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        Executive Summary

      

      

      

      On 20 March 2164, genies killed nearly 10,000 civilians in the Lagrange orbital shipyards. When they did so, they provided us—their human enemies—with an important lesson: we are no longer at the top of the food chain.

      Every aspect of the genies’ existence was a mistake, from the genetic engineering that is the basis for their classification, to introducing animal and alien DNA into human DNA to enhance that engineering, to enslaving what should by all rights have been fellow humans, and then teaching those slaves to kill the same humans who ruled over them; the mistakes made by metacorporations and global courts that allowed this all to happen in the first place put humanity on what could be a fatal course.

      Possibly the greatest tragedy is that the genies did their killing with X-17 nerve gas, another technology mishandled, from its top secret and illegal inception to its planned use and eventual theft and sale to the genies by our country’s own Commandos.

      The lessons to be learned from this are obvious:

      
        	Asymmetric warfare has entered an entirely new realm.

        	Effective response is no longer possible when the decisions rely upon the workings of a single government in a world consisting of extra-solar colonies and metacorporations with more money than any single nation in the world.

        	The future soldier—the current soldier—faces situations and battlefields far more complex than anything ever before and must be trained to respond not just on sea, air, and land, but in space.

        	With faster-than-light travel possible thanks to gravitic drive technology, war on a multi-system scale is inevitable.

      

      Another lesson may be true:

      
        	Humans are no longer relevant.

      

      This final lesson assumes what might be obvious—the genies are the future. They have gone to the stars to search for a home of their own. They have stolen billions of dollars worth of spacecraft. And they have continued to wage war, on Earth and in the colonies and off-world metacorporate holdings. Their attacks involve the sort of strategic assassinations and data theft they were trained for, but they also involve brutal acts of terror: bombings in shopping malls, large-scale food poisoning, barbaric executions.

      Our enemies behave the way they do, because we trained them to. We told them to.

      And we’ve left ourselves incapable of counteracting their tactics. They are always one step ahead of us in a war for survival.

      If we don’t change, we will lose this war.

      The first change we must make is the creation of a new military force. This force must have the following capabilities:

      
        	It must have the ability to operate anywhere and everywhere.

        	It must have the ability to operate against the level of threat presented by genetically engineered humans.

        	It must consist of a global composition that draws from the elite elements available.

        	It must be granted a level of autonomy consistent with an extraordinarily dynamic battlefield.

        	It must be focused and loyal only to the survival of the human species, not to a particular nation, leader, religion, or philosophy.

        	It must be self-sufficient, and its members must be appropriately compensated so that they are immune to the lure of money and other corrupting factors.

      

      To survive, we must create the Elite Response Force.
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        19 January, 2167. Harper Estate, Atlanta, Georgia.

      

      

      

      The stealth-modified UH-121S transport helicopter descended from the moonless sky and settled in a field of patchy, knee-high grass that whipped beneath the rotor wash. Detritus scattered, its rattle louder than the rotors.

      Lieutenant Jack Rimes exited, followed by Staff Sergeant Rick Pasqual, then two teams of Commandos.

      Rimes—graceful, tall, and long—was strikingly different from Pasqual, who was shorter and thicker, especially through the chest. They were both good-looking men, but Pasqual had a devilish charm about him and an easy laugh that left a pleasant impression. Rimes carried himself with a certain gravitas that left a more lasting sense of importance.

      As different as they were physically, it was their personalities that truly set them apart. Rimes was ambitious and determined to make more of his life than a career and retirement; he was a leader. Pasqual was content to follow. That difference ate at Rimes now.

      Moonlight reflected off Rimes's upturned, pale brown eyes as he adjusted the new armor he'd been issued.

      Pasqual stopped, quickly glancing back at the Commandos. “Everything all right?”

      “Just this chest piece. It chafed the shit out of me when I fell asleep.” Rimes shifted the stealth suit and stretched to test it, then tightened a strap to secure it. So much for the latest ‘improvements’.

      Pasqual chuckled. “Someone’s getting soft. You used to go days without sleep.”

      “Yeah, well you can kiss my soft ass.”

      Pasqual’s chuckle became a laugh. “Maybe you should've taken Agent Kleigshoen up on that offer of being a proxy operator? Sit back somewhere nice and safe and run operations remotely through an indestructible body? Sounds pretty sweet.”

      “No thanks.” Rimes sucked in the cool air, something he couldn't do through a proxy. Only a human, something alive, could pick out the mix of sweet, fresh aromas and stale, pungent odors. Growth and decay; nature trying to reclaim what we’ve abandoned. Even in the darkness, he felt exposed in the open field, endangered without some sort of cover. The open space means we can move quickly. It’s an advantage. Don’t let the fatigue cloud your judgment.

      Pasqual seemed to follow Rimes's eyes. “You still think this is genies?”

      “It's genies, Rick. Trust me.” Rimes could see from Pasqual's eyes that he was still skeptical, like so many others. The military chiefs, the senior officers—everyone's so sure they've got this war figured out, that the genies are in retreat. When are they going to wake up to the reality of what we're up against?

      Rimes signaled for the Commandos to stay put, then quickly strode toward the Atlanta Police Mobile Command Post parked twenty-five meters away.

      Pasqual followed, matching Rimes’s pace. “So, how’s Molly?”

      “She’s managing. You know how resilient she is.” He nearly laughed at himself. My commission was supposed to give me more stability, more time with my family, but everything’s been more chaotic. And now I’m here, all but sleepwalking, working with the Commandos again. And I can feel Kwon’s ghost in the back of my mind. Waiting. Anticipating—lusting for—the violence.

      “How’re you holding up?”

      “Good.” Rimes rubbed at a scar on his right temple, the last vestige of his mission to bring down Kwon Myung-bak, a deadly rogue genie. “The meds help. The shrink sessions help more. It’s under control.”

      Pasqual stared.

      Rimes's rage flashed momentarily; his face flushed, his heart raced. He unclenched his fists. Calm. Keep your focus. Stay in the moment. Direct, don’t be directed. You'd be the same way in his shoes. I took in Kwon's memories, his thoughts. How can I ever be sure what I'm thinking is me and not Kwon? Could I trust someone who's been so influenced by genies, someone who's been controlled by genies? As quick as it came, the rage was gone, and despite the subtle whispers of Kwon's lust for violence, Rimes felt he was truly himself again. “It’s under control, Rick. This is me, not Kwon.”

      Pasqual grunted softly and stared ahead. “You hear we busted an EEC research operation outside Prague? They were working with the same damn genie DNA strands that started all this shit.”

      Rimes tensed; he’d given that DNA to Anton Tymoshenko in exchange for EEC’s help in the X-17 case a few years ago.

      “Yo, you still with me, m’man?”

      “Yeah. I hadn’t heard about the EEC thing.”

      “It’s fucked up. The metacorporations never learn. Always fucking pushing. They’re gonna go too far one day.”

      Rimes suppressed a frustrated sigh. “The genies are the problem right now.”

      Pasqual chortled. “Just like old times with you.”

      Rimes fought back the anger that he was sure was his. Pasqual knew the threat they were up against.

      They slowed as they neared the mobile command post. It was an imposing, armored, jet-black beast resting in a crumpled curve of asphalt, all that remained of a cul de sac. From the tractor hood to the trailer rear, it was easily ten meters long, with balloon tires for high clearance. A black ramp extended from the open side door to the ground.

      Light leaked from the doorway, revealing a man in a police officer’s uniform at the bottom of the ramp. He was broad at the shoulders. As they approached, the man widened his stance and rested his hands on his hips, then thrust his chin out.

      That must be Stockton.

      Rimes waved broadly. With the advanced stealth suits, he and Pasqual would be charcoal gray phantoms. It’s going to be bad enough as it is. His Reaction Team, ordered to stand down for the military. I’d be furious in his place.

      “Captain Stockton?” Rimes extended a hand.

      The man didn’t say otherwise or acknowledge Rimes’s extended hand. “You must be the Commandos the Bureau promised would save the day for the helpless big city cops?”

      Rimes lowered his hand. “I’m Lieutenant Jack Rimes. This is Sergeant Rick Pasqual. I want to thank you for enduring through what must be a very difficult situation.”

      Stockton looked them over with watery eyes. His thin lips curled upward, hinting at a sardonic smile, then parted.

      Is he going to condemn the Commandos for the losses in the orbital shipyards? The rumors that have dogged them since the X-17 story leaked? The connection to the Bureau? We don’t have time for this. Coming up on eight hours, this situation is well into a dangerous phase. It’s bloody already, and accelerating to a total disaster. He should be thankful he can dump this on someone else.

      Stockton looked past Rimes at the Commandos grouping between the helicopter and the mobile command post, and then the sneer fully manifested. “Was that all you could scramble?”

      Rimes’s eyes narrowed and jumped to Stockton’s jugular, sensed the prey’s momentary alarm. Rimes tensed to charge and strike, but a hand on his shoulder checked him.

      Pasqual.

      Not my thoughts. Kwon’s. I’m in control.

      Stockton shifted uncertainly, assuming a defensive stance. He looked at Pasqual. “Your lieutenant have a problem?”

      Pasqual’s grip tightened for a moment, then loosened. “It’s all good.”

      Rimes held his breath and forced himself to relax. Too much riding on this to lose my discipline. He released the breath and let the tension out of his body. “We brought what we felt was an appropriate force based off the provided intelligence.”

      “Appropriate?” Stockton gave an exaggerated tilt of the head toward the Commandos and drawled, “If you say so.”

      Come on. Don’t make it worse. Gotta stay calm. You’re the one in charge here.

      Rimes slowly blinked away the image of driving a fist into Stockton’s jaw. “Has the situation changed?”

      Stockton leaned in, his powerful chest close to Rimes, and exposed long, square teeth that glistened wetly in the light. His breath was a sour mix: coffee, garlic, some sort of medicinal smell. “Yeah, you could say that.”

      Great. He’s antagonized. The mission’s already at risk. “Captain—”

      Stockton turned for the command post. “We’re wasting time, Lieutenant. If you want to save these hostages, I’d suggest you put your ego aside and focus on the mission.” He took a step up the ramp and turned his head slightly so that the lights silhouetted his jagged profile. “You did come here to save the hostages, right?”
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        19 January, 2167. Harper Estate, Atlanta, Georgia.

      

      

      

      As large as the command post seemed from the outside, inside it was compressed, packed with equipment and personnel. The evening chill made it no deeper than the doorway, where the warmth of equipment and body heat began. Glows from the displays cast muted light on staring Reaction Team members.

      Rimes felt the pressure of their anger. It contracted the already tight space between the seats lining the interior. All-too-familiar scents—sweat, coffee breath, gun grease, leather—filled the stale air.

      The light wasn’t kind to Stockton, painting every wrinkle on his face with shadow, lighting every bulge with a sickly glow. “We’ve managed to get two more observation drones into the main compound, but we lost the one over the atrium a few minutes ago. No idea what took it down.”

      Rimes sucked on his lip as he watched the console. The leftmost display showed a live image feed; the one below it showed a somewhat static, high-altitude feed of the entire estate.

      Stockton crossed his freckled, leathery arms over his chest and settled his jaw atop his right fist. Muscles slithered along his powerful forearms. “With those two new feeds, that gives us seven.”

      Rimes squinted at the displays, examining the crispness of the picture. “What model drones?”

      “Cytek 701s.” Stockton beamed. “They can record mosquitos fucking from fifty meters out. You can’t really see them at night and they’re quiet as the wind.”

      Rimes felt Stockton watching for a reaction. Rimes studied the images on the displays until Stockton finally returned his attention to the feeds, then cycled through each one on the leftmost display. The static display highlighted the area of each feed shown.

      He’s proud of what they’ve done. He should be.

      “Northeast, observing from Eads Lake,” Stockton said as the first feed flickered, then disappeared. The second filled the display. “Southeast, just inside the Providence Road wall.”

      Pasqual pointed at a form at the edge of the display. It was mostly hidden by a clump of shrubs. “What’s that?”

      “One of the groundskeepers.” Stockton frowned grimly. “The Harpers didn’t bother to include them in the information they gave us initially. There were eight of them. We’ve identified five of their bodies so far.”

      Rimes exchanged an annoyed look with Pasqual. “Any other surprises?”

      Stockton’s jaw muscles worked, and his eyes narrowed angrily. “We’ve asked their people to triple-check their staff information. We’re still trying to find a few stragglers, but we think we have everyone accounted for now. This security firm they hired to manage the estate, they’re in over their heads. Thirty-one gunmen. They weren’t prepared for anything like that.”

      And no one’s going to hold them accountable for this mess. “What about the other drones?”

      Stockton seemed to shrink ever so slightly. He exchanged a glance with one of his men, who gave a quick nod. “To the south, two just outside the Harper Hills Road wall, about one hundred meters apart; southwest, one hanging inside the Botanical Gardens; west, between the Mayfield Road wall and the canal; and here, north, in this stretch of private woods that runs along the eastern wall.”

      Rimes cycled through the feeds himself, watching each for several seconds. As he passed from the Botanical Gardens to the canal feed, Pasqual held up a hand. Rimes flipped back.

      Pasqual pointed to a dark patch where vine-covered trellises shielded the grounds from the drone.

      Blind spot. Rimes leaned in to examine the image. “Can you reposition the drone to get us a look here?”

      Stockton tapped one of the technicians on the shoulder. The image shifted, transitioning from a path bordered by magnolias and a terraced span of azaleas to the top of the trellis enclosure.

      A form moved, resolved.

      “Gunman,” Stockton mumbled. “Mark him.”

      The technician tapped away at virtual controls, and a red stick figure image overlaid the gunman’s position, eventually filling out and generating three-dimensional shading. There was a barely perceptible flicker as the force composition overlay updated.

      Thirty-two.

      Rimes ran through the data feeds one last time. “We’ll need live updates into our combat control systems.”

      Stockton’s face twisted into a sneer. “I know that, Lieutenant. Our guys installed the interface software. We’ll need a quick check, but there’s no reason to believe it won’t work. Battlefield Awareness System 3?”

      “Three-three,” Pasqual corrected, watching Rimes instead of the screens.

      Stockton sucked at his teeth, annoyingly. “Three-three. My team runs BAS one-oh modules. We don’t have your budget.”

      Rimes looked at Pasqual, who gave a quick nod. “We could really use your team’s help, Captain. Maybe you could provide some insight into how you’d planned your operation? You know the area better than we do.”

      Stockton languidly ran his eyes from Rimes to Pasqual then back, as if searching for any hint of inauthenticity. “All right.” He shambled toward the door.

      Rimes followed, Pasqual in tow.

      A gentle wind ruffled Stockton’s thick, almost colorless hair. “We like to use terrain to our advantage as much as we can. We may operate mostly in urban environments, but the concepts are the same—lines of sight, cover, the works.

      “This particular situation presents a lot of problems. Aside from the hostages, you’ve got the outer walls and the wide open fields surrounding the mansion, the gunmen they’ve got hidden inside the wooded areas…”

      He sighed heavily. “It’s going to be a bloodbath.”

      “The gunmen still have no interest in negotiating?” Rimes shifted uncomfortably. It’s all just an extended massacre played out for dramatic effect.

      “No demands when this started, no demands now. When they communicate, it’s to issue orders or announce an imminent execution. We keep hoping they’ll finally give us something to work with, but so far…”

      “So you were going to risk the east woods?” Pasqual asked.

      Stockton blinked. “Yeah. Only five gunmen in and around there, not enough to really cover the area effectively. We were hoping to get a couple of our snipers on the wall. Their people have excellent cover, though.” He ran a beefy hand through his hair.

      Rimes kicked at the ground with a booted toe. “How deep is that canal?”

      “Four meters at its deepest, just over three most of the way. The water itself is no more than a meter and a half deep.” Stockton sucked through his teeth again. “If you’re thinking of going in through there, you might want to reconsider. We think they mined it.”

      “Mines?” Rimes and Pasqual asked in chorus.

      Rimes caught Pasqual's glance—skeptical, challenging—and immediately looked away; Pasqual wasn't buying the genie angle.

      “Improvised, probably. A drone picked up one of them dropping into the canal with a loaded travel bag. He came out later and the bag was clearly empty.”

      Mining the canal. They’ve really thought this through.

      Rimes rubbed his forehead. “You’re right. This is definitely sounding less and less like a typical hostage situation.” He played the security videos through his memory again. “You see any similarities to the murders up in New York and Boston last month?”

      “They’re rich, but that’s it. New York, Boston, San Jose, and what happened out in Salt Lake City, those were disorganized mobs. And the Claremont family killed up in Philadelphia, everything points to a lone gunman. Nothing like this.”

      Rimes looked back at his helicopter, then scanned across the open field that had once held houses. He stopped at the edge of a towering wall that marked the outer extent of the Harper property. Why intervene this time? Why just two squads if we suspected something this big? What’s the angle here? “This Harper, is he influential?”

      Stockton snorted. “You could say that. Nouveau riche. Made it all about twelve years ago.”

      “How?”

      “Ran a private corporation, made a few big biotech patents, then sold everything to ADMP and climbed the metacorporate ladder for a bit. Wiped out 10,000 good jobs in this city in the process. He walked away from it all at forty-nine, worth more than all of Central America combined. Now he runs Atlanta. Gives ADMP all the good deals in town.”

      “Could this be rivals?” Pasqual asked. “EEC? SunCorps?”

      “Sure, it’s possible.” Stockton’s voice was flat, his face pinched.

      Rimes considered Stockton’s body language. He was confident, not just combative. “So you think it’s some sort of criminal operation?” Rimes nearly winced when the slightest hint of incredulity seeped into his voice. Neutral. Don’t antagonize.

      “Nope. A team of thirty-two people detected so far, military-grade weapons, and way too much sophistication and planning.” Stockton’s head slowly turned until he was staring at the pale gray silhouettes standing in front of the vague helicopter shadow. “If I had to guess, I’d say it sounds like some sort of military operation. Lieutenant.”
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      The grass crackled beneath their boots in the quiet as they walked back to the waiting Commandos. Rimes felt annoyance working its way through him, leaving in its wake an unwelcome nervous energy. He shivered as if the night were cold. Pasqual’s gait—uneven, almost awkward—hinted he was similarly affected.

      Pasqual jerked a thumb over his shoulder. “Pretty sharp for a cop.”

      “I’ve run into quite a few bright ones. Don’t get cocky, Rick. No matter how good we are, there’s always someone better than us out there.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Pasqual shrugged, but it was weak and unconvincing. “Don’t you worry, m’man. I know my limits.”

      We should all be so lucky.

      Pasqual exhaled loudly. “If you’re worried about the team, don’t be. They’re all good.”

      “I heard otherwise. Tell me about Meyers.”

      “He’s good. He reminds me of you, but smarter.”

      Rimes chuckled and fought off the urge to flip off Pasqual. “Smart’s good. But we won’t keep someone like him. Doesn’t take a genius to know the military's a dead end.”

      Pasqual’s head sank. “You’ve got to try.”

      “We don’t need geniuses, Rick. You’ve seen the sort of trouble that gets us into. What we need are miracles.”

      “Not everything has to be about your pet project, okay? Not every soldier has to be the perfect weapon. We're human, Jack.”

      “That's not good enough. Not anymore.”

      Pasqual let out a soft groan. “Let it go.”

      They walked, Rimes listening to the sound of the hard dirt crunching beneath their boots. He thought he could hear one of the Commandos’ voices. “Can we trust Meyers?”

      “Yeah. I really mean it. He’s good. You just gotta get past how much of an asshole he is, that’s all. He’s brilliant, and he likes for people to know it.” Pasqual’s head drooped. “I know the unit ain’t like it used to be, m’man. Commandos ain’t no better than Delta anymore. Way too much IB influence. But we’ll get this done. Just…trust your people, okay?”

      After working with the Intelligence Bureau to hunt down Kwon, Rimes had no illusions about their intent with the Commandos. “I do. Hang in there a little longer. They’ll approve my proposal eventually. I’ll need someone like you to make the ERF work.”

      Pasqual snapped his fingers, a dull, dry sound thanks to his gloves. “Just like that, huh? And then we're 'Captain Singh and the Space Marines'?”

      Rimes winced. He'd suffered through plenty of comparisons between his ERF concept and the horrible yet popular Captain Singh Bollywood movies while in OCS. Good-natured or not, the comment hurt coming from Pasqual.

      One of the Commandos separated from the rest and approached. Meyers. He was young for a sergeant and good-looking, with a lean frame. His sandy blonde hair was short, his eyes bright blue, his nose hooked. Everything about him—his posture, his stare, his tight-pressed lips—exuded confidence bordering on cocky. He exchanged a look with Pasqual, then turned to Rimes, eyebrows raised in a mixture of curiosity and challenge. “What’s up, Lieutenant?”

      Don’t take the bait. Let it go. “They’re getting us access to their network now. When everyone’s on, we’ll move out. We’ll enter through the canal. Is your team ready?”

      Meyers nodded casually. “I heard force composition over thirty. That’s a tall order, even for my team.”

      He just has to test my limits. We can’t afford this, not at this point. Rimes did his best to appear calm. “Sir or lieutenant. Either one is fine, Sergeant. I’m sure your team can handle this.”

      For a moment, Meyers just stared, his face emotionless. “Roger that. Lieutenant.”

      Rimes returned Meyers’s stare and for a moment felt Kwon’s whisper: strike him. The moment passed. He needed Meyers, despite all his baggage. “We have some things working in our favor.” Rimes glanced over his shoulder at the mobile command post. They weren’t being monitored. “IB has someone inside,” he whispered, indicating the estate walls with a jerk of his head.

      Meyers shifted so that he was facing Pasqual. “The Intelligence Bureau’s involved? So why didn’t they call in a Delta team?”

      “A lot of the big brass are very uncomfortable with IB getting so close to the Special Security Council. If they could, the Joint Chiefs would shut Delta down and completely pry IB out of military operations.” Rimes looked at the other Commandos huddled in front of the helicopter and wondered what the politics of the Delta situation meant at a personal level. At some point, all politics becomes personal. “They might yet.”

      Meyers defocused for a moment, apparently thinking things through. “Okay. I follow you, Lieutenant. IB gets inside this group, they ask for Delta, someone flexes and says no, and we’re up next. Skipping the politics, what makes you think one IB agent is going to make that big a difference? We’re still seriously outnumbered.”

      “Thanks to that insider, we know a lot more about them than they do about us—their weapons, the technology, intelligence capabilities, and training.” Rimes pointed to the helicopter. “And thanks to all the precautions we’ve taken, we still have the element of surprise.”

      Pasqual turned in a slow one-eighty, his head bobbing up and down as if riding gentle waves. “We’re in their network.”

      Rimes’s BAS chimed, and the police network feed began populating his optics, wrapping everything in a fantastical illusion of brilliant wireframes, colors, and symbols. He took a moment to synchronize with the digitally augmented reality he’d been away from for so long. More real than real.

      “This is it. Pasqual, I want your team on point. You heard Stockton. We’ll assume improvised explosives and some other booby traps in the canal.”

      “I’ll get my best guy on it.” Pasqual waved his team over, taking his and Rimes’s CAWS-5 carbines from one of them. Pasqual handed Rimes his weapon, then jogged to the spot where the canal ran beneath the wall. The team gradually opened up their spacing to three meters.

      Rimes calmly checked his weapon, finding comfort in the soft click of components, the gentle catch of the magazine sliding home. “Meyers, I realize this is probably not the most comfortable situation for you. You don’t know much about me, and what you know probably isn’t very encouraging. I’m just some snot-nosed, know-nothing lieutenant whose been out of the Commandos for three years.”

      Meyers only stared.

      “I’m going to ask you to trust me. I wouldn’t take us into a situation I didn’t think we were capable of handling. Can I count on you?”

      “You’ll get our best, Lieutenant.”

      “I couldn’t ask for more.” Rimes winked. No effect. He’s already judged me. “Let’s go.”

      He jogged after Pasqual’s team, stopping at the canal to pull on his headgear. Once he was fully suited, he looked over Meyers and his team. They were experienced, highly decorated, trustworthy. And the entire flight in, they’d eyed him suspiciously.

      I’m the outsider. I’m the one you can’t trust.

      With the headgear on, they were completely enclosed, sealed off from the outside world. They could be anyone.

      Meyers pulled his CAWS-5 from its back holster and gave a thumbs-up. Rimes lowered himself into the canal. Meyers and his team followed.

      The canal was deep, the bottom slick. It felt narrow, as if it might collapse and bury them at any moment. Pull it together. Those walls may look like packed earth, but they’re reinforced with a compound every bit as sturdy as concrete. We’re safe. For now.

      The Commandos stuck to the darkest shadows. If they were discovered in the canal, they wouldn’t have much hope.

      Pasqual’s men sloshed through the water ahead of Rimes. They were already through the grate that normally sealed the Harper compound off from the outside world. Rimes watched them slowly edge forward on his display, pale green lights on a dark green background.

      The point man stopped twenty-five meters out from the spot identified as possibly booby-trapped. A white blip appeared on the optics’ overlay. He’d discovered an explosive device and was going to disarm it.

      Rimes dropped lower and leaned against a wall.

      He was too far back for anything short of heavy ordnance to affect him, even in the canal’s compressed space. Still, as far as he was concerned, good training was never abandoned.

      He licked his lips and waited and hoped Pasqual’s trust in the soldier wasn’t misplaced. Several seconds passed, stretching, stretching.

      A minute, then another.

      Finally, the white blip disappeared. Clear. They began moving again.

      They were precise, expert—just what Rimes needed for his Elite Response Force concept, but without the political entanglements.

      What’s taking the Joint Chiefs so long to buy into this?

      They found a dozen explosive devices in all, each costing them critical, fatiguing time, time that threatened their focus. Still, it was better than losing someone to a blast or giving away their location.

      The point man reached their planned exit spot and halted. Based on satellite and police drone imagery, a walled garden and several trees blocked clear line of sight from the mansion and surrounding buildings. They would still be exposed to sighting from the wooded area outside and the mansion rooftop.

      They needed a distraction.

      After signaling Pasqual’s team into position, Rimes slowly edged forward through the canal until he could see them. Their green forms glowed among the BAS’s wireframe silhouettes. He stopped four meters back from Pasqual and dropped into a crouch.

      Rimes brought up a new interface inside the BAS display. It provided an aerial view of the estate’s dozen buildings. Slowly, it began populating the view with all known personnel, marking allies green and hostiles red.

      Rimes flicked his finger over a virtual button, and a new display area occupied the bottom right of the current overlay. Six jagged graphs filled the new display.

      He quickly tapped each of the graphs, listening as a stream of voices played. Finally, he stopped each of the streams and played them back, listening to each for several seconds more before opening a new window.

      Rimes whispered into his headgear’s microphone.

      Seconds passed. Finally, his words came back to him, spoken by each of the recorded voices. A few more selections to identify the best sample and tweak the audio, and Rimes was satisfied.

      He repeated the process until he had a string of messages from each person sequenced to play over the terrorists’ communications network. There were appropriate delays built in to reflect confusion. The entire effort took him less than ten minutes.

      An eternity. It better be worth it.

      He queued the communications burst and brought up the interfaces to the Cytek 701s. They were typical civilian models—lightweight, translucent, slow. The frames were built with stealth in mind, the rotor blades whisper-silent. Beyond the necessarily limited optics package, the drones offered minimal functionality.

      Rimes flicked through what options the drones did offer, settling on an emergency maneuvering command that would make just enough noise to give away each drone’s presence but not its location. He queued the command and opened the battlefield view in a private workspace.

      The impatience within the teams was like an electric current, leaping from person to person, carrying with it agitation. But Commando missions often stretched on for days with nothing more than waiting, watching, listening. Ten minutes standing in a canal was a cakewalk.

      With quick finger waves, Rimes split the estate grounds into two objectives: the mansion, and the surrounding buildings, gardens, and lawn.

      Pasqual’s team received the mansion objective, Meyers’s team the rest. Rimes prompted the BAS software for optimal routes based on the objectives and known hostiles locations, then modified the routes based on his own assessment.

      A finger flick and the objectives workspace was uploaded to Meyers and Pasqual to manage as they saw fit. Meyers modified Rimes’s proposed route slightly and designated targets to his team members. Pasqual stuck with the proposed route but modified the sequence of objective priorities. Rimes approved both and kicked off a counter in everyone’s BAS overlays.

      The counter decremented to thirty seconds. They buddied up to hoist each other out of the canal.

      Rimes cupped his hands and nodded at Meyers. At ten seconds, Meyers planted his boot in the cradle of Rimes’s hands. At four seconds, Rimes’s prepackaged soft-bot—a communications burst—hit the terrorist network, warning them of movement in the eastern woods.

      The assault had begun.
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        19 January, 2167. Harper Estate, Atlanta, Georgia.

      

      

      

      The Harper Estate stretched over several hundred acres, much of it broad, open lawn. Away from the central housing area, most of the estate was unlit. In addition to the canal that bisected it, it contained the multi-storied Harper House, several smaller houses, three pools, Eads Lake, the Harper Botanical Gardens, and three wooded areas collectively known as Harper Woods.

      The Commandos' target was Harper House.

      The last surviving hostages and our target, our proof the genies are involved.

      They were thirty meters out from the pool house when the firing began. Rimes instinctively twisted at the sound without slowing. One of Meyers’s men went down, then another. A second later, the wounded men’s vitals flashed on Rimes’s display, one dropping dangerously low, the other—Kershaw—quickly stabilizing.

      Rimes sprinted the final stretch to the pool house a second ahead of the rest of the team. He triggered the drone emergency maneuvers routine as he ran. Despite the gunfire, he hoped the noise would be enough to distract the shooters—even just for a second.

      A glance back toward Meyers’s position revealed nothing. Oaks and sycamores sprawled lazily in the expanse between them. The familiar sound of CAWS-5s filled the air now. Meyers’s team had found their targets and were returning fire.

      After nearly three years training in assorted leadership positions that had kept him away from combat action, Rimes almost found the sound of gunfire comforting.

      Pasqual stood at the pool house corner, peering at the mansion’s north wall. They were nearly fifty meters from the kitchen door. Pasqual traced a green circle around the door on everyone’s overlay.

      The path was clear.

      Rimes flicked another of his prepackaged soft-bots into action, killing power to the mansion.

      Pasqual charged, first running low and parallel to the pool, then angling hard to the right and sprinting for the door. His team followed close behind, instinctively maintaining their spacing. Rimes pulled up the rear, eyes flashing across the mansion’s entire northern façade.

      Forms moved on the third floor, then disappeared.

      Rimes threw his back against the wall to the left of the kitchen door and marked the moving forms for the team to see. He traced them down a stairwell that would deposit them one room east of the kitchen.

      Pasqual motioned, and his point man opened the kitchen door with a slap-charge, a small, controlled explosive strip that burst barely louder than the ongoing firefight. A moment later, two flash-bangs skidded across the kitchen floor, detonating at the room’s eastern and southern ends. Three Commandos low-jogged into position, covering the room’s entries. Pasqual and the rest took up positions at the entries.

      A second later, Rimes entered.

      A shotgun blast roared from the eastern entryway. Pasqual staggered backwards momentarily. One of his men returned fire. Pasqual regained his balance and added the sound of his own weapon.

      A scream, and the gunfire went silent.

      Pasqual signaled two down.

      Rimes confirmed Pasqual’s vitals were solid, then traced a route through the eastern room to the stairs the gunmen had come down. From there, he traced a path up to the second floor. The team moved swiftly to the stairs.

      They reached the second floor without trouble. As Rimes dropped to his knees, the BAS came alive with a new signal. Fourteen new red forms, half as many gray, and a single green one now showed on the display.

      The mole had made his presence known.

      Rimes circled a set of four red forms on the second floor of the overlay. Pasqual sent two men after them. Rimes took the lead and moved toward the third floor, where most of the remaining forms were clustered in a large bedroom.

      He stopped at the top of the stairs and dropped low. His suit’s audio receptors picked up sobbing, hushed cursing, and whispered orders. Six red forms detached themselves from the rest and moved straight toward the stairs.

      They aren’t operating completely blind.

      Rimes pulled a flash-bang and watched his display. The stairs ended at a junction, a small, open area maybe three meters across with hallways running east, south, and west. The bedroom with the hostages was approximately fifteen meters down the east hallway. The display indicated the rest of the floor was empty.

      He would need a bit of luck to bank the grenade optimally.

      When the gunmen reached the ideal spot, he pulled the pin, counted, and tossed the grenade.

      It was an imperfect throw, but it was good enough to cause the gunmen to give ground. Rimes jumped up and ran into the south hallway, trusting to the BAS display and the mansion’s blueprints. Pasqual followed, taking up position against the eastern wall. Another Commando squatted next to Pasqual, the rest settled at the head of the stairs.

      “We’ll kill them! We’ll kill them all!”

      Female. One of the terrorists in the hall.

      Rimes looked at the blueprint overlay and tried to find the easiest means of getting behind the terrorists. There were still three red forms in the master bedroom with the hostages, too many for the mole to deal with alone.

      “Back off or we’ll kill them now,” the woman shouted.

      Rimes searched again, tracing his sights from doors opening into the north-south hallway outside the master bedroom. Finally, he found one that led into a bedroom that shared a bathroom with a bedroom just south of him. He quickly laid out his route on the shared display, then moved. Gunfire from the second floor covered his movement.

      “You better answer, assholes!”

      Rimes hustled through the bedroom, trying not to be distracted by its immensity and opulence. He guessed it was merely a guest room, but it was nearly half as large as the apartment he and Molly shared with their sons. The furniture—real wood, hand-crafted, immaculately maintained—would have cost more than he made in a year.

      He blinked to focus, shutting out the gunfire from the second floor. He tentatively tested the bathroom door.

      Locked.

      He checked the blueprints again. Beyond the bathroom, a room mirroring the one he was in. Three meters through the bathroom, eight meters across the bedroom, another four up the hallway to the master bedroom.

      Assuming the bathroom door on the other side isn’t locked and there are no booby traps, it’s going to take just short of forever to cover that distance.

      “Pasqual,” Rimes whispered. “I need some noise.”

      Pasqual snorted. “Anything to shut that bitch up.”

      “On three,” Rimes said. “One…two…three…“

      Gunfire.

      Rimes applied a slap charge to the bathroom doorknob and pressed the timer. What seemed like a deafening pop sounded, and the door shivered in its frame. Rimes threw his shoulder into it and sprinted across the room, taking in the shining porcelain, the gold fixtures, the gold-framed mirror, the walk-in shower, the plush cotton bathrobes.

      He grabbed the doorknob, twisted.

      Unlocked.

      Rimes bolted into the room, barely sensing a tripwire catching his right shin. He barely registered the thought he wouldn’t make the bedroom door. He barely managed to wonder at the absurdity of getting himself killed.

      Then he was at the hallway door, twisting its knob, sprinting down the hallway.

      No explosion. The mole.

      A red form—a woman—staggered into view from the eastern hallway. She fired a shotgun back down the hallway before somehow sensing Rimes’s presence. Her hair was short. She was in her late 20s, nearly his height, broad-shouldered, hard-looking, and fit.

      Rimes recognized the 101st tattoo on her bare arm.

      Hooah.

      She pivoted and leveled her shotgun at him. Rimes fired first. She blinked in disbelief, fell to the ground, and spat blood.

      Rimes was in the room, all momentum and adrenaline and instinct. He was suddenly beyond fear, enjoying the hunt and hating himself for it. Hating Kwon's subtle manipulation and the pleasure he took from the violence.

      The closest red form resolved into a man, a skinhead, in his early thirties. He held an old assault carbine Rimes hadn’t seen before, probably some cheap South American knock-off. Tattoos, the same 101st emblem. Why couldn’t it have been mercenaries, people nobody gives a shit about?

      The skinhead fired, but he fired where Rimes should have been, not where he was. The bullets tore through the air where a trained soldier or a normal man caught dead to rights would have been, frozen.

      Rimes was already beyond that, launching himself, impossibly calm, inhumanly thirsty for the kill.

      Bullets passed millimeters over his head, and he rolled, closed, came up beneath the skinhead’s arms. Using all the momentum of his charge, Rimes drove his shoulder into the skinhead’s chest, then buttstroked him with the CAWS-5 as he struggled to regain his balance.

      Rimes watched for a millisecond, seeing the gunman’s eyes blank out, then took in the rest of the room. One of the other gunmen was down, his head a bloody ruin. The final gunman had a semi-automatic pistol aimed at an unarmed woman’s bowed head.

      The final gunman was green, the woman he was aiming at was red, highlighted in the gray silhouettes of the hostages. Rimes blinked, tried to focus and make sense of the scene. He turned off the BAS overlay with a wave.

      He knew the gunman. What the hell is he doing here? Who could possibly trust him for something like this after what he’s done? More crazy decisions.

      “Barlowe?”

      “R-R-Rimes? Jack Rimes? Shit, is that you?” Barlowe sneaked a peek at Rimes, then refocused on the woman. Barlowe was haggard, bearded, grungy, and leaner than when Rimes had last seen him. Barlowe’s baby face was gone; he wasn’t a kid anymore.

      “Yeah, it’s me.” Rimes’s face was flush, his cinnamon skin darker and redder, his eyes dancing rapidly.

      He breathed deep, drove out the urge to finish the killing. The gunfire was dying down outside, becoming sporadic. He reactivated the BAS overlay. Only two terrorists remained—the woman Barlowe had a gun on, and one downstairs snuggled between two Commandos.

      “I don’t understand, Barlowe. You’re IB? I thought you were in Leavenworth.”

      “Long story.” Barlowe laughed nervously. “What matters is you’re looking at the brains of this operation. Say hello to Nicole Dimon, terrorist and murderer.”

      Rimes glanced at the display showing the battlefield outside. One of Meyers’s wounded was dead, but the rest were operational. “Meyers, status.”

      “We lost Ballantine,” Meyers said after a second. “Kershaw’s okay. Ten Tangos down. We’ve got three pockets around us, maybe another eight all told. We’re flanking.”

      Pasqual was right about Meyers; he’d pulled his part of the task off superbly. Credit where due.

      Rimes checked out the terrified people huddled on the ground. He recognized staff and one of Harper’s nieces. There was no sign of Harper himself. Did they execute him already? Sneak him out? Why? “I’m sending Pasqual to support. Hostages have been rescued.” Rimes looked the hostages over again, then looked back at Dimon. “We have the head of the operation captive.”

      “Good to hear, Lieutenant.”

      Rimes passed the status on to Pasqual and turned to the young woman Barlowe had his pistol trained on. She was surprisingly pretty, her features a pleasantly curious mix, with hints of multiple influences. She had coppery skin, brown hair, full lips. “Miss Dimon, if you’ll come with—”

      Dimon raised her eyes to look at Rimes. Her sparkling amber eyes.

      Genie.

      Dimon smiled as if she were in on a joke no one else had quite caught yet. “My part here is done, Captain Rimes.”

      Rimes felt his stomach sink. He pulled his headgear off.

      “Sheep to the slaughter, so willingly led.”

      “Perditori.”

      “The same.” Dimon slowly spread her hands wide and bowed with a theatrical flourish.

      Barlowe’s forehead creased in confusion; he looked from Dimon to Rimes. Barlowe’s gun shook slightly and he laughed nervously again. “You know her?”

      Rimes waved the question away.

      Dimon closed her eyes as her smile broadened beatifically. “I knew this meeting would happen, if not the particulars of Mr. Barlowe’s betrayal. Our fates are intertwined.”

      The genies’ leader, here now? Why?

      Rimes found a part of his mind drifting, dreamily examining Dimon, lingering over the subtle curves hidden beneath crumpled clothes. No. Damn it, Kwon. Rimes shook himself. “I thought you’d fled?”

      “Of course we have. And we will one day escape fully. But for now you must be slowed, or things will not go well for us. And so you see the path we are on.”

      “Killing all these innocent people was a delaying tactic?”

      “No one is innocent, Captain. Not even you. You will one day come to accept that. For now, our conversation is done. Miss Dimon has served me admirably, but cannot be of any further service.”

      What? Why tell me this? What’s the point? “Wait—”

      Dimon convulsed and gasped for air. Abruptly, the convulsing stopped, and she wheezed as she fell onto her back.

      Barlowe gaped, confused. Rimes knelt at her side and dug his fingers into her neck, searching for and finding a weak pulse.

      “Stockton, this is Rimes. We need a medevac.”

      The Harper girl looked at Rimes from the huddled mass of survivors, disbelief and shock playing across her face. “You’re going to save her? She’s a monster!”

      Rimes scooped up Dimon and jogged for the stairs. This was a diversion, a delay. They have another target. She knows. No, she doesn’t know, but she’s had Perditori’s mind in hers. There’s something lingering, just like when Perditori touched my mind. She may have been a monster, but she was also a puppet.

      Just like the rest of us.

      They all deserved better.
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        19 January, 2167. Northside Medical Plaza, Atlanta, Georgia.

      

      

      

      Rimes paced the length of the waiting room, stopping at the glass wall that opened onto the parking lot to stare at the distant city lights battling the darkness. Warm colors and cheerful designs on the walls did nothing to dispel the sense he was trapped and vulnerable. The heating system grumbled in protest as it spewed stale, warm air into the room; Rimes shivered despite it. Hospital smells—alcohol, cleaning agents, death. That’s all it is.

      He felt isolated, alone, the solitary voice warning of impending doom. Flashbacks came to him of the attempt to search Kwon's dying mind using the crude man-machine interface in Australia, the way he'd felt so helpless in that nightmare when Perditori had made his presence known.

      Perditori was like a god: near-omniscient, overwhelmingly powerful, so much more than human. His mind, the ability to control others, it represented the greatest threat the genies posed.

      And if Perditori sensed that Rimes hoped to do the same thing with Dimon's mind that he'd done with Kwon's…

      He won't let me.

      Rimes's scanned the waiting room again, and when he saw it was safe, his thoughts drifted to his father, Cleo, and his last moments shared over an uncertain video link.

      Cleo lay in his bed, propped up by blood-stained pillows. He struggled with each breath, a pale shadow of the man who’d once been so powerful and alive. “It’s time now, son.”

      “Cleo—”

      “Ain’t gonna see those boys o’ yours.” Cleo’s dark eyes were still intense, still defiant. “You raise them right. Don’t go lettin’ them sour on this world like you. They’s good people out there, they just ain’t got no power. Remember that.”

      Rimes wiped tears away and fought back a curse as the video image turned to static. “Dad?”

      The static resolved into Cleo’s face again. “I said some things over the years hurt you.” His jaw muscles moved, strings slithering beneath a thin sheet of worn leather. “Ain’t never accepted you as a man. Ain’t…never accepted you as…my son.”

      Rimes shook away the words. He didn’t need them, not with time so short. “I just wanted to say—”

      “Don’t matter, the past. Don’t matter, none of it, but I’m sorry for my failings.” Cleo wheezed weakly, and the first hint of fear slipped into his eyes. “Goodbye, Jackson. You’re a damned good son.”

      “I—”

      Cleo’s hand twitched and the video connection terminated.

      Saying goodbye seemed to mean so much to Cleo at the end. Rimes wondered if it did, really.

      Did the Harpers miss out on the feeling of that last connection when they were marched off for execution? Were they like Cleo and me at the end, just regular, vulnerable folk, not billionaires?

      Rimes shook off the gloom. An ocean of lights glittered beyond the parking lot. From where he stood, they were bright enough to light up the city, but they couldn’t really drive away the darkness, not for those living beneath them.

      Atlanta was trapped by the economic malaise plaguing the world, stripping governments of revenue and encumbering them with debt. The city was collapsing beneath its own weight, the millions of inhabitants and their needs and the lack of opportunity. No jobs, no hope.

      What can we do? There’s nothing left elsewhere. The choice seems to be between chaos and surrender to oblivion. Is that all we’ll ever have anymore?

      “Captain Rimes?” Barlowe’s voice was loud in the silence.

      Rimes turned. “It’s Jack, Ladell. And I’m a lieutenant.”

      Barlowe’s face was tight, haggard, the cherubic innocence that had once made him a target for harassment among the Commandos was gone. He was another victim of failed leadership. “Sorry. Dimon called you—”

      “That wasn’t Dimon speaking.”

      Barlowe’s mouth hung open. “But that was her voice—”

      “Her voice, yes. But someone was using her body, speaking through her. His name’s Perditori. He’s a genie. A powerful genie.”

      “Controlling Dimon’s body?” Barlowe rubbed his arms absently.

      “Control the mind, you control the body. Perditori was behind the X-17 purchase and the orbital shipyard raid three years ago. You hear about the raid?”

      “We got news feeds in Leavenworth. They actually treated me okay there, considering.” Barlowe’s eyes dropped to the floor. He looked up again, squinting, close to tears. “Thanks for what you did.”

      I can’t imagine what you went through, being forced into something that led to so many deaths. “You were a good person in a bad situation. What Weatherford did to you…”

      Barlowe flinched, then the tension left his body.

      They had a complicated relationship, I guess.

      Barlowe massaged his eyes. “So this Perditori knows you?”

      “He claims he knows me from different points in time.”

      Barlowe laughed. It was almost a bark, a challenge against the insanity of Rimes’s words. “He can see through time?”

      “He…really does seem to see the future at times.” Rimes grasped air with his right hand, as if he might seize it and draw the truth from it, then waved away the thought. How can I expect him to understand what I can’t explain? “Or something along those lines. And he’s never completely sure of when he is. The point is, even though he and his genies stole those ships and fled Earth, he’s apparently still a problem.”

      Barlowe’s face twitched; he massaged his cheek self-consciously. “Okay. I guess it makes more sense now. Outside the recruitment effort, we didn’t know what was going on. Dimon…well, she never really made any sense. I guess she was a genie too?”

      Those eyes. “I think so. We should get a DNA report before too long to confirm it. Did she ever seem special?”

      “Smart, yeah. Maybe above-average intuition? Like she just knew what was going to happen or what would give you the best results. If this guy was in her head all the time, though, maybe that was him.”

      “We’ll never know.” Rimes looked around the waiting room. A middle-aged couple sat near the admittance desk holding each other’s hands. An elderly man sat not far away from them, absently running a hand through thinning hair. A young woman clutching a blanket-wrapped infant sat at the opposite end of the room. They were all well-dressed, generally healthy looking. The only folks who can afford treatment at a place like this.

      “No offense, but I’d been expecting Delta. Commandos…I’m not sure how that’s going to go over.”

      Rimes grunted. “Politics. Look, Barlowe, I need to understand what happened here. When did you start working for IB? How are you even out of Leavenworth?”

      Barlowe lowered his head, but not fast enough to hide a bitter frown. “I had a good enough relationship with IB after cooperating on the X-17 thing. That—and your intervention—saved me from the firing squad. When they got wind someone was recruiting vets after Burwell Bay, they came to me with an offer I couldn’t refuse.”

      Rimes grimaced. In the year since it had happened, Burwell Bay had become the military’s unspoken shame, replacing even the 1932 Bonus Army debacle. Tens of thousands of veterans, many of them decorated heroes, abruptly released from service due to budget cuts, had gathered outside the capital to stage a peaceful protest. Rumors of potential armed action had floated through the corridors of power, and the order went out to aggressively disperse the protestors.

      It had been the wrong decision and had cost hundreds of lives. The tension between the president and his military leadership would never be repaired.

      “So you were released and Dimon approached you?”

      “Not quite. The guy whose face you caved in, he recruited me. He was in Yemen when his orders came down about two years ago. One minute a sergeant with ten years in, the next minute a civilian with a five-thousand-dollar severance. He had to spend a thousand of that just to get home. His son had some sort of medical condition. He’d been relying on the military to help pay for the treatments. Six months after returning, he was bankrupt and his son was dead. Decorated war veteran, multiple wounds suffered in service, and…”

      Rimes did his best to stay disconnected from the story. The man had taken up arms against his country, had murdered innocent people. He was a criminal. Stick to the facts. “And Dimon? When did you meet her?”

      “About a month ago, the day we learned about the plan to, you know, go after the Harpers. One minute we’re dispersed in camps across the country, the next we’re whisked out to Ouachita National Forest in Arkansas. Dimon was there. I was pretty confident she was our problem, but IB wanted to be sure.

      “She briefed us on our target that first night, although we figured it would be a ransom situation. Harper was worth billions. A week ago, we mobilized and hid out in the Chattahoochee National Forest. I checked in at that point, you know, with IB, but there was nothing to act on. A few days later, we formed up and—” Barlowe squeezed his eyes shut and shrugged. “You know the rest. IB had no time to react, really. We used stolen service vehicles to get into the protected section of the city, overwhelmed Harper’s security, and in no time had a hostage crisis turning into executions—and this.” Barlowe glanced back into the emergency room.

      Rimes put the timeline together in his head. He’d been brought in shortly before the attack on the Harper estate, and the Commando teams were already en route when he’d arrived at Fort Benning. IB hadn’t been too late because they’d been sitting on their hands, playing politics. Dimon or Perditori or possibly both had simply planned things too well.

      Rimes’s attention turned to the parking lot, where two ambulances were pulling in. A car with an Atlanta Police emblem on the side came to a stop close to the entrance. Stockton climbed from the car and shrugged into a jacket.

      “When did it change from hostages-for-money to executions?”

      “I don’t think it was ever about money.” Barlowe followed Rimes’s eyes, frowning when Stockton started jogging toward the entry. “I’m not sure who was in on the real plan. Dimon for sure. Maybe a couple others. I think you shot one of them in the hallway. The ones who were close to Dimon. They shifted from following orders to issuing them the moment the cops arrived.”

      EMTs wheeled two gurneys into the facility, passing through the automatic glass doors, then rushing past Rimes.

      Stockton jogged into the waiting room and came to a stop a foot from Rimes. There was no mistaking the look on Stockton’s wide-eyed, red face.

      Rimes held up a hand. “Captain Stockton—”

      Stockton moved in close, invading Rimes’s personal space. “Don’t even start, Lieutenant. The entire Harper family was massacred under my watch while I waited for you to show up. Now you’ve got one of them right here?” Stockton jabbed a thumb at Barlowe.

      “He’s with IB.” Rimes tried to keep his voice calm.

      Stockton lost momentum, blinked, pursed his lips. The color faded from his weathered face ever so slightly. He looked at Barlowe for a long second, reset, then looked back at Rimes. “All right. I’m listening. Why don’t you tell me how I explain to a seventeen year-old girl that her aunt, uncle, and cousins were executed in cold blood by the military while my men sat on their butts? I’ve seen the corpses. Half those folks were Army.”

      “Former Army.” Rimes’s skin crawled at his pathetic attempt to wiggle out from under the accusation. “IB knew of nineteen vets recruited for this operation. That’s what tipped them off to it. They were able to get Barlowe here inside.”

      “Fat lotta good that did,” Stockton growled.

      “We’ve got the person who ran this whole thing heading for ICU, Captain.”

      “I want to talk to him.” Stockton’s eyes were slits.

      “She’s in no condition to talk, unfortunately. Technically, she’s dead.”

      Stockton closed his eyes and wheezed for a moment. “Lieutenant, if you’re just trying to fuck with me—”

      “We can still get at her memories.” Calm. “I’ve done this before. Right now, it’s just a matter of stabilizing her and minimizing damage to her brain. The hospital has scrambled the people we need for this. We should have everything—”

      Rimes felt the pressure before he heard the explosion, before the heat washed over him, before the glass from the admittance desk partition broke into a million particles that shredded the middle-aged couple and the elderly man.

      Barlowe was hurled through a window, disappearing into the parking lot. Stockton barely missed the window, crashing instead into the room’s far corner.

      Rimes landed next to Stockton.

      The explosion was gone, the roar a momentary thing that left only a dull ringing.

      Looking at Stockton’s limp, bloody form, Rimes could imagine how he must look himself. Stockton’s scalp was laid open to the bone over his right ear.

      The sprinklers kicked in, spraying a blinding shower.

      Blinking away blood and water, Rimes focused on Stockton, hoping to detect a pulse or breathing. Seconds passed before Stockton’s chest rose. Alive.

      The blast had come from the emergency room.

      There would be no retrieving memories or traveling Dimon’s mind. Either Perditori had seen the attempt in his glimpse of the future, or he had simply assumed Rimes would attempt to use the technology again.

      Rimes struggled to right himself, but something was misfiring between his brain and limbs. Movement in the smoke caught his eye. It was the young woman. She was covered in blood. The infant she’d been clinging to now lifelessly dangled from the blood-soaked, shredded blanket. The woman shambled past, oblivious, detached from the now.

      It doesn’t matter the enemy, they always turn to the same desperate tactics when they think they’re weaker. Do the genies really see themselves as the weaker power? Does it matter now? They've done it. They've gone too far. No one can ignore the threat anymore. The Joint Chiefs will have to approve the ERF now.

      Rimes dwelled on that until he blacked out.
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        24 May, 2167. Lunar orbit.

      

      

      

      A gentle tone sounded. At first it seemed too far away and too soft to matter, but the volume and urgency quickly intensified. Rimes blinked awake as the orbital shuttle began to hum, coming to life. Lights flickered weakly, revealing the converted bay of a cargo hauler. Four rows of twelve seats, two rows against each of the walls, two back-to-back in the center of the bay. The seats were home to the platoon.

      They felt more like prison.

      Rimes was braced in his forward port seat, just behind the cockpit entry, his headgear attached, its faceplate raised. His neck ached; his legs were numb. A quick glance at his headgear display confirmed they’d been out for more than four hours.

      Even desensitized as he was to it by now, Rimes coughed quietly as he inhaled the stale, warm air. Forty-two bodies shoved into a relatively tight space; the atmosphere recycler simply wasn’t built for the load. For that matter, neither was the human body. Rimes’s crotch and armpits were raw, and he could only imagine how bad he smelled.

      They need to come up with better environment suits for us. He made mental notes, shoved them aside. He had to focus. This was his first opportunity to provide an ERF proof-of-concept.

      Wincing at the pins and needles and protesting joints, he lifted his legs. Overhead lights winked on in the improvised passenger space. He looked around, yawning as the rest of the platoon climbed from the depths of slumber.

      They were kids, mostly, nineteen to twenty-four. Sergeant First Class Wallace, the platoon sergeant, was the oldest at thirty-nine. After Wallace, the next oldest was Staff Sergeant Lopresti, the platoon’s senior squad leader, at twenty-seven. Rimes felt absolutely ancient at twenty-eight.

      From his seat opposite Rimes, Wallace gave an impatient, questioning look. He feels like he needs to take control, or he’s going to burst. But they’re professionals. They don’t need someone telling them what to do. Wallace is too stuck in his ways, and I’m not going to break him of it. The ERF won't need his type of leadership.

      Rimes gave a slow, reluctant nod.

      “Come alive, Rangers!” Wallace snarled, twisting left and right in his harness like a caged beast. “Figueroa, give Sharma a shove!”

      A tone blared in the cabin. “First Platoon, this is CP-One. We show you online.”

      Rimes shook the cobwebs from his head. “This is Lieutenant Rimes. We are online and ready, CP-One. Do you have a status?”

      “We do, Lieutenant. One moment, please.”

      Rimes waited. There was nothing else to do. At this point, the command post had complete control; he was just in charge of his platoon. Seventy-four hours to reach orbit, a thirty-six-hour training mission, then seventy-four hours back. They were already fourteen hours behind schedule after two aborted landing attempts. The shuttle’s latrines were having problems supporting the demands, and they still had the return flight.

      This isn’t going to work.

      His platoon was showing strain as well. Fatigue, irritability, lethargy—a soldier’s worst enemies. Spending so many hours held motionless, fighting against the effects of massive acceleration, then zero g…they were ready to collapse.

      Rimes already planned to challenge several things—procedures, scheduling, protocols—in his report. His prime complaint would be about the decision to use shuttles lacking gravitic drives.

      Cutting corners in space operations was not conducive to success. Even elite troops suffered.

      And then there was the remote piloting. Although theoretically feasible, and somewhat proven, actual personnel transport by remote piloting was a bad idea.

      And it wasn’t matching the concepts he’d laid out in his presentation to the Joint Chiefs, not by a long shot.

      The politics between all the military leaders and branches, it's got to stop. They have to see we don't have the luxury of fighting over this sort of nonsense anymore. The ERF isn't about me or the Army lording it over the Navy; it's about survival, dammit!

      “First Platoon, this is CP-One. Second Platoon is reporting ready as well. Opening conference line.”

      The line filled with static for a second, then cleared.

      “CP-One, this is Lieutenant Rimes, First Platoon.”

      “CP-One, this is Lieutenant Durban, Second Platoon.”

      “This is CP-One. I have a status from Commander Hardwick. We are ready to proceed with the landing exercise. These landings will run back-to-back to try to make up some of the time lost to the
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