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        Ferekon System

        Teuling

      

      

      Floating was a comforting sensation. She preferred dreams of being in the womb, the warm fluids all around her, the heartbeat of her mother not just in her ears but felt through her whole body, vibrating through flesh to the bone. In those dreams, there was never a concern about whether or not she was loved. How could someone carry you inside them, bear your weight and heat, feed you from themselves and absorb your waste into their own if they didn’t love you? And how could someone who loved not be loved back?

      Childhood hadn’t exposed her to that love, though. There had been strange screaming tirades, demands that she read the doctrines and watch the videos and repeat the slogans. Slaps, shouting, nights without food. Any resistance or questioning had been declared rebellion, and rebellion had meant punishment.

      She’d never been old enough to understand the indoctrination, to see the transformation of this woman and the adults she surrounded herself with into something inhuman, flesh consumed with ideology and idolatry.

      For the nation. For the people. Of the people.

      And mother had been of the people. It didn’t matter her appearance. Under the skin, she had been the words and thoughts and hatred made manifest.

      When the Reclamation forces had come, all of that had ended.

      With guns. With fire. With explosions.

      Some of her friends had died then, mere children like her. Many had been gunned down while running around in gun battles. Others had been used as weapons, their dolls or knapsacks stuffed with bombs and rusty nails. And still others had been used as human shields to allow their desperate parents to get close enough for more powerful explosives to detonate.

      Mother had said that tactic had come from war with the Khanate, a lesson brought home by a grandfather or great-uncle or something. Remembering the various parts of the family is hard. It brings back memories she doesn’t want, so she doesn’t push herself to remember who it was that had fought the fanatics and took their tactics from them.

      What she does remember is the look of utter hatred in her own mother’s eyes when the Republic Marines closed on the positions. It’s not hatred for the Marines but for her, her mother’s daughter, and for the lack of explosives to take them all with her.

      But her mother had run out of bullets, and the Marines hadn’t shot her or stabbed her, no matter how she’d tried to get them to.

      Hadn’t she hoped they might shoot the shrill, crazed old woman then?

      She shuddered at that memory—floating, not in the amniotic sac and the warm, protective fluids but somewhere equally dark.

      This place, though, was cold—cold and vast and black.

      And in that cold, black vastness, she spun and ached and wondered what she would find when the spinning stopped and took the pain with it.

      Her thoughts went to the assessment camps, to the separation from the never-ending indoctrination, to the deprogramming. She met people she’d never seen before, people with dark skin and hair that wasn’t straight like hers. Some had little eyes that looked like they didn’t even have lashes. They provided nice, clean beds and hot food and water, and they made sure every night that everyone was washed and dressed in fresh clothes, and climbed into bed on schedule.

      Instead of indoctrination, in which each idea was repeated over and over until she had to accept its truth, the people who ran the camps asked questions. They encouraged the children to provide their own opinions and observations.

      All the while, they evaluated.

      Separation from her mother should have crushed her, but there had instead been relief. The love that had never been forthcoming after leaving the womb came from elsewhere, from the sister who would never betray her, never fail her, never allow anything to happen to her.

      That love could have stood against mountains and at times had seemed to do even more than that.

      A knock came at the door to her dormitory room, empty now. The beds were made, the blankets and sheets tucked tightly, the Republic-issued shoes lined sharply underneath the metal frames.

      She climbed from her own bed, brushed down the sturdy material of her gray, Republic-issued jumpsuit, then shuffled down the aisle separating the rows of bunks, until she reached the door. It was metal, but whoever knocked on the other side somehow managed to make the sound not a tinny clang but a hollow, dull noise that sounded so, so far away.

      At the sound, she twitched, wishing whoever was behind the door would go away. If she stayed here long enough, the cold would seep into her belly, and it would freeze her heart, and all the aching would stop.

      The knocking came again, and she shouted for the assessor to go away, then ran back to her bed and snuggled beneath the covers, where she kept a picture of her sister and the house their mother had told them had once been theirs. In a time before the Reclamation.

      Something thudded, then boomed, then a feeling like a fountain of energy pressed her against one side of her bed and pushed the air out of her.

      She woke, screaming, ready to tell whoever was knocking to stop it.

      Through glass as scuffed and cracked as the data devices she and her sister had been given at the camp, she made out the infinite void and the twinkling of distant stars. The thing thudding and thumping was a robot, with spindly metal arms—a drone, countering her spin, bringing her to a stop.

      A part of her foggy mind said it was a remote-controlled rescue vehicle.

      How could she know that? How could she be in the black of space? She should be—

      Light flashed in the dark of space, and the robot came apart, bits and pieces floating away, twirling and twitching.

      And she spun again and closed her eyes.

      She had run in the fields around the dormitories, allowed to laugh and sing, to hold hands with her sister and other children. Some had been like her, happy to be free of the cold rage of parents who’d ultimately preferred death over accepting those not like them. Those had been the children who’d questioned the beliefs that weren’t their own. Other children, though, had bristled and fought against the assessors.

      Those were the ones who’d stayed behind when the buses had come to carry off her and her sister and the ones showing progress.

      Showing progress.

      Accepting the new belief system.

      Except…they’d been asked to form a belief system of their own. No one had forced them to do anything they hadn’t wanted to do, to say what they didn’t want to say.

      Yet a part of her had rebelled at some level, had missed the love that had never been given, had ached at the void’s persistence.

      Why hadn’t she been good enough for her mother’s love?

      She woke again, this time to the dull scrape of a rescue robot’s arms wrapping around her.

      Not around her—around her shell.

      Or was this the same robot? Its oblong metal frame reflected hints of starlight, the depths of joints and ridges inky black. As with the first robot, this one extended spines and expelled gas to brake her inertia. This time, though, it continued firing the gas, and the thin, clear enclosure accelerated. The sensation of movement twisted her guts, already a mess. She wanted to puke, but it would just fill the mask, and if she survived, that would be a miserable thing to endure.

      Something drilled through the enclosure, which instantly sealed around it, then a telescoping arm unfolded a panel a few centimeters out from her shoulder. A prick stabbed into the meat of her arm, and warmth spread through her body.

      The pain faded.

      She drifted, dragged along by the robot, until a shape loomed in the black, something big enough to swallow her and the robot whole.

      They banged against metal, and lights flared brilliantly, revealing what had to be a cargo hold from the little bits visible around the narrow robot frame.

      Then the robot reconfigured, the arms that had grabbed her protective shell coming away from the transparent surface and latching onto the metal floor, securing itself in place.

      Even as that happened, the ship that had swallowed them accelerated.

      Gravity, the g-forces, leaving behind the black of space…it was all too much. She sobbed, choking against the knowledge that she was being rescued and didn’t deserve it. So much in her life she had deserved but never would have earned in a dozen lifetimes.

      Some part of her wondered at the tugging sensation, at the rumble of powerful engines shaking through the ship.

      Why save her? Why risk whatever had destroyed her fighter and the first rescue robot?

      The universe wanted her dead, and she deserved it.

      She had always deserved it.

      Because what kind of child must she have been never to have been loved by her own mother if not the kind of child who deserved to die?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ferekon

        Private Avery Shetty

      

      

      Whatever the afterlife held, Shetty hadn’t expected this.

      Awareness came to him in absolute darkness, along with aches in places he had no idea could ache. Cold, hard rock poked into his flesh, which felt as if it had been lacerated all over. In this afterlife, the void stank like fish rotting in stagnant water. Something fouled his sinuses, left an ache around his eyes, which he realized might be a blessing or might be the source of the disgusting smells—some of them anyway.

      He drew in a mindful breath and realized first that he wasn’t dead, then that he was most definitely lying on his back—his naked back. That latter realization came when some wounded part of his skin covering a part of a rib running close to his spine came into contact with a sharp, grating protrusion from the floor.

      Naked and cold and alive.

      That made no sense. He’d been in uniform when…

      His last moments of memory smashed through the last of his confusion, and he recalled an explosion, being thrown into the air, seeing—

      Erin!

      Even before the explosion, she’d been doomed, dying.

      Shetty gasped and wished he were dead, too. In the instant before the blast, he recalled the look of resignation, maybe even peace on Erin Flores’s face.

      She’d been right in saying she’d never make it off Ferekon, and he’d been wrong to tell her he would make sure she did.

      Hot tears rolled down his face and into his hair, tickling his scalp. His sobs echoed as they would in a coffin, bouncing back on him to mock yet another failure, another loss. Better for Flores to have died; he hadn’t deserved someone so precious, could never have hoped to protect her.

      When the crying passed, he felt so weak, so drained, that the pain from his injuries barely mattered. He wiggled his fingers to be sure they were still attached, then ran them along his body to take stock of what the darkness hid.

      Everything was there and properly connected, if banged up. Even his eyes filled their sockets, despite the complete absence of vision.

      Damaged but alive. That was better than he had any right to expect.

      That thought troubled him. Was his survival really such a terrible thing? Was it punishment for his failure to protect the woman he’d loved? Thinking like that was unhealthy. What the moment called for was detachment, a cool and rational perspective.

      Flores was dead, but he couldn’t rescue her body if he died, too, and that had been the promise she’d asked of him.

      Taking her home was still possible.

      Shetty stretched as far as he could, finding only three walls. He got to his feet, one hand on the two nearest two walls where they formed a corner. One was smooth, almost polished, the other uneven and rough. When he followed the rough wall to its extent, he found that the third wall was as smooth as the first. If the three walls didn’t form two ninety-degree angles, they came awfully close, and that spoke to a probable design: a cube.

      He was in a room of some sort, the lack of light almost certainly indicating there was a fourth wall along with the floor and a ceiling. With his scraped fingers running along the smooth wall he’d just located, he slowly moved forward, careful not to stub a toe or slice open a foot.

      The fourth wall wasn’t even three full steps from the rough wall, and it was as smooth as the two on what he now considered his left and right. The rough wall was what he considered the back, the fourth the outer wall.

      Now he searched this newly discovered front wall, hoping for a door. Centimeter by centimeter, he worked his fingers over the smooth surface. His breathing alone told him there was atmosphere, smelly and cold. That meant there was an opening somewhere. Unless they’d built the room around him, whoever had put him here had to have had a means of getting him inside this…

      What if it wasn’t a prison but a crypt?

      Shetty stopped himself. He wasn’t being rational. Fear was jumbling things around, making him stupid.

      It wasn’t a question of who had done this to him. He was caught up in a war with the Oranians. He and Flores had been on top of a ridge where hundreds of humans and League allies had been slaughtered. Oranian armor had been closing on him and Flores. One of them had even walked right into an ambush that had almost worked.

      But it had turned out to actually be an Oranian trap, and the second armored unit had killed Flores before Shetty could get a shot off to cripple the enemy’s walking machines.

      So this had to be the Oranians’ work.

      Alien or not, the Oranians’ plans had to make some sort of sense. If they’d wanted to kill him, they could’ve done so while he was unconscious on that ridgetop. His being alive indicated they meant to keep him that way for now, and that meant there was a way in and out of this place.

      Instead of staying focused on the possibility of a door, he started a slow probe of the other walls, working counterclockwise.

      Halfway along the rough and uneven back wall, he stopped. His toes had curled around a slight depression in the floor.

      Anxious about the possibility of injuring himself on some unseen danger, he dropped to his knees and probed the hole with his fingers, almost giggling when he found what his toes had discovered: slits cut into the stone surface. There were four of them, and they had to be at least ten centimeters across. They felt machined or in some way cut rather than natural. When he put his nose to the hole, there was an almost detergent-like smell to them. It wasn’t the sharp astringent smell of something powerful but an almost pleasant scent.

      He put his lips to the opening. “Hello?” His voice was fragile, cracking.

      No one answered.

      Why would they? This was some sort of Oranian storage unit, wasn’t it?

      Shetty propped his back against the uneven wall and shivered. It wasn’t just being naked that brought that shivering on, and it wasn’t just the cold stone. Dread settled into his core, a certainty that he was in serious, serious trouble. Surviving the engagement might not have been the best outcome, not from what he’d seen of the aliens. They were cannibalistic. If they were remotely like Earth-origin crustaceans, then they were likely scavengers.

      Except they seemed to show predatory tendencies.

      Of course, he was seeing the alien species through the lens of a human. Projecting limited human understanding of alien behaviors was stupid. Without real data, anything he supposed about the Oranians was groundless. Until waking, he’d been sure he was dead after his ambush had failed.

      For a little while, he did nothing but listen to his breathing, noting the way it echoed in the cell. That was what he’d come to consider it: a prison cell. Better that than think he was in some viewing tank, waiting for a customer to select him for dinner.

      After some time, his bladder ached, and he realized he had no idea how long he’d been out. It was entirely possible he’d soiled himself when knocked unconscious, but it was just as likely the pressure building in his gut was the result of hours without relieving himself.

      There were no clear areas for him to use as a toilet, so he went to his knees and peed into the area of the slits in the floor.

      So much for the pleasant detergent smell.

      What was he supposed to do when he had to evacuate solids?

      Considering that glum prospect, he again rested his scraped and bruised back against the rock wall. As he sat in the dark, it occurred to him he must be seeing things, because he could swear there was a sliver of lighter black in the absolute blackness. When he shifted his head, the sliver of relative lightness stayed where it was. The longer he stared at it, the more intense and clear the lighter slash became.

      He crawled forward, cautious but hopeful, until he’d reached the wall he’d designated the outer wall. Still on hands and knees, he pressed his cheek to the floor.

      It wasn’t imagination or delusion. There was light, no matter how little, coming from a horizontal slit running at least as wide as his shoulders. Cool air came from that little opening, too. It carried the stench of dead fish and bad water.

      The fourth wall had a door. He was sure of it.

      Probing didn’t reveal how that door operated, but he refused to give up on the idea. There was a way in and a way out.

      Shetty pressed his ear to the slit, held his breath, and listened.

      Breathing? Moans? Growls?

      Everything he heard could have been real, the sources varied, or it could’ve been his mind filling in the silence. There could be other cells out there like his, or he could be buried on that hilltop where he’d lost Flores, maybe left to rot until one of the Oranians returned to pick his putrid remains apart.

      Just as he began to toy with the idea of shouting out his name, a new sound came to him, this one like the soft whisper of air gushing through an opening.

      Almost immediately, he caught a mixture of smells to go along with the fishy smell—various musks and strange odors. It felt like the air he’d detected through the slit took on a new nature: colder, fresher.

      When he realized the light beneath the door had grown brighter, he backed away.

      New sounds came, this time nothing he’d imagined. It was the clack and crack of something hard and…pointed moving along stone. Again, his mind filled in the blanks, and he imagined an Oranian just outside his cell door, lethal pincers snapping in anticipation.

      Shetty swallowed and hoped for a quick, clean end. The Oranians were advanced. Their battlefield kills were fast. They had no reason to enjoy torture.

      But he backed even farther from the door.

      Scraping sounds came from outside, along with more of the noises he worried he’d only imagined: coughs, growls, something like a yawn.

      He ran through his options.

      Sit perfectly still and let whatever happened happen?

      Charge the crablike alien and pummel it with scratched and bruised fists until the thing snipped him into pieces?

      Blubber and beg for mercy?

      Then a section of the outer wall simply shifted aside, and a dull light came through. A pincer whipped around on the other side of the wall, and blocks of something shot through the opening to bounce wetly on the floor. After a second, something sloshed and splatted as it rolled across the rocky surface.

      His eyes went to the thing revealed by the dim glow: a translucent, rubbery-looking globe. In that instant, the light shining on the object was distorted, and Shetty had the sense of something murky filling the container.

      Before he could ask the Oranian what was going on, the flap in the door closed, and the light was back to the faint sliver of gray.

      Shetty crept forward, sweeping his hand along the floor until he found the ball. He lifted the rubbery thing with his left hand, shuddering at the strange tackiness of its surface. Exactly as he’d thought, there was a sloshing from within the container, but when he sniffed the object, he got the impression of an algae-thick puddle of water gone months in faint sunlight.

      Water, though. It was almost certain.

      Until then, he hadn’t really thought much about just how thirsty he was. Now, though, his tongue felt thick and tacky. Swallowing seemed an impossible chore, even though he’d been able to do it not that long ago.

      He edged forward, sweeping the ground once again, this time with his right hand. When his fingers ran across the surface of something cold and slick, he pulled back. Another search found either that same chunk of gooey, cool stuff or another bit just like it.

      A quick sniff confirmed his fears: This was the source of the fish smell.

      There hadn’t been time in the quick flash of light into the cell to see what the smelly things were, but Shetty guessed they must be some sort of aquatic life. Maybe the Oranians had their own breeding stock they brought down with them, something frozen for later consumption. It seemed just as possible they’d stocked the waters of Ferekon with their own preferred prey.

      Either way, he wasn’t sure he’d be able to eat the…things without worrying about poison or some other sort of reaction.

      Maybe this was actually how the Oranians prepared their meals, providing something that would kill them?

      Once again, his thoughts went back to treating the aliens logically. If they’d wanted him dead, he would already be dead. It was optimistic, but it also made sense.

      Just as he attempted a bite of the gooey, fishy thing, the globe in his left hand began to dissolve. That was the best way to describe the sensation. One second, he was holding the rubbery container in the palms of his hands. The next, the strange outer shell seemed to be melting around his fingers.

      He spat out the alien meat, barely noting its greasy, almost buttery flavor, but it was too late.

      The rubbery ball dissolved, and water gushed over his hand.

      Shetty screamed. He made a desperate attempt to catch some of the fluid with his open mouth before it was too late. When that failed, he licked the liquid—equally fishy and foul—from his cupped palm and from his arms.

      Without understanding why, he began to sob, rocking back and forth. After minutes of that, he searched for puddles of the water and licked it from the hard floor.

      When no pools remained, he listened, shaking with cold and self-loathing.

      Sounds came through the slit beneath the door. This time, it wasn’t the mix of noises that might be aliens or his imagination. What he heard now was the unmistakeable sound of miserable creatures. Human or not, there was a pathetic, wretched quality to the yelps and howls and squeaks.

      Hearing those horrible noises forced Shetty to push aside his certainty about the Oranians being advanced and thus having no reason to torture and maim for pleasure.

      This wasn’t a prison as he’d hoped. What he’d been dragged into was one of those mythical hells, a place of brutality and unfathomable cruelty.

      Surviving the ridgetop battle hadn’t been a blessing but a curse.
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        Kedraal

        Kara Goode

      

      

      More than anything, Kara Goode wanted answers. She’d been set up for assassination, left to die in a compromised aircraft, and nearly turned into dinner for some giant fish. Whoever had done that needed to pay.

      But it would have to wait…maybe forever.

      With one hand wrapped around a brass rail for support against not just her wobbly legs but the rocking brought about by the massive waves smashing into Zane’s undersized yacht, she squinted through the water-streaked pilothouse window and the overmatched wipers into the fiercest storm she’d ever seen. Howling wind stretched lines taut and emitted a nerve-shredding hum.

      She used to love the smell of the sea, but that was before nearly cooking beneath the sun on the ocean, certain that the murderous fish was waiting for her to take a dip. Now the salty odor was everywhere, too much for even the deluge to wash away. If the boat failed, the storm would take them beneath the waves forever.

      A glance at the old man piloting the yacht didn’t fill the Group for Strategic Assessment agent with confidence about their odds of surviving the storm, either.

      Stress tightened the flesh of Zane’s long face. His dark eyes darted from the glow of the console display to the gloom beyond the pilothouse, the tension seeming out of place with such gentle features. Seeing him at the wheel now, she found herself reassessing her assumptions about him, from the fatherly concern she’d seen on his face at the apartment compound to the timidity he’d shown in her presence. Illuminated by the radar and sonar systems as well as the frequent flash of lightning, she had a better read of him. Tattered jean shorts and a sun-faded T-shirt revealed corded muscles moving along wiry limbs. His skin was tanned, she realized, but it wasn’t sun- or weather-damaged.

      Not like hers. She was burned, and she wasn’t sure the darkening her own skin had gone through would ever go away. Her hair was a wild mess, the black strands now kinked instead of straight. If she looked into a mirror, she worried the pretty features she’d mostly inherited from her mother would be blistered and unrecognizable.

      At least Zane hadn’t acted repulsed when he’d seen her.

      Just as he stretched to turn a handle connected to a metal bar that repositioned a floodlight attached to the top of the pilothouse, a wave smashed into the prow, knocking him off-balance.

      Goode reached out to catch the older man, barely managing to stay upright herself.

      He mumbled an apology and pulled away from her, leaving a mixture of smells in her head: a bright, soapy aroma; the sharp tang of anxious sweat; a medicinal trace like that of the ointment tacky on her back…

      …and the damned salt of the sea.

      The physician’s assistant pushed a button on the control panel, then made a slight adjustment with the wheel. “This boat isn’t meant for a storm like this.”

      “Then why’d you bring it out?”

      “It’s all I had available.” Muscles worked along his jawline.

      “I would’ve hoped my guardian angel came with a luxury yacht armed with long-range, heat-seeking missiles.”

      Despite the situation, he smiled. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      She eyed the bright colors of the weather radar display, noting the yellows, oranges, and reds at the center. “We’re inside of this?”

      “Almost dead center.”

      “Any chance you might be able to get more out of the engines?”

      His laughter was almost manic. “They’re built for endurance, not speed.”

      A chill ran through her, and she looked down at the knife she’d wedged between the console display and one of the three interface pads. “If we sink, I’m not waiting for rescue.”

      Maybe it was the way her voice cracked, but he tore his attention from the black of the night to look at her. “Don’t give up.”

      “I’m not. But I’m also not interested in…” Drowning? Being eaten by some devil fish? “I didn’t have control of my life while I was out there. I don’t like not having control.”

      Zane ran a hand through his black hair. Damp as it was, the gray was barely noticeable. “Things have escalated while you were out.”

      That snapped her out of her thoughts. “Escalated how?”

      “The organization I work for has come under attack. I think it’s mostly dismantled.”

      “Are you GSA?”

      He shook his head. “We’re—we were—extra-governmental. We were formed because our leadership didn’t trust the direction leadership was going.”

      “I worked for the government, Zane.”

      “The rank and file isn’t the problem. The people who put the organization together saw troubling signs. You might say the same signals that were missed that allowed the civil war to happen were lighting up indicators for the people in charge. We missed them then, and we nearly missed them again.”

      Goode was about to ask him what signals he was talking about when the yacht shuddered, and a red light flashed on the console. “What’s that?”

      “One of the engines.” There was unmistakable strain in the older man’s voice. “Take the wheel.”

      She froze. Her training had included piloting speedboats and a little sailing, but she’d never touched a vessel of this size, and piloting in a storm—

      He took her hand and drew her over, placing it on the wheel, then pointed at the navigation display. “This indicates our bow. You see? This?” The older man pointed at a green line running from a circle surrounding a basic boat shape. “That’s our course. Adjust the wheel to keep us on course. That’s all you need to do for now.”

      “But what about—?”

      “There’s no ‘but.’ I need to look at the engines.” His hand was firm on her shoulder.

      Heart racing, hands weak, she nodded in acceptance. No other option seemed viable.

      When he opened the hatch, the storm roared, and what little warmth there’d been in the cabin leaked out. Her stomach seemed ready to toss up its contents, but she hadn’t eaten in days. The wheel pressed against her slick palms, as if the rudder wanted to fight her. With a few gentle adjustments, she had a feel for the yacht and had it pointed straight down the green line.

      Lightning flashed, blinding her for a second. In the instant of whiteout, she’d seen the front of the boat better than even what the floodlight had revealed.

      At any other time, maybe she could have pictured herself lying out on the forward deck, warming beneath the sun, complimenting the character of the older vessel, admiring the graceful simplicity of it. Now, all she could see was how fragile the boat looked in the grip of this hungry typhoon.

      She rapped a knuckle against the flashing red indicator. “Give me a break for once.”

      It stopped blinking.

      Her relieved laugh died in her throat as another burst of lightning turned the night bright as day. In that blinding glow, she saw a terrifying wave rising high above the prow. “Zane!”

      Goode spun around to see if the mysterious man was still belowdecks, working on the motors, but instead Goode saw him leaning forward, advancing toward the pilothouse.

      Then the wave smashed into the vessel, knocking it to starboard so that the yacht was almost parallel to the surface. She flung her arms out, buffering herself against the crash into the wall. Even so, she lost her footing and went hard to the deck. Fire shot through her back, and she was sure she’d opened the wounds from the fish’s bite.

      Ever so slowly, the boat righted itself. She grabbed the same rail she’d been using for support before being foisted into the piloting role and hauled herself up.

      After confirming the engine alarm was still out and there were no new red lights, she went to the hatch and looked across the deck.

      Zane was nowhere to be seen.

      Teeth gritted against a string of curses, she pushed the door open and yelled his name. Once again, a flash of lightning turned the night to day, and she saw something flailing off to starboard, drifting behind the yacht.

      Screaming furiously, she searched around for a life preserver. An orange-and-white reflective ring caught her attention, and she staggered over to it. Velcro strapped both preserver and coiled rope into place.

      She undid the strap, tested the knot connecting the rope to the yacht, then checked again to be sure she hadn’t merely imagined the movement out in the churning water.

      A pale shape bobbed, the feeblest of flailing the only indication of swimming.

      Leaving the man in the water meant certain death, probably for both of them. He’d shown her enough about piloting for her to keep the yacht pointed in the right direction. Without his expertise, she was destined to run into another crushing wave that would capsize the vessel.

      One more test of the line gave her enough confidence to plunge into the roiling waves.

      As cold as the rain had been, the sea was somehow worse. The second she dropped below the surface, she imagined the black shape racing through the water, bent on finishing what it had started. When she surfaced, she sputtered, searched around to get her bearings, then kicked toward what she thought might be Zane’s arm waving.

      She was young and healthy, an expert swimmer with years of experience…

      …but she’d never been savaged by a sea creature before.

      After a few agonizing strokes, she shouted out Zane’s name. Her muscles were cramping, and the bites had gone from stabbing, searing pain to a sensation of a billion needles jabbing into her flesh. Whatever ointment Zane had applied, it had been water-repellant. When she’d toweled off after joining him in the pilothouse, he’d warned her not to rub the medicine from her skin. She told herself that was going to keep her safe, that the ocean was too big for the stupid fish to have any idea where she was now.

      And all the while, she continued kicking and stroking with her free arm.

      Her stubborn resolve paid off, as she bumped into the older man just as he started to go under.

      She grabbed him and wrestled him into the preserver seconds before the line went taut and the boat pulled them after it.

      Not liking her odds of swimming faster than the motorized vessel, she hung on to the physician’s assistant and began reeling them in toward the yacht. Water got into her mouth, and she swallowed a mouthful, gagging on its taste. It stung her eyes, and the shivering she’d experienced earlier began in earnest now.

      Childhood training had focused on this exact scenario, with an instructor shoving her and other Genesis 5s into a pool full of chunks of ice. Not only were they expected to swim four laps, but they had to dive to the bottom to retrieve six coins each with their names written on them.

      Goode had cried harder that day than almost any other, gagging on the pool water and nearly drowning when her feet cramped from the cold. Numbed as her fingers were, she could barely grab one coin, much less search among the dozens spread over the concrete bottom to look for her name.

      No one had been there encouraging her that day. The normal clapping and enthusiastic hoots had been silenced after her mother’s recent visit.

      The old woman with the wild eyes had called her own children weak.

      Weak!

      What kind of mother demanded that sort of training? How could a human look at another in such distress and shriek expletives, calling flesh and blood inadequate and pathetic?

      Those words had stung, bitten every bit as sharply as the feel of the icy water. It hadn’t hardened Goode or her brothers and sisters other than to turn them against their mother. Some things could never be forgiven, and the old woman’s shrieking condemnation that the Genesis 5s had everything given to them, that they’d never make it, never provide the service expected of them, was as unforgivable as things got.

      Goode felt Zane go limp and slip out of the preserver, but she wrapped her legs around him before he could escape her reach.

      Once again she worked him into the preserver, this time coiling rope around his chest.

      Lightning stretched across the heavens, and again she saw a massive wave coming toward the boat. She wrapped arms and legs around the failing mystery man and waited for the tower of water to hit them. Only his breathing and heartbeat kept her from giving up when the wave drove them below the surface.

      Slackness in the rope left her fighting panic.

      Had the yacht capsized? Had the line been severed?

      She kicked up and up, and she got them both above the water. The air was cold, the wind savage. As she tried to better her grip on Zane, the line went taut once more, and they were tugged along.

      Too much had happened to Goode in too short a span of time. Her reserves were waning, both mentally and physically. She’d breathed in water, and the injuries were growing too painful for her to ignore. Her brain was taking its own course, filling her with thoughts of chilling days wrapped in blankets, of sitting in her living room with a mindless comedy playing while she sipped creamy hot cocoa, of biting into gooey fudge and chocolate cake that melted on the tongue.

      Zane hacked, then he looked around, dazed. When he saw her, his arm gently wrapped around her hip. “Don’t give up.”

      Goode hated him then. She wasn’t thinking about giving up. Her body was shutting down. “I’m—”

      He wasn’t listening. His eyes were squeezed shut, and he clung to her with the strength of a baby clutching for its mother. It wasn’t an accident he’d grabbed her below her injuries; that had taken effort.

      A scream of frustration bubbled up, but she turned it into a grunt of exertion. She pulled them closer to the boat, chastising herself at the realization that a man years her senior with no special training and no genetic tweaks to his advantage had been the one to encourage her, to outlast her. His effort hadn’t been to save his own life but to command her not to surrender.

      Her mother’s shouts were in Goode’s ears.

      “You’re not good enough.”

      “It all came too easy for you.”

      “You don’t apply yourself.”

      Goode reeled them in toward the yacht until she could see where the line had been tied off. She tightened her thighs around the older man and began hauling them out of the water, growling at the agony in her shoulders and arms. It was like climbing with cinder blocks strapped to you. Her biceps were ready to rupture, and she was sure she must’ve shredded her palms.

      But she continued pulling them up.

      The rail where the rope was anchored came into reach, and she stretched out with a failing arm, wrapping numbed fingers around the wood. She curled her legs up, drawing the physician’s assistant up and screaming for him to grab on as well.

      He did, and she released her grip on him. Without his weight, she was able to drag herself up and over the rail, then to drag him up as well.

      For a moment, she thought it might all have been for nothing, as another hateful wave smashed into the boat and nearly took them over the side again, but she held on.

      She got Zane belowdecks and laid him down on a couch, then stumbled around until she’d located his bed. Shivering and hacking, she tore blankets and sheets off. After tossing those at him, she searched around for more towels, which she used to shield her as she stumbled into the pilothouse.

      Her teeth were chattering now. The piloting console was a blur.

      Goode shook herself and blinked hard, hearing again her mother’s chastising rebuke.

      Those biting words held a heat of their own for the young GSA agent. She snarled at her reflection in the pilothouse window. “I am good enough!”

      No one could tell her otherwise—not now, not ever.

      After correcting course, she stripped off the T-shirt Zane had dressed her in after treating her. It was soaked through. She wrung it out and toweled away the seawater as best she could while keeping the yacht on its bearing. Once dry, she plucked out the two driest towels and wrapped one around her, then draped another over her shoulder.

      When lightning flashed again, she glared at the storm, imagining she heard her mother’s hateful voice in the wind.

      A snarl twisted Goode’s face at the thought. “You think it all came too easy for me? Just watch.”

      The wind howled, but it didn’t frighten her anymore.
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      Thunder boomed in the lightning-lit midnight sky, and the seawater that sprayed over the long prow of the SAID assault speedboat found its way through the shattered windshield and onto Faith Benson’s raw cheeks. Piloting the boat was supposed to be easy, the controls coming down to a vehicle steering wheel and twinned levers that could be pushed forward or pulled back to indicate which direction to go and how fast. At fifteen meters long and designed for open water, the vessel could supposedly handle the sort of chop she was facing, but that assumed a competent pilot. She’d never handled this sort of craft, and the way it shuddered and sometimes lifted its front half out of the churning waves, she expected it to snap in half or capsize at any moment.

      Faith squinted at the console as it updated data from sonar sensors, weather radar feeds, heading, and fuel.

      It was that last reading that scared her the most.

      She licked the salty spray from her bruised lips and tried to work some of the tension from her bunched-up shoulder muscles. They still had an hour of fuel at the current burn rate, which Brianna had said was the optimal compromise between the power needed to keep the boat upright and fuel efficiency.

      Their targeted landfall was ten minutes beyond that estimate.

      Worst-case scenario, they would have to swim the last several kilometers. At her age, wrinkled and gray. Wounded. Fatigued. In a storm that was only going to grow worse over the next few days according to all the pockets of red and orange on the weather radar.

      What she had to focus on was the best-case scenario, where the boat’s computing system’s estimate had the sort of wiggle room built in that Brianna had promised. With that, they’d have maybe as much as half an hour of fuel once they reached shore.

      Assuming Faith hadn’t screwed up her memory of the coordinates.

      She blinked away the spray flowing like tears from her aching eyes. Would it really have been so hard to grab goggles off one of the dead SAID wet-works specialists? They weren’t going to use them again.

      For just a minute, fury burned away the fatigue and cold and made it possible for the former prime minister to ignore that she was soaking wet. That was more from the sheeting rain than the ocean spray, but either would’ve been miserable.

      At her age, she should’ve had her feet propped up on an ottoman at this hour, a glass of brandy at her side as she read situation reports and operations proposals from the various Umbra leadership groups.

      Decades ago, maybe she would’ve embraced this sort of challenge. She’d been long and, if not lean, then at least fit.

      Now? Time and sickness had stolen her health, her height, and her looks.

      But they hadn’t stolen her mind. Not just yet.

      She leaned into the roaring wind and drew her lips back, baring her teeth in defiance, imagining as she did that Victoria Stressemann was floating in the turbulent black water, bobbing and flailing her arms in desperation. Oh, what a thrill it would be to smash the bitch’s head with the assault boat’s supposedly unbreakable composite hull and to shred her with the propellers of the massive engines.

      Liar. Traitor. Murderer!

      After so many years of service, Faith couldn’t help feeling that she’d let down not just her people within Umbra but the entire human species. How could she have missed the signals, failed to perceive the moves being made by someone who was generously an adequate schemer at best? What had been the point of Umbra if not to prevent this sort of thing from ever happening?

      But Faith had grown too confident, too comfortable, too distracted. She’d let the greater threat distract her from the one right in front of her.

      Victoria Stressemann.

      The woman couldn’t possibly have pulled this off on her own. She lacked the mental aptitude, the grasp of long-term planning, the ability to see beyond her immediate and personal gains. Yes, she was a bruising, plotting, backstabbing politician, someone Faith had simply been too tired to waste her last years struggling against.

      But the complete castration of Umbra?

      Faith refused to believe that was possible. There had to be survivors out there, assets still functioning here on Kedraal, and the truly critical elements of her organization running the off-world operations…

      If nothing else, Tamos Station had to have survived. It had to.

      A hand settled on her shoulder, and she turned to see Brianna’s tired face. Some of the color had gone from the younger woman’s face, and not all of that was the weak glow from the console. She hadn’t done any better trying to sleep on the crashing boat, and after all she’d pulled off during the Freedom Island assault, she was the one who really needed to rest.

      Long ago, when they’d first served together, Brianna had been the shorter of the two of them, with a more youthful and lithe physique that, along with her beauty, had annoyed Faith. Even age and disease hadn’t destroyed the former assassin’s beauty, and the Genesis 3 wasn’t stooped and shrunken, hadn’t gone soft and wrinkled.

      None of that mattered, not if Umbra was dismantled, destroyed.

      Faith might comfort herself that she still had her wits, honed as a fleet officer and eventually as a politician risen to the highest position possible, but now she was looking at the ruin of her lifelong ambition, the obliteration of the supposedly hidden organization.

      She let Brianna take the pilot seat and settled in the chair beside her. Although Faith wouldn’t let it show, she was glad to release control of something, and she wouldn’t miss the cold mist stinging her eyes.

      Brianna’s face contorted into a sour mask as she looked the console over. “Did you stay on course?” She had to yell to be heard over the motors, sea, and thunder.

      “As well as I could. There were some pretty big swells.”

      “I showed you how to deal with those. You have to face them head-on.”

      “I tried that, and we nearly went over. You looked so peaceful sleeping that I didn’t feel like dumping you in the sea.” It was a bitter, dark comment that served no purpose, but it gave Faith a moment of satisfaction when there would otherwise have been none.

      The Genesis 3 assassin barely reacted other than to adjust the throttles microscopically. “I hope you’re right about the coordinates.”

      “Sorry that I never made a point of memorizing locations down to a few meters of accuracy.”

      “No problem. It might only mean our lives.” Brianna raised her chin, and in that moment of defiance, with lightning illuminating her profile, she could have been in her thirties, her posture still erect, the power and grace still fully imbuing her limbs with the capability to kill a target with ease.

      Faith recalled the way the young woman had survived an SAID assassin armed with a knife, killing him with her bare hands. It was an improbable thing, and it had been close, leaving the younger woman bedridden in a ship infirmary for some time.

      The former prime minister bowed her head and wiped rain from her brow. “I’ve been thinking about Stressemann.”

      “What about her?”

      “She can’t be the mastermind behind this. Umbra was built with too many firewalls and too many failsafes to come apart this easily.”

      “I told you, you had moles.”

      Faith shook her head. “Even that doesn’t make sense. We worked hard to keep tabs on our people, same as any organization with people in sensitive positions. Finances, psychological stresses, associations—anything that could tip us off to someone flipping was monitored.”

      “You missed something.”

      “Thank you for stating the obvious.” When the GSA assassin glared at her, Faith didn’t look away. “I’m trying to get your insight.”

      “In case you forgot, I was frozen for a couple decades.”

      And that had done nothing to help the Genesis 3 with her anger problems. That was something she would take to the grave with her. It wasn’t her fault her genetically engineered body had failed her. Pushed too hard for too long, even a perfect machine would start to come undone.

      That analogy made Faith look at the console, anxiety knotting in her gut. She imagined a stutter in the engines, a jerk in the boat, and couldn’t help studying the Genesis 3.

      But that only made matters worse, because Brianna’s eyes widened, and she hurriedly tapped the console before hissing a curse.

      Faith straightened in her seat as the other woman powered everything down. “What? What’s the matter?”

      Brianna’s answer was to stomp back toward the motors and the bags piled there, bags now soaked through. The SAID wet-works team had left behind gear they wouldn’t need for their operation on Freedom Island, equipment that had fortunately included medical materials.

      Now the Genesis 3 tossed aside all sorts of items, stopping only when she pulled out a half-meter-long black plastic case. She set it down on the rolling deck and unclipped the two latches on the front, revealing stainless steel tools.

      Understanding settled over Faith. She hurried aft with much less grace than her partner, going to a knee hard beside the younger woman and wincing from the impact. “What’s wrong?”

      “Are you trying to tell me you didn’t feel it?”

      “I’m trying to ask you what—” When Brianna shoved a ratchet handle at her, Faith took it, then accepted a flashlight when that was handed to her as well. “What’s gone wrong?”

      “Something’s not firing properly. I need to take a look at the engine internals to figure out what.”

      “In this storm?”

      Brianna had started to unscrew the cover on one of the engines but snapped around to flash a snarl at the older woman. “You want to use your political influence to get the wind to stop? Or maybe you could buy a new motor and have it installed with the snap of a finger?”

      “We’re on the same team, Brianna.”

      “No, we’re not.” The Genesis 3’s voice was a roar, far louder than it had to be. She held the screwdriver like a knife she was ready to plunge into an enemy’s chest. After a second, she blinked and shifted her grip on the tool, then went back to work on the engine. “We’re allies, that’s all. Allies of convenience.”

      “Brianna, I told you I’m sorry for what happened to you.”

      “Sorry doesn’t undo the damage. Nothing can get me back my lost years.”

      When Faith thought about pointing out that the other woman would be dead by now if not for her time in cold sleep, the idea was immediately thrown out. Who knew what the agent might have been able to do if she’d lived her time in the previous twenty years? Maybe Stressemann would’ve met with an unfortunate accident long before her rise to power.

      The sickening thought was there for a moment that perhaps Faith’s unwillingness to resort to such extremes was the reason she now faced such a terrible situation. Certainly, Stressemann didn’t have any such reservations about eliminating political enemies.

      Brianna pulled the cowling back just as a massive wave washed over the prow, turning the boat at least thirty degrees to port and nearly tipping it over. Tools spilled across the waterlogged deck, and the two of them scrambled to recover everything before it could be tossed into the roiling waters.

      Same as she had before with the ratchet, the younger woman shoved a ratchet head into Faith’s grip. Their hands clamped tightly for a moment in the lightning. In that instant, Faith’s flesh looked pale, devoid of any color at all, and Brianna’s warm brown skin seemed to take on the gray of night.

      It occurred to the former prime minister how stupid it would be for her to focus on their differences rather than the commonalities.

      Weren’t they both committed to stopping Stressemann and her people?

      Weren’t they both old and gray?

      Hadn’t they both been wounded by traitors?

      Exploiting differences was what Stressemann and her supporters did. They were the type to see Brianna’s frizzy hair compared to the former prime minister’s straight hair, to see the assassin’s smaller nose compared to Faith’s more prominent one, and to focus on those irrelevant physical distinctions as ways to drive wedges between people.

      Allies, even if only for the moment, had to find strength in one another. They had to cooperate and overlook the things that set them apart.

      Faith inclined her head toward the engine. “What do I need to do?”

      “Loosen these.” The Genesis 3 pointed at four bolts.

      That was all Faith needed. She went to work while the other woman unscrewed a plate on the other side of the massive motor. Water hissed and steamed from the heated surface, and it seemed they would be tumbled into the sea at any moment, but Faith had the focus now to fight off the sluggishness that injury, cold, and lack of sleep had brought on. She had the four bolts undone by the time her partner was done with whatever she’d been doing.

      Brianna flipped back the freed cover, took the flashlight from Faith, and shone the beam into the revealed area, then dug in with bent-nose pliers. After a moment, she slapped the cover back down and signaled for Faith to ratchet the plate back into place.

      Just as Brianna stood to push the cowling onto the engine, another wave smashed into them. As the boat went up and almost vertical on its port side, the Genesis 3 went airborne.

      Without thinking, Faith grabbed the other woman around the thighs, hoping against hope that they didn’t both go into the water.

      Somehow, they smashed into the gunwale, with Brianna’s head and shoulders submerging until the boat righted itself and she came free of Faith’s grip.

      They fell, the former assassin sputtering, the older woman screaming in terror. A second later, they smashed against the deck, Brianna falling on top of Faith and knocking the wind out of her.

      Without a word, the onetime GSA assassin regained her footing and slammed the cowling back into place, then scrambled to the pilot’s seat and powered the motors on. Still gasping for air, Faith realized the other woman had dropped the screwdriver onto the deck and took the tool, twisting the fasteners into place as the boat lurched forward.

      Seconds passed, and it seemed certain they were doomed. The waves kept knocking them aside, and Brianna kept wrestling the nose of the rugged vessel back to where it needed to be.

      Faith had to crawl to get into her seat. After what she’d done to keep the younger woman from going into the water, the shrapnel wound in Faith’s belly was an all-new fire.

      They were both Genesis, though. Faith might not have all the capabilities the other woman had, but her father—their father—had engineered them both.

      Gritting her teeth against the pain, the former prime minister tried to present the sort of calm exterior someone who’d commanded a fleet should have no problem showing.

      She smiled. “The motor sounds better.”

      Brianna wheeled around, the furious look in her eyes again, lips peeled back to reveal gritted teeth. Then she blinked away rain, and the wild look transformed into a calm of her own. “Thank you.”

      Before she realized what she was doing, Faith squeezed the other woman’s shoulder. “I’d be dead without you.”

      The assassin hesitated then nodded.

      And slowly, she got the boat up to full speed, pointing them back onto course. Although they couldn’t outrun the storm, they eventually found the edge of it, where the waves, though imposing, weren’t hammering them with devastating force.

      Sea bottom showed closer on the sonar, the depth diminishing first at a sluggish pace, then more rapidly. Then in the lightning, a distant shoreline came into view.

      Brianna adjusted course, nosing them toward a spar of land jutting into the sea. “Just in case the computer’s right.”

      A quick check of the console display provided detail: Their fuel was minutes out from empty. Seconds raced by, with the land never seeming to draw closer, while the fuel gauge continued to dip. Red warning lights flashed, and one of the engines sputtered, but with each stroke of lightning, they never seemed to draw closer to the promised refuge.

      Faith was about to ask for an oath from Brianna that she would see the mission through when the night lit up with brilliant incandescence, and the thrust of land seemed almost within reach.

      The assassin throttled back and swerved, curving around slick rocks and inhospitable waters. Faith pointed at where pinprick lights glowed beyond the promontory. Brianna adjusted course, and they bounced across the waters of a bay, racing toward what promised to be a haven of some sort.

      As they neared, Faith made out watercraft rising and falling where they’d been moored.

      After consulting about what might be the most promising berth, Brianna once more changed course, sending them parallel with what must be a marina, then turning toward a slip Faith pointed out.

      Impossible as it seemed, they’d survived not just an assassination attempt but the subsequent flight that had sent them into the open seas.

      She hugged the smiling former GSA agent as the boat’s motors emitted an unhealthy growl.

      No matter. They were mere seconds from abandoning the boat. Once ashore, everything would change. All Faith needed to do was get to a computing device or even a dumb terminal, and she could establish—

      Headlights turned toward the modest harbor, and a searchlight swept through the misting rain, blinding Faith for a moment as it passed over her.

      And a terrible chill froze her heart as she realized they hadn’t escaped after all.
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      Time, time, time.

      Time was always the enemy. Well, not always. Sometimes the enemy was incompetence. Or there were times where it was slovenliness. And then there were situations in which penny-pinching ruined even the best-laid plans.

      But for Senior Agent Galen Yao, oh, right this moment, time was absolutely, positively the enemy.

      He paced the concrete floor of the Cave, stopping every few steps to glare at one giant monitor stretched across the long wall where analysts sat at tables, pinching lips, typing, muttering to themselves, and all sorts of other messy things such people did. These were the little people, the grunt workers who served very specific purposes, the drones who built the hives and threw away their lives for the cause.

      For him.

      Dressed as they were in cheap clothes, sporting pathetic and ratty hairdos, faces gray and sickly after living hours each day in the depths of the Security and Intelligence Directorate headquarters, it occurred to him that it was an insult to drones to compare them to these people. What importance could he assign to such sad lives, rushing in to work each morning in beat-up automobiles or even some form of public transport, plopping down into chairs saturated with their stench, numbing their minds with repetitive and uninspired work, all to further the aims of those in charge?

      Chin raised, pushing aside the irritating reality of his own bad breath and a sense of grime and filth, he focused on his plan, his goals.

      Faith Benson and the Genesis 3 assassin helping her were out there somewhere. Maybe they’d sunk their stolen boat and were even now dead, floating in the massive storm tearing across the ocean surrounding that damned island where the former prime minister’s illegal operation had spied on and meddled with the operations of the Kedraalian government. Maybe they’d lucked onto another island not yet registered in the ever-expanding geological databases. Or maybe they’d somehow arranged for a helicopter to extract them from their situation and take them into hiding.

      But, no, he refused to believe any of that.

      They were out there somewhere, on the water, searching for safe haven.

      Nina Kyle’s bony, awkward form separated from the blob shape of one of the analysts and slouched toward him, tangled, brown mop discolored in the bleaching glow of the massive displays. Her hideous disaster of an outfit was of the same bland color, also transformed in the unnatural lighting. She stared down at her gray SAID data device, buckteeth lending her a rodent quality.

      But she was coming straight for him, implacable and sure.

      He stood his ground, back straight so that he could loom over her, managing to salvage his dignity despite the sorry state of his bespoke outfit and the onset of his own body odor.

      When she stopped, he caught a whiff of her without meaning to, cringing at her faint musk.

      They were all dying down here in the
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