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        Kedraal

        Cecily Benson

      

      

      Cecily Benson blinked in awe and wondered how many times she had seen this beautiful world from orbit, seen its vast oceans and varied continents, the thick cloud cover and clear air. It was a place worthy of being humanity’s second home, a haven after the horrors of their birthplace.

      Yet now, seeing Kedraal with her new perspective, from what would be her home going forward, she had a distaste for it, a loathing for its wasted open spaces. The air she had known as clean and fresh indicated inefficiencies, a lack of exploitation of true industrial potential. Waterways and oceans she now understood should be cluttered with waste and toxic flows. Anything else signaled a lack of ambition and drive.

      Her body shuddered, and she screamed against the intrusion of the poisoned thoughts, but she made no noise.

      The scream was within her, the protest a secret.

      Alarms flared in her vision, projected directly onto her optic nerve. Systems queried her wellness and initiated invasive queries of her vitals, stealing her autonomy and privacy. Details flooded her awareness: confirmation of her biological systems operating at optimal levels, location tracking indicating she was in a part of the ship she was cleared for, and security systems showing no sign of threat either to her or emanating from her.

      After a minute of queries racing through her awareness, the alien presence receded, leaving her alone.

      Well, she was as alone as she could be, all things considered.

      She traced fingers over the metal wall projecting sensor data and telescopic imagery of her birth world, noting the smooth surface. It was cool to her touch, because there was no more reason to keep the ship atmosphere warm than there was to scrub the unappealing tang and hint of rot from the recirculated air. Efficiency dictated doing the least necessary to meet desired outcomes, and her feeling cold didn’t factor into the end product any more than her hating the ghostlike omnipresence of her hosts.

      Even at her thought of that presence, she felt the machine, studying the flow of her thoughts into the collection system, processing…

      …considering.

      Cecily powered off the projection of Kedraal before it drew too much attention. The last thing she needed just then was attention, what with her entering into such a sensitive stage of the process her hosts had laid out for her. Only her background had justified deviations from the established plan for someone like her.

      Seeing what she’d seen since the ship’s arrival in orbit, she wasn’t sure she wanted those deviations.

      As she neared a hatch that would open onto the passageway back toward her cabin, a spider-shaped robot clattered from her left. It fell in beside her, mechanical legs clacking on the deck.

      Immediately, it was in her head. “The subject has yet to meet its required aerobic targets.”

      “Do you really have to monitor every aspect of my life?”

      “The subject has targets to ensure survival. Without aerobic stimulation, capacity to absorb and be absorbed diminishes.”

      “I’m not a machine.” Yet. “The human body isn’t so rigidly constrained.”

      “The subject should meet its targets before further absorption processing begins.”

      Without it instructing her to do so, she felt the compulsion to follow the robot and to match its speed as its mechanical legs scurried faster, the rhythm of the metallic impacts settling at a much greater pace. Her own bare feet were a softer, less grating noise, although the sensation of greasy residue and the chill of the deck registered with the strides clearly enough.

      On the one hand, the walking heated her up, which she appreciated. It didn’t take away the cold where her flesh met the ship surface. When her image reflected from the rare polished surface, she cringed at her nakedness. Machines might not care one way or another about how she smelled or looked, but she did. She was still human and still had awareness of who she was and what she was.

      They would take that away, obviously. They were already whittling her down, reducing her self by integrating in their own thoughts.

      And there were the thoughts of the others.

      Cecily licked her lips and glanced down at the robot as it rushed along. “Why did you have to destroy those star fighters?”

      “The question is inadequate. Many star fighters have been destroyed.”

      She would never understand their nonlinear thinking, the lack of appreciation for how humans experienced time. “Didn’t you disable two star fighters and let them plunge into the atmosphere?”

      “The question is inadequate.”

      “Didn’t you disable two star fighters and let them plunge into the atmosphere yesterday.” Cecily accessed the systems that had been embedded into her, a concession made only to get through the stupid robot’s limited interface. “Nineteen hours and twenty-four minutes ago?”

      “Two star fighters fell into the planetary atmosphere, came apart, and burned before falling to the ocean below in the specified time period after their systems were disabled.”

      “Okay. Why was that done?”

      “The potential existed that both vessels could have managed to identify the vessels of this force through visual or other means. There is no allowance in the plan for such an eventuality. Appropriate actions were enacted.”

      Cecily wrapped her arms over her chest as they passed one of the hatches that thankfully sealed her off from the sensitive sections of the vast starship. What was beyond those hatches troubled her even more than the robot. It was the future, the “plan,” and the end of who she was.

      Being so close to the threat that future represented left her queasy with anxiety. She picked up the pace, the sound of her steps almost fragile.

      The robot matched her speed. “The subject is troubled by something.”

      “Why do you say that? Is my heartbeat elevated? Is my endocrine system acting up? Are you registering an alarming chemical imbalance in my urinary tract?” Where hadn’t they introduced sensors to monitor her?

      “The subject’s tone of voice is consistent with alarm or anger.”

      She hadn’t said anything when near the locked hatch, had she?

      Then she realized what the little robot was talking about: her question about the destroyed star fighters. She straightened. “It was a waste of human life. You could have captured the people aboard those vessels.”

      “The optimal solution was pursued.”

      A burst of voices sounded in her head, little more than whispers, and she realized her latest “enhancement” had decided to make her a participant in some sort of conference chat between the things beyond the sealed hatch and the controlling intelligences within the ship.

      Cecily leaned against the bulkhead to her right and squeezed her eyes shut, nearly doubling over from the headache brought on by the unwanted exposure.

      Timetables. Logistics. Assessments.

      Data packets came in waves: video, audio, text. Some communicated in stories, others in sentences, and still others in roars of static she hadn’t yet learned to process. The installed systems had to unpack, translate, and integrate the inaccessible message into her memory.

      It was even worse having to onboard such warped perceptions. Kedraal had been her home, the people of the Republic her brothers and sisters. To these things, they were exploitable resources, “organic capital,” units.

      She fought back nausea as the plans rounded into something meaningful, her own brain overlaying order over the chaos of these machines and their slaves.

      The spider’s movement registered as clicks and clacks on the deck plates. “The subject wrestles with integration.”

      Despite being close to puking on the metal thing, Cecily laughed. “Integration?”

      “Over time, data sharing will be instantaneous. Comprehension will be automatic.”

      “You mean I won’t be who I was.”

      “Organisms undergo constant change. The subject isn’t now what the subject was one sleep cycle prior.”

      “That’s hardly the same as having my memories torn away, replaced by metal and electronics and others’…thoughts.”

      “All subjects resist change. Once the change is complete, subjects experience comprehension and harmonious attunement to the ideal.”

      “Your ideal. You’re a machine. And don’t show me the organic component you have embedded inside. That doesn’t make you any less a machine. When you cut away enough flesh, what’s left isn’t really organic, is it? It’s a clump of meat being kept alive by some sort of stimulation.”

      “The ideal is universal. What is arrived at is a maximized efficiency, a removal of distractions and failings. When human flesh fails, it is excised as part of treatment. The subject is aware of prosthetics and cybernetics. Machinery has been used by the species for centuries to extend the organic shell, to include that of humans.”

      She shivered and pushed away from the bulkhead. “I’ve always loathed humans making disingenuous arguments. You can’t protest the use of vehicles if you’ve ever once ridden in or driven a vehicle—as if there’s no distinction between frivolous and wasteful use of a car and riding a bus to get to work. You can’t promote society protecting the vulnerable if you acknowledge that those with vulnerabilities are a drain on society—as if a society doesn’t by definition accept that everyone represents a different value to the whole.”

      The robot clattered along as she picked up speed again. “The subject perceives a flaw to the logic. There is no flaw to the logic.”

      “Because you have established the structure of the argument and can’t understand that things aren’t binary. Your thinking is too small, too limited. Either something maximizes your potential to exploit, or it’s a deficiency, a malfunction to be remedied.”

      “The subject lacks the data to properly assess the values⁠—”

      Cecily spun around, jabbing a finger down at the robot. “I don’t lack the data, you robotic hemorrhoid. I’m a living counterpoint to your argument.” She fingered the scabbed insertion point on her shaved scalp where the robots had made the first modification to her. “I hear your chatter. I feel the stimulation that triggers memories and transmits them out of my head and into your network. I still have the capacity for reason. I know what I’m talking about, and I will until you make the final snips that eliminate what it is that makes me human.”

      She didn’t wait for the robot to respond. It would probably tell her she was letting her opportunity for maximized aerobic outcomes slip by.

      What was she doing complying with the machines’ demands anyway? They were only keeping her around to transform her into a monster. Every day under the robots’ tender care involved probing, analyzing, surgical intrusion. Although the transmission of her memories into the massive library maintained by the machines wasn’t really destruction of who she was, it was theft.

      The destruction was the forced incorporation of her into the network.

      As she hurried along, she thought back to the brief interaction with the networked minds. That burst was merely the first of who knew how many she would experience on this day. Last time she counted, she was up to ten such bursts. When the first had hit her, she’d passed out, but the memory had been there when she’d awoken later.

      It had been like a scabbing wound, a scar she could never undo.

      How many thoughts were there in the network? How many alien minds had been collected, absorbed—integrated—into this massive ship and the sprawling network these machines maintained?

      They were millennia old, possibly created before dinosaurs roamed the Earth. She could sense that much, listening in on the chatter, piecing together what wasn’t explicitly stated. Someone had built the machines, and that someone was long gone. They probably hadn’t been efficient enough, or they reached a point where they appreciated that maximizing productivity wasn’t actually the meaning of life. Whatever it had been, they had been obsoleted by their own creations.

      And the creations had spread like a cancer through the galaxy. Her awareness of their activities included what she considered a nodal nature, the establishment of vast centers where resources were accumulated until the surroundings were exhausted. There were thousands of places like that, or at least there had been at some point. Because the machines perceived time differently, she couldn’t be sure which of the nodes were still intact. Most, though, were in what she considered a hibernation mode, powered down, waiting.

      That was the part she couldn’t figure out.

      What was the purpose of these things? What woke the hibernating nodes? What sent the strange ship like the one she was on into action?

      She thought about that as her robotic handler scurried along, thankfully silent for once.

      When they neared another of the sealed hatches, the robot herded her back the way they’d come, transmitting approval of the exercise milestone achieved. The return trip to her cabin would fulfill her daily requirements.

      By the time they neared her hatch, Cecily’s feet ached. She wasn’t going to give the robot the satisfaction of a complaint. Her cramped quarters offered at least a physical isolation from the machines. They might perceive chemical changes while she massaged the aching soles and toes, but they wouldn’t be able to see her do it.

      Just as she scolded herself for accepting such an illusion, the hatch to her cabin opened, and she froze. Red beams of light reflected off the metal shells of more spidery robots as they twisted around to record her. These machines had slender, jointed rods protruding from their shells. Lasers, lights, and shiny surgical tools projected from the end of those rods.

      Cecily gasped and fell back. “What⁠—?”

      Her robot handler moved closer. “It is time to accelerate the subject’s transformation.”

      “But—”

      “The timetable cannot be altered. The subject will undergo the next phase. Greater efficiency will be attained.”

      Before Cecily could run, one of the robots rushed out of the cabin and plunged a syringe into the meat of her thigh.

      In seconds, all strength escaped her, and she collapsed to the cold deck.

      And as the robots dragged her limp form into the cabin, she tried to call out to her mother for comfort, even though she knew that comfort would never be there for her ever again.
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        Ferekon

        Private Avery Shetty

      

      

      Everywhere Private Avery Shetty looked inside the Oranian prison compound, he saw chaos. League prisoners lay dead in ones and twos, a few snipped into pieces by Oranian pincers. Most had been killed by what he assumed had been Anirii weapons. That gore tainted the cold air with the foul ruin of death so intense it was a sour taste on the tongue. All that he perceived was accompanied by the intermittent thunderclap of Oranian rail gun rounds shattering concrete prison structures or the whistle and roar of Anirii indirect fire.

      Among the dead, there were Anirii and Oranian corpses as well, sometimes close enough together that their gore intermingled.

      He took solace in that.

      But he was most thrilled to see that many of the League prisoners were still alive, some huddled just inside the entry to the nearest corridor, others merely pressed tight against the wall beside the entry. When he spotted the small frame of the human Navy pilot, he ran toward her. The small patch of close-cut black hair moved as her head swiveled around, and he realized she’d seen him darting among the ruptured corpses. She waved him in, calling out just loud enough to be heard over the noises the other prisoners made.

      Shetty raced to the woman, wincing at how frail she looked in her bright-yellow prison suit, hands once again drawn into the sleeves, left eye still mostly swollen shut. The swelling on her jaw and forehead was coal-black against the deep brown of her skin, which had already been darker than his own golden brown.

      When he reached her, she leaned against him, the smell of her a mix of sweat and the alien soap from the recent power-hose cleaning. “Is this a rescue?” Her voice was still husky, the sound distorted by the immobile left side of her jaw.

      “I don’t think so. More like a raid.”

      She nodded, breath coming hard through her flaring nostrils. “They’ll kill us.”

      There was no time to tell her what the Anirii had said about the human prisoners—that they had always been meant to die here. She didn’t need to hear it anyway.

      A round whistled past, punching a hole in the wall not four meters away. Cement chunks rained down, one striking the small Navy pilot on the shoulder.

      He caught her as she fell and leaned in closer. “You okay?”

      Sobbing was all she could manage in answer. Her needle fingers dug into his forearm as he helped her back up, only to press her against the wall at the whistle of another Anirii indirect-fire shell coming in.

      The round landed several meters away from them, blasting a hole in the wall and tossing debris all around.

      For several seconds, the Navy pilot clung to him, doing little more than breathing rapidly and shuddering.

      Shetty pressed his mouth close to her right ear. “I have an idea.”

      She nodded and nothing more.

      He swallowed. “I think there might be a way out of this place.”

      Her good eye locked on him. “Some of the others tried to use the holes in the outer walls.”

      It was in her eyes, even if he didn’t want to look at the outer walls to see for himself: No one had made it far.

      Shetty licked his lips. “There are Oranian armored units out there. I think they’re engaged with whatever inserted those Anirii units, but they’re not going to let prisoners just waltz away.”

      “Then what’s your idea?”

      “There’s a way out that won’t be watched. I can lead you there, but I need to grab something first.”

      The Navy Strikehawk pilot stared with her good eye, squeezing him tighter than before. “Don’t leave me here.”

      “I’ll come back for all of you.”

      When he could finally pull free of her, he hurried along the wall, recalling as well as he could the trip taken to look at the little, blue-shelled Oranian commandant’s war trophies.

      At the corner that would take him to the desired hall, he stopped and dropped to a knee. Whole sections of the facade had been blasted away, and the prison wall had largely collapsed. Large forms he assumed were Anirii moved through the haze of smoke and dust, taking cover behind crumpled sections of concrete. They took turns in twos and threes firing at Oranians pinned down behind rubble. Most of the crablike aliens were seriously wounded, leaking black blood or favoring shattered limbs, but they showed no sign of surrender.

      Shetty waited for a series of shots to smash the Oranian cover, then launched himself for a sprint to the gaping hole he thought would lead into the commandant’s section of the prison.

      Beyond the blasted entry, the hallway was dark, the chemical glow of the internal light weak and slowly pulsing like a dying heart.

      He stumbled over something hidden in the gloom, then stopped at the entry to the room he thought might hold what he wanted. With such weak light, he wasn’t so sure about the placement, but he tried anyway, waving his hands around in front of the area he thought the commandant’s pincers had moved in front of.

      The hatch jerked open, stopped, then moved again before stopping completely.

      No security, or more likely, the security had been disabled by the attacks. There was no doubt a good chunk of the infrastructure was disabled.

      It was even darker this far in, but Shetty remembered the basics of the room layout. He hunched low and ran his hand over the neatly arrayed components that had once been his Wolfhound assault mechanized unit until he found the smaller, more delicate parts that had once been Loki. He found the little robot’s head and the key storage units and stuffed them inside his prison suit, along with the device he couldn’t believe the Oranian hadn’t torn apart: the long-range radio. The radio and robot components were cool and hard against his skin.

      Shetty tested the other hatches in the hallway, stopping when the stale stench of body odor hit him full in the face after opening one. His eyes had adjusted somewhat to the dark, but the best he could guess was that clothes were laid out on the floor in the same way the AMU and robot components had been in the other room.

      After listening to be sure the battle was still raging, he padded into the room, grabbing the first bundle of clothing he found and stepping back into the hallway.

      He held what he assumed was a flight suit, the color uncertain but almost certainly blood-stained. It was too big for him, and he was pretty sure someone had loosed their bowels in it.

      The next attempt netted him an arctic gear jacket and the next a pair of boots. No one would say no to an oversized jacket or gloves, but boots needed to at least be in the ballpark of the wearer’s foot size.

      On his third try, Shetty found a shredded, bloody pair of arctic-camouflage pants.

      Then he found another flight suit, this one with a hole punched through the blood-darkened material of the chest. But there was a flashlight connected to a shoulder. The shell of the lighting implement was cracked, and the glow was weak, but it was enough for him to pick out items that mattered. He found socks and a jacket the Navy pilot could wear and boots likely close to her size. There were gloves, too.

      When he was done, he hurried to the hole that had once been the outer entry. Beyond, the Oranians stubbornly held on. A sizzling, smoldering arc of blackened rock where several Anirii had been hunkered down when he’d sneaked in spoke of a nearby Oranian armored unit.

      For some crazy reason, Shetty smiled at the idea of the wolflike aliens being cooked. He really didn’t like the aliens after all he’d seen of them. As far as he was concerned, they were lousy allies, and that was being generous.

      With his loot held tight against his chest, he raced around the corner and along the wall until he found the Strikehawk pilot. She was curled up on the ground, shivering.

      He knelt beside her, dropping the pile of clothes and footwear. “Hey.”

      She looked from the clothes to him. “Hey.”

      “We’re going to need dry clothes when we make a run for it. You good?”

      The young woman nodded. She took the first of the small boots he’d brought along and squeezed a foot in, then shook her head. The second fit well enough. Like him, she didn’t even comment on the blood-smeared clothing.

      When she had an outfit picked out, he took it from her, stuffed the socks inside the boots, and rolled those up in the arctic camouflage. “You’re going to need to keep this dry.”

      “We’re going in the water?”

      “If we want to escape, I think we have to.”

      He got her to her feet, then looked at the aliens piled into the hallway. There were probably twenty, a mix of League representation—insectoid Gythal and Uzwulii, somewhat feline Koluush, a few squat Iviryn, and a couple of the vaguely fishlike Zienmar.

      When he had their attention, he squared his shoulders. “We’re making a run for it.”

      A Gythal stepped out of the dark, gemlike eyes almost sparkling in the gray light. It waved the slender stalk of a forelimb. “Running is death.”

      “Staying here is death. Running at least gives us a chance at life.”

      The aliens spoke amongst themselves, some of them making chittering noises, others fluting sounds. Some had understood enough to pass along to their comrades, and he had no doubt others merely put together what was obvious. They came out of the hallway in single file to gather around him and the Navy pilot.

      It fell to the Gythal to act as something of an interpreter. The large insectoid passed along the bare-bones plan, which came down to everyone following Shetty.

      Once he had the Navy pilot’s approving nod, Shetty guided them through the maze of gore and rubble, heading back to the separate yard the blue-shelled Oranian commandant had used to take its swim. Hurrying past the dead Anirii, Shetty recalled the way the smaller Oranian had coughed up what looked like tiny crab robots when its shell had been damaged.

      What did that say about the Oranians, or at least about their shells? Did they all have mechanical or biomechanical servants to tend to their health?

      At the edge of the pool, his thoughts turned to the Marine general who’d stupidly gotten himself and his entourage infected with something when he’d put on a display of wading ashore to show the aliens how the humans had arrived. Shetty hoped whatever microbial life had taken those Marines down had been localized to that beach.

      He set his uniform bundle on the concrete pool edge, slipped into the cold water, toes curling around the slick growth on the bottom. When the Navy pilot was ready, he helped her down. She hissed at the chill, but he whispered reassurances while he gathered their clothes, using his free hand all the time to keep her upright as they led the way from the pool into the channel that ran beneath the outer prison wall and out toward what he assumed was a lake or river or something. The water didn’t smell salty, but he wasn’t sure what constituted the exact chemical composition of the oceans and seas on Ferekon.

      Once outside the prison compound, he tossed his and the pilot’s clothing bundles onto the snow-covered ground before lifting the small woman by the hips to get her onto solid ground. League aliens were doing the same, although the two Zienmar seemed caught up in splashing in the water.

      Shetty quickly stripped his prison suit off and dropped it at his side, careful not to lose the valuable items it contained. Without meaning to, he got a look at the Navy pilot as she disrobed. She had an ugly cut on her right thigh, scabbed and puffy. Naked, her thinness was worrisome. Ribs protruded, and her skin seemed to hug her joints.

      He looked away, pulling on the undergarments he’d taken from the storage room. “I never did tell you my name, I think. Avery Shetty. Private.”

      “Lieutenant Vanessa Chapman.”

      “You should take charge now, ma’am.”

      “I’m barely able to stay upright. This is your plan. See it through.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Private?” Her good eye was on him. “No rank. We’re trying to escape this prison. You’ve been doing just fine up to now. Don’t screw it up.”

      He almost said “yes, ma’am” again but resorted to a nod. The others had also disposed of their prison garb, and most seemed to be handling the cold well enough without it.

      A distant rumble of weapons fire drew everyone’s attention, and they turned to see an Oranian armored unit erupt in flame.

      The prison assault wasn’t going to end anytime soon, apparently.

      Shetty searched around, less concerned about whether he was looking east or west than where the enemy units were massed and what cover he could put between his comrades and the combatants in the time they had. His heart ached at the idea that he was probably leaving other prisoners behind. If there had been some way to open the prison doors remotely, he would’ve done exactly that. Then again, he’d seen no proof the prison had been fully populated. Maybe it mostly had held Anirii, and that was why the attack had come.

      Those were thoughts for another time. With the yellow suit wrapped around his chest and shoulders like a backpack, he took long strides toward what looked like a natural rise in the ground, possibly a low hill.

      Chapman did her best to match his pace, never complaining as she struggled. The aliens followed suit. Their steps crunched in the snow and, except for the Koluush, left an obvious trail.

      Before long, they crested the rise and had a decent look down on the engagement. Air units were now inbound from the opposite direction, and they seemed to be engaging other air units. On the ground, several Oranian armored units were converging from two directions. There was no sign of enemy units in the direction Shetty had taken to get to the hill.

      He pulled the long-range radio out and tested it. Given its understanding of technology, the Oranian commandant must have known what the device did, which made Shetty suspect the radio was either compromised or left inoperative.

      But a voice crackled, playing a message for all survivors to proceed to LZ Oscar.

      It was a recording, but Shetty had no doubt about its legitimacy.

      They had a destination now, if not a clear path.

      With a little fiddling around, he was able to figure out at least the cardinal directions. That told him nothing about distance or current location, though.

      Chapman rubbed her gloved hands along her arms. “Any idea where LZ Oscar is?”

      “I don’t even know where we are. The radio has some directional capabilities when we’re in range of the guideposts the civil engineers put down, assuming those are still functional. It’s only a matter of time before that whole network is located and dismantled, just like everything else we did down here.”

      “Calm down.” The lieutenant looked around at the aliens, who seemed to be absorbed in the ongoing battle. “Can you get us to cover at least?”

      He looked around, but the only vegetation was patchy stretches of low scrub. In the distance, he thought he could make out something that might be like the patchy trees he’d seen on the beach he’d been assigned to protect after landing.

      Everything else was snow.

      Although he knew she was right, he also knew this was the height of desperation. They needed water and food, and they were probably days out from LZ Oscar if not weeks. None of them were in great shape, and Chapman looked haggard. He had to get her something to eat and soon.

      Then it occurred to him that he was overlooking the obvious piece of good news: No Oranian units or structures were to the east of them.

      That was something, wasn’t it?

      Shetty pointed toward the scrub. “I think we can make our way to there if we’re careful. The ground sort of rises as we go, see?”

      Chapman nodded, although he wasn’t sure she could actually see what he was trying to indicate. It was a field of white, and the slope was gradual. “And when we get there?”

      “We keep going east.” He indicated the direction. “When we have some distance between us and that prison, we either start north or south.”

      “Why? To get to this LZ?”

      “To get a sense of where it is at least.”

      “Why not keep going east?”

      “I don’t recall LZ Oscar being used during the initial landings. I’m pretty sure it was way to the north of my position.”

      “Then we go north.”

      He glanced back at the aliens watching the battle. “I don’t have any memory of being captured. Do you? I mean, I remember being in a running battle and an explosion, but then I must’ve been knocked out.”

      “After my wreck…” She massaged her face near her swollen-shut eye.

      “So we could be anywhere. But no matter where we are, if we don’t encounter another Oranian facility or units going east, it means we’re past the limits of the League and Republic presence.”

      She understood him then. “So our goal is ultimately west of here?”

      “I’d think so. We can’t head that way until we’re well out of sight of this place and any other Oranian emplacements.”

      While the lieutenant had earlier managed to project resolve, she now slumped. “Then we could be a long way out.”

      “And that’s the least of our problems.”

      “You know that’s not how you build up morale, don’t you?”

      “I’m trying to prepare everyone for the worst.” Shetty noticed the Gythal watching them, its buglike head cocked strangely. He shifted to project his voice away from the alien. “We’re going to need food. They weren’t feeding us particularly well in there.”

      “Are you saying we should surrender?”

      “I’m saying that if we don’t want to die out here, we’re going to have to be extremely resourceful, and we can’t be wasteful.”

      “I see.” She sucked in her lip. “You’re in charge.”

      That was the last thing Shetty wanted to hear, but as terrible as it sounded, he really might be the best option they had.
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      After spending the day in the blistering heat of the Red Desert, no amount of air-conditioning could be enough for Kara Goode. She lay on the hotel bed in bright-yellow shorts and crop top, a nice contrast to the warmth of her light-brown skin, propped up by pillows piled against the headboard. The silky feel of the duvet, a dull coconut-shell-brown in the dull light of her arrayed computing devices, was divine against her skin.

      She traced languid strokes over the screens of the hardware she’d spread over the bed covering, checking for any hint of where the decrypting attempts sat. Despite the warmth coming off the hardworking machines, all she saw were unmoving progress indicators.

      Nothing. No success to report. Just funky desert scents of creosote and alkali convecting through the air.

      Those desert smells lingered in her head. Even with the soap she’d purchased on the way back to their hotel, it had taken an hour under the showerhead to scrub away the remnants of the sunscreen. Now, she had to contend with the soap fragrance, which was almost like lime rinds soaked in turpentine. It wasn’t necessarily a bad smell, but along with the tingling from the rough towel work, it was a reminder of how close things had come at the remote facility.

      Zane was another reminder. He scowled at her like a disapproving instructor, occasionally even shaking his head. As if she didn’t get the message: You took too many risks. We both could’ve died. Your mother was right to question your capabilities. So much potential, all wasted.

      For some reason, that judgment was really getting to her now. She bristled, remembering the entries in his journal. Her whole life, she’d lived under such unyielding observers. When would it end?

      She elbowed one of the pillows, maybe imagining it was her guardian’s gut. Just a little. Just enough to tell him to quit evaluating her.

      He lowered the data device he’d been studying. “Is everything all right?”

      Goode bit back a groan and the inevitable snippy comeback. “It’s just my back.”

      “What’s wrong?” There was a sudden worry in his voice as he snapped upright in the chair he’d brought to the side of the bed.

      “Nothing.”

      The physician’s assistant shook his head. “No. We’re not playing a game here. If you aggravated your injury, you need to tell me about it.”

      “I told you, it’s nothing.” She fluffed her auburn-dyed hair.

      Zane set his device down and stood, the scolding evaluator gone, replaced now by the concerned medical care professional. He looked silly in denim cargo pants and black T-shirt with glittery bubble letters proclaiming “I Am The Law,” but that had been the point of purchasing such clothing and dying his hair silver, adding unconvincing years to him.

      No one paid attention to ridiculous people.

      He motioned with his finger for her to flip over, and she did so without protest. At least she’d gotten him to stop looking at her as a failed experiment.

      His fingers worked along the muscles of her back, sometimes gently probing where the huge fish had bitten her, other times pressing hard into the scar tissue. “Is it a specific pain? Was it from whatever you did down there in that valley?”

      ”Down there” had been the crux of their disagreement leading up to this moment, her little breaking-and-entering venture that had acquired the data her systems were still trying to crack. She’d never felt in any danger, but maybe that wasn’t the point. The reality was she’d come close to having to either eliminate or disable a group of security personnel she still didn’t know a thing about. Worse, an aircraft had flown over the remote facility, and there was a chance it could have spotted the rental vehicle she’d driven into the desert to get to the facility.

      Maybe she’d gotten lucky, and the aircraft had been a lightweight helicopter too high up to pick out any meaningful details. Zane wasn’t so sure.

      He probed with his fingertips again. “Did you hear me?”

      “Ow! Yes. You don’t have to pretend you’re some sort of torturer.”

      “I’m your caregiver, and I’ve told you to take it easy only to be ignored.”

      “I didn’t ignore you. I did what I had to do to get us the information we needed.” She pointed toward the computing devices still trying to crack the security of the most important data she’d downloaded. “You have to admit I hit the jackpot.”

      Again, he jabbed his fingers into her flesh. “Quit trying to avoid answering my questions. You’re tensing up when I hit these muscles. Did you damage them when you were acting like a daredevil rock climber?”

      She twisted around to glare at him. “I’m tensing up because you’re trying to stick your fingers into my kidney. It hurts.”

      He backed away, some of the annoyance gone from his features. “Have you been doing the stretches I told you to do?”

      “Yes, sir. Three times a day, sir.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing. I’ve been doing them. And the pain isn’t as bad as it was. I just…” She groaned and sat up, tired of twisting her neck to fix her eyes on him. “Don’t take this wrong, but you’re not a frontline operator. I am. You’re my guardian angel, and I appreciate it, but I’m the one who knows my limits, not you.”

      “Thank you for being so dismissive of my professional expertise.”

      Goode rolled her eyes. “What you know is human limits. I’m no baseline human.”

      “You still have the same physiology, the anatomy. All the same components that make the human body work are inside you, and any of those vital organs being destroyed can lead to your death, same as someone like me.”

      “If you have to know, I was never at risk. A handful of low-grade generic security clowns responded to my break-in. If I’d had to, I would’ve—” She bit her lip when she realized she’d almost said she would’ve killed them. “It would’ve been easy to disable them if necessary.”

      The physician’s assistant threw up his hands and returned to his chair. “I’m just along for the ride, I suppose.”

      That wasn’t what she’d intended, but she would take any win she could at the moment. Anything to get him to quit second-guessing her, finding her not quite good enough. It was too painful to have that hanging out there, to have the reminder of how her mother could never be satisfied by her disappointing offspring.

      Explaining that pain to her guardian angel wasn’t possible, not right then. How could he understand how his behavior reinforced the years of bad memories that plagued the object of his derision?

      Before she could get dragged down that rabbit hole of insecurities, one of the computing devices flashed and let out a bell chime.

      Zane lurched away from her. “What’s that?” He was fighting back panic.

      “Don’t worry—we’re safe. It means one of the big files cracked.”

      “What—?”

      She cut him off with a flick of her hand, silencing his inevitable question. How he thought she would know the contents of the file without time to dig into it—and that had been where he was going with the question—was beyond her. People always had such absurd expectations.

      The unencrypted file opened a word processor app, which quickly presented the first page.

      Goode stumbled over the opening paragraph.

      Her heart raced as she read the words again, this time processing them. “Zane, you need to read this.” She flicked the file to his device.

      Instead of asking her what it was, he took his seat and brought the little computer to life. Out of the corner of her eye, she watched him for a reaction. When his eyes widened, her breath caught. She’d been hoping she was overreacting, completely misunderstanding what she’d seen.

      Zane rubbed the corners of his mouth with his thumb and forefinger. “I suppose I shouldn’t be shocked.”

      “How could this even happen? If you knew about this Azoren Corporation⁠—”

      He jabbed the data device at her. “Hold it right there. I know the history of these people. That’s not the same as knowing there was an operation right under our noses doing…” It looked like he might toss the machine aside in disgust. “…this.”

      “This” was what she was having problems wrapping her head around.

      People from Earth creating business entities right here in Republic space, setting up proxies and shell corporations to exploit holes in the corporate system…

      She was no expert on Kedraalian law, but the basic ideas seemed wrong.

      Goode rose from the bed, rolling the opening sections of the document around in her head. “Those are only proposals, right? They couldn’t get someone in the government to approve something like that, could they? I thought Earth was off-limits or something. Didn’t they threaten to hunt us down?”

      Unlike her, Zane stuck with the document, flipping through pages, eyes narrowed. “You need to read this yourself.”

      “But…what they’re saying…that’s illegal. It runs counter to the establishing charter of the Republic, doesn’t it? No one would sign off on that. I’m confused why it would even be in this document.”

      Instead of an answer, he pointed at her computing device. It was as if that action held a magical power to it, forcing her to return to the document. On the second page, she found embedded data packets providing the financial benefits statements to back the proposals. Below those, a still of a bloated, silver-haired woman in expensive blood-red attire represented a video labeled as “cost savings share proposal.”

      Goode tapped the video image, and the jowly woman animated. Her voice was an unhealthy, grating rasp, something that should only be heard in hospital terminal wards. The wheezing, wet-lipped speech was like scooping lye onto the tongue. For several minutes, the sickly speaker covered the means to exact more productivity and thus profits from businesses throughout Kedraalian space.

      Zane listened, no emotion on his face. When the video concluded, there was color on his cheeks. “That’s heinous.”

      “What did she mean by ‘entitled employees’? Why didn’t she specify who?”

      “You’re asking if it’s code?”

      “Is it? I’ve heard people in my old office referred to as entitled, but it’s usually sour grapes. Y’know, someone wants the same day off as someone else.”

      The physician’s assistant snorted. “There will always be problematic employees, same as there will always be problematic employers. I’d imagine your training didn’t dive into this part of our history.”

      “We focused on killing, Zane.”

      “And that killing has probably saved lives.”

      “Apparently not my brothers’ and sisters’.”

      “I’m sorry about that.” The way Zane’s features tightened, he seemed to sincerely care. “When our people left Earth, there were those in the business community and government arguing for what amounted to slave labor. Artificial intelligence had completely replaced humans in many segments of the market, but where jobs remained, the belief was that people should be willing to die on the job if they hoped to have enough money to have someplace to live and food to eat.”

      Goode hadn’t really been exposed to money until her late teens, when she’d been sent out of her training facility for life as a GSA operative. She knew she was still naive about things. “So…what does that woman mean?”

      “Here? When she says ‘entitled’?” Zane glanced down at his device. “Like you said, the Republic charter guaranteed people an opportunity to work. They erased the ability of corporations to exploit labor, firing on a whim, creating economic havoc with mass layoffs. No more establishing a tiny sliver of society that lived like kings while the rank and file struggled to find shelter and put food on the table. Contribute, and you have a shot at sharing the wealth. To someone like this, that’s entitlement. She sees things from the old way of doing things. Before our people left Earth, executive pay used to hover around one thousand times the average pay of employees.”

      “One thousand times?”

      “That’s what she means by entitled. Here, executives are tied by law to one hundred times the company’s lowest position. You can do the math.”

      “So how would they do it? How would they change things?”

      “By flooding the market with people.” He tapped something on his data device screen. “Look at what I highlighted.”

      On her screen, the shared document had advanced several pages. Bright-blue light glowed around a text block that described immigration efforts that could introduce tens of thousands of “new candidates” into one planet or another within Gulmar space each year. It sounded like a small-scale version of the flight from Earth that had happened more than a century ago, only this time without the rigid control over who was allowed into the Republic.

      It didn’t quite sound to Goode like the disaster Zane seemed to see it as. She didn’t want to annoy him, but she also didn’t want to remain ignorant. And a part of her wanted to maybe knock him down a peg or two. “So how is this heinous?”

      He brushed a hand through his close-clipped hair as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “Even the most robust economy is fragile, and we’ve spent the last fifty years recovering from a war to reestablish the Republic.”

      “And hundreds of thousands died. We could use fresh blood, couldn’t we?”

      “In time, with planning. Jobs can’t be created overnight.”

      “But competition is good. That’s what brought out the best in my brothers and sisters.”

      Zane groaned. “That was a closed environment with a specific purpose.”

      “So, competition is bad?”

      “No. Competition is healthy. But our economy is balanced. It’s built around the premise that each person will find his or her niche in society. Not everyone can be a nuclear physicist, and we don’t need everyone to be. We need more people to work in construction and manufacturing than we need doctors.”

      “So these people could go into construction and manufacturing. Problem solved.”

      “Then where do the displaced people go? What do they do to make a living? New jobs won’t be created from thin air.”

      Goode exhaled through her nose. “It just doesn’t seem to be a crisis is all. Them breaking the law is a problem, but the end result doesn’t seem that bad.”

      Her words stunned the older man, but he quickly tried to hide that. He dropped his eyes to the display of his device. “You remember what I told you when you found the mention of this Azoren Corporation?”

      “They were the ones who slipped bad people through in the selection process to populate Kedraal. I’m not stupid.”

      “You don’t think they’re going to do the same thing here? Kara, Earth was a disaster when our people fled. People were willing to enter suspended animation for weeks, to leave behind family and friends, to go into deep space with no reassurances and little more than a suitcase stuffed into storage, all to get away from the conditions they faced. They knew they’d spend years struggling just to survive, and they accepted that, because it was a better life than what they had under the old system.”

      “I’m not saying we should allow radicals and zealots among us.”

      “But that’s what we left behind.” He pushed up from his chair and shoved his hands into the pockets of his shorts. “We never wanted to have to deal with the wars and persecution and repression that was commonplace. Look at what we’ve had to become to avoid that fate.”

      Heat flashed through her. “You mean creating people like me.”

      “Not just that.” But he stammered ever so slightly at the realization that she’d seen beyond the obvious meaning of his words. “We’ve had to create all these spy agencies. We’ve had to execute people without access to due process. We’ve had to…” He slumped, and his voice softened. “We’ve had to create humans without granting them the basic rights they deserved from birth.”

      “We’ve become what we fought against.”

      He spun around to look at her, brow wrinkled, eyes twinkling. “It’s a human frailty to dream of utopia, to aspire to the impossible, but that’s also a human strength.”

      “If you say so.” Although she was arguing with him, she didn’t have the heart for it. “This sort of thing the Azoren are doing—there are too many gray areas.”

      “And you were trained on things that were very clear, I know.”

      She pulled her knees up, wrapped her arms around her shins, and rested her chin on her kneecaps. “One of my instructors told me that indecision is the greatest threat we face. I’m always supposed to see things in a way that allows me to make a split-second decision. We never dealt with economics.”

      “Because economics is nothing but theory. You can’t prove anything about it. You have these vast equations, and you plug in numbers, and you say this or that will happen. But there are an infinite number of variables that make it impossible for those equations to create results with substance.” He stared at the mirror over the sink, pulling at a silver hair and wincing, then he turned back to her. “What we know is that we’ve built a system that works. It’s more resilient than what used to exist. It has flexibility. Dumping people into it without considering the impacts? That’s a time bomb. It’s not an accident, either. And the fact that we have people in the government involved in this?”

      Goode scanned the next few paragraphs of the document, finding communications between government officials and corporate executives in the Gulmar space. There had already been several thousand people seeded into the population of those planets at the time of the document’s production, which had been years ago.

      She powered down the device, too disgusted to continue the argument. “Why would they keep this sort of document on those systems?”

      Zane’s brows arched. “I don’t know. It’s the sort of thing that could bring the government down. There are names in there all the way to the top.”

      He was right. Victoria Stressemann had been involved. Goode had seen the prime minister’s name a few times in the first several pages, and that was from the time before she’d put the current cabinet together.

      The first hint of dread sank into Goode’s belly just then. She needed answers if she wanted to plan her next move. If she and Zane hadn’t had a target on their backs before, uncovering these records would put one there now. Goode didn’t have to understand the nuances of economics and politics to figure out that she knew too much to be allowed to live.

      A news flash filled her screen, and her thoughts were torn away from her discovery.

      Somehow, things had actually grown worse.
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      As the stolen black SAID sport utility vehicle slalomed past the concrete bollards serpentining the entry road, Faith Benson didn’t jump at the sounds of metal crumpling or glass exploding. Her attention was fixed on the blood soaking her partner’s bright-red T-shirt, darkening the white and yellow swirl of silkscreened stars and circles. The smell of that life fluid wasn’t enough to overwhelm the odors of burning rubber and overheated brakes coming in through the broken windows, but there was no missing the coppery tang.

      No one could lose that much blood and survive, not even a Genesis 3. Yet Brianna had the big vehicle mostly under control. Her eyes were wide, fixed on the way ahead, and her jaw was set, the muscles bunching and releasing beneath the warm caramel brown of her skin.

      Instead of turning onto the road leading back to the highway, the former assassin kept the vehicle pointed straight, jumping the curb directly across from the SAID facility entry. The big wheels churned up the lush grass carpeting a modest slope leading into a park. Through the spiderwebbed front windshield, Faith could barely make out joggers on a path and kids kicking a ball on a field of some sort.

      Brianna saw them, too, but she didn’t waver from her course, punching the accelerator and racing across the turf.

      They fishtailed and bounced, the bag of collected SAID gear rattling noisily in the footwell. Wooden signposts, plastic markers, saplings—nothing escaped the heavy vehicle’s rapacious appetite. By the time the former GSA operative took the steeper downward slope out of the other side of the park, the SUV looked like it had been on the front lines of an urban battlefield. Something dragged behind them, scraping and thudding as they cleared the parking lot and entered a posh community split into comfortable, gated spaces.

      Only then did Brianna Stiles slump forward, eyes dimming and drooping.

      Faith yelped and took the wheel as the dying SUV drifted to the side of a perfectly maintained boulevard. “Brianna!”

      Wrinkles laced the other woman’s forehead, and she croaked a response.

      And then she passed out. The shallow rise of her chest confirmed she was still alive, and Faith had no idea if that could possibly last. Unsure what she was supposed to do in such a situation, she pressed her fingers to the other woman’s throat to check for a pulse. Of course there was a pulse. The assassin was still breathing.

      Brakes squealed, and Faith’s head came up to see a shiny, expensive-looking vehicle, a silvery twin to the stolen SAID ride. An equally silver-haired man gawked through his open window at the wrecked automobile. “Are you all right?”

      Faith wanted to shriek at the man for such a stupid question, but she realized he had nothing to do with this. “My friend was shot.”

      “Shot?”

      “Back there.” Faith waved a bloody hand back toward the park.

      The man continued to gawk, his focus now on the park that had no doubt never seen anything more violent than a rugby scrum. He wasn’t going to be of any use…

      …unless…

      She grabbed the pistol she’d set on her seat and popped open her door, hurrying around the back of the ruined SUV until she stood at the front of the man’s vehicle. That’s when she showed the weapon. “I’m sorry, sir. Out of your vehicle.”

      He just stared, confused. The tan of his face seemed incongruous against his expensive dress shirt, as if he’d just come back from yachting and swung by his workplace. “But…?”

      “You’ll be reimbursed.” As if he couldn’t instantly replace the vehicle—shiny gold watchband, perfect haircut, a physique almost certainly courtesy of a fitness coach. She brought the gun up. “Out.”

      At first, it looked like he might make a run for it, gamble that the frail, old woman whose wrinkled, liver-spotted hand shook while pointing a sidearm wouldn’t shoot him, then realization seemed to settle in: Why waste a perfect life?

      He got out, mouth working, hands raised⁠—

      —and ran.

      So much for a chivalric offer of help to transfer the wounded woman over.

      Faith tossed the pistol through the still-open driver’s-side door and onto the seat. Next, she opened Brianna’s door, stretching past to grab the bag of appropriated SAID equipment. After stuffing that into the passenger-side footwell of the newly acquired SUV, Faith opened the driver’s-side rear door and turned back to the ruined SAID vehicle.

      Getting Brianna out was much, much harder than transferring the gear. She was deadweight, far too heavy for even a fireman’s carry at Faith’s age and in her current condition. Trusting that the thinner woman’s footwear would protect her feet, Faith got behind the other woman, hands locked around wrists positioned beneath the Genesis 3’s breasts, and dragged her out onto the asphalt. The exertion sent Faith’s heart racing. Spots appeared in her vision, and she thought for sure she would either tear a muscle or pass out, maybe both. It was almost impossible to keep her grip. Brianna seemed to be made of goo. When Faith’s hunched back bumped up against the rear compartment opening of the silver SUV, she almost cried out in joy.

      But she still had to get her partner into the vehicle, which seemed somehow even harder than carrying her across the gap between SUVs.

      Faith finally settled on sitting on the passenger bench, then dragging Brianna up beside her. That meant Faith not using her atrophied leg muscles to do most of the work, which also meant putting more strain on her aching back, but she finally managed to get the unconscious assassin into the vehicle.

      Now, soaked with sweat, Faith searched the ruined SAID SUV for anything that could put them at risk, data devices in particular. Leaving behind blood and fingerprints wasn’t the problem, not with SAID already well aware of her identity and focused on assassinating them.

      By the time the former prime minister got behind the wheel of the new vehicle, Faith was ready to collapse. Her head was pounding, and her extremities tingled. Her silver hair clung to her pasty scalp. She’d tweaked something in her back and ribs, making it hard to breathe.

      But that couldn’t stop her from driving.

      She pulled off the ugliest three-point turn ever, then sped out of the pretty little community, jaw aching from the sustained grinding of her teeth.

      More than ever before, she lamented the loss of her youth.

      It took her nearly half an hour to realize she’d managed to get back onto the highway without helicopters chasing after the stolen car and snipers blowing out the front window.

      Law enforcement wasn’t after them, not yet.

      Because all she’d done was steal a vehicle in a wealthy subdivision. Brianna’s bloody body would interest the police more than the theft, but SAID wasn’t going to cooperate with local law enforcement, not yet, not until they could connect the dots between the attack at the remote office and the carjacking.

      And SAID was in a whirl now. They had to be. An office had been penetrated. Agents were dead.

      People always said to punch a bully in the mouth. She and Brianna had done just that.

      But SAID was a huge bully with resources spread throughout Republic space. They would recover, and if something wasn’t done soon about the wounded former GSA assassin’s condition, she wouldn’t do the same.

      What they needed right then was a place to hide, an office building or warehouse or an abandoned apartment or house.

      And they needed a new vehicle. The dots eventually would be connected.

      Faith pulled off the highway and into a commercial area, eventually parking in a small lot that seemed maintained well enough. After confirming Brianna was still breathing, Faith leaned back in her seat and drew a relieved breath. She took her data device from the big bag stuffed with SAID gear and started searching for bankrupt businesses, slowly working her way out from her current location.

      Twelve kilometers from where she was parked, a restaurant, a bar, and a robot repair shop occupied standalone buildings within half a kilometer of each other. More importantly, a medical supply company was within a hundred meters of two of those buildings.

      Before she could settle on which place to try for, Brianna wheezed a wet cough. The Genesis 3’s eyes fluttered open, and she slowly searched the interior of the vehicle. “Where…?”

      “You passed out. I carjacked our getaway vehicle, and now I’m trying to find us a place to hide out until I can get you back on your feet.”

      After a few seconds, the former assassin nodded. “New vehicle?”

      “I know. I need to find something I can steal. Maybe tonight, when it’s dark.”

      Brianna grunted, apparently accepting that.

      Faith hoped it was agreement. She described the three potential hideouts, and Brianna suggested they drive by to give them a look.

      It seemed a safe enough idea.

      She kept below the speed limit and did her best not to appear too obvious studying the buildings as she drove past. They were all in the same depressed area, with the facades showing the familiar dullness of abandonment. The robot repair shop, though, had boarded-up windows and a nice, wide back alley that could hide a stolen vehicle. The door there looked like it might be easily breached, too. Brianna agreed with the assessment.

      Other than a scare when a police vehicle tailed them for a couple blocks, they reached the rear alleyway without trouble. Faith used the SUV’s tire iron to pry open the rusty clasp holding the rear door shut, and Brianna was able to at least stand while being guided into the sweltering interior.

      The place stank as only an old building stripped down to its framework can. Robot ghosts hung in the thick air, a mixture of ozone and metal. Divots had been gouged into the bare concrete floor, probably by some sort of loading machine.

      After searching to be sure no one was hidden in the large structure, Faith laid the bag of gear down as a pillow for the Genesis 3 and checked her wound. It was ugly, but the bleeding had stopped.

      Brianna passed out during the examination, which was a small mercy.

      In this heat, they were going to eventually need water, and lots of it. What they needed right now, though, was alcohol, medicine, salves, and bandages.

      Faith checked the medical supplies facility using her data device and saw that it would be closing soon. One upside to its location: There was a small grocer not far away. She could acquire some food and drink before breaking in to acquire the necessary drugs.

      She took some tools from the bag of SAID gear and headed out to the SUV.

      At the grocer, Faith parked on the street behind the building, staying away from the few lights that had come on with the dark approaching. Once she was inside, she found herself initially drawn to the aisle of prepackaged sweets—cookies and cakes. Then she remembered Brianna’s ongoing medical condition and purchased proteins and some fresh fruit instead.

      As she neared her vehicle, the former prime minister spotted a big delivery van, the exterior a patchwork of various paints and primer dull in the hazy illumination of the floodlight mounted over the back door. It looked like it belonged to the grocers, which was unfortunate. She could use the rust bucket.

      Then an old man hurried out and took a box from the back, carting it back inside.

      It wasn’t the grocers’ vehicle but one used to deliver to them.

      Smiling, she hurried to the stolen SUV
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