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      Commander Faith Benson had finally succumbed. Not to Azoren guns or the peculiarities of the strange infighting of the GSA and SAID intelligence agencies but to the pressures of fashion. She’d printed out a blue jumpsuit to match the uniform preference of her task group and dressed in that for the morning shift.

      She was regretting the decision now.

      The material was stiff and coarse, and the cut around the hips was wrong, so now the seam was riding up her crotch and between her butt cheeks. She’d used her latest measurements—from several months back—but perhaps the design wasn’t meant for someone with her physique. Taller than many men, a little wide in the shoulders and hips, slender but not slight, she had always been a problem for tailors, just as much as her jade eyes and brown hair presented challenges for finding suitable colors for her civilian wear.

      What if she’d put on weight?

      The idea gnawed at her throughout the morning. It felt like a failing on par with her constant warring with Lieutenant Commander Patty Scalise, who seemed confused by everything. Was she captain of the Clarion or not? How could she be captain and also be executive officer to Benson? How could Benson set up her XO for failure time and again? The pudgy, squat woman with the rat’s nest of dark hair was always spoiling for a fight, always sure she’d been targeted.

      For Benson, it was just like having the seam riding up her butt crack.

      She backed against the rear of the bridge, settling near the hatch and pressing her back against the bulkhead. All the soft chatter of the bored crew, the flicker of lights as the maintenance teams tried to finish repairs without causing trouble for the ship, the feel of people that were her own team—it provided some hint of comfort and normalcy.

      But days on from escaping the giant Azoren moon of Jotun, Benson couldn’t find true comfort. She couldn’t shake the idea that the Clarion air recyclers were failing to scrub the sting of ash and gore from the environment. It stuck in her throat. It haunted her dreams and threatened to choke her when she limped through the passageways on a slowly healing leg.

      And then there were the looks. Everyone’s eyes seemed to fall on her when she moved about the ship.

      Those eyes always carried the same condemnation: Murderer. Betrayer.

      That’s what the message was, what the survivors of Jotun talked about.

      The commander of the task force, the woman who led the mission into Azoren space—she killed comrades, sent them to their deaths.

      She lied. She promised resuscitation to Lieutenant Durall, then killed him.

      And she left the dead behind on an enemy world.

      Who wouldn’t believe the stories? After all, they were true. More importantly, they were being spread by credible witnesses.

      Captain Owen Gadreau, the head of the Clarion’s depleted Marine contingent.

      Samir Patel, the senior Security And Intelligence Directorate agent.

      And probably every other survivor of the Jotun mission.

      Then there was Scalise. Benson was absolutely sure the lieutenant commander’s voice would echo any stories that made her boss look bad.

      Benson’s palms dampened at the memory of the last confrontation she’d had with her XO. They were fresh out of the demilitarized zone bordering Azoren space, still taking stock of what they’d actually come away with—survivors, equipment, capabilities, enemy technology that was still being torn into.

      Somehow, Scalise had turned the discussion of logistics into a personal affront. A simple question about damage control assessment had led to a beet-faced challenge.

      Scalise had tugged at her sideburns. “You’re just like all of them. Every chance you get, you set me up for failure.”

      No words could get across just how untrue that was.

      So Benson had sucked in the recriminations and anger, had smiled, and had canceled the meeting.

      A meeting was easily canceled, but running away from the crew and all the rumors and accusations wasn’t so easily avoided.

      Benson tried to tell Scalise she had command of the bridge, but the only thing that came out was a dry gasp. After a few panicked breaths, Benson swallowed and tried again. “Commander Scalise, I need to step away.”

      The XO seemed to shrug. “We’ll contact you if you’re needed, Commander.”

      No grace. No camaraderie. The woman just seemed determined to burn bridges.

      Lights flickered as Benson wandered the passageway. She pulled her communicator out, let it settle against the palm of her trembling hand, and connected to Lieutenant Brianna Stiles, one of the only people who didn’t seem to have knives out at the moment. “Brianna, do you have time for a coffee?”

      “I’ll meet you in the galley.” The lieutenant’s voice was welcome and warm.

      Benson poured herself a coffee and settled at a table in the same corner where she’d spoken to Grier and Halliwell in preparation for going down to Jotun…how long had that been? A week? It felt like months.

      No one else was around, so that the only noise was the clatter and thrum of robotic cleaning systems back in the kitchen area. Soapy steam drifted through the doorway separating the galley from the preparation area, lending the place a sense of cleanliness.

      Nonsense, Benson told herself. Nothing would ever feel clean again.

      She wrapped her fingers around the cup to fight off the strange chill that seemed to take root in her gut.

      A few minutes later, Stiles popped her head through the door and looked around. When the Group for Strategic Assessment agent spotted Benson, the commander waved the younger woman over. Even without makeup and in a jumpsuit that didn’t cling to her curves, the lieutenant was annoyingly radiant. Her golden brown flesh seemed to glow, and her full lips seemed perpetually glossy. It left Benson feeling inadequate.

      At least Stiles was supportive. “You look terrible, Commander.”

      “Thanks. I knew you’d be able to pick me back up.”

      “Sorry. I thought maybe you were sick.”

      Benson stirred her drink. It was too hot, and the sweetener she’d put into it was going to make her feel bloated. She sipped anyway, then set her cup down. “I needed someone to talk to.”

      “Scalise again?”

      “And Gadreau. And Patel.”

      “Colonel McLeod’s going to deal with Agent Patel.”

      “Going to. We’re almost back to Kedraal, and I’m still being ambushed with demands for meetings. I wish he’d stayed aboard the gunship. He’s already filed two complaints about the after-action report not being available⁠—”

      “Also for the colonel to deal with.”

      “Well, he’s not dealing with it right now.”

      The pretty GSA officer sipped her coffee. “Some people seek out confrontation. It seems that Colonel McLeod prefers to deal with things indirectly where possible.”

      “Is it?”

      “Is it possible to deal with Agent Patel indirectly? I’m beginning to think not.”

      “Then how do we deal with him?”

      “The colonel will use appropriate channels when we return to Kedraal.”

      “Appropriate channels… It sounds like there won’t be any action at all.”

      “Relationships between the intelligence agencies are…delicate. As far as I can tell, there’s always a rivalry at work behind the scenes—for financing and influence.”

      Benson swirled her coffee. “Not to be insensitive, but is there really a rivalry?”

      “There are sections of the GSA committed to fact-driven⁠—”

      “No, I mean in budgeting and influence. SAID is easily the biggest agency. They’re huge.”

      “It is the biggest. And it has the greatest influence. And that’s only grown more noticeable under Prime Minister Igarashi. It wasn’t always that way, and it won’t always be the same.”

      “You really think that? My mother always said she worried about the Directorate holding too much sway. When I was young, she claimed that they manipulated elections.”

      The GSA officer pressed her lips tight. “It’s possible.”

      “Election meddling should be impossible.”

      “If enough people are willing to look away when even terrible crimes are committed, then nothing’s impossible.”

      “I…never believed her.” Benson swallowed. It had always been an issue of contention, and now she was facing the possibility that her mother had been correct. “How deep does this sort of corruption go?”

      “All the way through.” Stiles set her coffee mug down and pressed her hands against the tabletop. “When I was young and still in training, people inside SAID approached me.”

      “When you were still in training? You barely look old enough to be in the field.”

      “Y-yes.” An alien look of uncertainty flashed across the younger woman’s face.

      “They tried to recruit you?”

      “Flipping. That’s what it’s called. There was an entire section of the Directorate committed to it. Sex, money, drugs—they try everything. If they can’t entice you and convince you they’re the winning team, then they can blackmail you. They actually prefer blackmail in a lot of cases.”

      “I’d heard about situations in the parliament—compromised politicians.”

      Stiles nodded. “That’s where the influence begins.”

      “And the GSA knows?”

      “Every agency knows. There are operations committed to stopping it. CED and the OEB.”

      “I’ve heard of CED. Counter-Espionage Directorate, right?”

      “Yes. And the Office of Ethical Behavior. There’s a fairly small but capable group of investigators within that office who handle violations of law, like the political extortion you mentioned. But when you have corrupt politicians in control of funding, all the oversight loses its teeth.”

      “And it sounds like there’s more to it than that. Is there?”

      “Silos. Groups split off from other groups, never knowing what’s really going on. Shadows within shadows. This stealth technology you saw—it’s what the community is like. If you’re hidden, and you see something you need to tell people about, you can’t, not without giving yourself away.”

      Benson shivered. “How can you deal with it? It sounds so terrible.”

      “It’s all I’ve ever known.”

      “Well, you should get out more. I mean, fall back on what you enjoyed as a kid. Life is better than what you’re describing.”

      “Someone has to do this, Commander. The struggle isn’t just about spying on the enemy—it’s about watching the watchers. Agendas and mindsets matter more than objective truth. We need to change that.”

      “Have you seen things you want to tell people about?”

      The lieutenant bowed her head. “I’m sorry about the people you lost. I think it’s why Commander Martinez insisted upon keeping you out of the loop. He didn’t want anyone else to have to go through what he did.”

      “Thanks, but it sounds like you’re avoiding the question.”

      “I have to.”

      “So you have seen things?”

      “Not that I can talk about.”

      “What about McLeod?”

      “I don’t really know him. I’ve heard of him, but…”

      “Wait. He didn’t run this operation you were in?”

      Stiles bit her lip. “Working for someone isn’t the same as knowing them. It doesn’t matter how well you think you know someone; you can never know them completely.”

      Was that about me? It can’t be. “I-I understand.”

      “You’re still having problems with what happened on the Pandora?”

      “I liked it better when Lenny was the bad guy.”

      That brought a pained smile to the young woman’s face. “Nuance is difficult.”

      “It is. So what did we discover? What was out there in the DMZ? What do we know about the Azoren now?”

      “I don’t know yet. That’s above my pay grade. The colonel’s group will tear into the data.”

      “Will they have time for that? We’ve gone into Azoren space. Twice.”

      A bitter smile flashed across Stiles’s pretty face. “A lot more than twice.”

      Another shiver ran through the commander. “Why? We’re not positioned for war.”

      “But a lot of people within the community feel we could be.”

      “If we had the right incentives?”

      Stiles nodded.

      Benson recalled all the arguments she’d had with her mother about the role of the military and the need for people who could counter Azoren and Moskav spies. Sargota had never hesitated to call her daughter precious and naive. Those words had stung, but now they hurt.

      “When you have people empowered to serve without checks, there’s always the risk of not serving the good of the people.” Benson pressed the heel of her palm to her forehead.

      “That’s true.”

      “I guess. My mother used to try to drill that into me.”

      “Representative Benson. She seems a remarkable woman.”

      “Smart. Knowledgeable. Inflexible. Incorruptible. And I guess I get to add wise to that list.” The commander chuckled. “Did you get along with your mother?”

      “I—” Stiles’s eyelids fluttered rapidly. “I honestly can’t say.”

      “Oh, come on. It’s not that hard. My father was gone before I was old enough to know one way or another about him, but my mother?” Benson groaned.

      “Your father did a meaningful job.”

      “How do you figure that?”

      The GSA officer shrugged. “I guess I mean the way you turned out.”

      “I don’t think he gets to take credit for that. If you’re not present, you don’t have influence. You wouldn’t say that about your father, would you? If he walked out on you as a kid? Who you are today, that wouldn’t be his work, right?”

      “No.” The younger woman’s brow creased, as if she wasn’t so sure about what should have been an obvious answer. “But sacrifices matter. I think. If a father makes a sacrifice for the greater good, that would mean something. Wouldn’t it?”

      “I guess.” Once again, Benson had the sense she was being hypocritical or at least misguided in feeling so deprived by her lack of relationships with her parents; it seemed like Stiles might have had it worse. “Can you tell me one thing?”

      “Maybe.”

      “This intelligence we’ve gained—will it get to the right people? The politicians who are supposed to be making decisions about our future?”

      “Remember what I said about corrupted elections and blackmailed politicians?”

      “Don’t tell me the intelligence community suppresses information⁠—”

      “For the good of the Republic.” The young woman bowed her head. “Sometimes. Same as those politicians might not be able to share that intelligence with their constituents. Or a commander might not be able to share information with her crew.”

      The notion seemed to run counter to everything Benson knew about government, but the point about a commander having to shepherd information wasn’t lost on her.

      Nuance was difficult.

      Benson’s stomach gurgled. She wanted something creamy and sweet, something that could comfort her in the disquieting moment. “At least tell me the right people are winning in this struggle. Tell me SAID is doing what’s good for the Republic.”

      “They believe they are.” The lieutenant’s eyes met Benson’s. “Is that enough?”

      It was going to have to be.
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      Benson found McLeod in the Clarion’s officers’ fitness room. The area was probably three times the size of what the entire Pandora crew had shared. Same as the rest of the ship, the place had been gutted and refitted with new equipment. It was bright and spotless and still smelled clean and fresh, at least as fitness rooms went, and the equipment had a nice shine to it.

      McLeod’s eyes drifted over to her as she pulled down a treadmill. His face was red and wet with sweat, and his white hair was plastered to his skull. He smiled, and his treadmill slowed. “Commander.”

      It came out in a desperate huff, words squeezed in between gasps.

      “Colonel.” She tried one of the flirtatious smiles Stiles always used, and McLeod’s glance hung around until it bordered on a stare. He blinked rapidly.

      Maybe sweat had gotten into his eyes. Or maybe the flirtation worked.

      For once, Benson didn’t feel old and broken down. She needed to work out around older men, that was all. They probably didn’t care about how she seemed to be aging so quickly.

      Or maybe they knew the difference between aging and what she imagined.

      The colonel seemed to find his pace again. “Thought you might…seek me out.”

      Benson got her exercise machine up to speed, limping along at a slow jog to warm up and work the soreness out of her healing knee. “Why’s that, Colonel?”

      “Lieutenant Stiles.”

      That made the commander’s heart beat a little faster. “She talked to you about Agent Patel?”

      McLeod huffed for several seconds, then nodded. “He’s a problem.”

      She twisted to look the colonel over. “No bug detectors and searches?”

      “Did that…when I came in.” He put on a miserable smile. “Don’t need anyone seeing me like this.”

      So he has a sense of humor. “I want the issue resolved.”

      “We’ll…be back on…Kedraal⁠—”

      “I want it resolved today, Colonel. Agent Patel seems to be undermining me.”

      “That sounds…unlikely.”

      She stared straight ahead. “I need to repair the damage done with this crew before it’s too late. If Agent Patel is allowed to spread lies, that can’t be done.”

      There weren’t any more protests from the gasping GSA officer. He continued on for several minutes more, then powered the equipment down and stepped off. A robotic arm descended from the wall, misted the entire surface area, then wiped it down with a towel.

      McLeod went through a few rotations on a weight machine, then stood at the center of the room, hands on hips, catching his breath.

      Benson lowered her breath, sensing the old man’s presence.

      After a few racing heartbeats, he coughed. It went on for several seconds before he got it under control. “I’ll call a meeting. Dinner.”

      “I’d appreciate having Scalise there, too. And Gadreau.”

      “The ringleaders?”

      “It’s important to get this under control.”

      He exited with a grunt.

      The invitation came through before she was done.

      When they met in the galley two hours later, the colonel still seemed wiped out. A hint of red remained in his cheeks, and his breathing seemed unsteady. But his uniform was sharp, and his eyes seemed alert enough. They had almost ninety minutes before dinner officially began. McLeod had sealed off the entry for everyone but the participants, and he’d had the staff set up a private area in the same corner that apparently caught everyone’s attention for exactly that purpose.

      Benson took the seat to McLeod’s right. Patel would sit across from her, Scalise to the right. Gadreau would be at the SAID agent’s side, across from Scalise.

      Surprisingly straightforward, Benson thought.

      Much less surprising was the way the others arrived: Scalise several minutes late, Patel almost immediately after, for the first time in memory wearing civilian clothes—a tailored ochre turtleneck and brown slacks. The Marine captain arrived almost fifteen minutes late.

      Gadreau pulled out his chair, head bowed. He wore a dress uniform, same as Scalise, but the Marine seemed even more uncomfortable in his. “My apologies, Colonel. We had a training injury.”

      McLeod studied the tabletop. “I’m sorry to hear that.”

      The colonel didn’t meet Benson’s challenging gaze. That told her that he knew more about passive-aggressive behavior than he let on.

      He drummed his fingers on the tabletop, glancing from wine glass to empty plate. “I don’t think this will take long.”

      Patel glared at Benson. “What’s the purpose? The invitation said this was urgent.”

      “We…need to clear the air.” McLeod nodded at Benson. “Right, Commander?”

      He punted. Just like that, he punted. Fine. Benson exhaled—long and slow. “That’s right, Colonel. We’ve got a little more time together, and I thought it would be most productive if we all talked through some things.”

      The SAID agent plucked a wine bottle from the tabletop, sniffed the cork, then set the bottle down and stood. “I don’t see any value⁠—”

      Benson stood as well and squinted hard at the shorter man. “Sit down, Agent Patel.”

      He blinked, and for an instant, he seemed confused, then a smirk slithered across his lips. “Commander Benson, I think you might be operating under⁠—”

      She rapped a knuckle on the tabletop and leaned toward him. “Sit down. Please.”

      McLeod anxiously nodded and waved the SAID agent down; that seemed to settle the matter.

      Patel leaned back in his chair, legs crossed. “Do make it quick, Commander.”

      Rather than hurry into the matter, Benson waited for the serving robot to deposit the food trays on the table and roll away. The SAID agent did a good job hiding his annoyance, but it was there. And forcing McLeod’s involvement to establish the power dynamics? It brought just enough of a rush to Benson to overcome the jitters brought on by the confrontation in the first place.

      She stayed on her feet, amplifying the message: I’m in charge.

      “Please enjoy the meal Colonel McLeod arranged for us. I’ll keep this brief.”

      Scalise dug in almost immediately, scooping from the trays, creating a green and orange mountainscape with the processed vegetables, then a slightly lower plateau of brown paste with the protein mixture. She ladled the almost black gravy into a lakebed separating the two sections, then went at it all with a fork. Gadreau and Patel exchanged a glance before taking a slice of bread from one of the trays and focusing on tearing the crust off.

      McLeod quietly helped himself to a small plate while mumbling about how tasty it all smelled.

      And it did.

      But Benson’s stomach was too unsteady to eat. “We have a few things to iron out personally, so I want to start there, but what should worry us goes far beyond the personal.”

      Patel crunched the crust of his bread. “Go on, Commander.”

      “Thank you, Agent Patel. Since you seem to be in a hurry, we can start with our mutual problem.”

      He smiled—cold and condescending.

      “You need to stop your program of undermining me, and you need to stop it now.”

      “Undermining? I’m afraid I have no idea what you mean.”

      “Then I’ll make it clear enough that even you can understand. Stop asking me for information I don’t have. Stop demanding that I cater to your requests; I don’t work for you. Finally, stop spreading lies about what happened on Jotun and afterwards. You didn’t have the balls to put your life on the line on that moon, so you don’t have the authority to talk about any of it.”

      The SAID agent brushed breadcrumbs from his fingertips. “As I said before, I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “I’ll take that as ‘message received.’” She twisted around to Gadreau. “Captain Gadreau, unlike Agent Patel, you know what went down on Jotun. We might disagree on some of the tactical decisions made—” She paused to let him chuckle. “—but what matters is that the mission was a success.”

      The Marine captain stared at his plate. “Leaving Marines behind is never a success, Commander.”

      “That was certainly a tragedy, but the greater threat we face presents the likelihood of worse.” Benson turned to Scalise. “Which brings me to you, Commander Scalise.”

      The chubby woman’s dark eyes came around, and her fork froze in front of her open mouth. “What?”

      “I realize there’s justifiable resentment about someone else getting a promotion you feel you should have received. It’s time to move past that. The Navy needs officers with your experience, but it also needs you to actually learn from that experience.”

      “I am learning. I have learned!”

      “Good. I’m sure you’ll have many more opportunities to learn, too. Let’s all invest our energies in doing just that, okay? Learning. Sharing. Coming together against the real enemy.”

      Gadreau crossed his arms over his barrel chest. “I know I see the Azoren as the enemy, Commander. Do you?”

      “Actually, I do. I see their stealth technology as a threat that should terrify all of us, and I don’t understand why it doesn’t.”

      The Marine and SAID agent exchanged a glance again, then Patel shrugged. He inspected his fingernails. “We’re all obviously concerned.”

      “Concerned isn’t enough. This is an existential threat.”

      The SAID agent snorted. “Hardly.”

      “You don’t think so? We had Azoren soldiers inside our perimeter in that crater, and we only discovered them because of advanced sensors that didn’t need to see them to target them. We had ships that couldn’t target an enemy cruiser.”

      “And the cruiser couldn’t target your ships, either. Don’t be so dramatic.”

      Benson set a hand on Scalise’s shoulder. “Commander Scalise might take issue with your desire to downplay the threat, Agent Patel. It was her job to keep the task force alive. I don’t think she would consider it dramatic to say the task was a great challenge.”

      Scalise’s eyes darted around before settling on McLeod, who nodded. She cleared her throat. “We did well enough. I guess. For that situation, I mean.”

      “Could you have destroyed the cruiser?”

      “Well, no. The Marie Belle had systems failing. The Pulsar wasn’t much⁠—”

      “They both had numerous systems failures. Old ships. Old technology. Right?”

      “Of course!”

      “Like most of our fleets.”

      “No! They were pulled out of the graveyard.”

      “Captain Gadreau, you said something about Representative Benson before. About her being a danger because she—?” Benson cocked her head. “I think you said she was in favor of cutting the military too deeply, wasn’t it?”

      From the moment Scalise had started to argue, there had been a smirk on the Marine captain’s face. It disappeared, and his cheeks went red. “She is a threat.”

      “So the fleets are at full readiness in your eyes, or they’ve been weakened by cuts?”

      “They’ve been weakened, obviously.”

      “To the point the difference between what we took into the DMZ might be considered a fair representation of our capabilities, wouldn’t you agree?”

      The Marine didn’t catch the slight head shake Patel made. Instead, the captain pushed his chair back. “You know damn well our fleet is at half strength, and that’s only if you close one eye and squint with the other, Commander!”

      “Then you’d agree we’re in no position to stand up to an Azoren attack? After what we saw on Jotun?”

      Patel clanked his wine glass on his plate, then brought the drink to his lips but didn’t drink immediately. “Commander Benson, is all of this truly necessary?”

      McLeod set his fork down and leaned back but stayed out of the conversation.

      Benson’s brain seemed to be pressing against her eyes. “By any reasonable measure, Agent Patel, we attacked the Azoren.”

      “Hardly.”

      “We entered Azoren space.”

      “The odds of them proving that are quite slim.”

      “We put Marines on the ground on one of their worlds.”

      “Technically, a moon that shouldn’t have had a military presence.”

      “We killed Azoren soldiers.”

      Gadreau rolled his eyes. “In self-defense!”

      Benson rapped her knuckles on the table softly. “What I just described would be classified as an attack if presented to our own parliament. They would have to consider granting war powers to the prime minister if it happened to us.”

      Patel held a hand up. “You lack an appreciation for the nuances of the armistice agreement, Commander.”

      “Actually, I don’t. We violated the terms.”

      “We did no such⁠—”

      “We did, Agent Patel. And now we’ve given the Azoren grounds to declare war. And it would be irresponsible to assume they wouldn’t capitalize on it.”

      McLeod cleared his throat. “It is a matter that will be taken up by the appropriate people inside parliament and within Prime Minister Igarashi’s office.”

      Benson was relieved to finally hear the colonel speak up. “And what do you think they’ll do about this technological advantage the Azoren have, Colonel? Is there some explanation for why they’re so far ahead of us?”

      She barely caught the look the Marine and SAID agent exchanged.

      They’re running their own little operation. They know something they won’t share.

      “Well…” The GSA officer studied his wine glass. “Obviously, not everything can be discussed openly. Perhaps there’s a solution in the works. Or perhaps research is necessary.”

      “Chief Parkinson has been studying the suits we took from Jotun. He says they’re the same principles we’ve been experimenting with but more refined.”

      “Yes. Well, maybe they cut some corners.”

      “They cut all the corners, Colonel. It’s a circle, not a square.”

      McLeod took a sip of wine. “Regardless, we all obviously have to accept that after what happened on Jotun, the last thing the Republic wants right now is war with the Azoren.”

      Patel got to his feet. “That would be enough. I believe we’re done here?”

      The colonel nodded. “Thank you, Samir.”

      Gadreau followed the SAID agent out without asking for permission. It was something Benson was going to have to put a stop to, the lack of respect for protocol. And for her.

      She sat back down and scooped some of the protein and vegetable pastes onto her plate. “Colonel, you said the last thing we want right now is war.” Her mouth watered as she chewed on a small scoop of protein. It was flavorful—garlic, several other spices she couldn’t place, and some sort of green herbs flecking the chunks. “Are you saying war would ever be a solution?”

      “Well…” He took another sip of wine.

      “When I was a teen, I went around and around with my mother over her claims that the Azoren threat was propaganda that bordered on dogma.”

      “It’s not propaganda to say they’ve succumbed to a cult of personality. They worship their leader and their disturbing eugenics philosophy.”

      Scalise scraped up the last of the gravy-soaked paste diorama with her fork. “I’m not sure they’ll ever know.”

      Benson waited until the other commander was done with her food, then raised an eyebrow. “They’ll ever know about what?”

      “The Azoren. I doubt they’ll know about the attack.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “I had our comms people check—nothing was ever transmitted from that moon about our arrival.”

      “The cruiser took an aggressive approach. They knew we were there.”

      The hefty woman grunted. “They knew something was there.”

      “Because we were detected in the DMZ.”

      “I doubt those sensors picked up the sort of data that would give away who we were. I’m willing to bet Gulmar ships are still a lot like ours. Probably Moskav and Khanate, too. If they even have a fleet anymore.”

      McLeod took a sip of wine. “She’s right. The proof’s sketchy at best.”

      “We had to leave those shuttles behind. We came in from Kedraalian space.”

      “There won’t be enough left of them to implicate the Kedraalian Navy. And no one believes the DMZ is an infallible detection system.”

      “The corpses⁠—”

      “Unfortunate, but not a problem. You retrieved their tags. The Azoren can’t prove they’re ours.”

      The words, the confidence behind the way they were delivered… “You expected this?”

      “Expected?” McLeod frowned. “It was one of the possible outcomes.”

      “So, this wasn’t a sudden rescue mission.”

      “Oh, it was. But we knew an extraction was a possibility at some point.”

      “And you planned for it.”

      “You have to. Obviously, we would have hoped for a better outcome, but losses are always to be expected, and there’s always risk things will tilt toward war.” He didn’t seem worried about it.

      “You don’t think they’ll respond?”

      “The Azoren? They’re bogged down with the Moskav. Now they’ve had an incident with the Gulmar. Even a genocidal psychotic has limits. They won’t have the stomach for a three-front war. They can’t.”

      Benson swallowed. It was all so rational and logical. Planned. “What if the Gulmar sue for peace?”

      “After what happened? I don’t believe they’ll be able to. And we’ll provide them incentives to stand up to the Azoren. Old ships like the Marie Belle and Istanbul. We’ve already shown that we can get them functional in no time. Imagine the Gulmar fielding ten, maybe as many as fifteen ships within a year. Refitted like the Clarion. And there’s a profit to be had in it as well.”

      “While we build out a new fleet to deal with the threat?”

      “Exactly. Everyone wins.”

      Except for the millions who die in a pointless conflict. “We’ve—” Benson choked back a sigh. “—already reached out to the Gulmar?”

      “They’ve been engaged in trade talks for years now. Mutual defense is just a natural extension of that.”

      “An alliance?”

      “Oh, no. Too many would oppose that. Your mother’s party…” McLeod shook his head.

      Everything seemed to spin. Benson closed her eyes and took a deep breath.

      McLeod’s seat creaked. “Commander?”

      “I think I pushed myself too hard.” She stood. “Thank you.”

      He stood and shot Scalise a look; she stood, too. “Give Agent Patel some room for a day or two. He’ll get over this.”

      Benson managed another variation on a Stiles smile, although probably not a good one. All the way back to the cabin, blood thundered in the commander’s ears. Her steps were unsteady, and her back felt damp.

      Any delusion that she’d been in control during the meeting was gone. The whole thing had been a minor concession, a display of appeasement.

      They knew. They had this planned all along. They want war.

      Hadn’t that been what Stiles had said?

      But did McLeod want war, or did he just want the threat of war?

      It didn’t matter. He’d get both. And with the relentlessness the Azoren had shown on Jotun, he’d get both.

      Soon.

      The hatch to her cabin opened, and she stepped in, noting the empty bed and immediately feeling so very alone. She needed someone to talk to, and it would have been even nicer to have someone to hold.

      Later.

      She got out of her dress uniform and splashed her face with water, then dug her communicator out of the jacket pocket and connected to Halliwell.

      On the third connection tone, he accepted. His face was red and sweaty, and he was breathing hard. “What is it?”

      From somewhere, a female voice said, “C’mon, Clive. Don’t stop now!”

      Benson disconnected and blocked any non-emergency transmissions. She shivered and crawled under the blankets.

      And for the first time in her life, Faith Benson understood the sort of loneliness her mother had complained about to her little child. It was the pain of being the only voice warning about short-sighted thinking and greed and hubris and narcissism. It was having allies and friends turn their backs on you when you said things that made them uncomfortable.

      What had her mother called it? The Cassandra Curse?

      Whatever it was, Benson hated it. She would much rather share the nonsensical beliefs of those around her than see the path her people had been put upon.

      Because it was a path that could only end in desolation.
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      Knocking brought Benson out of a fitful sleep. The cabin lights had shut off on their own at some point, leaving only the glow of her trophy globe to light her room. At some point, she’d kicked off the covers, and the cool air had dried her sweat. Now she was cold and out of sorts.

      She pushed up from the pillow, and the lights came on.

      Just her. In her cabin. On the Clarion. Alone.

      The knock came again—insistent. Why not use her communicator to wake her? It was right next to her pillow…

      Blocking all incoming calls except for emergencies.

      Unsteadily, she slid out of the bunk and pulled a bathrobe on. As she dropped the communicator into a pocket, she caught a whiff of her breath—bad enough to stop a bull in its tracks as her mother used to say. Spices and paste had been trapped in some fold of her mouth for too long.

      Another knock.

      She opened the hatch. Halliwell glared at her, eyes smoldering, fists on hips. He wore casual clothes—dark jeans that hugged his thighs and butt, an even tighter blue shirt that looked almost black in the dim passageway lighting. He’d worn the outfit the first night she’d sneaked him into her cabin on the Pandora to make love. Was that why he wore it now?

      He looked past her, as if expecting to see someone in her bunk. He didn’t relax when his eyes settled on her again. “What was that all about?”

      “That?” She rubbed sleep from her eyes.

      “The call? You interrupted my workout.”

      “Workout.” The voice. It had been Grier’s. Benson had known that at some level, but she’d just assumed… “I wanted to talk.”

      Halliwell glanced up and down the passageway. “Can I come in?”

      “You still have clearance.”

      He squeezed past her. “I didn’t want to take the chance.”

      She checked the passageway before the hatch closed, then turned, nearly bumping into him. Then she wrapped him in a tight hug and breathed him in until the tension in his muscles receded and he brushed fingers through her hair. “I’m sorry, Clive.”

      He hooked a thumb under her chin to pull her eyes up. “Want to talk about it?”

      She turned away to spare him from her breath. “In a second. Something died in my mouth.”

      Halliwell sighed while she brushed her teeth. “Chuck said Brianna told him that you had a big meeting with Colonel McLeod and Agent Patel. Is that what messed you up?”

      Was that Stiles manipulating again? “I’m not messed up.” The words were mangled by the toothbrush swishing over her teeth and gums.

      “You were crying. Your eyes are still puffy, and it’s been like three hours.”

      Three hours? It felt like she’d been asleep for days. She spat and rinsed. “They don’t realize what they’re doing.”

      “The colonel?”

      “All of them.” She washed, then dried her face. “McLeod, Patel, whoever supports them in the government.”

      “They’re spooks. I told you, never trust a one of them. Lying is a spy’s job.”

      “But they’re lying to themselves. This thing we did on Jotun? It wasn’t a last-minute operation.”

      “You knew that.”

      “I suspected there was more to it, but McLeod admitted that they knew all along that they’d have to go in there. This was something they’d expected to do from the beginning.”

      “Sure. You don’t infiltrate without expecting to exfiltrate.”

      “No. There’s more to it.”

      He crossed his arms and leaned against the wall. “Like?”

      “Like…I’d rather talk with all of you about it.”

      “Who?”

      “The Pandora crew. The only people I can trust.”

      “Brianna was part of the crew.”

      “The old crew. Before the intelligence agencies got involved.”

      “Okay. Sure.” He uncrossed his arms and the tension that had bunched the muscles of his upper body seemed to leak out. “I can talk to Toni.”

      Don’t call her that! “Let me send an invitation to everyone. We can meet in the galley. It’ll be closed soon. For a few hours. We’ll have it to ourselves.”

      “Fine.”

      She pulled the communicator from her pocket and dictated the appointment details—place, time, attendees, subject.

      Halliwell pushed off from the wall. “Three hours? Why not just head there when the place closes?”

      Benson checked the communicator for any queued messages: nothing. If there were an emergency in Fold Space, no one was likely to have an opportunity to sound an alarm. She slipped the communicator back into the robe pocket, then undid the belt and folded the garment over her chair.

      Halliwell’s eyes widened, but he didn’t protest as she pressed him against the wall and kissed him.

      She unbuckled his belt. “You think three hours will be long enough?”

      He smiled and peeled his shirt off. “Well, we’ll have to see, won’t we?”
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      It felt surprisingly wrong to have the Pandora crew gathered without Stiles, but Benson wasn’t going to budge on it. Instead, she focused on the table and the walls around her, searching for any bugs even while knowing they were going to be impossible to detect with the naked eye.

      But who cared if someone listened in? She wasn’t conspiring. She was having coffee with her old crew.

      Sealed off from the rest of the darkened ship. Whispering.

      Heart pounding.

      Just six little mice, talking about nothing. Squeak squeak.

      Benson breathed in the rich aroma and let the steam warm her.

      Dietrich cleared his throat, letting everyone know he was annoyed. “Faith?”

      Time. It was time. Benson set her coffee down, already missing its bittersweet warmth in her hands and on her tongue. She couldn’t look commander-like with the mug pressed to her lips. Then again, dressed in her own version of casual—dark slacks that rode below the curve of belly she couldn’t get rid of and a loose, bright yellow sweater that just oozed comfort—did she need to be commander-like?

      Everyone was dressed similar to that. To her right, Halliwell in his jeans and dark blue shirt and Grier in cutoffs and a sleeveless top that emphasized her sculpted form. To the left, Kohn in light windbreaker that matched his sand-colored, business-casual slacks; Dietrich in a jacket and slacks that must have cost a good bit to pull off such a tailored-to-be-casual look. And at the end of the table, Parkinson in a pullover shirt with popped-up collar and jeans.

      In the dim light, wrapped in steam from their coffee, they were ghosts.

      Like me. Survivors returned from the dead. “Thank you for making the time.”

      That drew confused looks: Didn’t you send us an appointment?

      “We’re just days out from exiting Fold Space. I think we all know that when we reach Kedraal, we’re facing changes. Big changes. Some of us might be separating⁠—”

      Halliwell found something really interesting in the dark depths of his mug.

      “—and the rest of us are almost certainly looking at new assignments.” Benson could only hope her future wasn’t as bleak as it felt at the moment. “Since we aren’t likely to have much of an opportunity to say goodbye, I thought we’d do that now.”

      She stood and extended a hand to Dietrich. “Thank you. Each and every one of you. It’s been an honor to serve with you aboard the Pandora and…now.”

      The doctor stared at the offered hand as if it were a virus that needed to be analyzed and categorized. “You don’t expect to simply be reassigned to the Pandora?”

      “No. I don’t think any of us will be.”

      He shook, strong fingers wrapped around the back of her hand. “Well…”

      Kohn shook next, dark eyes wide in surprise. “Thank you, ma’am.”

      She had to stretch to reach Parkinson, who seemed almost hurt by the development. He was especially pale and probably still in pain despite the treatment he’d received since returning from the moon. More importantly, he sported a scowl that said he hadn’t really considered the potential outcome she was laying out. When he let go of her hand, he looked away, as if he couldn’t bear to let his confusion show.

      “I—” He cleared his throat. “I’ll have some more updates on…everything.”

      “Thank you, Chief.”

      “Pandora systems, those Azoren stealth suits—all of it.”

      “I understand.”

      “I-I’ve been doing a lot of research.”

      Did he think she didn’t value him? “I look forward to your findings.”

      Grier’s shake was powerful and confident. “You ever need a corporal in your Marine contingent, ma’am—” The wink she gave was playful.

      Then there was Halliwell’s grip. Benson knew the feel of his powerful hands all too well, but the vulnerability in his eyes was new. “Thanks.”

      That was it from him: “Thanks.”

      He was keeping so much bottled up inside, she wanted to grab him by his shoulders and shake him.

      What’s going on in that head of yours, Clive?

      She sat back down and tried to keep her smile, pushing away thoughts of what could have hurt the big man so badly. She would rather be curled up in her bunk with him, though. It was so much easier just forgetting the world outside and finding peace together.

      It was Parkinson who broke the silence. “So, you have any word? Like what sort of tasking we’re going to get? Shipboard or planet-side?”

      “I haven’t been approached, no. I don’t know that they expected us to be here.”

      There. That registered on all their faces. She was saying what they all must have at least considered: They’d beaten the odds.

      Survivors. Ghosts. They had to feel it.

      Dietrich leaned forward. “So, Staff Sergeant Halliwell, you think they’ll give you your separation now?”

      The big Marine shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe.”

      The doctor’s eyes twinkled. “There’s a real appeal to the idea of returning to civilian life.”

      Kohn gulped. “Really? I-I…just started.”

      “And the future ahead of you is bright.” Dietrich patted the younger man’s shoulder. “Without Lenny blocking your path, I can’t imagine you having anything interfering with your medical school application now. And don’t fret—I’ll continue to press forward with my recommendation.”

      Parkinson sneered but held his tongue. Benson thought there might just be some hope for the engineer.

      The surgeon stroked his chin while studying Grier. “So, Commander, is the young corporal here correct in her assessment? Are you expecting to stay on and take an assignment appropriate to your rank?”

      A twinge of guilt shot through Benson when Halliwell refused to look at her. “After what we’ve all been through, I’m not sure what to expect.”

      Halliwell wrapped his hands around his cup; his knuckles whitened.

      Benson had to look away. “For all I know, we’ll all be released.”

      Parkinson straightened. “Released? We’re too valuable! Well, some of us are.”

      That drew a glare from Kohn, who quickly turned back to his coffee. “Don’t they normally kick out resurrected?”

      Resurrected. It was a term Benson hated. “In peacetime.”

      Grier chuckled. “One death’s enough, huh?”

      It was Kohn who caught Benson’s meaning. “Commander, aren’t we still on a peacetime footing?”

      Benson scanned their faces. “We entered Azoren space and killed their personnel. Maybe we get lucky. and they don’t figure it out. Or maybe it’s too small an annoyance to start a war over.”

      “But…” The young technician’s eyes widened. “You don’t think so.”

      “I’m not sure what I believe. I know I’ll have some challenges ahead of me, no matter what.”

      Grier rubbed Halliwell’s back. “Maybe we could all just buy our own ship and make a go hauling illicit goods from planet to planet, huh, Clive?”

      The big Marine scowled and shrugged her off. “There’s good money in legit work.”

      Dietrich leaned back in his chair. He seemed to be wrestling with a smile. “You think you have what it takes to do that?”

      “Run a merchant operation?” Halliwell sunk in on himself. “Yeah.”

      “I know some people with money to spare. Maybe we should talk.”

      “That’d be good.”

      “Assuming we’re all to be unemployed despite our personal intent.”

      Benson traced a finger around the rim of her cup. “I honestly don’t have any insight. I do know I have enemies, though.”

      Halliwell’s face darkened. “Agent Patel.”

      “At least.”

      Although Grier’s playfulness seemed to have faded after Halliwell’s reaction, she kept a grin on her face. “Don’t those guys hate everyone with decent character? It’s probably a good sign if they don’t like you.”

      “Good sign or not, they can destroy a career.”

      “Oh, come on. Everyone knows you did what you had to do, Commander.”

      “Do they?”

      Kohn nodded. “Definitely. I’ve talked to a lot of people. Even the folks who made it back from Jotun say whatever happened had to happen. Brianna—” He blushed. “She says there’s a small group trying to stir up trouble, that’s all.”

      Even a small group could ruin a career. Benson had seen that firsthand in less than a decade of service. “Maybe it can be forgiven as a mistake. Maybe not.”

      The doctor sighed. “Speaking as someone with more than a little experience paying penance for mistakes small and large, it needn’t be career-ending.”

      Halliwell pushed his coffee cup away. “Unless you want it to be.”

      “Of course.” Dietrich wagged a finger at the staff sergeant. “But do you?”

      “Yes. I’m tired of trying to cover up for others.”

      “Then that’s a choice you’ve made and accepted. Our dear commander here, the stars seem aligned for a bright future should she choose to stay the course. The unknown is the enemy. Unlike you, she has the advantage of an option to fall back on—a mother with some money.” Dietrich held up a hand to stop Benson from protesting. “Being from a stable home capable of supporting you isn’t a crime. I speak as someone who shares that shame sometimes. Whether or not you make something of the advantage while also acknowledging it, that’s what matters. Young Mr. Halliwell seems to be the sort bent on rising above despite the challenges life has thrown his way. That’s worthy of salute.”

      The staff sergeant frowned. “That’s why you want to invest?”

      “Who should I trust more—someone who shows motivation and determination despite challenges or someone who has all the advantages in their history?”

      “It depends on the person. Don’t trust me because I came from dirt.”

      “No. I trust you because you
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