
  
    [image: Valley Of Death]
  


  
    
      VALLEY OF DEATH

      ELITE RESPONSE FORCE BOOK TWO

    

    
      
        P R ADAMS

      

    

    
      PROMETHEAN TALES

    

  


  
    
      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, or persons, living or dead, is coincidental. All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or otherwise, without written permission from the author.

      

      
        
        VALLEY OF DEATH

      

        

      
        Copyright © 2017 P R Adams

      

        

      
        All rights reserved, including the right to reproduce this book, or portions thereof, in any form.

      

        

      
        Illustration © Tom Edwards

        TomEdwardsDesign.com

      

      

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Created with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

    

    
      
        Also by P R Adams

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEDICATION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        For the service members who served in Afghanistan in 2002.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        8 September 2175. 50 LY from Plymouth Colony.

      

      

      

      In the void of space, a silver-blue glow appeared a nanometer slice through nothingness. The glow brightened and traced the edges of an opening as it widened into a circle fifty meters across. A roughly cylindrical vessel passed through, and the glow tore free of the rift edges to attach to the vessel’s gray hull. That hull ran nearly six meters in diameter and fifty meters in length. Milliseconds passed as the vessel burst through the hole, which closed. After a moment, the silver-blue glow faded, and the vessel fired maneuvering rockets to decelerate. Panels slid open midway across the hull’s surface, each ninety-degrees apart, and thick, metallic arms telescoped out. At the end of each arm, missiles tipped with blinking, red lights shifted on gimbals, as if seeking a target. Each missile was less than a meter long and carried little fuel. Before the vessel came to a complete stop, the missiles launched.

      After several seconds, the missiles stopped firing their rockets, and the tips burst open, ejecting hundreds of tiny sensors in multiple directions. Instantly, the sensors started sending data back to the missiles, which relayed the data back to the vessel. It analyzed the data flow for several minutes, then it fired the maneuvering rockets again, and the silver-blue glow covered the gray surface once more. The vessel accelerated, and another rift opened.

      The vessel passed through the rift, and the silver-blue glow disappeared. The missiles tumbled for a short while longer before detonating in bright flashes, scrambling the sensors.

      Not even ten minutes passed from the vessel’s arrival to its departure.
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      Meyers sat in Conference Room 3 of the Valdez, the smallest of the ship’s meeting areas. He rocked side to side in his chair, his lean body too light to make the chair squeak much. The room was dark except for the display screens suspended from the ceiling. His eyes seemed even bluer in the cyan glow of the displays, and his blond hair seemed gray. He was seated at the long, black table that dominated the center of the room. That table, a gift from the Intelligence Bureau, amounted to a concentrator for the ship’s processing, a recent redundancy system added to counteract systems attacks the Elite Response Force had suffered on Bellar Colony. As he drummed the plastic tabletop with shaking fingers, Meyers glanced up at the displays, trying to imagine what it would show when the message buoy returned.

      If it returned, he corrected himself.

      But it had to return. Taylor had always been reliable.

      Meyers twisted slightly at the chime from the hatch. “Enter.”

      The hatch unlocked and opened, revealing Master Sergeant Carl Paxton, the ERF’s most senior NCO. His skin could have been cut from old leather. It would be generous to say he was a plain man. Standing straight, he was maybe 175 centimeters, and Paxton rarely stood straight. He had brown hair going gray, thinning, and trimmed close to his scalp. Silhouetted by the passageway lights, his crooked nose was almost comical. He could have had the nose fixed but it was a point of pride, originally broken in his final fight with his father.

      Paxton glanced up at the display, then settled into a chair at Meyers’s left as the hatch closed. “Water don’t boil any faster from watching, Colonel.”

      Meyers glanced down at his drumming fingers. “I know. I’m just worried.”

      “Worried about whether she’ll show or worried what she has to say?”

      “Yeah.”

      Paxton chuckled softly. “Maybe worried someone’ll tell you no if she has what you’re looking for?”

      Meyers stopped drumming the tabletop. “You know, I’ve never been good with people telling me no.”

      “I noticed.”

      “When you have people telling you from as far back as you can remember that you can’t be more than what the system allows, it eats at you.”

      “I’d imagine so. Family, too?”

      Meyers nodded and turned his attention back to the displays. “My parents fought it in their own way—teachers, artists, theater...they did it all. Just enough to get by in an old Pennsylvania mining town. But they thought that was as high as we could shoot. Me? I wanted that big money, living out there in the metacorporate orbitals. Show them all, right? No genetic modification, the first non-Jimmy hired for an engineering position, move up to head a division.”

      “Dream big.”

      “Yeah.” Meyers winced and looked down at his feet. “I ever tell you I got frostbite? Walking eight kilometers in a blizzard to make a couple hundred bucks. Tuition savings. Because I was told I couldn’t.”

      Paxton snorted and said something, but it was lost in the chime of the hatch.

      “Enter,” Meyers said. “Leave the hatch open for now.”

      The hatch opened, admitting Intelligence Bureau Agent Ladell Barlowe and Private Becky Starling. Barlowe settled opposite Paxton; Starling settled to Barlowe’s right. Barlowe was Paxton’s height but slim, like Meyers. Starling was a little taller and broader than Barlowe, with shoulders nearly as wide as Paxton’s. She matched Barlowe’s prim and proper mannerisms—tapping at a shiny black, palm-sized device secured to the back of her hand and then looking up at the display before staring off into space at her own earpiece display. A small, black spider rested beneath her collar.

      “That an approved ADPAX, Private?” Paxton leaned across the conference room table to get a better look at the device but ended up staring at the spider.

      Starling’s brown eyes focused on the real world, meeting Paxton’s for a second before dropping to the tabletop. She bit her full upper lip, and the spider-bot shifted deeper beneath the cover of her collar. “Well, Sergeant, I—”

      Barlowe blinked rapidly, as if trying to clear dust from his eyes, then he looked at Meyers. “It’s issued by IB. I figure she works with me all the time—”

      Meyers raised a hand. “It’s good. Private Starling, make sure you register that with the Valdez’s security officer. Same with that spider-bot. I don’t need anyone getting upset that we’re encroaching on their domain.”

      “Lonny, it’ll show up as an IB asset on their Grid.” Barlowe sighed dramatically and pursed his lips. “No one’s going to say anything.”

      Steps echoed in the passageway outside, and Meyers turned to see Captain Brigston and Lieutenant Commander Cooper approaching the conference room from the lift. Brigston seemed to be moving with a purposeful slowness; Cooper—hunched over and red in the face—seemed to be uncomfortable with the pace. He was tall, with broad shoulders and a burliness that combined with a heavy brow, deep-set eyes, and slow manner to give the impression of a gentle giant. Brigston fiddled with the buttons of his white shirt where it bunched over the slightest beginnings of a paunch. He was a few months shy of forty, and as if on cue, his stringy, brown hair had started to thin enough that his pale scalp showed. He adjusted his belt and stepped into the conference room.

      Meyers stood, as did Paxton and Starling. A second later, Barlowe stood as well.

      “Sorry for keeping you waiting,” Brigston said as he settled into the chair at the far end of the table opposite Meyers. “We’ve been checking systems again in case your lead comes through and we have to jump.”

      “I think that’s a great idea.” Meyers settled into his chair and tapped the tabletop. “So, you’ll be taking this offline?”

      “Before we jump,” Cooper said. He was still standing, his pale face washed blue by the displays. He looked at Brigston, who nodded once. “We can create a new Grid and run every system from this platform. Instant failover, negligible performance impact to critical systems. Hey, are those ADPAX systems? I don’t think I’ve seen them before.”

      Meyers flinched and wished he’d simply told Barlowe and Starling to put the devices away.

      Barlowe’s eyes narrowed. “IB Advanced Personal Computing Systems III.”

      “IB? Are they hooked into the Grid?” Cooper looked at Meyers.

      Meyers choked back a sigh. “Private Starling was planning to register hers after the meeting. Who’s the security officer?”

      “I can handle that.” Cooper pointed at Starling’s device. “But they shouldn’t be on the Grid without authorization.”

      “They’re IB assets,” Barlowe said. “You understand we have—”

      “Can we table this for the moment?” Meyers looked at Brigston, pleading.

      Brigston waved at the seat to his right, and Cooper settled in, blushing.

      Meyers looked back up at the display. “Barring disaster, the probe is five minutes, twenty-two seconds into its search by now. I thought we should all be here in case it returns on schedule. Or doesn’t.”

      Brigston turned toward Barlowe. “Still nothing back from IB on this Taylor?”

      “There’s no way the message could reach Earth and return to Plymouth in the time I had to get a query off.” Barlowe’s coppery brown skin almost glistened in the blue glow of the overhead display. “Everything I have on her in the Plymouth database is too old to be useful. She left the Rangers during the drawdowns before the Metacorporate War, started up her mercenary outfit, and three years ago Taylor’s Rangers—her company—purchased a refurbished yacht, an old EEC research vessel.”

      “What about her Army records?” Brigston leaned back in his seat and looked from Meyers to Paxton and then Starling. The look was almost imperious, as was the tone.

      Meyers found himself having to bite back a response. On one level, he could understand Brigston’s behavior but on another, it was unbecoming. “I can vouch for Cassidy. I knew her in the Rangers. She was a good soldier.”

      Paxton jerked his head toward Meyers. “My assessment matches the colonel’s, sir.”

      Brigston smiled at Starling but it seemed to Meyers forced, strained. “Private?”

      Starling jumped in her seat. “Sir?”

      “Do you have anything to add?” Brigston shot Meyers a questioning look, as if challenging the decision to include Starling in the meeting.

      Don’t start something, Jeremy, Meyers thought. Not now.

      “Well, I can only tell you what Captain Taylor’s records showed, Captain.” Starling stared off into space. “Uh, she was decorated: Purple Heart, Meritorious Service, campaign ribbons—”

      Brigston leaned forward. “But what’s your assessment, Private? You are here to provide intelligence analysis, aren’t you?”

      Meyers caught a glare from Barlowe, but there wasn’t much to be done.

      Starling looked down at the black tabletop. “Well, based off what we know, I think this sounds like a worthwhile lead to check out, sir.” She cleared her throat, possibly to deal with the quiver in her voice. “Honorable discharge, decorated, no challenges to her request for her personnel to be registered as Class IV Lancers, and she has a good history with the colonel and master sergeant. The message sender matches the registration of the Taylor’s Rangers vessel of record, and the Universal Grid ID matches hers. I agree with Colonel Meyers that the numbers she used in the data look like code. It didn’t take much to correlate those numbers to SunCorps’ operations during the Metacorporate War once Colonel Meyers provided the context. So, yes, sir, I think she’s trying to contact us about Waverley.”

      Brigston nodded. “Thank you.”

      “So, what’s the worst case scenario?” Meyers asked. “We jump to the coordinates, we lose systems off the jump and flip to the backup concentrator, and some SunCorps vessel rigged with explosives or missiles comes at us. We can handle this threat, right? That’s why we spent so much on this.” He patted the black tabletop.

      “Worst case—” Brigston looked up as the display glowed brighter.

      A rift appeared in space, widening, then closing after a ten-meter-long cylindrical vessel shot through and began decelerating.

      “That’s our buoy vessel,” Cooper said, each word drawn out slow and soft.

      “Confirmation of a vessel waiting at the coordinates,” Barlowe said to Meyers. “Single vessel within sensor range. Matches the profile of her ship.”

      Meyers locked eyes with Brigston. There was a mixture of understandable caution and ridiculous resentment in Brigston’s stare, but Meyers hoped it wouldn’t come to anything. He lifted his hands about shoulder width, palms showing toward the Valdez’s captain. “If that’s her, and she’s got a lead on Waverley, we can’t pass on this opportunity.”

      Brigston shook his head. “Why not just come to Plymouth?”

      “For the same reason she wouldn’t just transmit the data. She’s got something big. She’s worried. That’s why she gave us this narrow window of time to meet her in the middle of nowhere.”

      “It’s the perfect place for an ambush.”

      “Everywhere is the perfect place for an ambush.” Meyers felt his blood pressure rising. “We barely have time to get the systems online and make the jump to the rendezvous point.”

      Brigston adjusted his collar. “I have a ship and crew to worry about.”

      A ship and crew that were placed at the ERF’s disposal, Meyers thought to himself.

      Brigston craned his neck to look fully at Cooper. “Lieutenant Commander Cooper?”

      “It’s what we’re here for, sir.” Cooper’s cheeks darkened, and he squinted so that his small eyes were barely visible. Those were familiar signs of discomfort when he was forced to counter his captain.

      “All right.” Brigston stood.

      Meyers stood as well. He sighed with relief when Barlowe stood nearly as quickly as the rest.

      Brigston smiled, but it looked more like a grimace. “Let’s see what Captain Taylor has to offer—information or an ambush. Commander Cooper.”

      Meyers waited until Brigston and Cooper—now moving at a normal pace—were gone, then said, “Please close the conference room hatch and lock it.”

      The hatch closed and clicked.

      “I’m sorry about that.” Meyers felt his shoulders slumping as he spoke. There was a pressure building in his chest, a tension that had only gotten worse over the last few months. “We’re all feeling the stress.”

      The corner of Paxton’s mouth curled up in a snarl. “Some’re handling it a lot better than others.”

      “Perhaps. What matters right now is we’ve got to be ready in case this turns out to be some sort of deception. Agent Barlowe, Private Starling, that means the two of you providing whatever support you can to the Valdez’s crew. Can you get with Commander Cooper?”

      Starling nodded despite Barlowe’s sour face.

      “Thanks. And thank you for providing your assessment for the captain. That was good work under pressure.” Meyers smiled, drawing an embarrassed smile from her; she quickly looked away.

      “I think we better get with the commander now, Colonel,” Starling said.

      “Open the hatch, please,” Meyers said. The conference room hatch unlocked and opened. He watched Barlowe and Starling until they reached the lift, feeling the tension in his chest increase at the noticeable limp both exhibited. “Close and lock.”

      Paxton arched an eyebrow and his eyes flicked from the hatch to Meyers. “She’s a soldier, Colonel.”

      “So now I’m coddling her?”

      “Not yet.”

      Meyers sighed and plopped back into his seat. “She’s pushing herself hard. Dr. LaRoque said she should go another two months with physical therapy or she could be facing long-term spinal injury. Same with Ladell.”

      “She’ll be fine. Her femur’s fully healed. That was the bigger problem. Everyone knows about the deadline. Millions of soldiers out there unemployed. No one wants to add to those numbers.”

      And that was the ultimatum facing them all: They had less than a year to find Chad Milton Waverley, former CEO of SunCorps, the most powerful metacorporation known to humans. If he wasn’t dead or jailed in that time, the United Nations would shut the ERF down, and they would all be out of a job. It was a terrible thing to hold over their heads, but there was nothing Meyers could do about it.

      “Looks like the captain’s got a burr up his ass,” Paxton said.

      “The restructuring.” Meyers couldn’t believe the pace the UN was moving at. They could drag their feet over the most trivial request for munitions, personnel, and tech upgrades but when it came to cost-cutting, they were like lightning. Budget cuts and drawdowns were one thing; going after the Navy was something entirely different. “I think he’s giving serious thought to resigning his commission rather than taking on Army rank.”

      “Combined Forces rank. Everyone’s going through the same thing, Colonel.”

      Meyers shrugged. The Army was getting another uniform change, more ranks were being combined, and everyone was becoming a soldier in the Combined Forces. Hardly the sort of system shock the Navy folks were facing. On top of that, Brigston’s date of rank would be adjusted to make him officially subordinate to Meyers. It was messy.

      The intercom announced the countdown to acceleration and activating the gravitic systems, which amounted to entering into a wormhole. Meyers debated just staying in the conference room. Normally, Brigston would expect senior officers on the bridge. Meyers figured his presence would be too galling at the moment.

      “I guess I’ll head to my quarters until we know whether I’ve led us into a trap.” Meyers stood.

      Paxton shook his head. “Taylor was a good soldier.”

      “I know. I’m more worried about what could rattle her this much.”
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      They came out of the gravitic drive jump without any more trouble than a few lights flickering. Meyers had just settled into the chair built into his cabin’s desk, lost in thought in the cool quiet of his cabin when their arrival was announced. He looked around the cabin in appreciation: a comfortable bunk, a sink, a closet, the desk, warm and textured floor tiles, access to a bathroom—head, he reminded himself—shared between senior officers. It was a good life.

      Space travel had been part of Meyers’s job since his selection for Captain Jack Rimes’s crazy ERF concept eight years before. Meyers was getting used to it. The alien gravitic drive technology continued to amaze him. More amazing was the way refinements were constantly fielded by researchers, including the ability to make longer jumps through the wormholes the drives created. Going from Earth to Plymouth Colony was getting closer to two weeks now. Unfortunately, simple jumps like they were taking to meet with Taylor’s ship weren’t getting any faster and only a little safer.

      Incremental steps, he reminded himself.

      He brought up Taylor’s military file from his earpiece’s storage and connected to the display terminal attached to the desk. Taylor’s piercing blue eyes and angular, masculine face glared back at him. Pronounced brows, heavy jaw, thick neck—she exhibited all the hallmarks of a Kimmy. If not one of the chemically enhanced, she had been at the very least a heavy steroid user at some point.

      But she had always been solid. Reliable.

      He pulled up the specs on the yacht she’d purchased for her mercenary—Lancer—group. The yacht wasn’t so different from the Tesla, the ADMP yacht discovered on Sahara during the Genie Wars.

      Big enough to hold a mercenary company, he thought. Not comfortably but...

      He drilled down into the deck plans. When General Quarters sounded, he jumped.

      “All hands, all hands! Battle stations!”

      Meyers connected to the bridge communications system and monitored. Alarms blared loud enough to make it hard to pick out the quieter exchanges. The crew was calmly working through the problem, which seemed to be...nothing. Sensors showed Taylor’s ship on a slow approach. No weapons locks, no sensor sweeps.

      Where’s the threat? Meyers wondered. He tapped a beat on the desk surface. Finally, he disconnected and tried to open an audio channel to Brigston, who didn’t respond for several seconds. When he finally did, Meyers asked, “Jeremy, what’s up?”

      Brigston was silent at first. “I’m not sure yet,” he finally said. “It seems your contact Taylor is closing. Something about that ship’s approach seems to have set off our defense profile.”

      “General Quarters? I was just looking her ship over again. It doesn’t have any—”

      “Would you like me to cancel the General Quarters, Colonel?”

      Meyers rolled his eyes in disbelief. Brigston had never been so petty before. “I was asking about the defense profile. A ship like that has a couple railguns—”

      “It could be stuffed full of explosives and programmed to ram us.”

      “Jeremy, could we—”

      “I’ve asked Commander Cooper to give the profile a good look. For now, my recommendation is to stay on General Quarters and be alert. What would you suggest?”

      A part of Meyers wanted to shout into his earpiece. He had to remind himself Brigston wanted a confrontation. He wanted proof he was going to be shunted aside, bullied, rendered irrelevant. “I’m taking Paxton, Barlowe, and Starling down to the Hangar Bay Observation Room. If Captain Taylor’s ship proves not to be packed full of explosives, could you ask her to meet us there?”

      “Of course.” Brigston ended the connection.

      Meyers pushed his chair back and stood. Technically, he was supposed to be in an environment suit with the ship on alert. It was an annoyance, another way to slow everything down. Like showing up late to the meeting in the conference room.

      What’s up with you, Jeremy? Meyers wondered. He couldn’t recall Brigston ever being so...fragile.

      After a few seconds, Meyers realized he would only be feeding into Brigston’s behavior by not following protocols. Meyers took his environment suit out of the locker and pulled it on over his uniform. He set the helmet on, checked integrity, then opened a channel to Barlowe, Paxton, and Starling. “I’m heading down to the Hangar Bay Observation Room. If you could meet me there, I’d appreciate it. In environment suits, please.”

      Paxton nodded. “On our way, Colonel.”

      As simple as that, he answered for the others. And Barlowe didn’t object.

      Meyers made his way down the stairs, barely acknowledging the crew moving around him. He imagined the same hostility radiating off them that Brigston was giving off. In reality, though, they simply muttered, “Excuse me, sir,” or bowed their heads in acknowledgment if they did anything at all. It was General Quarters, after all.

      He stepped into the Observation Room, the same room where he’d once dissected a proxy body that was ultimately determined to be a human. The military had quietly swept the sticky little conundrum of whether killing an artificial body that was technically human amounted to murder or a war crime. There were a lot of uncomfortable questions left unanswered from the Metacorporate War. The UN was still trying to figure out other-than-human rights. Were genies humans? At what point did augmentation—genetic manipulation, cybernetic replacements, proxies—take away someone’s humanity?

      Meyers chuckled to himself. Philosophers and religious scholars had spent centuries theorizing about what constituted being human. Religion might have largely faded away in the face of human advancements and space travel, but the question was still unanswered: What makes us who we are? What makes us human?

      The hatch off the passageway opened, and Paxton stepped into the room. He adjusted the collar of his environment suit before joining Meyers at the wall that looked in on the hangar bay.

      “General Quarters, Colonel?” Paxton placed a hand against the clear shield running from about one meter above the floor to the ceiling.

      Meyers shook his head. “Something about the way the ship approached set off the automated alarm.”

      “Don’t sound much like Cassidy.”

      Meyers glanced at Paxton, surprised by his sudden informality. “I had a friend who was pretty close to Taylor. He said she could be a hard-ass but never unfair or unreliable. She had a good reputation among the Rangers.”

      “So why the alarm?” Paxton cocked an eyebrow at Meyers. “Right?”

      “Yeah.”

      The hatch opened again, and Barlowe entered. He had his environment suit draped over an arm, his helmet cradled in the crook of his other arm. A few steps behind him, Starling entered, struggling with the helmet seal.

      “Sorry, Colonel.” She tried and failed to set the helmet back on the rim around her neck. Her arms moved with more stiffness than the suit should have caused.

      As if sensing Meyers’s concern, Paxton stepped over to Starling and adjusted the helmet seal. Neither he nor Starling said anything. She set the helmet into place and joined Meyers at the window just as the alarm went silent.

      Paxton smirked. “Looks like Captain Taylor decided not to attack.”

      Meyers watched the hangar bay, saying nothing until the lights powered off and the belly door fell away. There were three open spaces that could hold most shuttles in common use. A golden glow framed one of those spaces on the hangar bay floor and ceiling, and a few minutes later, a shuttle raised up through the opening and settled onto the indicated space. More time passed in silence as the belly door sealed, and the hangar bay filled with atmosphere.

      When the shuttle’s rear hatch slid open, and the ramp slid down to the floor, Meyers moved back to the passageway hatch. “I think it’s time we met Captain Taylor.”

      They waited at the hangar bay hatch until atmospheric pressure was stable. Meyers led them in, stopping a few meters shy of the shuttle ramp. Cassidy Taylor stood there in a dark gray-green camouflage uniform reinforced with environment suit fixtures. She was taller than Meyers remembered. And older. She was half a head taller than him, and her wispy, blond hair was cut down to a high-and-tight. She sported a scar along her right jawline that extended up to her ear.

      “Lonny?” She stepped toward him, gloved hand extended. “Colonel, huh?”

      They shook, and he turned to the others. “You must remember Master Sergeant Paxton?”

      “How could I forget? Carl.” She shook Paxton’s hand and smiled; it softened her features considerably.

      “This is Agent Ladell Barlowe from the Intelligence Bureau and Private Starling from the ERF. She’s been working closely with Agent Barlowe for the last several months, trying to learn all she can. We lost a lot of good people the first time we—” He saw the scowl on Taylor’s face. “What?”

      Taylor nodded at Barlowe. “There was a Ladell Barlowe involved in that X-17 situation, wasn’t there?”

      Meyers’s eyes went wide. He had no idea how Taylor could have known about that. “Of course. Long story. Maybe we can talk about that some other time.” He turned toward the door. “If you’d like to accompany us—”

      “No fucking way.” Taylor took a step back toward the shuttle ramp. “I’m taking a helluva chance here, Lonny. I gotta know who I’m dealing with.”

      Meyers turned back and held up a hand. “He’s one of us. These are the people I selected for this meeting. I’d trust them with my life.” He saw Starling smile and look away.

      “No offense, but I gotta know about them for my life.” Taylor glared at Barlowe.

      “You’re safe.” Meyers turned back toward the door. “I know your time is valuable.”

      Taylor stared at Barlowe for a moment longer, then relaxed. “Damn right it’s valuable. I see the funds in my account, or I say nothing more.”

      “I wouldn’t expect anything else. Can we...” He took a step toward the door.

      A long silence passed before she pulled her eyes from Barlowe and followed.

      Meyers’s stomach turned. Taylor wasn’t easy to spook. Whatever was going on had to be big. Really big.

      Like the location of Chad Waverley big.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      They filtered into Conference Room 3 and settled at the table without a word—Meyers at the near end, Taylor to his right. The room was warm and dark except for soft track lighting. Meyers caught the slightest hint of body odor or something sour coming off of Taylor’s uniform. The moment felt awkward, like an interrogation instead of a meeting with an old comrade. The skepticism and anxiousness in Taylor’s eyes were unmistakable, and Barlowe’s delicate features were now strained.

      “Is Cassidy okay, or would you prefer a title?” Meyers asked, hoping to break the tension.

      Taylor’s nostrils flared, then she turned to Meyers. “Sure, it’s fine.”

      “Is this about Waverley?”

      Taylor flinched. “Lemme check my account.” She stared off into space.

      “The message buoy downloaded account data before we left Plymouth.”

      “All right. I see it.” She seemed to relax; the payment must have been a relief. “Yeah, it’s about the bounty.”

      “Then I can authorize a direct transfer to your account for the tip.” Meyers turned to his left as Paxton leaned forward and held up a finger. “Before you say it, Carl, I know. We’ll validate the quality of the tip before we pay, but I have every expectation this is what we’ve been looking for. Cassidy?”

      Taylor nodded, once again looking anxious. “Has to be. This—what I saw—was fucked up. All kinds of fucked up.”

      “Tell us,” Paxton said.

      “Six months ago, when we was officially getting transferred over to Lancer status, I got wind through this clearinghouse—an old acquaintance—that something big was up. Big money. Fucking market’s flooded right now—you know that, right? Anybody with a gun can register as a Lancer, and some of the frontier colonies, they don’t care if you’re a walking body bag with a Class I license or a combat vet with a Class IV.”

      Meyers remembered the way everyone had talked about Savoy and the other Lancers on Bellar Colony. “There’s a lot of trouble out on the frontier.”

      “Shit’s growing too fast; nobody wants law and order, least not if they have to pay. All kinds of bullshit.” Taylor shook her head. “Anyways, we was looking at a few offers. I’m running with three platoons right now, technically company strength. No one’s paying for that big a force. Or that qualified. Except for this tip I hear about. They’re looking for platoons and up. Top dollar. Bonuses. Sounds too good, right? But I got to know. I got bills to pay, mouths to feed.”

      Meyers tried to look sympathetic. He wondered how close he’d come to stumbling into mercenary—Lancer—work. Surviving the Metacorporate War and its fallout hadn’t guaranteed a future with the ERF, and he’d burned his bridges with the metacorporations.

      “Wh-what’s the problem taking the contract?” Starling asked. Her wide eyes had been glued to Taylor since she’d come aboard.

      Taylor seemed to size Starling up. “If it’s legal? Nothing. It sounded perfect. Fuck that. It sounded desperate. Or maybe some sort of setup.”

      Paxton cocked his head. “Setup? Like jerking you around?”

      “Nah. The offer was pay up front, or I wouldn’t have bothered. Still, I’ve heard talk about ambushes. Usually it’s squads, maybe a platoon. You offer a job, tell them where to meet, maybe get them drunk, maybe just gun them down. Whatever. Then you take their gear and dump their bodies. And if they could do that with a ship like I got?” Taylor shrugged.

      “Oh.” Starling blinked, and her mouth stayed open.

      Taylor smirked. “Yeah, ain’t an easy life but it’s what we got. Anyways, I took the payment to cover travel, flew out to the coordinates, and met with the guys doing the hiring.”

      Meyers found himself leaning in. “And?”

      Taylor’s right cheek ticked up in a sneer, stretching the scar along that side of her face. “It stank. All kinds of vague bullshit and lies. You negotiate enough contracts, you know when someone’s lying to you. I mean, shit, they all lie to you—am I right, Carl?”

      Paxton smirked and nodded.

      “But this?” Taylor shook her head. “Serious lying. But I got a chance to talk to some of the other people there for the negotiations. This force, it’s approaching battalion strength. People were signing on because of the money but also because they liked the idea of a force that big.”

      “Battalion?” Barlowe looked around the table. “That’s illegal. The articles around Lancer operations are clear. Hiring a couple companies is the upper end, and you have to register with the Special Security Council. No one’s going to approve that.”

      Taylor crossed her arms over her broad chest. “Like I said, it stank.”

      Meyers considered the numbers Taylor was talking about and what a force of that size could be used for. He caught himself drumming his fingers on the tabletop and looked up, curling his fingers in embarrassment. “How long was the contract for?”

      “A year. Signing bonuses, material bonuses, retention bonuses. It’s a lot of money. A lot.”

      “I can’t think of any reason for something that size other than an aggressor force.” Meyers looked at Paxton. “Carl?”

      Paxton shook his head. “Who could afford it except for a few of the biggest colonies?”

      Meyers looked to Barlowe and Starling; she was still staring at Taylor. “Ladell? Private Starling?”

      “Uh…” Starling’s eyes dropped to the tabletop. “Nothing, sir.”

      Barlowe frowned. “They’re breaking the law and not just a little.”

      “But does it sound like Waverley?” Meyers couldn’t quite make the connection. Waverley would have had to set the process into motion before the attack on Bellar. He certainly had the money but did he have the reach?

      “Waverley or the metacorporations,” Paxton said. “And why the hell wouldn’t they just use him as their proxy for something like that?”

      Starling glanced at Paxton, embarrassed. “Something like what, Master Sergeant?”

      Barlowe blew out a frustrated-sounding sigh. “Finishing up what they started.”

      “What they—?” Starling’s eyes lit up. “Another Metacorporate War?”

      “Smaller scale,” Meyers said. “Maybe enough to pull off a coup on a major colony. Or on Earth. Or to take us out before we get back to full strength.”

      Paxton tapped his nose in agreement. “I think this falls under our directives for preemptive strikes, Colonel.”

      “Waverley or not.” Meyers couldn’t see any way there would be blowback. Either Taylor was selling them legitimate data and the ERF had to act to prevent an illegal Lancer unit from forming, or Taylor was luring them into a trap, and the only thing that could trap them would be a larger military force. “You have any idea where they’re hiding these forces?”

      Taylor pulled a sliver of data film from her right breast pocket. “There was a couple former Rangers who were sure I was going to sign on.” She considered the data film for a few seconds before sliding it across to Meyers. “Never heard of the place.”

      Meyers slid the data film into his earpiece. “Rangers, huh?”

      “Terry’s got a company. Best one I saw there.” Taylor watched his reaction.

      “Terry?” Meyers’s stomach flipped.

      “Yeah. Look, we was all bitter about the way things went down, especially after the war. The Rangers was used in some pretty hopeless situations, and then they just booted people out when they didn’t need them anymore. I lost a lot of good friends, and it still hurts when I think about it, but I’ll be goddamned if I ever sign on with the metacorporations. Not after all they did.”

      Suddenly, the idea of going after the Lancer force was unpleasant. There had been a time when Terry Lewis had been Meyers’s best friend. And now he was signed on with an illegal operation that had to be taken down.

      “Colonel?” Paxton’s thick eyebrows were arched.

      Meyers grunted. “Thanks, Cassidy. This definitely qualifies as a tip.”

      Taylor stood. “You gonna transfer the funds?”

      “Already done.” Meyers stood and led her to the door, suddenly feeling small and weak in her presence. “I’ll escort you back to your shuttle.”

      They walked back to the hangar bay without another word. Meyers’s thoughts were a maelstrom of confusion and anxiety. A battalion-strength Lancer force, an old friend, former Rangers, and a mysterious team behind the hiring. It couldn’t get much worse.

      As Taylor’s shuttle exited the hangar bay, Meyers wondered if his depleted ERF was ready for the challenge.

      They have to be, he realized. There was no one else.
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        11 September 2175. Plymouth Colony.

      

      

      

      Meyers stepped off the shuttle and into Plymouth’s hot, thick air. After a week aboard the Valdez, the earthy, almost sweet musk of the surrounding jungle hit him hard. A fine sheen of sweat beaded his brow by the time he was halfway to the Operations Center, pale gray in the intense morning light. He exhaled loudly, trying to clear the faint metallic taste from his mouth, the last residue of the Valdez’s recycled atmosphere.

      “What’s got you so wound up, Colonel?” Paxton’s dry growl sounded barely labored.

      Meyers glanced over his shoulder. Paxton was keeping pace far too easily just a few steps back. “That ship in orbit.” Meyers jerked his head skyward. “Coop—Commander Cooper—said it had a UN designation but refused to provide him anything more than that it was here on official business.” That was never a good sign, as far as Meyers was concerned.

      “Why not just call down to Ops and check for official updates?”

      “Because this can only be the sort of thing I prefer to see myself.”

      “Up close and personal?” Paxton chuckled.

      Paxton already knew the answer to that, which annoyed Meyers. Normally, Paxton’s enjoyment of confrontation and other people’s discomfort with it didn’t bother Meyers. In the face of what could potentially be yet another UN intrusion into ERF operations, it was hard not to be at least a little bothered.

      Someone exited the Operations Center building—uniformed, dark-skinned, thick, and tall. The form put on a beret and hurried toward them.

      “Looks like Captain Singh’s got something for you, sir,” Paxton said.

      Sure enough, as the form drew closer, Meyers could see it was Singh. His dark eyes and close-shaved beard made him seem even darker. He broke into a strained smile as he came to a stop and saluted, stretching the pale scar over his lip enough for it to be noticeable. “Colonel Meyers, you did not call down.” Singh’s low voice sounded even raspier than normal, as if he had been shouting.

      Meyers returned the salute, then glared over his shoulder at Paxton’s chuckle. “I thought it’d be best to check on things firsthand. What’s going on? Did we get our weapons resupply?”

      “No, Colonel, no resupply.” Singh looked uncomfortable, fidgety.

      “No resupply? That means I’ll need to make adjustments to the manifest. I’ll have to sneak that through without Brigston’s approval. Wonderful. So, what is it then? What has you so worked up?”

      “It is the United Nations, Colonel.” Singh glanced back toward the Operations Center. “They have assigned us a liaison.”

      “Son of a bitch.”

      “There is more.” Singh rested his hands on his hips just as the door he’d exited opened. “Reinforcements. An entire platoon.”

      “Commandos?” Meyers tried to pick out details of the person standing outside the building, apparently watching them. The form was slim and dressed in a sleeveless cream blouse with deep coral skirt. Feminine, he thought. Thanks to a large pair of sunglasses, dark hair and pale skin was all he could make out.

      “No, sir, not Commandos.”

      “I see. Is that the liaison?” Meyers nodded at the languidly approaching form.

      “Miss Timkul, yes. The colonel will find her interesting.”

      The name rang a bell. Meyers glanced at Paxton. “Where have I heard that name before?”

      “Timkul? Wasn’t that the woman that McNutt’s squad tried to rescue?” Paxton’s eye never left the woman.

      “Shit. Yes. Prime minister of Thailand. Did she have a daughter? Niece?”

      The woman was close enough that Meyers could see that her hair was pulled back and tied up in a bun. She had a round face with wide cheeks and bright red lipstick on a narrow, pouting mouth. Her outfit seemed like something that would be purchased from a boutique, especially the glittering rose gold open-toed shoes. The stiletto heels seemed to sink into the moist earth with each step, possibly explaining her pace. Her stylish sunglasses rested on a button nose.

      “Colonel Meyers?” Raised almost to shouting, her voice was cool and hard.

      “What’s her title?” Meyers spoke out of the corner of his mouth.

      “She is special envoy, Colonel,” Singh said. “She likes the title.”

      “Special Envoy Timkul.” Meyers stepped toward her, hand extended for a shake. “Captain Singh was just telling us about your appointment.”

      Timkul shook his hand but didn’t smile. She was nearly his height and narrow at the shoulders, although not frail looking. “The Wollongong sent word that the Valdez had hailed it, but there was no mention of you coming down.”

      Meyers glanced skyward, squinted against the blinding light of the sun, and looked back down. “Once I was sure it was a friendly ship, I wanted to get down here as soon as possible.”

      “Is that normal protocol, Colonel?”

      He took in a deep breath and caught a whiff of her flowery perfume. Although it smelled wonderful, it was impractical and even dangerous on a primordial planet like Plymouth. “I’m not really sure what the protocol is when a civilian ship arrives from the UN carrying military reinforcements.”

      Timkul pulled her sunglasses off and glared at Singh. “I had planned to introduce you to Sergeant Domnikov and Chief Pivovarova myself.”

      “Sergeant?” Meyers turned to Singh. “I thought you said they were platoon—”

      “They are a platoon, Colonel.” Timkul crossed her arms. “Their officers were disqualified shortly before shipping off.”

      Meyers bit back the urge to say he wasn’t surprised. The Russian military was a mess thanks to its close ties with corporate interests, especially EEC. And after EEC had followed the other metacorporations off Earth, the nepotism and cronyism that had afflicted the officer corps since Russia’s economic collapse only became worse. “I’m sure they’ll fit in well enough. We have exceptional officers in place already. Captain Singh, what would you think of putting them under Lieutenant Spinoza?”

      Before Singh could respond, Timkul said, “They will need to be integrated under a more senior officer. Secretary-General Peng suggested perhaps Captain Singh himself.”

      Meyers recoiled. “Captain Singh’s my XO. He doesn’t have any direct—”

      Timkul crossed her arms over her chest and twirled her sunglasses in her right hand. “This was the secretary-general’s suggestion, Colonel.”

      Singh bowed his head, as if embarrassed.

      Meyers fought back an exasperated gasp as Timkul’s brown eyes squinted. They were distractingly pretty eyes, large and shapely. “Miss Timkul, don’t you think the military should be left to managing something as intimate as personnel assignment?”

      Timkul’s brow creased. “Intimate, Colonel?”

      Paxton and Singh both looked away, and Meyers felt himself blush. “Intricate,” he said, waving his hand as if she should move on from the gaffe. “Detailed. The minutia. My point being that things don’t usually go well when you have civilians getting into the gritty details of military operations.”

      “Certainly it works better than the military getting involved in politics.”

      “Right. Like Turkey after its military failed to remove a religious radical. How many decades did it take for them to crawl back to sanity?” Meyers immediately regretted saying that when he saw Timkul’s lips pull back.

      “I will be sure to pass that knowledge on to the secretary-general.”

      “Fine.” Meyers hadn’t wanted an argument, not with so much to do and with so little time. “When I get back, we’ll take this up.” He tried to step to her right, but she stepped in front of him.

      “When you get back? What is that supposed to mean?”

      Meyers looked back to Paxton and Singh for support. Paxton had his helmet off and was slicking sweat from his scalp, and Singh’s mouth was open in surprise. Meyers tried to calm himself. “It means we have a very credible tip we need to check into.”

      “A ‘tip’? About what?” Her mouth pursed.

      “Waverley.”

      Timkul stiffened. “You must tell the secretary-general.”

      “No, we mustn’t. If I wait for approval from the UN, I’ll miss the window of opportunity. We’re already weeks behind whoever’s putting this group together for Waverley.”

      “Group?”

      Sweat trickled down Meyers’s cheek. “Mercenaries. A Lancer force.”

      “I don’t think I can allow something—”

      Meyers held up a hand. “Madam Envoy, I believe your assignment was to liaise with me, not to tell me how to run my battalion.”

      Timkul spun her sunglasses slowly. Sweat darkened the coral blouse above her crossed arms.

      “Ah, Colonel?” Singh stepped forward. “Perhaps there is a compromise?”

      Timkul arched her eyebrows and turned on Singh. “And what would that be, Captain?”

      “The Russians could serve under Captain Hecker.” Singh turned to Meyers. “It will be months before we see the replacement platoons come in for C Company, Colonel.”

      Meyers rubbed his thumbs against the palms of his hands. “I had planned to take C Company with me.”

      Timkul smiled. “Then that is an excellent compromise. The Russians should accompany you.” She twirled her sunglasses again, this time slowly.

      Meyers closed his eyes and wished he’d followed his original plan to stay aboard the Valdez and transmit orders for A and C Company to mobilize. As soon as Cooper sent word of detecting the Wollongong in orbit, Meyers allowed his worry about the safety of the installation to override even basic tactical thinking. Now he was being outmaneuvered by a woman too young to be a serious politician.

      “We’re heading into what is very likely going to be a combat situation.” Meyers spoke slowly and—he hoped—calmly. “After what happened on Bellar Colony, these companies are barely at half strength. If my tip is correct, we’re going against a battalion-strength force. We’ll need properly trained soldiers who know how to operate as a unit.”

      “Then the Russians are perfect for you.” Timkul placed the sunglasses back over her eyes. “They’re 2nd Spetsnaz Brigade.” She turned and headed for the building, stopping and turning to look back. “Also, Colonel, I do believe I will accompany you.”

      Meyers waited until she was back inside, then he pulled his helmet off and slicked sweat out of his hair. “Thanks for the support, you two.”

      “She is a witch, sir. Bedeviling,” Singh said. He slapped at his pants leg, as if brushing away dust.

      “Certainly has all the leverage right now,” Paxton said. “Quite a fine looking woman, don’t you think, sir?”

      “I was too busy being pushed around to notice.” Meyers slipped his helmet back on.

      Paxton tapped his helmet camera and grinned. “I sneaked a few pictures if you want a look later. I was mostly going for that strange look on your face but I caught her, too.”

      Meyers squinted. “Strange look?”

      “Sort of like...” Paxton squinted in exaggerated concentration. “Desperation, sir?”

      Meyers shook out his shoulders and straightened. “Master Sergeant Paxton, why don’t you work with Captain Singh to get designated personnel and gear aboard the Valdez, please.”

      “Of course, Colonel.”

      As Meyers walked away, he heard Singh say again, “She is a witch.”

      The idea stuck in Meyers’s head. He should have been able to stand up to someone so young. She wasn’t even his age, and politicians took decades to hone their skills. He had some time to figure out how to keep her from coming along on the mission, at least. That victory alone would be worth losing his first engagement with her.
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      Every square centimeter of the Valdez’s hangar deck was maximized to hold Darts and shuttles. At the far end of the hangar, a single Javelin and Arrow were parked next to each other. Ships and equipment were secured, all panels shut, all cables stored, yet the area felt cluttered. It felt dangerous. Meyers walked between the wings of two Darts, twisting to keep the tips from brushing his shoulders. The hangar bay air was stale and warm, and the mineral smell of fuel and lubricant clung to everything. At the far end of the hangar, Cooper squatted beneath the Javelin, a beefy hand running over the fuselage, which reflected the pale amber lights.

      They were the only personnel in the hangar bay.

      “Chief Merriman says he doesn’t like these,” Cooper said. “All the battery problems we saw when we took them apart...I don’t care for them at all.”

      “Barlowe doesn’t trust them, either.” Meyers squatted until he was at eye level with Cooper. “But I’d imagine Merriman has his own reason for not liking things right now.”

      “Have you seen her?”

      “Chief Pivovarova? I checked her file.” Meyers thought back to Pivovarova’s personnel packet. She had top marks and several commendations. “I certainly trust her more than the Spetsnaz troops. They used to be elite, exactly what we’d want. Now?”

      Cooper shook his head. “She just doesn’t understand.”

      “Pivovarova? Do I need to have Hecker talk to her?”

      “She’s like a bull in a china shop. She just came in and took control. Regulations are pretty clear about how you configure a hangar bay like this.” Cooper looked around and threw up a hand, exasperated. “She damn near clipped this Javelin’s wing against the Arrow. How’re we supposed to launch these?”

      “She didn’t explain how we could launch from this configuration, and you let her make the change?”

      “Well, yeah, she explained.”

      “Did it make sense?”

      Cooper squeezed his small eyes shut. “Yeah, I guess. But it’s not regulation.”

      “Coop, they do things differently, that’s all. They’re used to making things work with even more limited resources.”

      Cooper duckwalked out from under the Javelin before standing and moving to the nearest Dart. He ran a hand along the back end. “You think these can really handle space flight?”

      “We’ll be in environment suits.”

      “Wish we had more Arrows back from depot. These Darts have negligible weapons loads, and they’re not really meant for sustained combat.”

      “I don’t see us using any of these ships for anything more than shuttling us down. Any ship-to-ship engagements are going to be between the Valdez and whatever these Lancers have left in orbit. These Darts are probably the most resilient craft we have, all things considered. We’ll be okay.”

      “We’ll do some more system checks. Just to be safe.”

      Meyers stood. He reminded himself he needed to be patient, to give Cooper a chance, but all the patience slipped away at the sight of Cooper’s pinched face. “You going to talk to me about this or not?”

      Cooper sighed. “I talked to him. You know how Jeremy is. I don’t know that I’ve ever served under someone so laid back. It’s not just about the demotion or the change to Army rank. The more senior officers are really pissed about this. I’ve heard a couple say they’re considering resigning when we get back. It’s really tearing him apart.”

      “I need you to be my ears, Coop. If we’re going to lose people, I need to tell the UN to reconsider. But if you can get everyone to just give this a chance, it changes things. We’ve all gone through change—”

      The hangar bay hatch opened, and the sound of booted steps echoed off the deck. Meyers signaled for Cooper to hold his position. When he nodded acknowledgment, Meyers crept around the Dart until he could see who had entered. Chief Pivovarova was near the hatch, hunched over a toolbox, which she opened by tapping her earpiece. It was barely visible beneath pinned-up blond curls. She wore a maintenance bunny suit, cinched at her waist by the arms. Her torso was covered by a dark green T-shirt, the neck of which was pinched between wide, full lips. As he approached, she reached into the toolbox and pulled out a screwdriver and examined it. She turned suddenly and jumped at the sight of him. The T-shirt fell from her mouth, and her eyes flew wide. He couldn’t help noticing they were an even richer green in the bright lights than in her file images. She raised the screwdriver like a knife, then blew out a sigh of relief, puffing out soft cheeks.

      “Colonel, I am sorry! You surprised me.” She placed her empty hand on her chest, pushing the material against her skin, highlighting the swell of her breasts. It was the sort of thing that some women might do as a calculated maneuver; Pivovarova didn’t seem to even think about it. There was a small streak of grease over her right cheek and at the tip of a nose just a slight bit too large for her face. She smiled, and every aspect of that face suddenly seemed to fit perfectly. “It is good I am slow with this screwdriver, I think.”

      “It is.” Meyers smiled in return. He suddenly felt uncomfortably aware of the form beneath the loose T-shirt and bunny suit. “Um, if you don’t mind my asking, what are you doing down here?”

      Her face screwed up, and she tilted her head and then nodded. “Ah, it is because of the sleep schedule? I switch with Chief Merriman. There is too much to check to sleep.” She unsealed her left leg pocket and pulled a slim device out. “I am eating dinner and see report. You see?” She tapped through the device’s interface and held it out to him. “Electrical system problem on Javelins. Lieutenant Commander Cooper and Chief Merriman made note? See?” She pulled the device back and tapped to another screen. “And Arrow? Several notes about systems software? I will see for myself.”

      Meyers looked over the Arrow report, although he already knew what it said. “We’ll have almost three weeks for you to look things over more closely, Chief.”

      “Yes, I understand, Colonel.” She bounced up and down. “It is only that I am excited to see such nice ships and to know them. I cannot sleep. Is that why you are here?”

      “Yes. Commander Cooper and I were discussing how you planned to launch these ships from this floor configuration.” Meyers raised his voice when he said Cooper’s name.

      Pivovarova craned her neck to see past Meyers. “The commander, he is here?”

      Cooper stepped into sight.

      “If you like, I can come back later?” Pivovarova asked.

      “Actually, we’re done here.” Meyers looked toward the hatch, and Cooper started toward it. “I don’t know that I like you being down here alone, though. We have a pretty strict policy about folks pairing up.”

      “I have someone coming to help me. He is just getting settled in with his squad. He likes to talk while I work. I pretend to listen.” She smiled again.

      “All right. But don’t push yourself too hard. We launch in eight hours.”

      “A few hours doing this and other assigned tasks, Colonel.”

      Meyers followed Cooper out of the hangar bay and turned right, nearly bumping into a man as he stepped out of the lift. The man was taller than Meyers and gangly, with a bulbous nose and red lips.

      “Ah!” The man staggered backward, laughing. His curly, red hair glowed like a halo of fire in the passageway light. “So sorry, Colonel!”

      Meyers recognized the young man as one of the Spetsnaz soldiers. He wore a baggy ERF uniform and sported a sloppy-looking day or more of whiskers. Even over the man’s body odor, Meyers could detect the slightest hint of alcohol, which annoyed him. He realized this was Pivovarova’s talkative assistant, and that the man was off-duty but alcohol was tightly controlled. The young man hardly seemed a threat, but something about his laughter and behavior made Meyers want to launch into a quick reminder about uniform, appearance, and hygiene. He let it go, even though he could feel Cooper’s glare. “Carry on.”

      When they were in the lift, Meyers turned back to Cooper. “Can you do this for me, Coop? The ERF can’t function without this fleet, and the fleet relies on a strong officer corps.”

      Cooper bowed his head and sighed. “I’ll do what I can.”

      Meyers clapped Cooper on the shoulder. Having someone like him on the inside at least gave the ERF a chance. Meyers didn’t even want to think of losing such experienced crew, but he knew things could easily be bad enough that folks could walk away.

      Without a fleet, Meyers thought, they couldn’t operate. The ERF couldn’t exist.
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      Meyers stepped off the lift and froze. Special Envoy Timkul stood at the end of the passageway, staring at the hatch to his room, one hand raised as if to activate the hatch chime. She wore a coat and pants now, another outfit that—even from a distance—seemed extravagant and out of place. Her perfume was in the air: subtle, sweet, flowery. It was as out of place as the outfit.

      He stood in the shadows near the lift, hoping the night-lighting and the lift’s quiet operation would be enough for him to go unnoticed.

      It wasn’t.

      She turned and stared into the shadows where he stood, and then she took a hesitant step toward him. “Colonel Meyers? Is that you?”

      He sighed and drummed his fingers on his thigh. “Miss Timkul. Can I help you?”

      She came closer, moving quicker when she entered an unlit section of the passageway. “I was hoping we might spend a few minutes going over the particulars of this operation. I haven’t seen or heard anything, and my access to the ship’s Grid is limited.”

      “Everything’s locked down right now. Once we launch, we can discuss the mission. That’s just operational security.”

      She was less than a meter away, close enough for him to see the frown on her face and the lines that produced. It made her look older than he was sure she was. “I have full clearance, Colonel.”

      “Operational security has nothing to do with clearance in this case.”

      Timkul drew back and crossed one arm over her chest. “Don’t patronize me, Colonel.”

      “Patronize?” Meyers looked past her to his hatch. “Miss Timkul, it’s late. I have to be up in six hours to oversee our launch alongside Captain Brigston. Really, you should be getting to bed as well.”

      Timkul stiffened, and her eyes narrowed. “Are you propositioning me, Captain?”

      “Propo—” The exasperated sigh he’d been fighting back slipped free. He rubbed his forehead. “No, I am not trying to proposition you. I am trying to get you to leave me alone so I can get some sleep. We can discuss the mission in detail tomorrow after we’ve launched, and there’s no chance of anyone or anything transmitting compromising data to the message buoy. And, no, I’m not implying you were contemplating putting the mission at risk, Madam Envoy. I’m trying to answer your questions before you can ask them. Now, can we please go to bed?” Meyers closed his eyes in disbelief. He was too tired, and Timkul’s combativeness was pissing him off. “That came out wrong. Can you please go to your cabin and let me go to mine?”

      Timkul said nothing for a second, and when he opened his eyes, he saw her nostrils flaring. He prepared himself for a scream and accusations, but she just turned and walked down the passageway, arms still crossed. When she hooked left and disappeared down the other passageway, he finally let himself relax.

      At his hatch, he hesitated and glanced up the passageway. Timkul was in the guest cabin opposite Brigston’s. They would all three be sharing the bathroom—the head. He didn’t want to risk running into her again, but he desperately needed a shower. After a few seconds of uncertainty, he settled on grabbing his towel, a change of underwear, a robe, and his hygiene kit. If she wanted to make a scene, she was going to. Better to get it out of the way now.

      Already, the mission was taking on too many complications for his liking. As he locked the bathroom hatch, he reminded himself that all missions had complications. He just needed to start stripping away what he could now, before things got out of hand.

      He undressed and stepped into the shower, annoyed that he couldn’t get Timkul off his mind. She was just a politician, he told himself, just another reminder that the United Nations would never be content to let the ERF run without meddling. The hot water blasted him in the chest, for a moment driving Timkul and the Russians and the idea they were potentially going up against a battalion with little more than a company from his thoughts.

      But the reality of the situation came back soon enough, and he eventually found himself tossing and turning in his bunk, second-guessing the mission and allowing Timkul to come along. And then he finally fell asleep.
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        12 September 2175. Orbit around Plymouth Colony. CFN Valdez.

      

      

      

      Meyers yawned as he stepped off the bridge. He was sleepy. His eyes were itchy, and his stomach burned from the stress of being so close to Brigston during the final launch preparations. Every little decision had involved a questioning glance from Brigston, an implied, “Does the colonel agree?” And it hadn’t just been Brigston. His staff seemed sullen, resentful, and angry. All the way up to the point where they accelerated away from Plymouth and engaged the gravitic drives, Meyers felt like a prison guard being sized up by the inmates.

      I need breakfast and some sleep, he thought.

      He forced himself down the passageway, promising his tired brain a stim and a steaming cup of coffee. The real stuff. That seemed to get cooperation from his legs long enough to get to the lift. The galley was one level down, just a handful of steps across the way.

      The lift door opened, and a puffy-eyed Timkul stared at him from the center of the car. She straightened and moved closer to the wall to her left. “I assume we’ve launched?”

      Meyers considered taking the stairs, but that would only delay the inevitable. He stepped inside and pressed against the back wall. “We did. I’m going to the galley if you’re up for breakfast?” He hoped she’d already eaten. Her perfume was giving him a headache and making his heartburn worse.

      “Would you be willing to talk about the mission?”

      He avoided her glare. “We’ve launched, so we can discuss it, yes.”

      When the door closed, she crossed her arms and backed away from him. “That was inappropriate, what you did last night.”

      Meyers felt the pressure building between his temples. He’d been tired, had a slip of the tongue. There had been no contact, no threat. He wasn’t even attracted to her. “I’m sorry. I was very tired. I didn’t—”

      The door opened, and she slipped out. “I talked to Captain Brigston this morning.” Her voice filled the passageway. She turned and adjusted the coat she was wearing: black, shiny like silk, with indigo vine patterns. “You could have waived the operational security limits. He said he could have before things changed.”

      He breathed easier at the realization she was talking about declining to discuss the mission rather than his slip-up about going to bed. “Eight hours matters that much?”

      She responded with another frosty glare.

      Meyers walked past her to the galley entry. There were very few people in sight, mostly staff. The crew would be busy for a while yet now that they were launched. A young, scrawny sailor in oversized culinary whites straightened and stepped closer to a grill visible through a glass display. To the cook’s right, a stack of trays rose a half-meter high from a stainless steel shelf.

      Meyers headed to the line, grabbed a pair of trays, and set them on the tray
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