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            Chapter 1

         
         When you join the military, none of the recruiting material shows you trying to stow away on a bot freighter headed to a war
            zone on a hellhole of a planet.
         

         
         But there I was.

         
         Add to my list of crimes that I’d sort of stolen my power armor. I say sort of because technically, I signed it out of the armory to do perfectly legal cleaning and maintenance. But somehow, I don’t think
            a military judge would see it that way at my court-martial.
         

         
         Hopefully it wouldn’t come to that.

         
         I walked down the station’s wide docking corridor, trying not to draw attention. Not that I could remain inconspicuous while wearing a sixty-kilogram armored bioenhancement suit—that was the official name for what we grunts called power armor. Each fall of my polymer boots thudded on the deck, screaming for everyone passing in the busy walkway to look at me. I kept my eyes forward, my pace steady, trying to project the image of someone who belonged. Everyone on station had seen augmented infantrymen before. Nothing new here. If I acted like I belonged there, the maintenance workers and cargo specialists would have no reason to question me. 

         
         Technically (there’s that word again), I hadn’t broken any rules.

         
         Yet.

         
         I rationalize once more because while I didn’t belong in the loading area, nothing prohibited it. Given my rank of sergeant,
            nobody would say anything about me taking my suit for a stroll. Nope. At this point, I could talk my way out of everything
            right up until the point where I stepped onto United Federation of Planets supply ship S4044, berthed at bay lima 9. The moment
            I crossed that threshold, I ceased being a sergeant in the augmented infantry and became a common stowaway. Or, rather, an
            uncommon one, considering I was going toward the war zone, rather than away from it like a sane person. But I had my reasons.
         

         
         I passed the wide bay doors of lima 8, the curve of the station keeping lima 9 out of sight. I had a hundred meters of corridor
            left to change my mind.
         

         
         Not likely.

         
         I kept my pace steady, not hurrying. I couldn’t appear nervous. That would just make me more obvious. This was the only supply ship headed to the surface of Gallia in the next twelve hours, and I had a ticking clock. Every hour made it less likely that I’d find Kendrick, the soldier we left behind when we pulled out of combat under duress. We don’t leave people behind in my squad. Except we did, and I had to fix it. Now, almost a day later . . . he might be alive, he might be dead. But my suit’s display said he was alive when we left, and I’d trained my squad well. I’d trained this soldier especially well. I fully expected to find him alive and holed up, waiting for us to come get him. But even if the worst had happened, I could recover his body. At least then we’d know. 

         
         It wasn’t going to come to that, though.

         
         I tried to do it the right way first. But the captain—my company commander—told me they couldn’t support a mission for a single
            soldier stuck behind enemy lines. I’d expected that. He might have been right, though I’m not sure he asked. My captain didn’t
            like to rock the boat with his higher command. And if he did ask, he didn’t ask hard enough. At least that was my considered opinion.
         

         
         I’d expected that too.

         
         Well, fuck him. You know, with all due respect . . . which was none. I took care of my people, and they took care of me. I
            needed to find Kendrick, and if the captain wouldn’t help, I’d do it myself.
         

         
         Despite what it sounds like, I’m not stupid. I did recognize the inherent flaws of my plan. Plan. I probably should put that word in air quotes. It was more like a series of ideas at this point—an initial concept, and then
            some branches, depending on what happened. There were too many unknowns to get much beyond that. Truth be told, I hadn’t thought
            much past the point of getting to the planet. That alone seemed daunting enough. I’d figure out the rest once I got there,
            find a way to get to Kendrick’s last known location, and then play it by ear. Things would work out for me. They always did.
         

         
         Mostly.

         
         I want to stop right here and make something clear, because I think it’s important. Going back into a combat zone after a
            missing soldier looks like something a good soldier would do, but I’m not a good soldier. Never have been, never will be.
            I didn’t even want to be a soldier, but three years ago I was running from some stuff, and the military seemed like a pretty good place to hide. I
            probably should have thought that one through a little better, because now I had served three years of a six-year contract,
            and I couldn’t get out. And I had a guy who counted on me stuck down behind enemy lines in a war zone.
         

         
         I wasn’t a good soldier, but I was a good friend. A good person to know. If you’re in trouble, I’m a guy you want on your
            side, because I’m going to help. I’m going to lie, cheat, steal, or whatever else it takes to protect my friends. Period.
            That includes stowing away on a supply ship to a combat zone. Was it the right thing to do? Who knows—right and wrong are
            personal judgments that people use to make sense of things. To pretend their actions have some sort of justification. Usually,
            what they really mean when they say right is that it aligns with their personal moral compass. Unless we’re talking about some sort of super-evolved person who can
            see with true objectivity. Maybe you think that’s you. You’re probably wrong.
         

         
         My personal moral compass? It has a lot of wiggle to it.
         

         
         But I digress.

         
         I needed to focus. The foot traffic slowed after I passed dock 8—just three people in the wide corridor, two walking the same direction as me and one coming toward me. According to my source, they’d have the ship loaded already, everything completed for launch except for the final inspection by the loadmaster. I had a ten-minute window to get myself on board and hidden well enough that the loadmaster wouldn’t find me. Staff Sergeant Ella Jandus had a reputation as a hard-ass. With most people, I’d have tried to make a deal. After all, that’s what I do best. But not Jandus. She wasn’t the type to turn a blind eye for a favor. That’s okay. We need honest soldiers like her to make up for ones like me. It just didn’t happen to fit my needs at the moment, and unlike Jandus, I always put the needs of my friends above the needs of the military. 

         
         I adjusted my pace so I’d hit the bay door at a moment where nobody else would be close. The ship didn’t have dedicated security.
            It didn’t need it. Nobody wanted to go to Gallia. People tended to avoid areas that might kill them unless they didn’t have a choice. Soldiers might try to
            get on ships leaving the planet, up to the relative safety of the well-defended space station. On the off chance that someone did want to head planetside, they’d take one of a dozen daily shuttles. I’d considered forging orders to get me on one of those,
            but that would have taken time that I didn’t have, and then I’d still have had to explain my armor . . . and where I was going
            once we landed.
         

         
         This was easier.

         
         Kind of.

         
         There might have been a lack of security, but there was no shortage of cameras—they covered everything on the station. After the fact, once someone realized I’d gone, perhaps they’d look back through the footage and see me, but I trusted that nobody would notice one random video in real time. The station had thousands of cameras, and I had to believe the AIs had other priorities. Hopefully. As I mentioned, it wasn’t a great plan. 

         
         But you go with what you’ve got. I stepped through the bay door onto the ship, crossing the line of no return.

         
         The sensors in the face shield of my helmet automatically adjusted to the lower light inside the freighter’s cargo bay, allowing
            me to see. I hurried past the first stack of crates to obscure myself from anyone outside, then triggered the camouflage feature
            in my suit. My dull gray armor would change to blend with its surroundings. I didn’t have the near invisibility of a scout’s
            suit—they can’t build every feature into every suit because of the power drain—but I’d take any advantage I could get.
         

         
         I moved quickly through the chained-down pallets and webs of cargo-strapped material, searching for a hiding spot. I looked
            up to the ceiling, some four meters above me, and found what I needed. I opened a storage alcove marked Tie-Downs and grabbed two short straps. Gotta love the military for conveniently labeling everything. I could have clamped onto the
            ceiling using the magnetic grip of my suit, but the less power I burned now, the better.
         

         
         I climbed up a stack of crates, balanced myself on top, then leaped for the ceiling using the mechanical assist in my suit’s legs to propel me the extra meter I needed. I grabbed both sides of a support beam, then held myself there with one mech-assisted hand while I snapped the hook at one end of a strap to a D-ring in the roof. The rings were probably meant to help tie down cargo, if needed, but now I used them to form a makeshift hammock that would keep me up on the ceiling and hopefully out of sight. My suit’s camouflage would hide me, but the straps would stand out clearly if anyone looked. I had to trust the shadows and the hope that the loadmaster wouldn’t look up. 

         
         The good thing was that she had no reason to look up, with all the cargo below me, but even so, I put my odds at around seventy
            percent for success. I’d bet more on worse, and as always, I had a backup plan in case I got caught. I liked plans on top
            of plans, in case the first one went wrong. Because the first one always went wrong.
         

         
         At least in my experience. Which is part of how I ended up in the military in the first place.

         
         The loadmaster entered through the bay door what felt like an hour later but according to my HUD was only a few minutes. She
            bent to check the straps on the first pallet, unaware of me hanging above her like some sort of camouflaged space spider.
            She stood so close I could hear her breathing, and after that, all I could think about was my own breathing. I had my helmet
            on, but still I concentrated on every breath, holding my mouth open wide and controlling the air flow to make no noise.
         

         
         She worked her way through the cargo compartment slowly, checking every connector. Staring down from above, I had time to memorize everything about her. She wore a dark blue jumpsuit, and had close-cropped hair except hadn’t had it cut recently, so a layer of fuzz grew on the back of her neck. She hummed a song to herself that I didn’t recognize. 

         
         After she checked the last pallet, she stood, stretched, and leaned her head back as if to pop her neck. She couldn’t miss
            seeing me. I waited for her to call out, tried to come up with a pithy line that I could use to defuse the situation. Maybe
            I could get her to keep it between us. Maybe I could get her to throw me off the ship, but not report it. No harm, no crime.
         

         
         She didn’t see me.

         
         I don’t know why. Regardless, she gathered herself and made her way back down the dual rows of pallets and out through the
            bay door. A moment later the back hatch of the ship whirred to life and closed with the sound of hydraulics and success. The
            lights went out, quickly replaced by the low light amplification of the sensors in my helmet, which cast everything in shades
            of gray. I considered letting myself down from my ridiculous hiding spot, but decided I’d wait for the ship to start moving
            to be safe. Then I’d have to bullshit whoever I ran into at the other end, but that was my strong suit. I had plenty of ability to bullshit.
         

         
         The deep thrum of the ship’s engines kicked in, and the hull shimmied a little, shaking me in my roost. The pitch grew higher,
            rising from an almost imperceptible bass note up through the register to what would soon be a high-pitched whine. I’d heard
            that sound dozens of times.
         

         
         The engines died, the wail fading away like the desperate gasp of an electric horn with a dying battery.

         
         My brain whirred, running through a dozen possible scenarios. There could be a legit reason for—

         
         My thought cut out as the lights blazed on in the compartment, blinding me for a split second before my sensors adapted. The
            ship’s door lowered slowly, like the maw of impending doom.
         

         
         “Come on out.” The person spoke with authority, like they were used to being obeyed. A lot of people in the military had that.
            I think maybe they teach it in a class somewhere.
         

         
         I didn’t answer. I mean . . . what could I say? I hadn’t thought through the part of the plan where I got confronted after
            the loadmaster left.
         

         
         “We know you’re in there. Stand down.”

         
         My mind finally clicked into gear, riffling through potential responses, possible actions, any way out. After a few seconds
            of thought, I dismissed them all as useless.
         

         
         “I’m here. I’m coming out.”

         
         I unstrapped myself and fell to the top of a pallet of packing crates with a thud that reverberated through the too-quiet
            compartment. My armor absorbed the minor shock, and I quickly hopped down to the deck and headed for the bay door.
         

         
         “Halt there.” I got my first look at them. A station police sergeant, wearing a black armored vest over a tan utility suit.
            Three companions flanked them. The team didn’t quite have their weapons raised at me, but they certainly had them ready.
         

         
         I showed them my empty hands, leaving my rifle clipped to the side of my armor. I still presented a threat, wearing power armor—in fact, I could have taken them all out. But attacking UFP soldiers doing their duty was too far. Even though I didn’t like it, I was a UFP soldier, and most days we were on the same side.
         

         
         No, I was caught, and it served my best interests to appear as friendly as possible. Always good business to be friendly when
            staring down four people with weapons. Besides, now that they’d caught me, I was on to plan B, and for that to work, I had
            to be alive.
         

         
         “No trouble from me. Promise.”

         
         The four SPs didn’t move. “Remove your armor.”

         
         “Understood.”

         
         Friendliness aside, for a second I considered making a break for it. It didn’t fit my new designs, but habits are hard to
            break. Fight or flight and all that. I moved my hand slowly—no need to make anyone jumpy—and pressed the two buttons on my
            clavicle while simultaneously flicking my eyes across my heads-up to enter the code that triggered my suit’s exit function.
            I stood perfectly still for the twelve seconds it took for the suit to unhinge itself and release me, and then pulled my helmet
            off and—still moving slowly—set it on top of a crate to my left. That left me unarmed, standing in my undersuit, my weapons
            staying attached to my armor. But I kept my hands visible anyway.
         

         
         “Gas?” The lead SP stepped forward into the light. Sergeant Ken Burrows. I hadn’t planned for them to be there, but I knew
            them well.
         

         
         “What’s up, Ken?” I asked.

         
         “Gas . . . what the fuck? Why are you stowing away on board a supply ship going to a combat zone?”
         

         
         “You know me, my friend. I’ve always got an angle working.”

         
         Ken looked at me, trying to find the story. “This about Kendrick?”

         
         “You heard about that?”

         
         “Of course. Everybody has. We all love Kendrick.”

         
         “Yeah,” I said. “I had to try.”

         
         Ken hesitated, as if they were afraid to say the next bit. “I’m sorry, Gas, but I’ve got to run you in on this.”

         
         “No problem. We’ve all got jobs to do.”

         
         “If it was just me, you know I’d let you slide.”

         
         “I know you would.” I believed them. They weren’t a bad person, and I did them favors from time to time. I did a lot of people
            favors as part of my side hustles. I got them things, provided services—whatever I could do to make a buck or favors in return
            I could cash in later. The military could keep me under contract for six years, but they couldn’t quash my entrepreneurial
            spirit.
         

         
         “It’s just that this one came from higher. You know how it is.” Higher, meaning this wasn’t random. Someone sent them after
            me, and that meant somebody higher would be following up to see the result.
         

         
         “I get it. You had no choice.” I gestured to the other soldiers. “You don’t need your squad, though. I’m not going to give
            you any trouble. I know the way to D Cell.” D Cell was short for detention cell, short-term holding for people who broke the
            rules but hadn’t been convicted of a crime. Not a great way to spend a day, but better than the brig, where they kept the
            convicted criminals. If all went well, I wouldn’t end up there.
         

         
         They thought about it. “I better keep one with me. Just for appearances.”

         
         “Sure. You know best. Could you make sure my suit gets back to the armory?”

         
         “Will do.”

         
         We headed out toward D Cell—I really did know the way. I’d been there often enough, though never for long. Funny thing, somehow
            nothing ever seemed to stick. At least they didn’t cuff me. We’d be traversing public corridors, and it was already embarrassing
            enough walking with SPs. Ken did their best to make it cool, keeping pace beside me while their partner trailed behind.
         

         
         “How’d you know I was in there?” I’d told Putty I’d be away, and for him to cover for me, but he hadn’t told anyone. He wouldn’t.
            Not Putty. He was part of my team, and I trusted my team as much as I trusted myself. It had to be something else. Someone
            else.
         

         
         “Someone from higher called dispatch. Dispatch called me. That’s all I know.”

         
         “That seems unusual,” I said.

         
         “A little,” said Ken. “But it happens.”

         
         It happens. But that didn’t explain why it happened to me. I smelled a rat. “If you find anything else out, you’ll let me know?”
         

         
         “Absolutely.” They walked in silence for a few seconds, as if afraid to bring up the next subject. “Hey . . . with Kendrick
            gone . . .”
         

         
         I knew what they wanted to know, so I made it easy on them. It pays to keep customers happy like that. I spoke in a lower
            voice. “You want to know about the card game.”
         

         
         “Right. Sorry.”

         
         “No worries.” Ken loved their cards. They weren’t any good, so other players liked having them in the game too. “Putty will
            run it now that Kendrick’s out. You know what they say—the show must go on.”
         

         
         “Thanks, man.” Ken cocked their head, the way people do when they’re getting a message in their ear. “That’s weird.”

         
         “What’s up?” I asked.

         
         “Change of plan. We’re not going to D Cell. We’re going to the command group.”

         
         We continued on for a bit. If I had to guess, Ken was wondering what the fuck was going on.

         
         Me? I had at least some idea. I intended to try to get to Kendrick on my own if I made it down to the planet, but that was
            always a long shot. What I wanted was attention, and our detour to the command group said I had it. I could work with that.
         

         
         We turned right at the next corridor and walked through a narrower hall to a lift that most soldiers avoided if possible.
            The words Command Group were stenciled on the closed door, as if everyone didn’t know where it went. Command group implied the station commander.
            The general. No soldier wanted her to know their name, and most would go out of their way to avoid her.
         

         
         As I said, I’m not your regular soldier.

         
         I didn’t let Ken in on the fact that I didn’t mind the new destination, but I didn’t pretend that it bothered me, either. I had a rule I lived by: wherever I found myself, that was exactly where I wanted to be. It’s an attitude that people gravitate toward, for whatever reason. So that was my play. We were at the command group, and I tried to act as if it was normal and expected. As far as anybody would see from me, I owned the place. 

         
         Ken held their wrist device up to the scan pad, and the door opened.

         
         We went up four decks, and the door whooshed open into an elegant room just outside the command suite. I’d been there once
            before, supervising a cleaning detail as they vacuumed the deep blue carpet. But I didn’t pay attention to the well-appointed
            surroundings this time. My eyes went to the person waiting to enter the lift after we disembarked.
         

         
         Sergeant Kara Miller.

         
         We called her Killer, because, well . . . it rhymed with Miller, and her first name started with a K.
         

         
         Cut us some slack. We’re soldiers, not poets.

         
         Killer led third squad. In theory they were sister squad to my fourth, but if we were siblings, we were the kind who didn’t
            get along.
         

         
         I stared at her, and she met my eyes for a split second before turning her head and pretending she hadn’t. Despite being my
            age—twenty-two—she looked older. Apparently being an evil minion of the lord of the underworld aged a person. I stared at
            the back of her head, her textbook blond bun. By-the-book Killer Miller leaving the command group. That explained how I’d
            been caught.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         I stood at attention, my eyes locked on the tasteful framed picture on the far wall without really seeing it. It allowed me
            to avoid eye contact with the crisply uniformed staff of the commander’s office who sat at polished desks or walked around
            pretending they had something to do so they could sneak peeks at the convict headed for the gallows. I wore the gray utility
            clothes that we wore under our armor, form-fitting and glistening with the moisture that it wicked away from my body. Not
            the best look to meet the general—I really didn’t think she wanted to check out the bulge in my pants—but I didn’t think I
            should ask to go change. Non-coms who worked in the command group had a notorious deficiency in the sense of humor department.
            Not to say they weren’t good at their jobs. Everyone in the office had been chosen from a group of excellent candidates, all
            of whom were better soldiers than I’d ever be.
         

         
         At least on the surface. From my alternate line of work, I knew a lot of their vices. But I don’t judge, and I don’t tell. Those are two things you can count on when you do business with Gas Gastovsky. 

         
         “Sergeant Gastovsky, the colonel will see you now,” said a sharp-looking staff sergeant, poking his head out of the office
            of the deputy commander. Colonel. I was seeing the deputy commander, Colonel Gwan, instead of the general. That was very good news.
         

         
         I did a crisp facing movement and marched to the door, my head level. We weren’t big on drill and ceremony in the augmented
            infantry, but when you’re in trouble, it never hurts to show the brass what they want to see. I was where I wanted to be,
            but I didn’t want to explain that, so it was best if they thought me suitably intimidated.
         

         
         The staff sergeant with the perfectly trimmed buzz cut held the door for me, then let it slide shut after I entered. The large
            office—large for a space station, anyway—reeked of furniture polish as I stood at attention again, just inside. An officer
            with the regulation salt-and-pepper hair of a colonel focused on a screen that rose from his immaculate desk.
         

         
         “Sergeant Gastovsky?” He looked up.

         
         “Yes, sir,” I said, a little louder than I needed to, maintaining my show.

         
         “You can relax.”

         
         I snapped from attention to parade rest, spreading my legs to shoulder-width apart and placing my hands in the small of my
            back.
         

         
         “Really,” he said. “Relax.”

         
         I didn’t move. I heard him, but the concept of “relax” did not mix with the concept of “in a colonel’s office and in trouble.” It was one thing to work to get myself into this position. It was another thing altogether to actually be there, and I have to admit that it had me a little on edge. He sighed, then stood up and came out from behind his desk, his feet silent on the thick carpet. He gestured to the round table in the corner. “Have a seat.” When I didn’t move, he added, “That’s an order.” 

         
         I walked to the table and sat stiffly in one of the fake leather chairs, not letting my back touch the backrest, my feet flat
            on the floor, eyes forward. He’d expect me to be nervous, so I leaned into that part to make sure he saw it. Any good soldier
            would be nervous, and he’d be suspicious if I wasn’t. The colonel made some noise that might have been suppressing a chuckle
            and took the seat across from me.
         

         
         “I’m Colonel Gwan, the deputy commander.” He held out his hand, and I stood back up to shake it.

         
         I knew who he was—probably more than he thought. Sergeants weren’t really supposed to know much about colonels, but I make
            it my point to keep abreast of things. You could never tell what might give you an advantage. Gwan had been an up-and-coming
            star as a brigade commander, but he didn’t follow orders on an important mission, so his career had stalled, and they’d buried
            him in the number two position—a desk job—at a nowhere station. They would have fired him outright, except they couldn’t.
            You see, the orders he disobeyed were stupid, and they would have gotten soldiers killed needlessly. He was right to disobey them, and he won the battle. But for whatever reason, it pissed off the wrong people. I had theories, and if they were correct, I might be sitting across from the man who could help me—directly or indirectly. But I needed confirmation before considering Gwan an asset, let alone an ally. Officer politics were confusing. 

         
         “Good to meet you, sir.”

         
         “Good to meet you too. I deal with things the general doesn’t have time for.” He smiled, as if that was a joke, then continued
            when I didn’t react. “Look, Gastovsky, I just want to talk to you.”
         

         
         “Yes, sir.” From what I was reading from him, he didn’t want the scared soldier, so I visibly relaxed my shoulders and let
            my body sag a little in the chair. I transformed into a picture of a soldier ready to talk. “What can I do for you, sir?”
         

         
         He nodded once. “Good. First off, you’re not in trouble.”

         
         I met his eyes for the first time. They were dark brown, bordering on black, lines crinkling away from them. They struck me
            as eyes that had seen too much. I pretended to stumble over my words. “I’m not?”
         

         
         “I don’t see the point in it. Nothing really happened, right? You were in an unauthorized area, but that’s not exactly a major
            crime.”
         

         
         I hesitated. Was he baiting me? I mean . . . his explanation . . . that was how I would try to sell it, sure, but as convincing as I can be, I wouldn’t expect anyone to actually buy it. “I stowed away on a ship, sir.” He had surprised me enough that now I was championing my own guilt. But he had to have known what happened, and I didn’t understand what game he was playing yet. Maybe he wanted to offer me the chance to rationalize my own crime so he could shoot me down. 

         
         “Eh. Maybe you did, maybe you didn’t. The ship didn’t leave, so I guess we’ll never know for sure.” He smiled, but again,
            I couldn’t tell if the joke was with me or on me. The deputy commander was acting like a private trying to get out of work detail, and I didn’t know what that meant.
         

         
         I almost explained that the doors had closed on the ship, but my brain finally caught up, and I let it go. “Thanks, sir.”

         
         He gave me a flat smile. “If it makes you feel better, I can assign you to a week of extra duty.”

         
         “I’m good, sir.”

         
         “Oh, you’re not good. But it’s not as bad as you think, either.” He laughed, which put me at least a little at ease considering
            what he’d just said. “Look. I get it. I was line infantry before I got promoted up to this post. Twenty-four years of it.
            I’d have done the same thing you did.”
         

         
         That I didn’t believe. It sounded too much like an officer trying to show himself as one of the grunts, just a regular soldier. I didn’t begrudge him the lie. People have secrets. I lie a lot too. But either way, he had my attention, and either way,
            I needed to see how he fit into my constantly changing plan. “Really, sir?”
         

         
         He paused. “No. I’d have been smarter. You had no chance of getting away with it. What the hell were you thinking?”

         
         I smiled. I couldn’t help it. We were back in territory I understood. “I wasn’t thinking, sir. I just know I need to find my soldier.” 

         
         He nodded. “Private First Class Kendrick.”

         
         “Yes, sir.” I have to admit, it surprised me that he knew Kendrick’s name. Then I glanced at the screen on his desk—someone
            had probably fed it to him while they escorted me up.
         

         
         “Tell me this,” continued Gwan. “What were you planning to do to find him? They’d have discovered you when you landed, and
            even if they didn’t, you wouldn’t have been anywhere near Kendrick’s last location.”
         

         
         “I was going to wing it, sir.”

         
         He chuckled. “Yeah, I definitely would have come up with a better course of action.”

         
         “I had to try, sir.” It sounded a little more belligerent than I intended.

         
         Gwan pretended he didn’t notice. “Yeah . . . yeah, I guess you did. So what do we do now?”

         
         I looked at him, only half pretending to be confused. I didn’t know. That’s what I needed him to tell me. “What do you mean, sir?”
         

         
         “What I mean is, when you walk out of my office, looking suitably chastised, are you going to forget about going planetside?”

         
         I thought about it for a moment, as we were getting to the important part. The good soldier would say, Yes, sir. I’m going to forget about it. You’ll never hear from me again. I could pretend to be that guy—normally I would—but something told me Colonel Gwan didn’t want to hear that, and I’d get
            more out of him by letting him know I didn’t intend to follow the rules. He wouldn’t believe me if I lied anyway. Whatever game he was playing, they don’t make you deputy commander if you’re an idiot. That’s an important thing to remember when you’re working an angle: the other guy might be smart too. “No, sir. I’m not going to forget about it.” 

         
         He measured me for several seconds with his eyes. I felt like he was reading my soul. “No, I didn’t figure you would. I wouldn’t.”
            He stared at me for what felt like a solid minute. Finally, “Okay.”
         

         
         A silence drew out, getting awkward, so I broke it. “Okay? I can go to the planet, sir?”

         
         He smiled, almost laughed. “Hell, no. I just finished telling you how pointless that was. You don’t know where Kendrick is.
            You don’t even know if he’s alive.”
         

         
         I did know he was alive, but I didn’t think the colonel would have taken kindly to how I knew. So I kept that to myself. “I don’t understand, sir.” I really didn’t. He had his own motives, and while they seemed to align with mine at the moment,
            there were a lot of potential outcomes, and we definitely had different end goals.
         

         
         “Look, you told me that you’re going after Kendrick again, right?”

         
         “Yes, sir.”

         
         “And you’re a resourceful soldier. I figure the only way I’m going to stop you is to lock you up or give you a better way,
            and I told you I wasn’t going to lock you up.” He paused, and this time I didn’t interrupt, as I got the impression he was
            thinking. “But first, I want you to do something for me.”
         

         
         “What’s that, sir?”

         
         “I want you to give me some fucking credit.”

         
         My heart almost stopped. Had he seen through my bullshit? More important, which bit of bullshit had he seen through? “Excuse me, sir?”
         

         
         “Do you think you’re the only person who wants Kendrick back?”

         
         “No, s—”

         
         “He’s my soldier too.” Gwan slapped his hand down on the table to emphasize his point. “Yeah, you want him back—probably more
            than anybody. But I want him back too. It’s just not that easy.”
         

         
         I cut my eyes down to the shiny polymer tabletop, then back up to meet the colonel’s. “Why isn’t it, sir? We’ve got the assets,
            and we know his last location. Give me a team, and I’ll go get him right now.” He wasn’t going to do that, but I wanted to
            push back on him, see how he reacted.
         

         
         He shook his head, but not in an angry way. More sad. “That’s not how it works.”

         
         “It should, sir.”

         
         “It should. You’re right. But should is a fucking fairy tale. Let me tell you how the real world works. It’s a numbers game. I had Medical Ops run the monitoring
            data from Kendrick’s augmented suit. Twenty-two hours ago, four hours after you pulled out, Kendrick’s vital signs went blank
            all at once. What does that tell you?”
         

         
         The man had done his homework. I had to give him that. “Sir, that’s consistent with a catastrophic kill, a total system malfunction,
            or a manual deactivation of his armor.”
         

         
         “Right. His heart rate didn’t spike before the system cut out, so if he died, he didn’t see it coming. Based on historical data, Medical Ops estimates that there was a seventy-nine-percent chance he was alive at that time.” 

         
         “Seventy-nine percent is pretty good odds, sir.”

         
         “I’m not done yet. That was twenty-two hours ago. I’m going to save you the details of how we got all this and just give you
            the results of our analysis. There’s a sixty-eight percent chance that Kendrick is still alive,” he continued. “In about half
            those chances, he’s wounded, and in three quarters of them, he’s under enemy control. A prisoner. Overall there’s a fourteen-percent
            chance that he’s well enough to move and still on his own recognizance.”
         

         
         I sat there, stunned into silence. The numbers he stated might not have been correct, but he spoke them with such confidence
            that I believed him. Or, more accurate, I believed he had figured out the best possible answer based on his limited information.
            On the surface, I hadn’t expected him to be so sure at this point. Of course, he had a huge staff at his beck and call, and
            all I had was a bunch of contacts and a whole pile of motivation. But I knew things he didn’t know—things beyond the pure
            numbers. I knew where Kendrick would be. I had contingencies for everything, and that included a plan in case a soldier got
            left behind. Everyone in my squad knew that if we got separated, they were to make their way to the town of Kiergard and hole
            up there until we came to get them.
         

         
         And I knew Kendrick. The colonel said fourteen percent. My number was in the nineties. But despite the colonel being so forthcoming, I wasn’t sharing that with him. Not yet. Because I didn’t know if I could trust him enough to explain the difference, and regardless, I couldn’t prove it. We both wanted Kendrick back, and Gwan had directed his staff to put energy into trying to find him. I believed that. I just didn’t know why. And call me cynical—or someone who tends to live his life this way himself—but I don’t believe that anybody does something for nothing. 

         
         “Fourteen percent is still a chance, sir. Even if he’s injured or captured, we can find him and get him back.” It was a weak
            argument. I think I only made it because he expected me to, and it would help him make his next point. As I mentioned, I go
            out of my way to make other people comfortable. It’s part of the game.
         

         
         “Again, that’s not how it works. The important numbers aren’t just the odds of finding him. It’s the cost of going after him
            in material, personnel, and risk.”
         

         
         “What’s the worth of a human life, sir?” I didn’t expect him to answer, but he didn’t hesitate.

         
         “Not nearly as much as you’d hope.”

         
         I sat there with that for a good while, and to his credit, Gwan gave me the time. I think if he’d said it ironically, it would
            have pissed me off, but the sadness in his voice struck me. That meant it was time to get to the point. He wanted something,
            and he wanted me to ask what it was. Who was I to disappoint the boss man? “So, sir . . . you didn’t call me to your office
            to tell me why we couldn’t do something. Why am I here?”
         

         
         A smirk touched his face for just a second. “I thought I had the right guy, and now I’m sure of it.”

         
         “Right guy for what, sir?”

         
         “I’m a big believer in motivation. Motivated soldiers are the most effective soldiers. And I’ve got a feeling that when it comes to Kendrick, there’s nobody as motivated as you are.” 

         
         He certainly has that right. “I think that’s a good assessment, sir.”
         

         
         “I’ve also done some checking. You’re not only motivated, you’re resourceful.”

         
         My heart rate spiked a bit, but I kept my face as flat as I could. How much did he know about exactly how resourceful I was?
            He couldn’t know everything. I was in his office, not in prison. But I didn’t appreciate him knowing anything about me. He did, though. “I’ve been known to make some things happen from time to time, sir.”
         

         
         He half grunted, half laughed. “Well, it’s time to see if you can make something happen for Kendrick. I’m not lying to you
            when I say I want to go after him, but I’m also not lying when I tell you I can’t.”
         

         
         “Yes, sir. I understand. The numbers.”

         
         “Right. The numbers.” He paused. “I want you to find me better numbers.”

         
         I took my time thinking about what he said, because we had reached the critical moment. He was correct, of course, about better
            numbers. With the right motivation, you can change any situation. You just have to want it enough to take the risk. To pay the price. And I was more than willing. We probably weren’t
            going to agree on how to change them, but that didn’t matter at the moment. He had presented me with the opportunity I needed, and I was going to take it. I wasn’t asking for clarification, though, because I didn’t want it. I wanted the broadest possible authority I could get. 

         
         That wasn’t why I took time to think. Every agreement has two sides. He was giving me what I wanted, but he wanted something
            too, and I had to make sure to get it right, to give him—or at least let him think I was giving him—what he expected from
            me. If not, he could pull back what he offered with a snap of his fingers. I figured it out after a minute. He wanted plausible
            deniability. He was a colonel, and I was a sergeant. His risk was significantly higher than mine. He had more to lose. Still,
            I hesitated, this time for effect. I didn’t want to come across as too eager.
         

         
         He fixed me with his officer eyes, that look that makes you want to agree. A look that makes you want to do anything you can
            to gain the man’s approval. If circumstances in his life had gone differently, he’d have made a good con man.
         

         
         “Okay, sir. I’m in.”

         
         “Just like that?”

         
         “Just like that, sir. I go with my gut.”

         
         He pounded his fist on the table. “Good. Here’s what I’ve got for you. There’s a lieutenant colonel who works in Operations.
            She’s one of mine. Her name is Barnes. She’s expecting you, and she’s going to help you with intel assets. Your job is to
            get me enough evidence to justify a mission.”
         

         
         I twisted my mouth slightly. He said it like it was simple, but he had just given me a task that his entire staff couldn’t accomplish, and I didn’t have an immediate idea about how I could improve on their result. He smiled, having read my mind. “What, you thought it was going to be easy? If it was easy, it would be done already.” 

         
         “No, sir. I didn’t think it would be easy.” I did think it would be possible. “I’ll speak to Lieutenant Colonel Barnes.” I paused before the next bit, as if I was thinking about it, though that was an
            act. I knew what I wanted to ask. “Sir, I assume that I’m allowed to use my own means as well as those of Lieutenant Colonel
            Barnes to change the numbers. Is that correct?”
         

         
         “Did I say ‘change’?” he asked, his eyes crinkling with an almost-smile. “I most certainly did not say change.”
         

         
         “Of course you didn’t, sir.” We understood each other. He was protecting himself with precise language.

         
         “As for outside help? Oh yes. I’m counting on it.” He stood, and I followed suit. “Don’t waste time. Every hour he’s missing,
            the odds of finding him go down. Any questions?”
         

         
         I hesitated, considering one more thing before he threw me out, and then decided, why not? He had an angle behind the deal
            he gave me, and one slightly insubordinate question wouldn’t change that. “One more question, sir, if you don’t mind.”
         

         
         “What’s that?” He moved back toward his desk.

         
         “How did you know I was on that ship, sir? What tipped you off? Did routine camera stuff spot me, or did someone rat me out?”

         
         Colonel Gwan turned back toward me and paused. For the first time since I’d entered, he didn’t have an immediate answer. “I think I’m going to keep that one to myself,” he said finally. 

         
         “Roger, sir.” I didn’t know why he wouldn’t say. I already knew it had been Miller. She had no other reason to be up there
            in the command group. Soldiers like her and me didn’t just happen to stroll on through this level. I guess I wanted to hear him confirm it. But I couldn’t blame him for holding it back. He
            didn’t owe it to me. He’d done enough by giving me the chance I needed. Of all the outcomes I could have hoped for when I
            started out on my ridiculous attempt today, I got the best possible one.
         

         
         But Miller was going to be a problem.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         Part of me wanted to chase down Miller and let her have a piece of my mind, but I couldn’t. I’d just left Gwan’s office, and I didn’t want to be back there anytime soon. Not until I’d found the proof I needed to convince him
            to okay the mission to go get Kendrick.
         

         
         I’d settle up with Miller after that.

         
         So I did exactly what the colonel told me to do. There’s a first time for everything, I guess. I made my way to Ops to meet
            with Lieutenant Colonel Barnes and see what I could learn about the area around Kiergard. I already knew quite a bit, which
            was why my squad had orders to hole up there in an emergency. To start, neither side ever bombed it. Not once in twenty-two
            years of war. But Ops might have something useful, like a disposition of enemy forces, and for sure they’d be able to show
            me the closest friendly units. Maybe they’d have a surveillance feed or some other intel asset I could use to find my wayward
            soldier.
         

         
         In my head, I thought of him as alive. Given what I knew, Gwan’s numbers didn’t apply. Of course there was risk. It was a war zone, and anything could happen. But I trusted Kendrick to follow his training, and that upped his odds significantly. 

         
         I reached the door to the operations center and put my palm against the hand sensor. Something somewhere decided I had the
            right clearance, so the door zipped upward. I stepped inside and stopped, staring at the huge room. They called it the Ops
            floor, but floor failed to describe it. In front of me rose a multi-tiered stadium of computer terminals, flashing lights, and technicians.
            Twelve screens, each the size of a barracks room, stretched across the top of the front wall—the wall I had entered through—showing
            all sorts of video feeds, maps, and other information I couldn’t quickly decipher. What struck me most, though, was the sound.
            Or rather the lack of sound. There had to be three hundred people at work, and the loudest sound in the room came from the
            ventilation system that kept the air cool enough to make me shiver.
         

         
         “You lost, Sergeant?” A corporal heading toward the door I’d entered through stopped to speak to me.

         
         “No. Just taking it in. I’m supposed to find Lieutenant Colonel Barnes. She’s the deputy chief of Operations?”

         
         He chuckled. “Yeah, I know who she is. She runs this place during the day shift. Good luck.”

         
         “Good luck finding her, or good luck talking with her?”

         
         “More the latter than the former, but I don’t know exactly where she is right now.” He pointed. “She usually hangs out at
            the big command suite at the center, though. The one with all the fancy stuff.”
         

         
         “Thanks,” I said, but he didn’t wait around. I made my way across the floor level to the metal stairs that ran up the center of the stadium, going slowly to avoid the constant stream of soldiers moving from one place to the next. They all wore wireless headsets and tiny throat microphones. That explained the silence. 

         
         “Hey!” bellowed a stern male voice that carried the weight of command behind it.

         
         I turned instinctively, even though he probably wasn’t talking to me. A short, stocky colonel with a shaved head stared directly
            at me. “Come here.”
         

         
         His tone didn’t leave room to question it, but I still didn’t know if he meant me. I couldn’t form any words, so I looked
            back at him blankly.
         

         
         “Are you dense?” he asked. Definitely talking to me.

         
         “No, sir. Sorry, sir, I didn’t know you meant me.”

         
         “Who the hell else would I mean? Everyone else here has a headset on.”

         
         I walked over to his station on the opposite side of the stairs from my original destination and assumed a loose position
            of attention. “Sir, I’m here to see—”
         

         
         “I know why you’re here, and I don’t care. This is my operations center, and you don’t belong.”

         
         I hesitated. His narrowed eyes and flaring nostrils almost screamed, I dare you to question me. Go ahead. See what happens.

         
         “Sir, Colonel Gwan told me to contact Lieutenant Colonel—”

         
         “I told you I don’t care,” he interrupted, spitting each word. “I don’t work for Colonel Gwan, and he doesn’t run Operations.”
         

         
         I glanced down to the colonel’s name tag, trying to be subtle about it.

         
         “Dentonn,” he said, obviously catching my eyes. “Two n’s at the end. Make sure you spell it right in your complaint. I’m chief of Operations. You run back and tell Gwan I’m not
            playing his games here.”
         

         
         A dozen questions flashed through my mind, but the Colonel’s tone told me that asking the foremost one on my mind—what the fuck is happening right now?—was a bad idea. One more word from me and I thought he might explode. I was smart enough to know when to retreat. “Yes, sir.”
         

         
         He turned away from me and back to his station as means of dismissal, and I immediately headed back down the stairs and out
            the way I came.
         

         
         Confused as I was, I almost ran into someone in the corridor on the other side of the door.

         
         “What are you up to?” she asked.

         
         Miller. Because of course it was. “None of your business,” I said. “Are you fucking following me?” On the other hand, she
            made a good target. I’d just had my ass handed to me by a colonel for something I didn’t understand, and while I couldn’t
            say anything back to him, Miller was a different story. “Or are you here to gloat?”
         

         
         “About what?”

         
         I stared her down. Rationally, she couldn’t know what happened a moment ago, but rational wasn’t at the top of my list right then. I tried to move past her, but she shifted to block me. “Get out of my way.”
         

         
         “Is this about Kendrick? You’ve been acting funny since we lifted off the surface.”

         
         “Maybe you should focus less on following me and more on your squad,” I said, ignoring her question.

         
         “Kendrick used to be in my squad, in case you forgot.”

         
         “Used to be.” And just barely. He’d been with her for about two weeks before I’d had a soldier get injured, and I worked the system
            to get him transferred over to my squad. “But I’m sure the people who are in your squad need you.”
         

         
         “My squad is fine. Unlike yours, who left someone behind and have no idea what training they’re doing tomorrow.”

         
         “Fuck you. And my squad knows their schedule.”

         
         “Not according to Erickson.” She smirked, which made me want to punch her in the face. Erickson was my squad’s medic, but she and Miller lived together in the room across the hall from the rest of us.
         

         
         I got past her and walked as quickly as I could to leave her behind. Her footsteps sped up, ringing on the grated floor of
            the space station. So much for her going away. I wanted to lash out, to bitch at her for turning me in. At the same time,
            if she hadn’t
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