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        12 December 2174. Approaching Bellar Frontier Colony.

      

      

      

      No matter the improvements new spacecraft offered, Meyers always found them disappointing. In the case of the Javelin, he couldn’t put a finger on what was missing or amiss, but he was sure it was something. The vessel was larger, faster, and had better systems and weapons than anything the ERF had in its fleet. It was also more comfortable than any military vessel Meyers had ever been inside. Even filled with personnel, it felt roomy.

      He ran an almost delicate hand through his blond hair, then he stretched his legs and rolled his shoulders, but he couldn’t get the tension out of his lean body. That tension reached his eyes as well, bright blue against the bloodshot sclera. His hooked nose wrinkled at the creaks and pops of his joints rolling up through his armor’s audio sensors. The noise momentarily drowned out the soft hiss of the gunship’s air recycler and the murmur of conversations going on somewhere in the near-dark. His movement drew an arched eyebrow from the man seated directly opposite, Master Sergeant Carl Paxton, the platoon sergeant Meyers hand-selected for the mission. Paxton was short, dark-eyed, and wrinkled. He had a nose that looked like it’d been broken and never properly set. They were both secured to their seats by padded harnesses, black in the Javelin’s dim light, but Paxton seemed relaxed, possibly even comfortable. Meyers felt that if he wanted to successfully execute his first mission as the Elite Response Force’s battalion commander, he would need someone like Paxton.

      Temporary battalion commander, Meyers reminded himself. That qualifier brought a sigh of relief, at least until he remembered who and what he was responsible for, temporary or not.

      Seated to his right were members of Squad One. Most of Squad Two sat to Paxton’s left. Most of their gear was secured to the floor between the rows of seats. The rest of the two squads were spread between the other Javelin and the older Arrow shuttle that was hauling support personnel and the rest of the gear. Even in the newly acquired Javelins, the air had already taken on a lived-in smell.

      A gentle tone echoed in Meyers’s earpiece: they were approaching the final communication point with the Valdez. Paxton tapped his helmet, signaling his intent to seal up for the call.

      Meyers sighed, then he sealed his helmet as well and connected to the channel invite. He hated the secrecy. His men deserved better than all the secrecy.

      He glanced at the bulk of Corporal McNutt, Squad One’s leader. His square jaw seemed clenched in perpetual anger, and his dark blue eyes were almost black in the dim light. To McNutt’s right, Private Rebecca Starling’s dark eyes darted left and right, and she bit her full, bottom lip and absently brushed a stray, black curl from her forehead. She was absorbed in what was probably a tech manual based off the static glow of her earpiece’s projected display. Meyers considered her a welcome reminder of how much things were changing.

      Not just men, he reminded himself. Soldiers. And they all deserved better.

      It was just another part of the job that he would have to deal with until the Special Security Council got off its collective ass and found a real replacement for Rimes.

      As if there ever could be a replacement for Rimes.

      “Captain Brigston, this is Colonel Meyers on Javelin Zero-Zero-One.” The rank, the position…it all sounded so strange to his ears.

      “Go ahead, Colonel.” Brigston’s voice was clear and calm, no doubt the luxury of long odds that the Valdez task force would face any sort of threat.

      “We’re approaching rally point. Comms check, please.”

      “Lieutenant Oppert, Arrow One-Six-Three.”

      “This is Ensign Nunoz, Javelin Zero-Zero-Two.”

      “Ensign Hassan, Javelin Zero-Zero-One.”

      “Agent Barlowe. Intelligence Bureau.”

      “Captain Brigston, Valdez.”

      “Paxton, Master Sergeant, sir.”

      Meyers rolled his eyes. “Thanks. Camille, check your signal—”

      Paxton’s raspy cough broke over the channel.

      “Shit.” Meyers closed his eyes and lowered his chin as close to his chest as the harness allowed. “Lieutenant Oppert, please check your signal. There’s some static on your…there, that fixed it.”

      “It’s this goddamn system software.” Oppert’s voice had an edge to it that could have been from the stress of flying the old Arrow shuttle on such a critical mission or could have been caused by the software she was complaining about.

      Or it could have been a more personal problem. Meyers could picture her face—round, a light spray of freckles, green eyes—scrunched up angrily.

      It would take weeks to repair things with her.

      “They’ll get you squared away just right when we get back to Plymouth, ma’am,” Paxton said, his voice honey sweet. “Fit you up in one of these.”

      “Should’ve had Zero-Zero-One.” She sounded sullen, bitter.

      “Let’s—let’s stay focused on the mission brief.” Meyers focused by rubbing his thumbs against his forefingers, then he brought his hands up and shared out a workspace with the others. “Four hours to touchdown. Jerem—Captain Brigston, any intelligence updates?”

      “Nothing. We’ve been monitoring the communications buoy and riding its signals down to the planet. Weather is still a mess in the southern hemisphere, but it doesn’t have a huge impact beyond a couple hundred kilometers over the equator, and you’ll be on the tail end of what’s there when you go in. No indication they’re aware of our approach, no indication the target’s even on Bellar.”

      “He’s down there. They wouldn’t have sent us all the way out here if they weren’t absolutely sure.” Meyers certainly hoped the Intelligence Bureau and the United Nations were right. Sending the ERF to one of the frontier colonies was a bold move that could easily backfire, and by every indication, the Special Security Council desperately wanted to improve its relations with the colonial governor, who had only ever offered a cold shoulder.

      “Well, he’s staying off the Grid,” Brigston said.

      “Do they even have a Grid?” Ensign Nunoz didn’t sound like he was joking.

      “There’s a robust one in Ardennen.” Brigston cleared his throat. Meyers imagined Brigston’s pale-brown eyes squinting patiently, his bronze-colored cheeks being sucked in. He was probably fiddling with his uniform buttons and trying to force a smile onto his plain face. It was how Brigston coped with his discomfort at being in command. “Unfortunately, we see very little from Turning Point, so we have to assume it’s not quite so capable.”

      “Or they don’t care about the outside world.” Ensign Hassan’s normally quiet voice was hard to hear over the noise that had crept back on the connection.

      Meyers scanned the display; the noise was coming from Oppert again. “Lieutenant Oppert, your comm—”

      Oppert cursed and disconnected, and an awkward silence settled over the connection.

      “So, Turning Point,” Meyers said to break the silence. He brought up the latest data Barlowe had sent out. It was the sort of thing Rimes would have been on top of, something Meyers knew he needed to get better about studying. “Any updates from imagery analysis, Agent Barlowe?”

      Barlowe cleared his throat, a soft sound. Everything about Barlowe was soft. He was small, slight, and quiet. His hands were delicate, his eyes and lips almost feminine. How he’d made it through the Commando Q course without serious injury had always mystified Meyers. “A couple things. I’ve sent an update to the designations—power and telecommunications facilities, some of the other infrastructure management facilities. Don’t be fooled by the description. This settlement may have been put together by displaced and criminal elements, but they seem to have done well enough getting things together. There’s plenty of prefab and quick-fab construction, more than enough to house the entire planet’s population.”

      Ensign Nunoz snorted. “Like anyone else is going to settle in a city full of criminals.”

      “What constitutes criminal can be pretty arbitrary, Ensign. Most of these people were political prisoners, victims of tyrants, for-profit prisons, and the criminal justice systems that were modified to support those.”

      Meyers could hear the resentment in Barlowe’s voice. His history with the criminal justice system wasn’t common knowledge. “Thank you, Agent Barlowe. Anything more on Mr. Waverley?”

      “No.” Barlowe’s voice caught as he blew out a loud breath. “But he has to be somewhere around Turning Point. Anywhere else, he would have shown up.”

      Meyers quickly looked over Waverley’s portfolio: Chad Milton Waverley, top-flight management and finance education, entered the metacorporate world at thirty-six after the company he was running was acquired by one of SunCorps’s corporations. Fourteen years to rise through the SunCorps ranks, eight years as CEO of SunCorps. One minute, earning eight figures and cited as the key to SunCorps’s growth and success, the next, given up by SunCorps as an effort at appeasement to the United Nations.

      Waverley wasn’t the problem; he was the sacrifice.

      Or, Meyers thought, maybe we are.

      Oppert reconnected, her signal barely in the green. “Sorry, Colonel. This fucking system is a joke. I’ll do a full-blown reset after the call.”

      “It’s just for this mission.” Meyers wondered if that was true. The Arrows were relatively new vessels, and they could probably be salvaged with a few upgrades and some long overdue maintenance. It wasn’t like military budget cuts were going away anytime soon, especially with everyone trying to appease the metacorporations.

      “You’re just under ten minutes out from radio silence, Colonel,” Captain Brigston said. “Any final information you need from the Valdez?”

      “Thanks, I think we’re good for now. Good hunting.”

      “Colonel Meyers, could I get a moment?” Oppert sounded like she wouldn’t take no for an answer.

      “Sure.” Meyers waited for the others to disconnect. “Camille, you can’t—”

      “This goddamn piece of shit crate isn’t space worthy, Lonny. And I’m the senior pilot—I should be flying Zero-Zero-One. Or we could’ve waited another day for Zero-Zero-Three’s repairs.”

      “Is that what this is really about, flying a Javelin?”

      “It’s disrespectful to put your best pilot in this can—”

      “You’re the only one who can handle One-Six-Three.”

      “And you stuffed your support team in here with the gear, castoffs, like—”

      “That support team is as valuable as any other group we have.”

      “And you have no right, no right to ignore me like you did yesterday. You can’t just—”

      “You were drunk, Camille.”

      “Lonny, dammit, listen to me. Kara’s dead. It’s been a year. You have to move on.”

      Meyers looked around the cabin, as if he expected someone to be watching or listening. Most of the soldiers were caught up in their own worlds or were sleeping. Even if his helmet were open, they wouldn’t care what he was talking about. “Let’s talk about this when we get back to the Valdez, okay?”

      “No, it’s not okay. You keep pushing me away. You probably gave me One-Six-Three to keep me away from you.”

      “I gave you One-Six-Three because you’re the best pilot we have. It’s that simple.”

      “Yeah, well, everything isn’t simple. It’s complicated. You can’t just compartmentalize your life like some problem you want to solve a piece at a time. We had something before Kara came along. You can’t just ignore that because it’s inconvenient.”

      “Inconven—” Meyers pressed his fists against his helmet’s faceplate. “Camille, I’m your commanding officer for now. I can’t have a relationship with you.”

      “Another thing to hide behind. Nice.”

      Meyers had to choke back a frustrated laugh. “You think I want this mess? Rimes put me in for this brevet position before he went on his suicide run against Theroux and those SunCorps proxies. After he made a sacrifice like that, I couldn’t turn the SSC down, especially when they promised to find a replacement. That would’ve been disrespectful to them. And Rimes. He gave his life to stop that alien mind control device they were using. I think I owe him something after that, don’t you?”

      “The ERF’s tainted after what Rimes did. No one’s going to want the command. You know that, but you don’t want to talk about us.”

      “Will you please just…just for…” Meyers groaned. “There is no us. While I’m your commanding officer, there can’t be.”

      “When we get back to the Valdez, we’re—”

      Oppert’s signal dropped to half-strength, and then to nothing. A second later, it came back.

      “Camille, you’re breaking up.”

      “This fucking piece of—”

      “Just reset your systems. We’ll…I’ll talk to you once we get the camp established on-planet, okay?”

      “Fine. Don’t you dare think you can lock me out of your tent.” Oppert disconnected.

      Meyers shook his head. He wanted to shout, but he wasn’t sure even his helmet could contain his frustration.

      A soft chime indicated someone wanted a private connection. Paxton.

      “What’s up, Master Sergeant?”

      “I think I might ask you the same, sir. I’ve seen enough fights from one side to know woman trouble when I see it.” Paxton tapped his helmet’s faceplate. “Man twists and jerks around like that, he’s either taken a couple AP rounds in the gut, or some gal’s got him by the nuts.”

      “Thanks, Master Ser—”

      “Lieutenant Oppert, she’s very popular with the men. You ever see what she barely wears to play volleyball, sir?”

      Meyers blushed. “Lieutenant Oppert doesn’t engage in fraternization.”

      “Not saying she does, sir. Just saying she has a little emergency box on her rather ample right cheek, if you follow. You know, break glass in case you want a good time?”

      “I get the picture.”

      “She’s like one of those old combustion engines. Get that hood up, there’s all kinds of moving parts in there. Volatile and tricky, sir. Gotta know what you’re doing.”

      “Thank you. I don’t think it’s appropriate to discuss the lieutenant’s moving parts or volatility, do you?”

      “Oh, I don’t mean anything by it. It’s always good to have someone who will spread…” Paxton coughed. “You know, sir. Good cheer. The boys don’t have a lot of women to choose from. Doctors, nurses, pilots.” His helmet turned toward Starling. “And now, well, things’re complicated.”

      Meyers glanced sideways through his faceplate, darkened so that Starling couldn’t see him. She was an attractive enough young woman, with milk chocolate skin, full lips, and a cute, button nose. She was a little smaller than most of the men, but she’d made it through the Commando Q course, the first woman to do so. She was tough. It suddenly dawned on Meyers that Paxton’s point all along might not have been Oppert but Starling.

      “If you’re concerned that a female on the operation is going to be a problem, Master Sergeant Paxton, let me make it clear right now that I won’t allow it to be.”

      Paxton chuckled. “Might want to check that with Corporal Gerhardt, Colonel. Heard him drop a few words that might be considered insensitive.”

      Meyers shut his eyes and counted to ten. Rimes said long ago it was an effective way to fight off panic and anger. Gerhardt and Zacharowski—”Titan” and “Ski,” their preferred Delta Force nicknames—had been nothing but problems since their transfer from the last operational Delta unit. As a squad leader, Zacharowski was a mess, a loose cannon more concerned with one-upmanship than teamwork and discipline, and he was an enabler for Gerhardt’s bad behavior.

      “I’ll make clear to the corporal that women are to be treated with the same respect shown to men.”

      “He wasn’t just insensitive about Starling being a woman, Colonel.”

      “You’re kidding me.”

      “Corporal Gerhardt’s got the sort of mouth on him used to get folks taken out behind the barracks and—”

      “I’ll take care of it, Master Sergeant.”

      Meyers closed the channel and glanced at the team seated around him. Squad One was composed of survivors who had been away from the main camp on Plymouth when the metacorporate forces attacked. They were a mix from all over the world. If Gerhardt had some sort of racial hang-up, it would need to be snuffed out quickly. The last thing Meyers wanted was to screw up the ERF. A lot was at stake with the mission, and it already felt like things were coming apart.

      A countdown filled the upper right corner of his helmet display, and a chime immediately sounded.

      They were heading into the atmosphere.
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        12 December 2174. Stratosphere above Bellar Frontier Colony.

      

      

      

      Rattling filled the Javelin as the straps securing the gear to the middle floor strained under the G-forces. The full-bright interior lights revealed soldiers holding tight to harnesses. They were descending hard, taking advantage of the narrow window they knew for certain wasn’t covered by even the most primitive sensors planet-side. What they were doing carried some risk, but Meyers had brought along the three best pilots the ERF had. They could handle it.

      Imagery from the belly cameras ran beneath icons of the ships. Oppert’s Arrow showed a pale amber on its operational readout.

      Meyers opened a channel to the pilots. “One-Six-Three, I’m showing you amber on your ops-readout. Are you okay?”

      “I’m green across the board, Colonel. Maybe you should trust your best pilot.”

      “Lieutenant, if you would—there, you’ve just gone full amber.” Meyers straightened in his seat. “Please check your systems.”

      “I’m looking at my readouts right now. Everything’s green.”

      Meyers wrestled with the idea of closing out the call, but it didn’t seem right. With all the Gs they were pulling, the smart systems were piloting the ships, but if Oppert showed green on her console, it was likely that’s what the smart systems would see as well.

      “Lieutenant,” Ensign Hassan said, “I can see you now. Your pitch looks off, and you’re drifting from the formation. Your right wing has—”

      “Dammit, I’m telling you I’m green across the board.”

      Hassan swallowed. “You don’t feel any—”

      “Of course I feel it, Genevieve. I felt it the second we entered atmosphere. That’s the way this bitch handles.”

      Ensign Nunoz’s comms activated. “Lieutenant, maybe this is just another glitch?”

      “Fine. Goddamn piece of…” Distortion rumbled through Oppert’s signal. “Shit.”

      “What?” Meyers pushed forward against the harness.

      “I reset the indication and console display system. Now I’ve got red…” There was an unfamiliar edge to Oppert’s voice. “Shit. Yeah. The smart system’s still not seeing those readings, apparently, and I can’t just reset the whole system. We’d tear apart at this speed without controls.”

      “Can you do anything, maybe just hold it steady while the system resets?” Meyers’s stomach turned as the amber of One-Six-Three’s display dipped into red.

      Oppert snorted. “Right. Just blinking and talking to run the systems like this leaves me weak. Why not try to fight a control stick, right?”

      The red darkened.

      “Tell the systems to level off, then. Force it not to put so much strain on the airframe. Hassan, Nunoz, ideas?”

      “If she gets the system to level off, Colonel, she’s going to be at risk of detection,” Nunoz said.

      “We’ll deal with that if it happens, Ensign. Can she do it?”

      “I can do it. Just—” Oppert’s signal became a series of squeals and screeches.

      “Camille? Camille?” Meyers realized he wasn’t sounding like a commanding officer. “Lieutenant Oppert?”

      “—and now—”

      More squeals and screeches. One-Six-Three’s color lightened ever so slightly, until it was almost amber again.

      Meyers’s guts twisted. He’d been the one to sign off on One-Six-Three even being brought along. Zero-Zero-Three should have been ready by the time they arrived, and even another day of delay would have been okay. Camille should have been piloting a Javelin—his Javelin. He’d been selfish.

      “She is leveling off and slowing, Colonel,” Hassan said. “That right wing doesn’t look good, but it is not doing what it was before.”

      “Thank you, Ensign.” Meyers shut his eyes for a moment. The odds of detection were extremely small, but it was a new risk they had to account for. “Please adjust to match One-Six-Three.”

      The rattling intensified as the Javelin shifted, then things seemed to calm significantly. Meyers caught a shift in Paxton’s helmet, as if he was looking for an explanation. Meyers sent a quick audio-to-text update over a private channel.

      “I-I think it’s okay now,” Oppert said. “I don’t know if this piece of shit is getting off-planet again, but it seems to be stabilizing.”

      One-Six-Three was solidly in amber now.

      “Colonel, we are north of the equator, ten minutes out from entry to the desert south of Turning Point,” Hassan said. “We will need to descend more soon.”

      Meyers checked the belly camera displays. The planet was a dark emerald sea beneath them, one of the broad expanses of dense vine and scrub jungle. “I don’t know if I like the idea of an aircraft that can’t tell when it’s tearing itself apart flying nap-of-earth. We’ve already risked detection once. I think—”

      “I can reset the systems in a minute,” Oppert said, calmer now. “We’re past the worst of it. I can handle it.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “I’m good.”

      Meyers glanced at One-Six-Three’s amber indicator. The Arrows often flew dangerously close to their limits. “You tell me the second anything changes.”

      “Don’t I always?”

      Meyers tried to relax, but it felt like the G-forces were still pressing against his heart. Reviewing mission objectives and intelligence analysis did nothing to help. Rimes had always seemed capable of maintaining calm and distance. It was critical to ERF operations, but it was something Meyers couldn’t imagine himself ever mastering.

      Night quickly settled over rolling hills, and long shadows turned into near complete darkness. The Javelin descended steeply.

      “Approaching desert edge,” Nunoz said. “One-Six-Three, you’ve got a bit of—”

      “Yeah, yeah. My right aileron is not happy at all.” Oppert’s voice carried a playful tone. “Shit, guys, you don’t have to treat me like a baby. I’ve got it.”

      The Javelin began rising and descending as moonlit dunes flew by close beneath the belly cameras. Meyers tapped a beat against the harness as the ETA display counted down. They were close now, the mission imminent. In just over a minute, they would be rolling out, and his orders would be the difference between life and death, success and failure.

      “One-Six-Three, you’ve got that roll back.”

      Nunoz’s voice brought Meyers’s attention back to the aircraft status indicators. One-Six-Three had dipped closer to red while he was looking at other things. He squinted at the terrain flying beneath them—dunes, flat stretches, the occasional outcropping.

      “I know, Nunoz.” Oppert sounded frustrated.

      “Lieutenant Oppert.” Meyers barely managed to stop himself from calling her Camille. The idea of her visiting his tent had been distracting. “You’re dipping into the red again.”

      “It’s that damned ailer—”

      One-Six-Three completely disappeared from the display.

      “Lieutenant Oppert? Camille?” Meyers reset his display. “Ensign Nunoz, what happened?”

      Nunoz swallowed hard. “One-Six-Three’s gone, sir.”

      Gone. Meyers tried to wrap his head around that. Camille. His support staff. Most of their gear. “Where’s the…where’s the emergency beacon?”

      “It could be destroyed.”

      “Get us down.”

      The deceleration and course adjustment pressed Meyers hard against his harness. In his mind, the image of Oppert’s shuttle disintegrating in a fireball kept playing in a loop. Had she hit a dune? Had the systems spontaneously failed and somehow caused the shuttle to tear apart? Or had something shot the Arrow down.

      He had to know.
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        12 December 2174. Karpov Desert, South of Turning Point, Bellar Frontier Colony.

      

      

      

      Meyers clutched the harness that held him in place as Paxton herded the others out of the Javelin. It would have been easier for Meyers to lose himself in the order and predictability of commanding the troops, but the moment called for more. He glanced out the airlock, open all the way through to the desert outside. On the ground, the dunes were an almost blue-gray in the moonlight. The air was cool and clean on his face. Sand rattled off the hull in a steady breeze.

      Breathable, he reminded himself. Bellar’s gravity wasn’t much greater than that back on Earth, and they’d spent the entire trip out under something heavier to prep for it. It really was a very promising colony, despite being so far out from everywhere.

      He slipped the harness off and stepped outside, stopping at the base of the ramp. The soldiers were huddling, muttering. They already knew, or at least suspected, what had happened.

      “Master Sergeant Paxton.” Meyers turned toward the Arrow’s last good signal. There was still no emergency beacon. He wasn’t getting any readings from the personnel, either.

      “Colonel?” Paxton was looking in the same direction, although he was doing a better job of hiding it.

      “No transponder, and I’m not picking up any life signs from crew or passengers.”

      Paxton squinted and screwed up his face. That was about all the emotion he seemed capable of showing.

      Meyers powered down his scans for the missing soldiers’ signals. There were a few possible explanations for not picking them up so far out, not all of them involving death. “Let’s get the Rovers assembled, get the netting up, and build out the operations center. One klick perimeter, wide sensor array. I’ll want Squad One with us.”

      Paxton turned toward the huddled soldiers.

      “Wait.” Meyers held up a finger. “What’s the local time? Something like two in the morning? We’re fifteen klicks out. Let’s get Barlowe and Starling inserted into Turning Point. Civilian garb, lightweight BAS gear. Use the second Rover.”

      Paxton turned back just enough to lock eyes. “Alone, Colonel?”

      “Have Zacharowski support them.”

      “Zacharowski, sir?”

      Meyers wondered if he might be pushing the idea of team building too early. It seemed the sort of thing Rimes would do. “Better to find out now what we’ve got, don’t you think?”

      Paxton’s grunt was almost lost in the wind.

      “All right. Send Perkins along,” Meyers said. “You can never have too many snipers.”

      “You remember Corporal Viet was in One-Six-Three, sir? Sergeant Banh’s sniper?”

      “Shit.”

      “Yeah.” Paxton turned back to the soldiers, now clustered by squads, and waved them over. “Listen up! Corporal McNutt, your team’s on Rover assembly. Both units assembled in ten minutes. Go! Sergeant Banh, your team’s got camouflage netting and ops assembly. Move it!”

      Banh’s dark eyebrows arched, and he raised a wiry arm, waving for his team to follow as he ran to gather gear.

      Paxton turned to Zacharowski. “Sergeant Zacharowski, your team’s got perimeter sensors. One klick, wide array, then double time back here. You’re going on a field trip. Private Starling and Perkins, you’re with Zacharowski. Let’s get it done!”

      Other than McNutt, the squads were in motion before Paxton finished with his orders. Zacharowski not questioning why they were going with wide dispersal of the sensors was the same as acknowledging that everyone knew One-Six-Three was out there somewhere.

      “Master Sergeant Paxton?” McNutt glanced over his shoulder as his squad began unloading gear from the Javelins. “Perkins and Starling, what gives?”

      Paxton crossed his arms over his chest. “Not your concern, Corporal.”

      “My squad, my concern, least that’s how I reckon it.”

      “Fair enough. They’re going into Turning Point.”

      McNutt looked over at Meyers but said nothing else. He ran over to help his squad with the unloading and Rover build-out.

      Meyers strolled around to the front of the Javelins and scanned the horizon with his Battlefield Awareness System’s settings at maximum. He glanced at Paxton. “Anything on your BAS?”

      Paxton nodded. “Coming up now. Seems a little sluggish.”

      “Yeah.”

      Wireframe overlays laid out what Meyers already knew: his soldiers were hauling kit into the center of camp and breaking out the tools and components they needed to fulfill their assignments, and the Javelin pilots were checking their vessels, probably focusing on the chameleon skin effect on the hull.

      But there was nothing out there in the desert, nothing but quiet.

      Sand crunched as someone came up behind him. He turned to see Burrows, eyes wide as he scanned the same black horizon.

      “It went down? The Arrow?”

      “Looks like it.” Meyers looked back to where the soldiers were assembling the Rovers. Pumps inflated the frames from a set of flat panels, then fuel cells hardened the panel skins into shapes that snapped together. The simple drivetrains were already being slotted to the undersides while the balloon wheels were inflated.

      “Any idea where?”

      “We know where it disappeared from the sensor readout.”

      “No transponder?” Barlowe looked down at the sand. “That’s odd.”

      “What’s the range on those? We’re probably twelve, fifteen klicks out, depending on how it…” Meyers thought of Oppert—Camille—and what it must have been like in the last crazy moments. Maybe everything happened too fast for her to feel anything.

      “The—” Barlowe pointed toward the Rover assembly area. “You, um, doing a recon?”

      “I want to see if we can recover anything. Maybe survivors.”

      “I was thinking, maybe I could give the gear that we have here a look, see if there was something we could put together to deal with that Grid they’ve got in Turning Point. I was really counting on the gear in the Arrow.”

      Meyers clasped his hands together in front of his face, realizing too late it was the sort of thing people did when in prayer. “About that. I’m going to need you and Starling to go into the city.”

      “Into the city?”

      “Not alone. Ski’s taking a couple people from his squad. They’ll protect you.”

      Barlowe exhaled and licked his lips. They quivered in the moonlight. “The Intelligence Bureau’s role here is just…I’m supposed to be an advisor. Your team.”

      “My systems and intelligence analysts are out there somewhere.” Meyers pointed toward where he guessed One-Six-Three was. “I’m not putting you into combat, Ladell.”

      “You saw my analysis. That place is a war zone. They kill each other over border disputes, insults, supplies. I’m still dealing with things from the war.”

      “I thought we weren’t going to judge these people off their history.”

      “Six-month-old data isn’t quite history, Lonny.”

      “You’re going to be okay.”

      “Shit. Look at my hands.” They were shaking. “Jack told me what we did during the war…”

      “I understand. You’re not a Commando anymore. I get it. I’m not asking you to do anything other than to look at their Grid, okay? See things with your own eyes. We need to know what’s going on, see if Waverley’s showing up on any of the Grid traffic. No gunfights, no infiltration. I promise.”

      Barlowe nodded. “Okay. You…you think it’s safe to send Starling in?”

      “She was a Commando. She can take care of herself. Unless you’re saying otherwise?”

      “No. She’s really good. She picks things up really fast. But…she’s smaller than me.” Barlowe brought a hand up to the top of his helmet, almost a salute.

      Meyers chuckled. “She could probably kick your ass.”

      “Mine, sure. You want her out there with…” Barlowe shrugged. “You did understand that most of the people in Turning Point were incarcerated, right?”

      “So were you.”

      Barlowe winced. “I’m not saying they’re all bad people, but prison changes—”

      “No one gets special treatment. She signed up for the ERF. She feels she’s ready for this. Do her a favor and give her the chance to prove otherwise.”

      They both turned at the whispery crunch of sand beneath boots. Corporal McNutt was approaching, head down so that his thick, black hair covered his face. He was only 180 centimeters tall, but he was broad-shouldered, long- and thick-limbed. And fast.

      Barlowe looked back at Meyers. “I’ll do what you ask. Just, you know, keep in mind what I said, okay?”

      “Sure.” Meyers turned back to McNutt. “Everything all right, Corporal?”

      “Yeah, think so, Colonel.” McNutt’s Kiwi accent was barely noticeable, but it was there. “Got the Rovers ready, if you want to check them out?”

      “Good. Have your squad mount up. Oh.” Meyers nodded toward Barlowe. “Private Starling’s going with Agent Barlowe.”

      McNutt squinted and tilted his head. “Into the city?”

      “Into the city. We need to see if we can get onto their Grid.”

      “Just the two of them? Seems risky, don’t you think?”

      Meyers heard a bit of his own resentment of authority in McNutt’s tone. It was both annoying and reassuring. “There’s not an ERF operation that doesn’t involve risk, Corporal. Zacharowski’s squad will be providing cover. Are we going to talk about this or get moving?”

      McNutt bowed slightly and pointed toward the waiting Rovers. Meyers strolled to the passenger side of the nearest vehicle—Rover One—and slipped into what passed for a seat. Behind him, a two-and-a-half-meter flatbed stretched over six wheels. The flatbed was raised maybe one and a half meters off the ground, and the lids of flip-seats ran all along the edge. When the lids were lifted, footrests would telescope down and out, protecting riders’ legs from the wheels. McNutt slid into the driver’s seat and twisted to look back at his squad.

      “Mount up.”

      One of McNutt’s men—Calderon, Meyers thought—leaned in close to McNutt. “Everything okay, Boss?”

      McNutt looked straight ahead. “Becky’s going on a sightseeing tour—Steven’s providing overwatch. Everything’ll be hunky-dory.”

      Calderon shot a quick glance toward Meyers, then settled into the seat immediately behind McNutt. Despite being shorter and leaner than McNutt, Calderon still cut an impressive figure. In the dark, his eyes were as black as the low patch of hair on top of his head.

      McNutt pulled something out of his right breast pouch and lowered his head. Whatever the thing from the pouch was, he squeezed his fist around it while the squad mounted up. When the last of the squad was belted into the flip seats, McNutt returned the item to his pouch and pushed down on the accelerator pressure plate. The Rover kicked out sand and lurched forward.

      When they were clear of the camp, and the drone of the Rover’s drivetrain had combined with the rising wind to provide some background noise, Meyers leaned in to McNutt. “You don’t appreciate Private Starling being separated from your squad?”

      “We’re a tight unit, Colonel. What we went through, there’d be something wrong if we weren’t.”

      “Everyone who fought in the war saw hard action.”

      “Yeah, no one’s saying otherwise. We just got to know our enemy up close and personal, that’s all. Widowmaker, y’know?”

      Dunes rolled by at a leisurely rate, and Meyers thought back to the deserts of Sahara, where the war had started. There was a dead zone there, a place where systems became unreliable. Widowmaker was worse. A lot worse. A place like Plymouth, with its smothering soup of an atmosphere and primordially brutal animal life that could have chewed up and spat out Sahara. And the Widowmaker region of the planet was the worst.

      Meyers leaned closer. “They’re not going in alone, just remember that. And they’re not there to engage.”

      “You think that’s enough?”

      “Sergeant Zacharowski’s been tasked to send three—”

      “Ski’s a fucking hotdog, right. Fucking beats off to his little Delta patches.”

      “They’re just going to provide overwatch in case there’s trouble. We don’t need trouble.” Meyers straightened back in his seat. “Understand me, Corporal?”

      “Yeah, seems like I do. Colonel.”

      Meyers turned back to the dunes. He ran his hands along his legs and tried not to think about Oppert and the people who’d been on One-Six-Three. He tried not to second-guess his own decision to put Barlowe and Starling under Zacharowski’s care. It made sense. Banh’s sniper had been in One-Six-Three. McNutt’s squad was still coming together, and they needed to improve their relations with Zacharowski’s squad.

      A faint beep sounded in Meyers’s helmet, and he leaned forward.

      “Transponder signal.” He pointed to their left.

      “Yeah, getting it now,” McNutt said. The Rover turned. “Smoke. Straight ahead.”

      Meyers stiffened, and his heart raced. The transponder signal was still a few klicks out, but the glow of fires was visible at the base of a dune a hundred meters away. He closed his helmet and opened a private channel to Ensign Hassan. With the thermographic enhancement, the horizon glowed with bits and pieces of heated metal.

      “Genevieve, you have a minute?”

      “I do, Colonel. What is it?”

      “We’re about fifty meters out from the wreckage. The transponder signal’s about three klicks northeast. How likely—” One-Six-Three flashed through his thoughts, as if he’d been in the cockpit. The blue-gray dunes were so vivid he could make out individual grains of sand and pebbles, then it all blurred and became a sheet of solid gray.

      “Colonel?”

      The Rover came to a stop next to the piece of smoking debris. It looked like it might be the tip of one of the wings. A string of shallow trenches ran back from the wing to darkness at the edge of his helmet’s sensor range, as if the wingtip had flipped end over end for a good distance.

      “I was just curious how large a debris field might be. For a ship the size of the Arrow.”

      “Oh, yes, I understand. Well, it would probably depend on what they hit. We were flying at over 300 kilometers per hour. If she were to have hit a boulder, or even a sizable dune, it could have torn the wing off, or it could have pulled the Arrow straight down into the ground.”

      Meyers climbed out of the Rover and stumbled toward the next closest piece of debris. The sand dragged him down as if it were lava.

      “Does three kilometers…” Meyers swallowed and wondered if the pain he was feeling was the sort of thing that had aged Rimes so quickly.

      “Could the ship have been torn apart over a three-kilometer area? Yes. Absolutely. Colonel?”

      “Yes?”

      “I am sorry for your loss. Lieutenant Oppert was a good pilot, and I very much enjoyed her company.”

      Meyers opened his faceplate and doubled over, trying to take a quiet, deep breath. “Thanks, Genevieve.” He disconnected as the crunch of boots in sand announced someone’s approach.

      “More a bit beyond the dune,” McNutt said from a respectable distance. “Body parts, too. Don’t see much hope of survivors.”

      Meyers stood and brushed sand from his knees as he thought through the chalks for One-Six-Three. Camille, Corporal Viet, Lieutenant Genêt, Corporals Torres and Rohmer, Private Lumley, Lieutenant Espinoza, Corporals Shane and Leialoha, and Sergeant Sheff. Pilot, sniper, platoon commander, medics, intelligence analysts, systems specialist; no signals showed from their suits. A good chunk of their ammo, most of the operations center equipment and medical supplies, part of their water extraction gear, half their food.

      The mission wasn’t a bust. Not yet.

      Meyers straightened. “Who’s your runner?”

      McNutt looked back toward the soldiers spread out between the Rover and the wreckage. “After Perkins? Calderon, I reckon.”

      “Send him north, helmet closed, channel open. Watch on thermo and UV for any parts—machine and human. Have him tag them, then have the rest of your squad collect and bury the human parts in a single grave.”

      McNutt didn’t say anything, but he tensed up enough that it was clear he didn’t care for the assignment.

      “I’m taking the Rover up to collect the transponder.”

      Meyers trudged past McNutt and slid into the driver’s seat, then checked the system readout. The Rover was at ninety percent power, more than enough. Meyers pressed softly against the accelerator and swerved through McNutt’s squad. Once in the open, Meyers closed his faceplate and accelerated.

      Once again, heat blobs tagged where One-Six-Three had broken up in the desert. He set the BAS to automatically tag anything that stood out. He’d tagged 278 items by the time he came to a stop next to the transponder signal. He walked over to a black piece of curled fuselage maybe three meters long and half as high. Ribs poked from the top of the fuselage, silvery white in the moonlight. The black box was secured in the crook where a horizontal support rib joined the two vertical ones.

      Meyers squatted next to the fuselage and immediately jumped back, gasping. Instead of sinking into the sand, his knee had bumped into something solid just below the surface. He leaned forward and brushed away the sand until he could see what he’d knelt against.

      Wind whipped away the last grains of sand, revealing a section of armor.

      “Shit.”

      He brushed away more sand and ran his hand along the length of the armor, finally exposing enough to get a grip on whatever it was. He tugged, and a leg came free. The BAS registered it as Sheff, the systems specialist. Meyers set the leg behind him and returned his focus to the transponder. Although it was secured to the airframe, it was supposed to be easily removed from its mount. He turned on his helmet lamp and searched around the mount, finally spotting the clips on the third pass. He released them and pulled the black box free, then he set it in the foot rest area on the passenger side. He took a deep breath and headed back for the leg, carrying it to the Rover and setting it on the flatbed.

      Suddenly, his BAS display shifted. It was minor but enough that he noticed. He scanned for whatever it was that had changed, then he realized it was the display of the One-Six-Three personnel chalk. Three vitals were glowing on the display, rising and falling.

      There were survivors.

      “Corporal McNutt, we’ve got survivors!” Meyers slid into the Rover and headed toward the signals.

      “You sure?”

      “Three signals, 207 meters east of the transponder. One of them’s very weak, the other two…weak. Lieutenant Genêt, Corporal Torres, and Private Lumley.” Meyers cursed below his breath. The BAS should have been transmitting those signals, just like the transponder should have been transmitting the second the Arrow crashed.

      “Why didn’t they show up before now, Colonel?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe their systems are damaged. Maybe they’re so wounded the suits have been drained just keeping them alive.”

      “Or maybe it’s a bad signal.”

      “They’re just ahead. It looks like a whole piece of the fuselage tore away.”

      Meyers jumped out of the Rover and ran toward the section of fuselage. Against the midnight blue sky, the frame was black, lying on its side, four seats still secured to it. One of the seats was twisted and caked with black blood and sand, but the other three held soldiers. His soldiers. They were twisted, their limbs limp and misshapen, but they were alive.

      “Corporal, they’re alive!” Meyers glanced through the clear faceplates of each soldier. Their faces were bloody and bruised, and their eyes were closed, but the signals said they were alive. “Anyone on your team have even rudimentary medical training?”

      “Corporal Cho.”

      Meyers wondered what Rimes would do in a situation like this. It felt wrong abandoning wounded, possibly dying people, but there was no other choice but to go back for Cho.

      “I’m heading back. Have Cho start running toward me.”

      “Yeah, he’s like a rabbit already.”

      Meyers had the Rover at top speed in seconds, and the vitals readout of the survivors filling the center display at ten percent opaqueness. He slammed on the brakes once he realized he was driving straight at Cho. Once Cho was in the Rover, Meyers lifted his faceplate. He would have to rely on the earpiece’s projected display for the drive back.

      “Survivors, sir?” Cho’s faceplate was up, and he was breathing hard. He looked sleepy, the result of heavy epicanthic folds. Muscles worked beneath the pale skin of his broad face.

      “Three. Lieutenant Genêt’s not looking so good, but she’s stable. They’re all a mess. Broken bones, probably internal bleeding. Can you handle something like that?”

      Cho blinked rapidly, then he nodded. He looked back at the flatbed. “Is that from one of them, sir?”

      “Sergeant Sheff.”

      Cho blew out a breath and stared ahead, still blinking rapidly.

      Meyers brought the Rover to a stop next to the section of fuselage and let Cho out, then spun the vehicle around and backed it up so that it was parallel to the fuselage and close enough that any movement could be minimized. Cho was already looking at Genêt.

      “Multiple fractures, sir. I’m pretty sure they’ve suffered spinal damage. The harnesses can only do so much.”

      Meyers was well aware of the limits of the body, the armor, and the safety systems. “Do what you can.”

      “I want to go ahead and rigid up their armor, y’know, lock everything up as is. Hopefully minimize any damage from moving them.”

      “Can we move them? Just the two of us?”

      Cho tapped something into Genêt’s torso control panel, then stepped back. “I think so, sir. It’ll be hard, but, yeah. The lieutenant’s ready now. You—”

      “Sure.” Meyers took up a position on Genêt’s right side.

      “I’m going to disengage the harness, and then we’ll both grab this hook on either side of her torso armor, okay, sir?”

      “Got it.” Meyers licked his lips and placed a hand just wide of the harness, ready to grab at the hook on his side that Cho had pointed out.

      The harness clicked, and Cho lifted it clear with one hand while grabbing the hook on Genêt’s left side.

      “Okay, sir, now we lift her straight up and out of the seat. The armor’s going to go rigid, and she’ll be at full length until I turn that off. Ready?”

      “Ready.”

      Genêt’s weight was more than Meyers had expected. It wasn’t just the armor and kit, but the way they had to lift her straight up, relying almost exclusively on upper body strength and doing their best to minimize jostling. They set her on the flatbed, both of them grunting and gasping from the exertion.

      Cho ran an armored forearm through his open faceplate, dabbing at sweat beaded on his forehead. “Two more to go, sir. You up for this?”

      “Yeah.” Meyers was ready to take a break, but there were people—his people—counting on him.

      By the time they got Corporal Torres on the flatbed, even Cho looked ready for a break. Cho was a slight man, but he had as far as Meyers could recall above average physical evaluations. Meyers had seen enough of Cho’s personnel files to know there was some sort of gang history, things that had cost Cho a shot at following his father into the metacorporate world. It was something Meyers could empathize with.

      “Lumley’s a big guy, sir,” Cho said between gulps of air. “Why don’t we take a second before we move him? Won’t make a difference to his condition.”

      “All right, sure.” Meyers turned and shook out his arms as he walked away from the Rover. His heart was hammering so loud in his chest that he almost missed the chime coming from his earpiece. It was Barlowe. “Go ahead, Ladell.”

      “Lonny, we’ve got trouble. Big trouble.” Barlowe was whispering, but his words were clipped and seemed to pop over the channel, despite a hum that indicated he was at the edge of quality comm range. “We’re being followed.”

      “We. You and Private Starling?”

      “Yeah. We traced the Grid signals to two potential hubs. I went for one; she went for the other. It’s predawn here. The streets are mostly empty. It should’ve been safe.” The line went quiet for a moment. “Anyway, we can’t shake these guys.”

      Meyers froze. The probe was supposed to have been safe, easy. “Can you…I don’t know, get them into an alley, knock them out?”

      “These are big guys. Big.” A motor hummed somewhere in the distance. “I don’t know.”

      Meyers thought back to McNutt’s description of the fighting they’d done in Widowmaker. “I think Starling will be okay, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

      “I’m worried about me, Lonny.” Barlowe’s voice rose as he spoke.

      “Okay. Who’s covering you?”

      “Ski’s sniper? Titan, I think. He can’t get a clean shot, if that’s what you mean. We had to go in deeper than we wanted. They have roadblocks. It’s crazy.”

      “Stay calm, all right? Tell Ski to get someone to a position ahead of you, someplace you and Starling can meet at. Understand? There were a bunch of buildings in the imagery that looked empty or half-finished. Any of those nearby?”

      The channel was silent except for the hum.

      “I see one. I’m signaling Becky now. This is messed up, Lonny. It’s like a war zone down here. They’ve got vehicles patrolling with armed men. Automatic weapons. It’s like—”

      Barlowe closed the channel.

      Meyers spun. “Okay, Corporal Cho, let’s get this wrapped up and get back to base. We’ve got problems.”

      Cho massaged his neck through his armor. “Sure, sir.”

      Meyers took up his position at Lumley’s side and waited for the click that would signal the harness was unlocked. Aching arms were a minor thing to deal with compared to what was going on in Turning Point. Meyers’s guts twisted at Barlowe’s description of the city. They needed to eliminate Waverley and get off Bellar before the colonists were even aware the ERF were on-planet. A war zone was exactly the sort of complication they needed to avoid.
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        12 December 2174. Karpov Desert, South of Turning Point, Bellar Frontier Colony.

      

      

      

      The operations center amounted to a man-made cave, four meters on a side, two and a half high. The floor and walls—mostly bare—were the same sort of inflatable materials as the Rovers, kept rigid by charges from embedded batteries. Sand crunched beneath Meyers’s boots as he crossed to a cargo case and set his helmet down. The structure was empty except for him and Banh’s squad. His nose burned from the plastic smell of the walls, like someone had just squeezed the structure out of a giant tube of polystyrene.

      Meyers turned his attention to the wall of displays Banh’s team was still fiddling with: perimeter sensor data, video feeds from McNutt’s crew working the wreck, and grainy video feeds that could have been anything.

      It was the team in Turning Point.

      Meyers wiped sweat from his brow and tried to calm down enough to let his armor and the night air cool him down.

      Paxton descended the gentle entry ramp and came to a stop in front of the static-filled monitors, fists planted on his hips. “Sergeant Banh, where the hell’s our video?”

      “The signal is quite weak, Master Sergeant.” Banh stared at the monitors intently. In their glow, it was hard not to notice that his right eye was larger than his left. It was the sort of thing usually corrected during childhood. The asymmetry was also visible in his hairline, which came closer to his barely visible eyebrows. He waved at one of his soldiers, who sprinted out of the center. “We are trying to run a concentrator using the Javelins’ systems, but only so much can be done. It is the signal.”

      “Sergeant Zacharowski, this is Colonel Meyers. Can you hear me?”

      “Got a lot of noise on the line, but I hear you.” Zacharowski’s voice was mostly distortion and stutter, but the BAS cleaned the signal more with each word.

      Meyers shared his comms with Paxton. “We hear you. Go ahead.”

      “I got Titan and…uh, Perkins feeding me video. Our little birdies are holed up about 200 meters from our position.”

      “That’s good. I’m going to need you to use your BAS as a collector. Consolidate your team’s signals into one feed, join the bandwidth from your team’s suits, and transmit the final signal through the Rover.”

      “I have my team running their systems hot, keeping them ready to act. Situation’s under control.”

      “If you had the situation under control, Sergeant, I wouldn’t be talking to you right now.”

      “Your intel team screwed up, but we’ll get them out. Don’t you worry. Probably need to get McNutt’s squad trained up. Perkins got dinged up putting up a sensor. Sloppy.”

      Zacharowski’s cockiness felt too familiar to Meyers, who heard his own younger voice. That cockiness ate at him now, just as McNutt’s resentment of authority had earlier. “Over a bad communication channel, I understand that might have sounded like a request, Sergeant Zacharowski. It wasn’t. Send me the consolidated signal.”

      Meyers muted the connection and turned to Paxton. “What’s this about Perkins getting dinged up?”

      Paxton shrugged. “Went quiet when he was supposed to be putting up his sensor. They found him woozy, some scrapes on his armor. Probably the wind knocked the sensor into him.”

      The explanation didn’t sound very likely, but Meyers couldn’t imagine someone assaulting Perkins, either. Meyers moved closer to the grainy video, giving Banh and his team a chance to step back and away from the potentially uncomfortable engagement. Seconds passed with Paxton clearing his throat as the only sound, then a soft squeaking sound caught Meyers’s ears. He was grinding his teeth. He muted his earpiece again; Master Sergeant Paxton did the same.

      “Sergeant Banh, why don’t you and your team check on that concentrator.” Paxton sounded calm, his words barely more than a suggestion; Banh and his team exited the operations center at a jog.

      “Zacharowski thinks he’s still Delta,” Meyers said. The display bowed beneath the soft tap of his finger. It was just a specialized section of the wall, a few micrometers deep, but when the video feed was good enough, it was like looking through a window.

      “We have latrine pits to dig—” Paxton’s voice was lost in the jumbled audio that accompanied a sharpening video feed.

      “You getting this?” Zacharowski’s voice had just a hint of annoyance.

      Meyers scanned the imagery as it built out into a three-dimensional display. Zacharowski’s BAS was creating a fairly low-resolution image to best use the available bandwidth. The imagery was good enough to give Meyers what he needed to not feel blind: vehicles moving in the distance, choppy, grainy, but good enough; buildings that were a composite of live video and wireframe overlays; green dots and names indicating ERF positions. In the areas outside the concentration of ERF personnel, the images were static, drawn from the existing intelligence data. The place looked practically medieval, with several packed-dirt roads to go along with the blacktop of the main streets. There were prefab and quick-fab buildings, some of them rising three stories, all of them simple and weathered. Potholes, garbage, and rocks cluttered roads and alleyways.

      “Coming through now,” Meyers said. “Can you put your snipers on the channel without losing too much bandwidth?”

      “Adding them on. Titan, Perkins, you’re on an open channel with the colonel and me.”

      “Picked a good night for hunting, Colonel. Awful dark out there. Makes it hard to pick out the targets. They’re all dark, I mean.” Titan’s voice was loud and casual.

      Paxton’s mouth twisted as if he’d just bitten into a chunk of rancid meat.

      “Thank you, Corporal Gerhardt. I get that the situation isn’t ideal.” Meyers tried to insert a little sting into his choice of using
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