckling.

      After all, what did he listen to?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Good morning, Private Andressen.”

      “The breath of Fenrir blows hard today.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “All hail to the Azoren Federation.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The lieutenant pointed to the image. “This.”

      “And what is ‘this’?”

      “Monitors. The satellites detected a strange signal.”

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

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

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

      “The captain worries that is a lie.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “There is time for breakfast?”

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

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

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

      “The victory of the mind, Major.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The lieutenant grunted, then took his coat and departed.

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

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

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

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

      “You will knock⁠—!”

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

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

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

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

      “That crater randomly emits radiation bursts⁠—”

      “This was no radiation burst but a message.”

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

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

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

      “Off limits to whom?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Clarion, standing by.”

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

      Thousands and thousands of contractors.

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

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

      But Tamos was still officially classified a military site.

      It’s still at risk.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      She would know soon enough.

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

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

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

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

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

      Enemy worlds now, she reminded herself.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Thank you, ma’am.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I find that hard to believe.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Trouble, sir?”

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

      “Activity as expected?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Seconds passed, then the SAID agent stormed out.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “It was unfortunate he lost his life.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “We have a listening post inside Azoren space?”

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

      “Are we influencing the monitored data, Colonel?”

      “Yes. But that’s not it.”

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

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

      “Commander Benson?”

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

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

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

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

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

      Blinding lights, stainless steel.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Who—?”

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

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

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

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

      Nope. It still made no sense at all.

      “Colonel McLeod. Should I know you?”

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

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

      Benson groaned and curled into a ball.

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

      Benson’s crew!

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

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

      Her neck!

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

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

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

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

      “What…?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “They’re alive?”

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

      “SAID?”

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

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

      Or so she had heard.

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

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

      “Commander?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “How do we know this, Colonel?”

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

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

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

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

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

      “More of your sacrificial knowledge?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “So this was an SAID spook mission?”

      “In cooperation with the GSA and Central Command.”

      “Using military assets without telling them?”

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

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

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

      Stiles nodded. “He thought it was Lopez.”

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

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “And the Rakshasa?”

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

      “The real⁠—?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “That Azoren destroyer?”

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

      “And we were the distraction?”

      “The bait.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The two GSA officers couldn’t meet her gaze.

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

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

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

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

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

      “I’m afraid not.”

      “Then—?”

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

      “A command tablet?”

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

      “Thanks for the compliment.”

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

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

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

      Halliwell! “Where⁠—?”

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

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

      “Follow the directions from your tablet.”

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

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

      Had she misjudged Stiles so completely?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      But her excitement at seeing Halliwell again was dampened.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Was it more than they deserved?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Go ahead, Jared.”

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

      “And we’ll address them.”

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

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

      Benson had no idea what SAID was
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