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        Kedraal

        Captain Hee-sun Kim

      

      

      Waves smashed into the cutter’s prow, the sound like an explosion that sent a heavy spray over the deck. Although it was midday, clouds had swallowed the sun, casting everything a sooty silver so drab the vessel’s pale-gray paint seemed bright by comparison. The black-parka-draped figure standing halfway between the superstructure and the foam-specked bow spat a curse, but the words were nearly swallowed by the wind. Rocking in an attempt to match the rhythm of the sea wasn’t working, so the figure turned from the whistling wind and marched back to where a more slender figure leaned against a machine-gun emplacement.

      When the cursing figure reached the one latched onto the unmanned weapon, even the white fringe around the parka hood was soaked. Water glistened on the figure’s dark-black skin, and her bugged-out eyes seemed ready to explode. “This is clear?” Lieutenant Colonel Gowon, squadron commander of a grounded fleet of killer multi-role star fighters, shouted to be heard over the elements.

      A grin tugged at the corners of the leaner figure’s full lips but quickly disappeared, leaving her alabaster skin smooth. Rather than a black coat, the young Army captain sported the same pale-blue parka the ship’s crew wore. “Weather is rarely cooperative.”

      “I’m going to stink like seawater.” Gowon pushed back her hood and squeegeed the liquid from her annoyance-wrinkled face.

      “I love the smell of the sea.” At the other woman’s glare, the slender woman turned away, wincing. Hee-sun Kim remembered then that her comrade had no love for strong smells, pleasant or not. “I used to love it.”

      Gowon unzipped her parka to reveal a gray flight suit beneath. She first wrung out, then shook the coat, all the while flaring her nostrils. A silver oak leaf covered the fabric where her collar had been Velcroed across her throat. “A helicopter would’ve already been over the site and had eyes on the area.”

      “They couldn’t have stayed as long as we can.”

      “Captain Kim, this isn’t a courtroom. You’re not going to sway me. Grounding all the damned aircraft I have available to me isn’t right, plain and simple. Nothing has been right since…” The colonel’s teeth clacked against each other.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      After a few more twists of the fabric of her outer garment, the colonel shook her head and pulled the parka back on. She scratched her close-cut, kinky gray hair before covering her head once more, now staring out at the angry water. “You’d think there’d be celebration they detected another beacon. I don’t care for the idea of leaving my people to a watery grave. I can’t see why anyone else would.”

      Hee-sun fought back tears. “What are the odds they might be alive?”

      Pain pinched Gowon’s features. “Remote.”

      “How remote?”

      “Ten percent. Less.”

      It was too unjust for the Army captain. Hee-sun tried not to picture Lieutenant Vassilis Zappas’s serious face, not to hear the pain in his voice as he protested the injustice of his treatment. For him to have died without even a chance to prove his innocence seemed the cruelest of outcomes. “Would the fall have killed them?”

      “We have no indication either Thunderbolt managed to restart engines. Falling from as high as they did, they were probably unconscious before impact. And the impact would…” The colonel shook her head. “At least we have our proof it’s the Thunderbolt that killed Lieutenant Mahan, not that it’s going to do anyone a bit of good.”

      And no one was willing to clear Zappas’s record, not when his death provided a more convenient scapegoat for the incident involving Mahan. And with all that had happened since, who knew if there would ever be an opportunity to fight the system’s injustice?

      Once she had her emotions under control again, Hee-sun glanced at Gowon. “Have you heard anything more about the investigation, Colonel?”

      “Not a thing.” Even more than the deaths, that seemed to infuriate Gowon.

      “I’ve submitted a request for dismissal, but the judge has refused consideration until official declaration of death.”

      “I don’t think anyone’s⁠—”

      A monstrous wave slammed into the vessel, and both women fought for balance. While the colonel had eschewed hanging onto the weapon for support earlier, she desperately clutched at the heavy material covering it now. Her fingers wrapped around some protrusion, and that was enough to keep her upright, but she still cursed up a storm.

      For long seconds, one wave after another threatened to sweep the two of them from the ship’s deck. The wind intensified, pressing against them, until resignation pushed aside fury, and Gowon signaled for the junior officer to follow.

      They moved along the superstructure, stopping at a hatch and clinging on to rails until the colonel wrestled the door open.

      Once inside, and with the hatch closed, it seemed like they’d been transported somewhere else entirely. It was warm and quiet, and dull yellow lights provided illumination that might as well have been from the sun, it was so comparatively bright.

      Although Gowon looked shaky, she didn’t waste a second before waving for the young Army officer to follow. They settled in a cabin given to them for the duration of the cruise by the cutter’s captain. It could be generously described as “cozy,” but it was warm and dry, and that seemed to be what the colonel needed right then.

      Gowon tore off her parka and plucked a folded face towel from beside the small sink they shared. She twisted the levers, then held the towel beneath the faucet until dampened.

      While the colonel wiped seawater from her face, Hee-sun settled on the bunk, barely noticing the vessel’s rocking. It wasn’t that the ship had suddenly found calm waters or that it had somehow become immune to the storm but that she was replaying in her mind the intensity of her short time with Zappas.

      With those memories came the crippling guilt of betraying the trust of Lieutenant Seeka Derrida, Zappas’s lover. All was supposed to be fair in love and war, but it didn’t feel that way to the lawyer, not after what had happened.

      Finally, Gowon turned the water off and tossed the towel into a bin. She leaned against the wall, arms crossed, a frown on her hard face. “You going to be sick?”

      “Hm? Oh.” Hee-sun shook her head.

      “You want to talk about it—this thing you had with Zappas?”

      Hee-sun froze, suddenly colder than she’d been in the storm. “You knew?”

      The colonel shrugged. “I’ve been an instructor pilot and squadron commander for as long as you’ve been walking. There’s nothing new under the sun, and that’s doubly true for someone working with cocky pilots. Unplanned pregnancies, barroom brawls that come down to stupid disagreements over who can get into whose panties, suicide attempts after being dumped—I’ve seen it all.”

      “I tried not to let it show.”

      “It was more Zappas. He was moon-eyed over you. You must get that a lot, a pretty thing like you.”

      Even though it had been meant as a compliment, Hee-sun’s cheeks flushed. “Things sometimes extend beyond trust and gratitude. That’s natural when you’re fighting to save a career or a life. It was different with Vas.”

      “Hm.”

      “He was innocent. I had no doubt about it. And the system was being used against him. On top of that, we had a connection.”

      “So did Lieutenant Derrida. Everyone knew about it.”

      The defense attorney bowed her head. “I know. That’s what makes me feel like a monster now.”

      Gowon snorted. “The monster is whoever was behind this coverup. It’s whoever ordered the Space Defense Force to stand down while this damned mysterious militia imposes martial law. And where in the galaxy have the defense minister and our chiefs of staff gone to? That’s the monster, not some young woman spreading her legs for a pilot.”

      As she had before, Hee-sun felt heat in her cheeks while cold flashed through her belly. “It wasn’t like that.”

      “It’s always like that, Captain. Don’t confuse my words with judging. You may have crossed the line with your legal ethics, but you didn’t do anything I haven’t turned a blind eye to before. Under these clothes, despite all the laws and codes and ordinances, we’re just animals.”

      Whether or not it was meant as a rebuke, Hee-sun took it that way. “I’ve never done anything like that before, Colonel.”

      “Maybe you should have. Maybe you wouldn’t have gotten involved with him if you had.”

      Nausea twisted in Hee-sun’s gut. “You were saying before when we were talking about Vas’s case that you didn’t think anyone… What? You don’t think anyone was going to clear his name?”

      The squadron commander had a faraway look for a moment, as if searching her memory. She grunted, apparently remembering what she’d been saying. “You said you’d submitted a dismissal, only to have the judge leave it out there.”

      “She was being influenced by whoever was behind the murder accusation.”

      “Maybe. She could’ve just been an antagonistic bitch. Excuse me if I don’t hold judges in much regard.”

      They were just animals, after all. “Was that⁠—?”

      “What I was saying, if I’m remembering correctly, was that no one was going to do a damned thing until they have to. This is a black eye for the SDF.” Gowon sighed. “I haven’t liked a single thing about this situation since I was ‘invited’ to transfer from the Marines. It has been a clusterfuck from the start, if you’ll excuse my crude Earth language use. Creating the SDF was driven by politics, and apparently that includes a lot of corrupt corporations along with the politicians.”

      “But the Space Defense Force was the only branch that offered Vas his cybernetics.” Hee-sun rubbed her shoulders, remembering how wonderful it had felt to finally be able to be with someone without the shame of her scars. “That was something.”

      Just as the colonel seemed about to provide her opinion on the cybernetics situation, she instead dug out a black data device. “Commander Yamamoto. Huh.” She put the device on speaker. “How can I help you, Commander?”

      A voice, testy and thin, came from the device. “Would you please come to the bridge, Colonel? We have a situation.”

      Eyebrows raised in surprise, the colonel put the device back into her pants pocket and signaled for the Army captain to follow.

      On the bridge, they found the expected sailors doing their best to stand at their stations. The young men and women wore the pale-gray coveralls of the Coast Guard, some with sweat rings around their armpits. Each of them looked to be under control, but to Hee-sun’s eyes, they were struggling with the conditions.

      But before the slight, short man who captained the vessel twisted around to consider his two guests, Hee-sun saw the likely source of his testiness: one of the strange shuttles that had become ubiquitous with the announcement of the militia now overseeing life on Kedraal. The vessel hung in the air, somehow perfectly matching the ship’s movement in the storm.

      Despite his diminutive size and junior rank, Lieutenant Commander Yamamoto projected an air of superiority. His receding hairline and unfortunately proportioned face didn’t seem to diminish his presence at all. He harrumphed and pointed at the windscreen. “We picked up another signal, and they showed up a second later. They want to know what we’re doing out here.”

      Gowon let out a dry chuckle, then pointed to the communicator adhered to her jawline, confirming that she understood what the ship’s commander wanted. After Yamamoto told his communications officer to connect the shuttle with Colonel Gowon, the squadron commander’s back went rigid. “This is Lieutenant Colonel Gowon of the Space Defense Force. Who am I speaking to, please?”

      This time, the audio wasn’t shared, but Hee-sun could see by the other woman’s irritation that she wasn’t liking what she was hearing.

      After a second, the colonel shook her head. “That’s fine, Major. You can follow up with your people, but this ship is out here on an approved mission. I⁠—”

      Whoever this major was cut the colonel off.

      Then Gowon’s brow beetled, and she strode forward to glare out the window at the airborne vessel. “Wreckage search, Major. It’s officially logged and approved. If we’d been allowed to conduct it earlier and with the proper resources, it would already be done. And yes, please do pass that along to your superiors. Are we done here?”

      It was silent for a minute, then the shuttle slowly twisted around, its blunt nose pointed back toward shore. Gowon muttered an insincere appreciation of their approval before killing the connection and turning back to Yamamoto. “Commander, you had an update on that signal?”

      “Just ahead.”

      Already, crew were filtering out onto the deck, hauling behind them a long, bright orange tube with reflective white strips on it. They slipped straps around the thing and attached a cable before lowering it out of sight. While they did that, Yamamoto barked out orders to his people, and it felt as if the ship lost all momentum.

      A display came to life, and Hee-sun walked over to stand beside a young woman with the sort of curves Hee-sun had always wanted. The sailor was apparently controlling the tube, which was already descending beneath the waves.

      Both the sailor and Hee-sun turned at the sound of Gowon and Yamamoto coming to the station.

      The curvy sailor pointed to the display. “It shouldn’t be too long, sir.”

      On the display, the tube dove deeper, lights all along its front making it possible for the cameras to record the murky depths. Hee-sun should have listened to the sailor’s description of how the drone worked, how it had locked onto the signal, and how it carried a cable they could theoretically attach to any remnants of the Thunderbolt, if anything was still big enough to retrieve, but the attorney was caught up in the horrors of the moment.

      Would they find anything but the beacon? Would there even be a body?

      Nausea returned, and this time she feared she might be sick.

      Then the drone’s lights played across a shape that wasn’t natural—not rock or sand or fish. Somehow, the sailor maneuvered the drone closer, and Hee-sun choked back a scream to leave the ruined thing on the ocean floor, to let the dead remain where they’d fallen.

      A section of fuselage resolved in the intense light, the canopy still attached.

      Once again, the sailor moved the drone around, now fixing the camera onto the occupant slumped against harnesses that still held the corpse in place.

      Something must have disturbed the drone’s motors, because it bumped into the canopy, and the figure inside moved, the head lolling to the side to reveal pale flesh.

      Not Zappas.

      The sailors began chatting about how best to bring the chunk of the fuselage up, but Hee-sun stumbled backward, unsure how to feel.

      It wasn’t Zappas. It was the Derrida woman. Dead.

      And now the question was there again: What had happened to him? Could he still be alive?

      She felt woozy, the world gone blurry around her, her heartbeat louder than anything else…

      …except for the sound of one of the sailors saying the signal was back…

      …and it wasn’t this signal but another…not even an hour away.

      Then Hee-sun was on her butt, shaking and sobbing.
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        Fold Space

        Private Avery Shetty

      

      

      Being sunk in a tub of ice water might be less unpleasant than what Private Avery Shetty felt in his small, private medical ward cabin. With the lights off, the glow of the mobile chemotherapy delivery system washed the medical technician in sickly colors of blue, gold, and green.

      Shetty wanted more of the green. The more of that light, the closer he was to having the last of the poison dripped into his veins and this event being behind him.

      He closed his eyes and tried to think of something other than the soft thrum of the machine and the queasiness slithering around in his belly and the lethargy that would follow. In a hurry to get this over with, he’d done a terrible job tying the strips at the back of the gown, and now a strip of exposed back pressed against the sheets. For a while, the difference between the gown material and the fabric of the covers seemed like a cheese grater slipping through to scrape away flesh. It was a stupid notion, but his mind was operating at full speed stupidity under the circumstances.

      The technician glanced at a display panel, face hidden by a plastic visor. His outfit might as well have been a hazmat suit, covering his entire body. “You doing okay, Private Shetty?”

      “Are my vitals looking that bad?”

      “Blood pressure’s a little high. Breathing’s a little erratic.”

      “I’m sorry. The nausea caused a panic attack, I guess.” With some effort, Shetty brought his breathing under control. He told himself not to point out that the crap the young technician was so fully shielding himself from was being dumped into his circulatory system; it wasn’t the technician’s fault. “Any better?”

      “You’re doing fine. This sort of treatment has to be rough.”

      “I can’t wait to be done with it.”

      “I understand that completely.”

      Shetty imagined his bare feet were windshield wipers, swishing left to right, wiping away the pain and misery of his life. The crinkle of the sheets beneath his rotating heels was the unwanted sensations tumbling away. He refused to think about Erin Flores, knowing the heartbreak would be too much for him in his miserable state. What he’d done for her would have to suffice for now, getting her stuffed into a chilled compartment along with those slain in the defense of the ship. Merely getting her remains back to Kedraal would be a challenge.

      Everything was a challenge now.

      After the Anirii boarding action, the Zulu was lucky to even be in Fold Space. The aliens had managed to wreak more havoc than cause permanent damage, but it wasn’t for lack of effort.

      He flexed one hand then the other. He was still a young man, some would say a kid, yet scars stood out a soft white against the deep gold of his skin. At least the worst of the discoloration caused by the thing growing inside him was gone. His nose, prominent by kind standards, was tender from a light fracture he couldn’t really recall suffering in the heat of battle. His black hair had started to come out in patches after his second treatment, and now he’d given up and had one of his fellow Marines cut it down to where it was like late-afternoon razor stubble. And the weight he’d dropped to as a prisoner in an Oranian camp seemed an improbable target to ever aspire to now. It wasn’t as if he’d been some chemically enhanced bodybuilder when he’d dropped to the surface of Ferekon, but he’d been in the best shape of his life.

      Now…?

      He swiped his feet—left, right, again, again.

      His computing device buzzed and connected to the display embedded in the wall across from his bed, waking the device. As Shetty activated his own camera, he smiled. This was what he’d been waiting for—hoping for.

      Captain Gerda Teuling’s grinning face filled both the smaller display on the computing device and the high-resolution monitor slaved to the system. Like him, she wore a hospital gown, although he’d taken the time to tie the strips at the back of hers better than he’d done with his own. The upper half of her bed was elevated so that she was in a sitting position. Tubes and wires connected her to various machines, and to her left, a pudgy, dark-skinned man fussed with a large data device, full lips working in annoyance. Shetty recognized the man as one of the Marine pilot’s doctors.

      Gerda’s grin widened, and she waved like a little kid, banging some of the wires against the metal bed rails. “Hey! How goes?”

      Her bright voice and cheery appearance wiped out half of Shetty’s pain. Just knowing that she was in the same treatment facility as him was enough to draw him out of the depths of self-pity.

      Holding his arm up to allow the computing device’s camera to capture the drip feeding him fluorescent, toxic chemicals, he imagined for a moment he was some suave secret agent angering his torturers by refusing to show any response to their carefully applied stimuli. “Haven’t felt better in years.”

      Maybe it was his pathetic attempt at a posh, British accent from an old Earth video, but the medical technician looked up from his display with a hint of disapproval. The accent was a poor fit for the ever-evolving Humana language the Kedraalian citizens had crafted from their merging of English, Hindi, Mandarin, and Spanish.

      Shetty paid the look no mind. He was caught up in being the devil-may-care hero for Gerda. She wouldn’t have connected unless she’d started her own treatment, and that was its own special sort of torture.

      The way she laughed—high and full—told him he’d landed with his attempt at humor. “I’m not going to pretend like I’m not in pain, but it’s better now that I can share it with someone.”

      “I have enough of my own, if you don’t mind.”

      She chuckled, signaling that he’d managed to get the awkward response just right. “I was thinking, a lot of old entertainment media had crazy aliens. They ate brains. They drank blood. They blew things up just for the fun of it. I don’t recall any aliens introducing—” She pointed to her belly to indicate the place where his cancer-like growths had started. “Did they miss an opportunity?”

      Shetty couldn’t help laughing along with her, but he didn’t dare point out that what he carried within him was far too close to what some of the more frightening horrors had supposed, with alien species introducing symbiotic or parasitic organisms into human hosts. That notion hit hard for him because of the things he’d experienced—memories that weren’t his, activities he wouldn’t have undertaken on his own, even the not-so-subtle change in his smell.

      What could be more alien than feeling out of place in your own skin?

      His smile must have slipped for a second, because she leaned forward, the high-resolution image capturing the wrinkles on her brow. “Avery?”

      “Sorry.” He ran his hand over his scalp. “I was just thinking how you’re looking better, and I’m regressing.”

      “You look fine.”

      “I look terrible. As soon as I get my appetite back, I’m going to hit the weights. At my age, there’s no excuse for me to—” He’d almost said that he shouldn’t look like someone in palliative care. That was too close to home, something that could happen at any moment. If the chemo treatments didn’t work…

      Gerda tried to keep her smile up, but the doctor said something to her that brought a somber look to her face. She nodded and undid the tie behind her neck, lowering her gown to allow the doctor to put a stethoscope to her chest. While she took deep breaths, she winked at the camera and let her gown fall enough to expose one of her breasts.

      Although Shetty had seen her in only panties when he’d tied the gown closed for her, that had been her back. Seeing her playfully expose herself brought a flush to his cheeks.

      He checked out of the corner of his eye to be sure the medical technician hadn’t noticed before signaling for her to cover up. “So, um, I was thinking about the next step. You know, once we exit Fold Space.”

      The doctor pulled back with his stethoscope and excused himself from Gerda’s room. She still had an impish twinkle in her eye. “I have one more of these vampire processes to go before they feel I’m ready to be proclaimed cured.” Some of the whimsy left her voice, and she dropped her eyes away from the camera. “Of course, my odds of getting cancer are ten times greater than average, and I’ll have to undergo medical evaluations semi-annually for the rest of my life. Hurray.”

      “Maybe we could do like we did today and synchronize our appointments.” Shetty swallowed. “I mean, if we’re in the same area…and using the same medical system.”

      Some of the joy returned to the pilot’s face, enhancing the attractiveness that had only truly come through once the bruising had started to fade. “I’d like to think we’d be in the same area, Avery.”

      Her use of his name and the way her voice became more full and throaty, with an air of confidence that often wasn’t there, hit like a hammer blow.

      In that instant, Shetty felt warm, and he responded to the sight of the officer the same way he had to Flores. He had to tell himself this wasn’t a betrayal, that he was simply a slave to his biology the same way any human would be. Physical attraction was hardwired in. Yes, cultural influences modified the basic parameters, but he had no doubt most men would find Gerda Teuling appealing. With the light sprinkle of freckles across her button nose, her luxuriant brown hair, and eyes he could get lost in, she was more than cute. Add in her figure, which was much less like Flores’s athletic frame and more lush, and Gerda was in her own way sensory overload.

      That didn’t even account for her quirky sense of humor, which for some reason he hadn’t figured out yet, she preferred to keep under the surface.

      Shetty was used to such attractive women being distant to the point of obnoxiousness. With Gerda, there was so much warmth and fragility that he found himself always wanting to hug her close.

      She tried to tie the strips of fabric behind her neck but gave up. “After all the training I’ve gone through, you’d think making a bow of two strips of cloth behind your back would be easy, but…” Gerda sighed. “About exiting Fold Space?”

      “Yeah?”

      “People are talking. You know how it is. There’s only so much you can do when you’re in a pocket dimension, right?”

      “I…I don’t have a lot of…people in my area.”

      “You don’t have any people in your area, do you? They got all the Wolfhounds onto Ferekon, right?”

      “All the functional ones. One guy’s machine never worked, so he was put into a support platoon.”

      “And he didn’t make it off the planet, so it’s just you in the barracks.”

      “Yeah.”

      “So, lonely Avery.”

      Even though this was a simple truth, Shetty could only nod. “I don’t hear a lot of rumors like you do.”

      “Well, pilots are all about the rumors, let me tell you.”

      When she rubbed her hands together in mock excitement, he couldn’t help but chuckle. “I’m listening.”

      “Everybody knows we’re exiting Fold Space to meet up with the rest of the combined fleet. People are saying it’s not just to consolidate and assess but to evaluate the fleet’s viability.”

      As far as Shetty could tell, the medical technician monitoring the chemo device wasn’t the least bit interested in the scuttlebutt. Perhaps the guy didn’t see the fleet’s situation as his own.

      Rumors didn’t concern Shetty normally, but when the rumors might impact his odds of survival, his interest skyrocketed. “Viability in what way? We still have a lot of ships left. Aren’t most repairs done?”

      The pilot leaned forward, face opening up dramatically. “That’s the thing, right? So the rumor is there’s some sort of political thing brewing.”

      Shetty couldn’t wrap his head around politics, especially when it involved something so obvious. “The League members are turning against us?”

      “I don’t think so. No one knows what it is, exactly.”

      “We should never have gotten involved in this.”

      Nothing could better have shown disappointment than the frown Gerda made when he said that. “It’s never that simple. You should know better. I hate seeing people die, and I think Noble Defense was a disaster that should cost some people their careers, but⁠—”

      Despite himself, Shetty felt on the defensive. “That’s what I’m saying.”

      “No. You said we shouldn’t have gotten involved.”

      “But—”

      “Without us, without the League being put together, how many of these alien species would still be free? That Anirii double-cross wasn’t something out of the blue. It had to have been planned for a while. And the Oranians taking Ferekon back? There were whispers about that when I entered flight school. If either of them wanted to go back to running this part of the galaxy, you think the Gythal could have stopped them?”

      “No. I was just…” Shetty glanced at the line pumping poison into him. “We’ve lost so much.”

      “I know.” Gerda sniffled. “But maybe we stopped genocide.”

      “Am I a monster for wondering if saving an alien species is worth all of this?”

      “Not one of the League members, Avery. I’m talking about us.”

      The possible truth of the pilot’s words stung. Both the Oranians and especially the Anirii had overseen significant searching for their holdings according to the science he’d read before joining the Marines. Bumping into human space would have been inevitable, whether decades or centuries out.

      Would the Kedraalian Republic really have been any better prepared just because they had more time? Budget cuts into military spending even since he’d enlisted made that seem unlikely.

      A flash of green light caught Shetty’s eye, and he twisted around to shoot a hopeful look at the technician. “Is that it?”

      After glancing at the various displays on the wheeled machine, the other young man grunted confirmation. It was thick with disappointment, at least to the Wolfhound pilot’s imagination.

      Shetty flashed a thumbs-up to his computing device’s camera. “Done here.”

      On the display, Gerda didn’t hide her frustration. “Ten minutes to go.”

      “I’ll wait.”

      “Will you?”

      Before he could answer, the door to his room opened, and Dr. McCullough stepped through. In the green illumination coming off the chemotherapy device, the doctor’s warm-brown skin and thin layer of black hair seemed almost alien. Horizontal as he was, Shetty felt even smaller compared to the tall, athletic physician.

      While keeping his distance from the chemicals, McCullough shielded his mouth with a big, muscular hand to hold a whispered exchange with the technician. The younger man seemed to find motivation to speed his device cleanup, although he remained extremely cautious when disposing of the empty bag, tube, and needle.

      McCullough kept his attention on the technician until he exited the room, following the motorized cart out.

      When the door closed again, the doctor straightened. He slipped his fingers into the pockets on either side of his smock, thumbs still in view. “How are you feeling today, Private Shetty?”

      “Ready to take on the universe.”

      The doctor arched an eyebrow before considering the wall display Gerda stared out of. She finger-waved at the tall man, and annoyance manifested with his flattened lips. “Captain Teuling. How are you doing?”

      “As well as can be expected when undergoing a high-speed blood filtering. It really has to be experienced to be believed.”

      “Sometimes, doing no harm is a complicated undertaking.”

      “I know.”

      “You think I might have a moment to talk with Avery?”

      If Gerda had argued even a little that she wanted to listen in, Shetty would have demanded the right to keep the connection open, but she said she was going to hold him to his promise and disconnected.

      Suddenly, Shetty felt so alone. “Bad news, sir?”

      “Not necessarily bad news, no. You’re doing better than General Zhukov.”

      “Oh. I hope he’s okay.”

      “He suffered a…setback. You’ll be ahead of him in treatment when you come in next.” The tall doctor pulled out a data device and tapped at the screen, and the wall display lit up again. Instead of Gerda’s welcome face, the image showed Shetty’s innards. McCullough indicated a familiar mass near the stomach. “That’s not the sort of shrinkage we saw after the first treatment.”

      Seeing the growth worsened Shetty’s nausea. “It looks as big as before.”

      “It’s not. There are several strands of the expanding vessels that have completely died off. If it were worth the risk, I would suggest surgery to remove them. It’s likely your body will break them down and absorb them over time.”

      It was a disgusting thought for Shetty but so was the idea that he had some sort of organism inside him, influencing him, maybe feeding on him. “Is that what’s happening to the general, sir?”

      “No. The general’s problem is very specific to him.”

      That was a relief, wasn’t it? Shetty saw the doctor’s gaze linger on the display before disconnecting. It was the sort of reaction that couldn’t be easily interpreted, especially for someone with Shetty’s lack of experience working with medical professionals. “Is there another problem, Doctor?”

      McCullough put his computer away. “I’m worried about your relationship with the captain.”

      “Oh, it’s nothing like that, sir. We’re supporting each other. That’s all.”

      Except support networks didn’t usually consist of flashing naked breasts. Shetty was pretty sure his feelings for the Bulldog pilot had changed in the days since she’d rescued him from Ferekon, but that wasn’t something he felt comfortable discussing openly.

      Maybe his denial was enough, because the doctor did nothing more than offer up a “hm” before exiting the room. It seemed a strange exchange, but Shetty didn’t feel up to giving it any deeper thought than that.

      He lowered his feet to the flip-flops waiting for him on the cold floor and exhaled. Lunch was going to have to be something sweet and cool, simple carbs that wouldn’t trouble his stomach and would pass along critical calories before the inevitable onset of sickness.

      Tomorrow? Tomorrow he’d ask Gerda if she’d join him for a big lunch.

      And maybe they would spend some time just hanging out in his cabin. Let the stuffy doctor think what he wanted to about that. All Shetty cared was that he could help Gerda deal with her pain and she might be able to do the same with him.

      If the Marines didn’t like that…? Well, that wasn’t Shetty’s problem.
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      The Sampati shuttle’s engines were a distorted, deafening rumble that filled the stuffy cabin space. Thanks to the brilliant glow of the vessel’s exterior lights, they had their first hint of the alien structure’s cavernous size. Goode realized her mouth was open and closed it, reminding herself that she was mission commander, a reflection of the trust put in her by Admiral Benson. It was an honor that the Genesis 5 wasn’t sure she’d earned yet, but she intended to do just that.

      Bring everyone back alive. That was the only real mission requirement. Everything else was a luxury.

      She had to remember that.

      Her nose crinkled at the faint odor of the polyurethane coating the exterior of her environmental suit. It wasn’t a terrible smell, but it was a distraction she didn’t need just then, same as the rising temperature inside the bulky outfit.

      None of that seemed to bother Hummel, who nudged the shuttle forward, pale-blue eyes dancing across the instrument console display and up to the window curving around the cockpit front. When she looked at him, Goode saw not just a balding old man with silvery whiskers jutting from deep wrinkles and a neck waddle but an experienced pilot who knew his way around a ship in a way she couldn’t match, despite her genetic advantages.

      Without meaning to, she found herself wondering about what she would look like if she reached his age. Would the even caramel tone of her skin suffer the same sun damage as his, complete with liver spots and freckles? Would the grace and athleticism of her long frame turn into the hunched posture and paunch he exhibited?

      Genetic engineering could only slow the assault of time, not stop it.

      Seeing him in action, though, she realized that what really mattered was how alert and quick he seemed to be. Without a mind, what did it matter if she still had her strength and beauty?

      In the lights tracing through the dark of the massive building, a shape appeared: a curved surface.

      Hummel smirked and tugged at the collar of his dark-blue coveralls, all that was visible of the uniform beneath the bulk of his gray environmental suit. “My, my. What have we here?”

      He adjusted course, and the shuttle eased closer to the object.

      Where the light didn’t reflect so fully from the skin of the thing, an almost bronze color came off of it. It seemed to be about the same size as the shuttle, maybe a little larger but certainly no more than thirty meters to a side. More fully revealed, the curved surface became a globe with two stubby, winglike structures ending in oblong, rectangular modules. The whole thing was propped up by four jointed legs that angled out from the central globe.

      The pilot whistled, impressed. “Starship, although I’ll be damned if I can see a propulsion⁠—”

      A warning klaxon sounded, and the shuttle shuddered. Lights flashed on the console, and from Goode’s quick inspection, the indications weren’t good. “We’re losing power?”

      “Looks like.” Hummel’s gravelly voice had an unfamiliar quaver to it.

      Goode twisted around to take in the two engineers—Aparo and Mooney—and Zane seated behind the cockpit. Strapped in, with the flashing lights reflecting off the gloss of their chemically treated environmental suits, they looked so vulnerable. “Keep your helmets close by at all times.”

      All three men held up the domes of their environmental suit helmets, which made her think of upended, glistening fishbowls.

      Telling the experienced spacers what to do might not have been the right thing, but Goode wasn’t worried about annoying her team. She was back to the primary mission objective: Everyone returns alive.

      A tiny voice in her head told her she should have come on the mission alone, but that wasn’t the least bit realistic. She needed the expertise the others offered.

      And she needed to keep an eye on the weasel who’d gone from rescuer and guardian angel to possible spy and traitor.

      If she ever got the time, she was going to have it out with the man.

      Zane Atalay.

      Former military. Closely associated with the GSA. A spy, just like her, although he lacked all the genetic edits that gave her so many advantages. He’d worked for Benson’s secret Umbra organization, but the former admiral didn’t seem very confident he hadn’t also worked for someone else—an enemy.

      Goode had no doubt that if Benson discovered Zane was the mole who’d betrayed her organization and gotten so many people killed, the old woman would be the one to put a bullet into the man’s head.

      Yet…

      As much as Goode hated the man for his deceptions, she couldn’t help feeling a connection to him. He’d pulled her out of the ocean, tracking her down after SAID had nearly killed her, saving her life when she’d given up. If she tried to see things from his perspective, he hadn’t actually ever outright lied to her so much as conveniently left out inconvenient data.

      On top of that, despite all she’d tried to do to keep her distance from the man, she’d developed feelings for him.

      That was what scared her more than anything.

      Another shudder preceded the shuttle suddenly drifting to the right and the bald pilot hissing a curse. Hummel tapped thick, shaking fingers against the console, closing windows and bringing up new ones. “We need to set down.”

      “Can we fly back out?”

      “No, we can’t fly back out. You forget we’re hundreds of kilometers above the surface, Mission Commander?” He strained against the yoke, and the shuttle stabilized. “We lose power out there, and it’s a long fall.”

      “What if the power problem is caused by this place?”

      “What if it’s not? Hm?” He leaned across to her, eyes bugging out.

      Before she could answer, they set down, an event of groaning and scraping metal that threw her against the safety straps keeping her in her chair. Lights flickered, and the tone of the warnings changed, but they were all quickly silenced by the pilot’s darting fingers.

      Emergency lighting kicked on, suffusing the shuttle interior with a pale, yellow-tinged glow.

      Hummel slapped a hand against the console. “Now that’s a landing!” He let out a deep, throaty laugh and twisted around to consider the two weapons technicians. “Either of you any good at rebuilding landing struts? I think I felt the nose assembly give.”

      At first, the two technicians gawked at each other, then Aparo stammered something that was lost in the creaking and groaning of the shuttle settling. He licked his lips, eyes wide. “I—I don’t know that we have the gear to pull off a repair like that.”

      “Sure we do.” The pilot winked at Goode, clearly enjoying the moment. “These shuttles are all about design compromise. Not a lot of redundancies, so they have simple systems instead.”

      “We’d need a jack⁠—”

      “Nah. There are two simple foldout struts that can handle the weight when we’re static.”

      Another groan went through the hull, and Aparo’s gaze shot to the deck. “There’s no light out there.”

      “That’s the only problem.” Hummel sagged a little and switched off everything but a slim strip of emergency lights in the passenger cabin. “We’re going to have to save enough juice to restart the reactor once we figure out what took it offline. Which of you can look at the reactor?”

      Mooney, the taller of the two techs, raised a hand. “I’ve worked with this type of system before.”

      Before Hummel could respond, Goode climbed from her seat. “You sure, Mooney?” The GSA agent caught the flash of annoyance on Hummel’s face.

      Tough. Faith had made it clear who was mission commander.

      The friction didn’t seem to get through Mooney’s calm. He undid his harness with practiced ease. “It’s probably something in the containment field. These systems weren’t built for combat pilots. No offense, Craig.”

      Hummel shot a wry glance at the technician. “You think you could do better.”

      “Like I said—no offense.”

      “Sure.”

      Great. At the exact time when they needed to work together, the tension was building. Goode wasn’t used to operating in a team environment, and she was even less experienced running a group. It went against her genetic coding, the lone wolf created with self-reliance in mind.

      But she had an assignment. “All right. While you two give the systems a look, I think the rest of us should see if there’s anything else in this place. Something this big can’t be dedicated to nothing but this hangar.”

      When she thought back to the massive white fins that looked like sails poking from the planet’s colorful, corrosive clouds, she had to push away the awe.

      Whatever had built this place had been far ahead of human technology.

      As Goode squeezed past the row of passenger seats, Zane kept his eyes averted. He hadn’t even undone his harness yet, and even through the thick gloves of his environment suit, the rigidity of his hands was clear.

      Goode popped open the first locker mounted along the port-side wall behind the seats. “We’ve got lamps, batteries, some spare oxygen.”

      Even as she opened the second locker, Hummel pushed his way past the seats. “Should be some sidearms, too.”

      Rather than respond to him, she pulled a holster from its compartment, followed by one of the hefty pistols held in place by a bracket. It was a 10mm semi-automatic Goshawk, a proven weapon from the old civil war era, although this looked like a newer iteration, with a burst-fire setting that would be useless outside a very short range against close-packed targets. Firing in that mode would chew through ammunition quickly.

      Fortunately, they had plenty of spare magazines.

      She shoved a belt, holster, and pistol at the pilot. “You qualified?”

      “I probably qualified before you were born, kid.”

      “Qualified like that piloting you showed us or really qualified?”

      The old man’s cheeks flushed red, and his eyes slitted. “You ever put down in a hot zone, young lady? Because when I look at you, I don’t see anything but a pretty, pampered kid.”

      Instinct told Goode to punch the guy hard in the sternum, to put him on the deck, gasping and choking. He wasn’t the sort who gave respect; you had to beat it out of him.

      But he was their pilot and the most experienced among them.

      So she took a sheathed knife from the locker and held the grip out to him. “What’s it say that the admiral would put a pampered kid in charge instead of you?”

      It was a stupid reaction, doing more harm than good, but she needed to get the old man in line. She was in charge, and if that hurt his feelings, tough.

      She handed out a pistol and knife to each of them, along with three spare magazines. “One of those magazines is armor-piercing rounds. Another is hollow point. Know your target. Conserve your ammunition.”

      After she forced the last of the weapons into Zane’s hands, he finally undid his harness. He was taller than the other three men, and in the dim emergency lighting, he seemed younger, the gray streaks in his hair all but lost. His profile when he turned away was almost handsome. “Splitting up doesn’t seem unnecessarily risky to you?”

      “It seems necessarily risky.” Goode saw that Hummel was just about to offer up his opinion and stepped closer to Zane. “What’s the point of coming down here if not exploration?”

      The physician’s assistant stiffened, exhaled, then bowed his head. “Is there something specific we can focus on?”

      That was the opening Hummel had been looking for. “Power.”

      Goode did her best to hide her frustration. “An ancient alien civilization like this is going to have compatible power systems?”

      “Why not? How many different ways can you get a starship off the ground? Chemical propellants. Nuclear reactions. At some point, anything you do requires a source of consistent, reliable energy.” Hummel patted Aparo on the shoulder, drawing a gloomy, frightened stare. “Once we find that energy, these two geniuses should be able to figure out how to transfer it, right?”

      Aparo, already the smallest among them, seemed to shrink. “Is there a workshop in the shuttle?”

      “Even better.” The pilot walked to the starboard wall and unscrewed a couple nuts, releasing a panel that folded out flat. “Hm?” He beamed at the technician.

      The technician stumbled over, gape-mouthed. “A fabricator?”

      “Barebones, but it should be good enough. You have an app on your data device to model what you need?”

      “Yeah.”

      “This’ll do ya. Watch your battery use. We need to restart the reactor.”

      Goode hadn’t known about the fabricator, and now she felt humiliated. The admiral should’ve told her, but that assumed she’d known about it.

      It was too late for anything but a graceful recovery at this point for the GSA agent. “Time’s the enemy here.”

      She returned to the cockpit to grab her helmet and paused to pull her belt on and to clip the holster into place. When someone approached her, she spun around, ready to tell Hummel to get it through his head that she was running the mission, not him.

      But it was Zane standing there, face stiff other than a twitch of the eye. “Antagonizing him isn’t going to work.”

      “What do you want me to do? Kiss his butt?” Goode kept her voice low.

      “Let him get used to the idea that you’re in charge.”

      “What’s to get used to? The admiral said it in front of everyone.”

      Zane took her helmet from her, pretended to check its fittings. “Leading people is a lot harder than operating on your own. Everyone is different—different motivations, different triggers, different needs. If you don’t understand what your people want and need, you’ll never be an effective leader.”

      Having someone she didn’t even trust tell her how to do her job didn’t sit well with Goode. Then again, neither did having a grumpy old pilot trying to crap all over her.

      Failing to complete the mission would be the worst, though.

      When Zane extended her helmet to her, she accepted it. “I’ll try.”

      The physician’s assistant took his own helmet from his seat and marched to the rear of the shuttle, where he waited at the inner airlock door.

      Once everyone was ready, they cycled through in pairs. With the environmental suits and small chamber, three would have been uncomfortable. Flashlight beams barely reached the alien ship they’d discovered, but it was enough to provide a destination in the absolute darkness.

      After reminding the two technicians that they would be on their own and to stay alert, Goode took point. Her long strides quickly had them at the alien vessel.

      Hummel circled the ship. “Hey. There’s another—two—more ships. Different.”

      That word—different—didn’t sit well with Goode. “Different how?”

      “I think one of them’s like those fighters that came at us.”

      “Leave them for now.” If they’d found Annihilator ships here…

      Thoughts like that were only a distraction. Their focus had to be on getting their own shuttle repaired and, if possible, finding a reason her organization and the military had been interested in this planet in the first place, stuck as it was in the middle of nowhere.

      Fortunately, Hummel didn’t argue her point but walked up to one of the modules at the tip of the wings and tentatively touched it. “A weapon. Why else would you have the thing mounted out here?”

      That seemed a big leap in logic to Goode, but she had no counterargument. “You think it has power?”

      Instead of answering, the pilot walked beneath the stubby wing until he reached the globe that almost had to be the point pilot and crew would enter. Once again, he ran his finger over the metal skin of the craft. “How in the⁠—?”

      Static popped over their connection, and Goode had a sense of time distortion, as if her comrades were frozen while she could glance around.

      As fast as the sensation had come, it was gone.

      She shook her head, as if that might clear her thoughts. “What⁠—?”

      Zane was there, supporting her unsteadily. “You felt that, too?”

      “Like…you two were frozen.”

      “I saw the same thing, but it was you two. Hummel?”

      The pilot seemed about to collapse, then a sound boomed through the air, loud enough that it could be felt through their environmental suits. It was a strange series of bleeps and squeals intermixed with deep, choppy tones.

      Goode searched the darkness with her flashlight. “Are you hearing that?”

      In response, Aparo shouted an alarmed question about the noise over the communicator.

      When the small technician was done screaming, Goode did her best to stay calm. “Aparo?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Are you being attacked?”

      “I—”

      “Is the ship in danger?”

      Silence replaced the man’s deep breathing. “We’re okay. It’s— We’re okay.”

      “All right.”

      Another strange sensation struck, and this time she felt warmth on her face.

      She switched her helmet optics to infrared and looked around, stopping when she spotted a light coming from the sphere of the alien ship. “Hummel, back away! That ship⁠—”

      The pilot cocked his head. “—is using an infrared beam. I see it.”

      If she could feel the beam on her face, even with the helmet on and the extra coating, what would the heat have done to her face without the protection?

      Even as she stepped out of the beam’s path, a ghostly video appeared, at first flashing strange symbols in sequences, then showing a planet floating in space, and finally showing a tall—if the image was to scale—aqua-skinned creature with long, spindly arms and legs that ended in round hands. Four digits projected from the hands, two stretching out to form a flat line with the joints straightened, and two splitting to form forty-five degree angles from the first two.

      More symbols appeared, along with more noises that hit with concussive force.

      Goode winced at the terrible sounds, but she couldn’t take her eyes off the alien figure. Bipedal, with a long head that rested atop an almost pyramid-shaped neck. Clusters of black buttons dotted the upper half of the thing’s face, while a split ran vertically down the lower half and to a tiny chin.

      No nose. No ears, although what looked like gills might serve that purpose.

      The black buttons flicked open and closed, again with a membrane that swept vertically.

      A moment before the other two saw it, she realized another vertical slit had appeared, this time on the side of the sphere. “Hummel!”

      Her voice snapped him out of his staring at the video, and he backed away from the opening. “Shit!”

      Then a blinding glow came from within the vessel.
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      No matter how hard Faith Benson stared at the displays curving around the nose of the Sampati’s interior oval of a bridge, she couldn’t make them show what she wanted them to. The planet Abaddon was still a cloud-covered mystery with a toxic and dense atmosphere as well as a mass that led to a challenging 1.5 Gs. Rising above the cloud vapor, the ship’s sensors and telescopic cameras showed clusters of towering, triangular buildings that would have been architectural marvels on Earth-like worlds.

      None of that meant a damn in the face of what she had lost on the planet.

      At the sound of a female voice behind her, Faith turned away from the images. Her eyes went to Lieutenant Tuttle, the senior helm officer. Though she was dressed in the same dark-blue coveralls as everyone else on the bridge, the woman’s significant height still made her stand out. She had a long face with thin lips, part of a group of features that weren’t particularly attractive all told, but there was an intelligence to her dark eyes and a determination about her that provided an attractiveness all its own.

      Faith felt small and fat in the presence of the officer. Worse, she felt old and defeated. Someone well past eighty had no reason to be out in space like she was, pretending to relive her days as a ship’s captain. Her joints creaked, and it took extra effort just to keep her bowel movements on schedule. She had children in important positions, and she had grandchildren—grandchildren!

      Yet here she was, in command of a ship, gnarled hands shaking from the heartache of losing too many and too much.

      She swallowed and kept her eyes averted, hoping that was enough to hide the tears that threatened to track down her wrinkled face. “What was that, Lieutenant?” Faith’s voice betrayed her, fragile and dry.

      “I was observing that we could review the last message from the shuttle⁠—”

      “—to see if there was an indication of trouble.” Faith nodded, annoyed that she hadn’t been paying attention well enough to have heard the start of the helm officer’s suggestion. “Would you do that, please?”

      The tall woman grinned, clearly pleased at the implied recognition. When she looked down at the wide console display that constituted most of her station, her long fingers danced across the command input sections, and bright colors reflected from her dark black skin.

      Standing at the station next to Tuttle, not much taller than Faith, Lieutenant Bertrand did his best to straighten his posture, weak chin rising in pride. The poor man must have known he would never project the desirable military image, not with his round face and pear-shaped physique, but there was still a glow of joy on his bronze features.

      His admission to being an admirer of Faith’s Navy career and of coming from a household of such admirers wasn’t a positive, not in her eyes. To her, hero worship was a dangerous condition, blinding people to faults.

      And Faith Benson had far too many faults.

      She glanced down at her own sorry physical condition, hating the belly that stuck out enough to hide part of her shoes. Maybe she could argue that she’d kept her mind sharp, but what she wouldn’t give to have the vigor of youth once more, to draw the hot glances of men, to have smooth skin.

      That same youth she would happily trade away in an instant to bring back the dead.

      Her mind once again flashed back to the sight of Brianna Stiles’s body floating inside the umbilical of the Annihilator destroyer, globs of blood spinning like little planets in her orbit. The Genesis 3 assassin had actually managed a thumbs-up in her final moments.

      Mission accomplished.

      Heroic. Brilliant. Fearless.

      All that remained of her now was dust, assuming even that had survived the nuclear fire from the warheads she had gotten aboard the automaton vessel.

      Was it the loss of Brianna that hurt so much, or was it what that loss represented that caused so much pain? Faith couldn’t know and thought maybe she didn’t want to. Her fear of death was one problem, something most people would be able to understand.

      Brianna’s death, though? That represented the impotence and futility of the struggle.

      Humans had no chance against the machines. If someone as capable as the Genesis 3 assassin couldn’t stop the Annihilators, none of them had any hope.

      Faith couldn’t give up, though. Not while she was still alive.

      Knowing that she owed Brianna more than that, Faith stepped up to Bertrand’s station. “Lieutenant Bertrand, I have an idea, if you might help me?”

      “I’d be honored, Admiral.” His face positively glowed.

      “While Lieutenant Tuttle examines the last transmissions, perhaps you could run a test of the communications system?”

      “What sort of test, ma’am?”

      It was a fair question. Faith’s experience with Navy technology was outdated, but the basics of operations didn’t change. “Can you examine transmission effects off the atmosphere?” She nodded toward the image of the planet below. “Did something change—a storm or some sort of localized phenomenon?”

      “Um, our sensors would have picked up such a change.”

      “And we didn’t?”

      The chubby young man happily tapped buttons and swiped on his part of the console that stretched from his station to Tuttle’s. “Nothing outside of what we’ve seen from the start, Admiral.”

      She grunted, annoyed. An easy resolution was preferable to what apparently lay ahead.

      Tuttle turned. “Admiral?”

      “What do you have, Lieutenant?” Faith couldn’t help but pat the young officer on the forearm once next to her. It was more the grandmother in her than the commander, and that could be a problem.

      “I’ve still got a few tests to run, ma’am, but the analysis points to no degeneration of signal on either end. Clarity, strength, encoding—everything was perfectly fine until it wasn’t. When we lost the connection, it was like a switch being thrown.”

      Faith caught the pained look on Bertrand’s face that could either signal he had a correction or some other input or that he needed to rush to the bathroom. She tried not to let her mounting annoyance show. “Lieutenant Bertrand?”

      “I’m sorry, Admiral.”

      “Don’t apologize until I tell you you’ve screwed up.”

      He chuckled tentatively. “Um, it’s just that I thought there might be a foolproof test of the situation is all.”

      What he said wasn’t a challenge of Tuttle’s analysis, but the tall lieutenant rose to her full height, looming over her junior. She wasn’t necessarily intimidating, but her presence was physical enough that the shorter man cringed.

      It wasn’t like the two might come to blows, but Faith needed everyone to stay sharp. “I’m open to any and all ideas.” She again patted Tuttle on the forearm, trying not to project a message to calm down while also wanting just that.

      Bertrand cleared his throat and focused on the console. “If you want to see, ma’am?”

      Being pulled between the two of them like this reminded Faith of the children competing for her attention all those years ago. She’d been so late to motherhood, had been so focused on her career and afraid of the cost that pregnancy might inflict, no matter how hard the military tried to say otherwise. Kedraal had been desperate for children, after all, and the only limitations pregnancy had inflicted on her were physical in the third trimester. The children she had produced? Those had come with emotional limitations that had been crushing.

      Somehow, what she was going through with these two adults made her long for those long-lost moments of emotional turmoil. Too many times, she had redirected a sobbing child to his or her father, and Floyd had handled things with far more grace than she had ever given him credit for.

      To hell with worrying about sending the wrong message. Faith squeezed Bertrand’s wrist. “Show me.”

      The young man brought up a camera. “This is a Y-72A. It’s a basic probe, one of sixteen.”

      Faith had actually seen similar probes throughout her career. “What do you have in mind?”

      “We can program probes, or we can remote control them.”

      Already, disappointment tightened Tuttle’s features. She hadn’t thought of this, and she was beating herself up over it.

      While the competition was endearing, Faith didn’t want to encourage it. “You’re both so full of good ideas. You’re thinking we could send a probe down to see if we lose communications with it the same way we did with the shuttle?”

      Bertrand’s eyes jumped from her to his fellow helm officer before returning to the camera feed. “I can program it to return if it loses contact.”

      He wasn’t spoiling for a fight or peacocking, but Tuttle still looked hurt. To address that, Faith could shout at them, or she could try to find some way to short-circuit whatever hard feelings were building up as the junior officers sought clear signals of how they fit into the new hierarchy.

      Leadership had always been a tricky thing, but Faith had never shied away from its challenges. She patted both of them on the shoulders. “I have to tell you, when I was an officer, the Navy liked to breed competition between its people. Anything shy of an actual knife in the back or a push out an airlock was encouraged.”

      Shock flashed across the features of the two lieutenants.

      Faith plowed on. “I can’t think of a more inefficient way to run things, personally. I’ve been so impressed at the way I see teamwork at every turn. You both throw unexpected twist after unexpected twist at me, challenging me, keeping me informed. I only hope I can avoid disappointing you too much.”

      Both officers stammered, each talking over the other, then stopping.

      This was what Faith needed—no staring daggers or moping. She nodded toward the image. “How long would it take to launch the probe?” While Bertrand focused on his display, Faith shot a questioning look at Tuttle, trying to project a need for the tall lieutenant to bless the whole idea.

      Bertrand tapped the image of a button
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