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        21 December 2175. Plymouth Colony.

      

      

      

      Halfway into Delta City Medical Center, Lonny Meyers realized just how much he hated hospitals. His figure was out of place there: a lean, fit body covered in Elite Response Force battle dress, tanned, with short blond hair bleached by too much time in the sun. His blue eyes twitched behind a hooked nose that seemed of its own accord to sniff out what was so objectionable. It wasn’t the antiseptic smell; that was a welcome change of pace from the swampy, moldy odor that became a part of anything that remained on the surface of Plymouth for more than a couple days. Nor was it the bright lights and polished floors, which were a part of military life as much as any hospital. The military liked the sense of order and discipline that spit and polish projected. And it couldn’t be the soft ping and hum of machinery, although he hated the hushed voices that felt like whispered conversations of doom.

      No, it was the feeling of fragility, uncertainty, and imminent death that emanated from the rooms and the patients within. It was the way stamina was sucked from his body by the cool, death-filled air.

      Being in the hospital left him literally feeling like he was dying.

      But he had to be there. One of his most important officers—and friends—lay in one of those beds, and there was no guarantee he would ever leave.

      So Meyers ignored the whispers and the gazes he wouldn’t have had to endure at the post hospital. He ignored the thunderous clump of his boots on the marble tiles and the way the smell of his sweat clashed with all the cleaning agents and medicines and left him feeling like a barbarian wandering the halls of a civilized marvel. And he sucked in a deep breath before turning sharply into Commander Lee “Coop” Cooper’s room.

      Coop looked paler each day, and he’d probably dropped close to fifty kilograms. His cheeks—once puffy—were sunken, and the thick arms and chest that had once given him the appearance of a red bear now were flesh draped over bone. His head turned slowly toward Meyers, revealing dark, beady eyes that had barely any energy to them.

      “Hey.” Coop’s voice was a dry rattle. “I thought you’d be at Jeremy’s party.”

      Meyers stopped at the bedside and twisted his beret in his hands. Below the bed. Out of Coop’s sight. “I’ll swing by when I get back to post.”

      “Bad blood still, huh?”

      Meyers smiled. Brigston’s resignation had barely averted a court martial. “What’s the word today?”

      “Not so good.” Coop sipped from a cup Meyers lifted from a bedside tray. “Thanks. They thought they had a good graft going between intestine and mesh, but there’s necrosis all along the connection.”

      “More surgery?”

      “Tomorrow, if my vitals allow.” He closed his eyes. “Best case, I’ll be half synthetic organs when this is done. Barely human.”

      “I’ve got a budget request in for organ clones for vital personnel.”

      The dark eyes opened, but they turned to the light coming through drapes. “Didn’t you have that request in last year?”

      Meyers squeezed his beret. He was going to need a new one when he returned to post. “We’re going to need you when you’re ready to come back. Regulations don’t restrict someone based off what percentage of their body is organic. What matters is the person.”

      “We all have jobs until there’s nothing left of us or they run out of money, right?”

      “Taps” seemed to run on a loop in Meyers’s head. Too many had died in the last few years, and the deaths had been pointless. “Someone’s got to do the dirty work.”

      “I don’t know if that’s me anymore. Half the crew resigned when we got back. How many soldiers did you lose on Siberia?”

      How many did we lose because Brigston withheld support? How many did we lose because someone sold us out? “Don’t go making any decisions until you feel better and we can talk things over.”

      “Carl crawl out of the bottle yet?”

      Meyers flinched. Paxton was on leave. How he coped with his losses was his own business. “He’s working through it. Those were his soldiers that died.”

      “Yours, too.”

      “They’re his kids, Coop. Every death is a failure to him.”

      Coop’s dark eyes flipped back to Meyers, and there was a welcome intensity to them. “My father, he was this big systems engineer, back when you could make a good living doing that. Worked like a dog, then all those mergers kept happening, and the jobs kept drying up. He told me when I took a commission that I was making a mistake. I cut my student loan in half doing that. The military seemed like the best option.”

      “Yeah.” It had paid for Meyers’s education, the best deal going. If you were willing to risk your life for questionable objectives.

      “You ever been scared, Lonny? I mean, what your soldiers do, it’s crazy. You must feel death, I guess. But...I used to think we had all the technology and training. The UN supported us, right? We couldn’t lose.” He licked his lips, then took another sip when Meyers offered the water cup. “I don’t know. You think we still have all that?”

      Meyers once thought he was invincible. Not anymore. The wounds were piling up, leaving scars and diminished capabilities that no amount of regenerative medicine could completely undo. And there was no way he could kid himself that the military still had the support it deserved if it was meant to win the wars it was fighting.

      So his soldiers were blown to pieces as a result. They died needlessly to balance a book somewhere.

      He patted Coop on a bony shoulder. “Get some rest. We’ll talk tomorrow.”

      Meyers’s boots echoed in the hallway again, but now the sound was hollow and ghostly.
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      Meyers’s Dart set down on the tarmac as the sun dropped below the western horizon. The sky was garnet and indigo, backlit by lightning that rippled through clouds like waves on a dark shore. He jogged to a waiting crawler and sped to the tower that had been completed while he’d been on Siberia, housing for his officers and senior enlisted.

      Home.

      He had time for a quick shower and a change into civilian clothes. On the way to the club, he worked through the last business of the day, things that had queued up while he was at the hospital. It was more of the same: problems with local contractors, systems upgrades, and inventory control. There was only so much his XO, Singh, could do.

      The parking lot outside the club was full, which meant the pool of on-post rentals and some of the local folks had come to bid Brigston farewell. Meyers powered off and pocketed his earpiece, then got out of the crawler.

      Sweat dampened his brow. His heart hammered against his ribs, louder than the bass leaking through the club front. He had to brace against the crawler roof.

      We used to be friends, Jeremy. How did it come to this?

      Something brushed against him, delicate as a feather, and he caught a sweet, flowery scent. He glanced into Timkul’s big, brown eyes. She glowed in the fluorescent lights coming from the club’s windows. Like him, she was wearing light clothing—him in jeans and a pullover top, her in a sheer blouse and skirt. In the light, her hair was a shiny black wave on pale, golden shoulders.

      She smiled tentatively. “Had I known you would attend, I would have asked for a ride. You sure you’re up for this?”

      With some effort, he looked past her at the front door. “Part of the job.”

      She glanced down at white shoes that seemed to pop against the black asphalt. They were low heels de-emphasizing her height, which was extremely close to his. “It’s a job that’s kept you busy enough to avoid meetings with your special envoy.”

      It wasn’t just the job. He needed time to figure their...relationship out. “What about lunch tomorrow?”

      “That would be nice. We have a budget review, and I’d like to discuss your problems with the Arrow refits. And the UN response to the AAR should be here any day now.”

      His heart pounded again. The Special Security Council had been quick enough denying a request to open a court martial investigation and approving Brigston’s resignation. Do they see something in the report that implicates me? “I don’t think these bugs are going to suck enough blood from me to justify me not showing up, so I guess we should head in.”

      She raised an arm, and he hooked his own beneath it without thinking. We’re just being formal. We’re not sending any bad signals.

      Once through the door, each slap of bass seemed to blow back his hair. Even if that were true, in the darkened bar, no one would have noticed. Brilliant fluorescents strobed across the open area in front of the stage, where soldiers and civilians danced and talked over drinks. It didn’t take long to spot Paxton, leaning against a chair for support, wearing jeans long out of style and a striped, long-sleeved shirt that seemed more appropriate for a cowboy riding the range back on Earth than a command sergeant major at a party. Short, barrel-chested, with close-cut brown hair going silver and a crooked nose, he was a hard-looking man. Bloodshot eyes made that even worse.

      He spotted Meyers and limped over, saluting with a glass that still held some sort of drink. “Good to see you made it, Colonel. Madame Envoy. Should help heal some wounds.”

      Meyers nodded toward a pocket of officers whose resignations had also been accepted by the UN. “I think these are wounds that will never heal.”

      Timkul patted his hand. “That was the UN’s decision, not yours.”

      As if it matters whose decision it was.

      Paxton’s eyebrows arched and his eyes locked on Timkul’s patting hand.

      Meyers hurriedly said, “What matters is we’re losing some of our most experienced officers. Let’s leave assigning blame to other people. Carl, where’s Jeremy?”

      Paxton squinted as he took a sip of his drink. “Around here somewhere.”

      “Excuse me.” Meyers pulled free as gently as he could and began the rounds, starting with the pocket of officers, whom he offered well wishes and promised references should they seek them. Few met his eyes, but they kept the encounter cordial. Things were warmer when he swung by the tables claimed by the pilots and crew chiefs, who were already deeper into their partying.

      Hassan caught his eye as she tried to stand, then thought better of it. Her loose black dress ballooned out as she dropped back onto her seat. Her frizzy, black hair disappeared against the dress. A smile spread across her wide mouth and reached her dark eyes as she raised her glass in salute. “Very good move coming, Colonel. Good for morale.” The club’s lighting drained the color from her olive skin, making her look paler than normal.

      Pivovarova tapped her beer glass against the pilot’s and started singing what sounded like a jazz song from some old detective movie. Meyers blushed at some of the English he caught and at the way the crew chief’s green eyes seemed to dig into him. Her blond hair was brushed back, emphasizing a round face with prominent nose and full, dark lips wet with beer. It was a miracle she was healthy enough to attend the party. Her wounds had been nearly as bad as Coop’s.

      Meyers asked around, but no one had seen Brigston since the first toast.

      Could he have been dreading the final meeting as much as me? Or is this his way of refusing to accept peace?

      There was a noticeable change in pressure and temperature as someone entered the club. Meyers headed to the bar to order a drink and to see if the new entrant might be Brigston.

      It was Singh, still in uniform, his whiskered cheeks sunken from sucking in breath, his eyes searching the club. His powerful body seemed tensed, the scar on his upper lip pale as he sucked at it. Finally, his eyes locked on Meyers’s.

      Singh shot across the floor, head lowered. It was a bad sign.

      He bowed toward Timkul and Paxton, then toward Meyers. “Colonel, you said you would be offline tonight, and I do apologize for intruding.”

      Meyers waved the apology away. “What’s up?”

      “I have forwarded all the details to your earpiece, but in summary, a UN vessel is now in orbit over Plymouth.”

      A UN vessel. That meant a military vessel appropriated by someone in the UN apparatus. Meyers powered his earpiece on and slid it over his ear. His worries about Coop and Brigston slid away.

      Singh leaned in and whispered, “Colonel, there is a call waiting for you. It is from the UN representative.”

      Heat flashed along Meyers’s back. He could see the connection waiting: Senior United Nations Intelligence Bureau Liaison Dana Kleigshoen.

      Kleigshoen. She could only mean trouble.
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      The operations center seemed darker than normal, lit only by displays that glowed cyan, gold, and green. If the skeleton crew of data analysts hadn’t swiveled their heads as Meyers passed them on the way to his office, he would have found their intense studying of whatever was on those displays impressive. They knew something was up, even before Paxton and Singh entered. It felt like everyone knew, like a message had been transmitted to the entire post. Seeing Kleigshoen sitting at the battalion commander’s desk—Meyers’s desk—only drove the idea home: he was outside the loop somehow.

      Suddenly, the conditioned air felt replaced by the sticky night air he’d left behind. The crazy beat of his heart that had calmed when Brigston had gone missing at the club returned, and Kleigshoen’s perfume—sandalwood, but lighter than he remembered—was in his head.

      She looked up from the desktop display and pushed back slightly as Meyers assumed parade rest. She wore a sleeveless, light gray blouse and midnight blue skirt that accentuated her curves and displayed her shapely arms and legs. Her features had softened some; her skin was a little paler, the copper less noticeable. Her golden-brown curls were now waves that fell short of her shoulders, and her skin was a little paler, the copper tone less noticeable. Crow’s feet appeared at the corners of her eyes when she smiled. “Lonny.” She held up a finger and waved through an interface he couldn’t see. “Just another minute.”

      Paxton and Singh came through the open office door and assumed the same approximate posture Meyers had.

      Kleigshoen closed out whatever she’d been doing and stood. “Gentlemen.” She extended a hand to him, then Singh, then Paxton.

      No sweat on her palms. No hint of anxiety. Amazing. Meyers clenched his free hand behind his back. “You said you wanted to see me?”

      “I did.” She lowered herself back into his chair and waved at one of the chairs against the wall. “Only you, though. Your soldiers are dismissed.”

      Paxton’s back stiffened, and his chin raised up. Singh didn’t budge.

      Meyers said, “Thank you both.”

      They snapped to attention and executed about-face maneuvers, then exited. Paxton showed no hint of injury until the final step out the door, where he drew up a little short on his stride.

      Meyers closed the door and took the seat he’d been assigned. In all his years of service, he’d never met anyone so all-together and confident as his former commander, Jack Rimes. He’d been the architect behind the ERF, the man responsible for ending the Metacorporate War, and the destroyer of an alien artifact that had quite nearly...no one really knew what the artifact’s intention was beyond its ability to rewrite perception and enslave humans.

      And Kleigshoen was the woman who had manipulated Rimes. Seduced him. And ultimately abandoned him to be destroyed in the battle against the alien artifact.

      She leaned forward, set elbows on Meyers’s desk, and rested her chin on interlocked fingers. “It’s been a long time.”

      “I was under the impression you’d retired.”

      “Different role. Roles.” She flashed that damned smile again. It was probably what shattered the self-discipline and control of even someone like Rimes. “Now I’m back where it all started. And we have a problem. A very messy problem.”

      “And you need the ERF?”

      “Somewhat.” Her eyes lit up. “Are we going to have trouble over the request?”

      “We work for the UN—that’s who you represent—so, no. Might I ask what sort of messy problem has led to this request?”

      “You certainly can.” She leaned back in the chair. “Unfortunately, I can’t provide details.”

      Of course. “So what do you need from me?”

      “A team. You select them. I’ve given you the candidates you can choose from.”

      His earpiece lit up, and he glanced up at the display. Twenty-six names appeared on a list. His name was among them. It could have been a preemptive act, undercutting his instinctive demand to accompany any team being hauled away from his command, or it could have been a trap.

      Paxton, McNutt, Gerhardt, Chavez, Cho... The names weren’t sorted in any order he could make sense of, and there was no sign of Calderon.

      “These are some of my best and most experienced people,” he said.

      “I only need seven.”

      Seven. Not even a squad. “For how long?”

      “I can’t disclose any details of the mission, Lonny. Weren’t you the one who reported concerns about a potential intelligence leak?”

      “Is this about what we found on Siberia?”

      “Seven names.” Not even a blink. She would have been a terrifying poker player.

      “Most of Sergeant McNutt’s squad is on the list. Why not Private Starling?”

      “The private and Agent Barlowe have already been selected.”

      Spots danced in front of his eyes. Seven names to give the appearance of control and influence, but Kleigshoen had already selected two of his assets. His own name being on the list wasn’t an accident. This was something substantial. Dangerous. There was no way he was risking some of his best people without leadership. Hecker and Singh weren’t options. Meyers selected himself, Paxton, McNutt, Chavez, Cho, Jasuli, and, after a moment of hesitation, Gerhardt. He was unpopular and hotheaded, but he was improving.

      Kleigshoen glanced up, and there might have been a hint of a smug smile in the way the corner of her lips quirked up. “It’s an interesting team.”

      “McNutt’s squad—”

      The door burst open without so much as a knock, and Meyers bolted to his feet. Timkul glanced around, breathless.

      Kleigshoen didn’t budge.

      Timkul frowned at him before turning her attention to Kleigshoen. “Agent Kleigshoen, is there some reason you didn’t contact me when you arrived? I am the United Nations’ special envoy, am I not?”

      “You are.” Kleigshoen stood slowly, came around the desk, and shook Timkul’s hand. There was a cool formality between them that left Meyers wondering if there might be some history he needed to check into. Kleigshoen leaned against the desk. Her skirt slid up, revealing more thigh. Intentional. Intimidation. Seduction. She pointed to the chair on the opposite side of the door from Meyers. “Why don’t you take a seat and I’ll update you?”

      Timkul crossed her arms and stiffened her back.

      Kleigshoen chuckled—husky and warm. “That’s fine. Let me start by explaining that I’m here on Special Security Council business. We often set formalities aside in favor of expedience. If you need to view my authorization to operate here, do let me know.”

      “I would appreciate the courtesy from the SSC’s representative.” Timkul turned her head enough that Meyers thought she was probably watching him out of the corner of her eye.

      Making sure I’m not staring at Kleigshoen’s thigh? Sending me a warning? What?

      The two women stared at each other for long seconds, then Kleigshoen bowed her head. Timkul’s head jerked backward, and her eyes widened suddenly.

      The authorization, apparently.

      Instead of relaxing, Timkul stiffened even more. “And what are you here for?”

      Kleigshoen looked at Meyers. “I can tell you the same thing I’ve told the colonel. We have need of seven ERF assets. He’s just assigned those assets over to me.”

      Now Timkul rounded on him fully. “Who? For what? For how long?”

      Surprisingly, her intrusion into ERF matters didn’t annoy him this time. “Myself, Master Sergeant Paxton, Sergeants McNutt and Gerhardt, and Corporals Cho, Chavez, and Jasuli. Agent Kleigshoen has already chosen Agent Barlowe and Private Starling.”

      Timkul’s brow twisted, and there was a pained look in her eyes. Did she resent him not consulting her about the selections? It was Kleigshoen’s show.

      The IB agent pushed off the desk, but she seemed to watch Meyers. “I was just about to inform the colonel that we’ll be departing immediate—”

      “I’m going along,” Timkul said.

      Kleigshoen froze. “We...” Her eyes danced from Timkul to Meyers. “There are limited accommodations, I’m afraid.”

      “I can share Lonny’s cabin. Senior officer quarters—”

      Meyers blushed.

      “I’m afraid that won’t be possible,” Kleigshoen said.

      “Then I’ll replace one of the selections.” Timkul picked at an imaginary object on her arm. “Carl’s injuries leave him a very poor combatant, Lonny, so I can take his place.”

      Color flashed through Kleigshoen’s cheeks. “Conventional combat readiness isn’t applicable, Madam Envoy.”

      Timkul cocked her head. “Well, then, I can replace Carl without impacting the mission at all.”

      Kleigshoen scraped a few steps across the polished floor in what Meyers realized were the same sort of impractical heels Timkul had worn upon her arrival. They emphasized the thick contouring of Kleigshoen’s calves, so it wasn’t purely coincidental. It was part of her tool kit, and it felt like she was deploying that tool kit in full at the moment.

      She turned. “Colonel Meyers, I would defer to you for this. It’s your team.”

      And like that, Meyers could almost imagine a door closing on whatever trap he’d been drawn into. Kleigshoen’s eyes seemed to almost sparkle with dark mirth, and Timkul’s burned with threat.

      Not a conventional combat situation. Maneuvering between the UN SSC and the special envoy ranks. Intelligence Bureau involvement.

      Meyers scratched at his jeans. “Carl’s experience is invaluable...”

      Timkul’s glare was like fire.

      “But Sergeant Gerhardt could be replaced.” Meyers almost sighed in relief at the way tension left Timkul’s face. “Assuming there’s no need for a sniper?”

      Kleigshoen licked her lips. It was almost...was it satisfaction? “As I was saying, we leave within the hour.” She sauntered to the door. “My shuttle’s parked on the apron. No more than three uniforms. Be sure to pack your workout uniforms, too. Madam Envoy, we can print you out something if you don’t have workout gear.”

      Timkul glared out the door as Kleigshoen strode into the operations center. His office alternated from hot to cold as he tried to piece together what had just happened. It all felt so orchestrated now, as if Kleigshoen had plotted out how to get the names she’d wanted from Meyers.

      Including Timkul.

      But why Timkul? Why any of the people on the list? What did they have in common?

      She turned on him. “Why didn’t you bring me with you?”

      “Because she specifically demanded my presence, Priya.” Kleigshoen would have known the reaction that would have provoked in a special envoy. Or would she have known the reaction Timkul was going to have? “This is...there’s something going on.”

      “Of course there’s something going on. This is IB. It’s Kleigshoen.”

      “What’s that mean?” Meyers pushed the door closed. “Is there something you know about this?”

      Timkul looked away, then shook her head. “Kleigshoen’s the worst of the worst. She’s deep in the black projects. I-I think she tried to prevent my assignment to this appointment.”

      Shit. “You can back out. I can assign—”

      The glare again. “I’m going. I don’t trust her.”

      Meyers grunted. There was no fighting the decision. “Well, we better get packed.”

      “Drive me to my quarters, would you please?” She didn’t wait for an answer before heading out.

      It felt like things were moving around him. Hidden things, deadly. Things that if he didn’t figure them out soon would leave him and his people dead.

      He sighed and sent a message to Singh to notify the selected team to be on the tarmac in forty-five minutes with their mobility bags, three uniforms plus workout uniforms. Whatever was going on, Meyers knew he didn’t have enough puzzle pieces yet to figure it out.

      He only hoped he’d get them before it was too late.
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      The apron was black, as if the pavement sucked in every bit of starlight. Meyers moved among the parked Darts, Javelins, and Arrows through a combination of memory, feeling their mass and listening to the echo of his boots scuffing across the dark surface more than actually seeing the angular outlines of the vehicles. Timkul trailed, her sneakers barely managing a whispery scrape that rarely rose above her labored breathing.

      “Was it really necessary to park so far out?” she muttered.

      Sweat trickled down Meyers’s ribs. He would have parked at the edge of the flight line, if not for Kleigshoen’s security team waving him to a parking lot. “Security, apparently.”

      He stepped around a Javelin and saw a group of human shapes gathered around a large shuttle that his earpiece outlined in green. Their ride.

      As he came to a stop, one of the forms broke off from the rest. “Colonel.” Even without the thick New Zealand accent, McNutt’s imposing frame would have given him away. His earpiece glowed for a second, revealing dark, wavy hair, coppery skin, and blue eyes that could have been black in the night. “Nice way to get out from the sticky party, yeah?”

      Meyers set his mobility bag down. “Not all that sticky.”

      “Convenient the captain disappeared before all this, I reckon.” McNutt nodded at Timkul. “Miss Timkul.”

      There were eleven forms gathered near the shuttle rear, of which Meyers could make out Barlowe, Paxton, and Starling, huddled closest to where the ramp would descend. Two of the others looked like Kleigshoen’s uniformed security. The two who had directed Meyers to the parking lot were still making their way through the maze of parked aircraft somewhere behind him. They were either military directly attached to the UN or IB posing as military. Their vaguely German accents left Meyers guessing the former.

      Weak amber light leaked through an ever-widening opening as the shuttle’s rear hatch opened and the ramp slid out, whisper-quiet. The shuttle wasn’t a combat vehicle, or at least hadn’t seen combat yet, not if it could still boast that level of operation.

      Kleigshoen sashayed down the ramp, lit gold by the internal lights. She placed her hands on her hips and scanned the gathered personnel.

      Timkul whispered, “Everything for her has to be a sexual conquest. It must feel so limiting.”

      Meyers couldn’t see any indication of limitation or anxiousness in Kleigshoen’s body language. The fact that she’d risen so quickly through the notoriously male-dominated Intelligence Bureau ranks might have vindicated whatever methods she used. And then there was the fact that most IB personnel—men and women—were image conscious.

      Of course, he knew better than to actually bring that up to Timkul. She had her issues with Kleigshoen, and nothing he said was likely to change that.

      The security team from the parking lot came to a stop behind Meyers, apparently signaling Kleigshoen, who said, “Thank you for your promptness. We’ll be launching in five minutes, so please load quickly. If you check your earpieces, you’ll see that seats have already been assigned. Any questions?”

      Paxton glanced back at his troops, then looked up at her. “All this secrecy really necessary, Agent Kleigshoen?”

      “I’m afraid it is.”

      “My soldiers are used to just a little more openness.” His voice took on a bit more gruffness with each word.

      “I’ll share more information when the time is right.” Kleigshoen strode back up the ramp, signaling an end to the discussion.

      Paxton shook his head. “Load up!”

      Meyers carried his and Timkul’s bags up to the ramp. He stopped at Paxton’s side and leaned in close as the others boarded. “She said it won’t be a conventional military operation.”

      “Never is with them, Colonel.”

      “Don’t really care for the Bureau, I take it?”

      Paxton grunted as he hefted his mobility bag. “Can’t say as I do.”

      “We should have a few weeks to finish rehab.”

      “Won’t need it. Vacation’s over.” Paxton hobbled up the ramp, leaving whiskey in his wake.

      Meyers sighed and waved Timkul ahead. Their seats were next to each other, across from Kleigshoen and Paxton, in a small area walled off from the other seats. Paxton’s face reflected the same distaste for being separated from his troops as Meyers felt. At least the seats weren’t any different—nice but functional rather than extravagant.

      As soon as Meyers lowered his harness, the lights went dead, and the airlock doors closed. The slightest shudder ran through the hull as the engines came to life, and he had the vaguest sense of liftoff a few minutes before gravity tugged him against the soft seat cushions. He quickly grew used to the smell of alcohol coming off the others. Kleigshoen stared off into space, caught up in something he could only guess at but assumed was tied to the mission. At his side, Timkul’s features progressively became more pinched the longer they flew in silence.

      Which seemed longer than normal.

      Once he was absolutely sure they were in zero g, Meyers cleared his throat. “Agent Kleigshoen?”

      Kleigshoen glanced at him, then back at whatever she’d been looking at on her earpiece. “What is it, Colonel?”

      “We should have reached an orbiting craft by now, but it feels like we’re still going at full burn. I’m assuming you didn’t fly to Plymouth in this shuttle.”

      “We’ll be rendezvousing with a different ship than the one I arrived in.”

      A different ship. That seemed excessive, even for the Bureau. Paxton’s arched eyebrows hinted that the same thought might be running through his head.

      Before long, snores from the rear cabin started to erode Meyers’s determination to stay awake. Kleigshoen had already powered off her earpiece and rested her head against the harness, and Timkul’s head was slipping lower and lower as her eyelids slowly drooped shut. Paxton seemed immune to the lure of sleep, angrily scanning the interior and leaning against his harness to check on his people.

      Next thing Meyers knew, his earpiece chimed, and he roused from a sleep he hadn’t realized he had slipped into.

      Paxton stared at something in his earpiece display, then turned his attention to Meyers. “Might want to give your earpiece a look, sir.”

      Meyers searched his earpiece for open channels, saw one that was a general feed from the shuttle, and connected. A composite image of sensor and camera feeds showed distant stars against the black of space, a view that he recognized as below Plymouth’s orbital plane. Outlined against that was a black, long, sleek ship of a design he had never seen before. They were closing on it rapidly.

      He glanced at Kleigshoen, who was rolling her head. “IB have their own fleet now?”

      She smiled and brushed fingers through her hair. “She’s beautiful, isn’t she?”

      There were no obvious weapons ports, although a few sets of useless wings spread the length of the hull seemed like they might be ideal for just that. Overall, the design seemed more intended for aesthetics than practicality, favoring almost organic swoops in places to the blocky structures of the existing fleet.

      The shuttle maneuvered aft and dropped beneath the much larger vessel, then decelerated as huge doors opened out from the belly. Minor maneuvers centered them beneath a bay lit by amber arrows and a blinking green rectangle. As they rose into the bay, he spotted two gunships, one on either side, that seemed about twice the size of the shuttle. The gunships were like miniature versions of the larger vessel: black, sleek, and winged. Twin rail gun turrets poked out from the belly of the gunships, and the wings seemed functional rather than decorative.

      They sure seemed intended for conventional military engagements.

      Once the shuttle landed, the hangar bay went through the familiar process of sealing and re-pressurizing.

      Kleigshoen slipped off her harness and headed toward the airlock doors, which opened as she approached. “If you would all follow me, we’ll go through introductions and get you assigned to your quarters.”

      That elicited a couple sarcastic hoots, which brought a sneer to Paxton’s lips. He pushed out of his seat, straightened with a little effort, and said, “Let’s get this over with.”

      They set their mobility bags into a pile and formed up in two rows facing the only visible hatch—Kleigshoen at the head. To her right stood Timkul, then Meyers, then Paxton, then Barlowe. McNutt fell in behind Kleigshoen, and to his right, Chavez, Jasuli, Cho, and Starling. They cut a powerful image in the hangar bay lights—proud, deadly, confident. Chavez and Jasuli seemed particularly focused on pushing out their already deep chests and curling arms corded with muscle. Chavez’s huge hands squeezed the thick biceps he was so proud of. Jasuli—just a little taller and much leaner—seemed small by comparison, but Meyers knew there was power in the Malay’s compactness. And speed. It was visible in the way Jasuli’s brown eyes darted, the way his thick eyebrows could dance so quickly over his flat nose.

      Perhaps it was all meant to send a signal to the security personnel that formed their own rank off to the right. In the full light of the bay, it became apparent that the IB team wore a variation of the combined forces uniform that the ERF wore—darker, with black detailing the lengths of the legs and sleeves.

      After a minute, the hatch opened, and a small, thin man wearing Navy whites paraded through, followed by personnel dressed in the combined forces uniform. The man had white hair that was professionally styled, and skin that seemed a sunburned pinkish-red. His icy blue eyes slowly took in the two formations as he snapped to a halt.

      Trailing the old man was a uniformed woman. Short and squatty, with dark skin and a thick neck, she reminded Meyers of a drill sergeant. She shouted, “Attention on deck!”

      The sharp snap of feet slapping together boomed in the open bay.

      The dark-skinned woman wore the combined forces insignia: a major. The rest of her team were officers: captains, a lieutenant.

      But not the old man.

      “At ease.” The old man’s voice was a raspy rumble, almost indecipherable. He bowed his head jerkily and pinched his bottom lip. “Welcome aboard the Gideon, Colonel Meyers. Aside from the lack of any form of communications, I’m sure you’ll find her comfortable.”

      The voice. The mannerisms. Meyers couldn’t believe what he was seeing. “It’s good to see you again, Captain Fripp.”

      The old man smiled. “I’m impressed. Your flight through the ranks hasn’t fouled your memory. I wish I could say the same about my years serving...” He glanced at Kleigshoen. “Well, I have duties to attend to, and you have a great deal to keep you busy, so I’ll pass you along to Agent Kleigshoen.”

      Once more, the command to attention rang out.

      Fripp waved and turned. “Dismissed.”

      The security team followed Fripp’s entourage out, leaving Kleigshoen and her ERF team. She took a step toward the hatch, then said, “If you’ll grab your bags, I’ll show you to your quarters.”

      They followed her down a passageway to stairs that took them up two decks to a passageway lined with doors outlined by cyan or red glowing lines. She dropped them off in pairs in front of four of the red-outlined doors—Chavez and Jasuli; Cho and McNutt; Starling and Timkul; then Meyers and Paxton.

      “Ladell—Agent Barlowe will be staying with me.” Kleigshoen indicated the fifth red door, next to Meyers’s. She ignored the way Barlowe’s shapely lips twisted and his scrawny arms crossed. “Freshen up and get some rest. Training begins promptly at seven.”

      Meyers synchronized his earpiece with the ship’s Grid, then followed Paxton into their cabin. It was surprisingly spacious, with two bunks against one bulkhead, a small shower and toilet with an accordion door, a sink, twin standing lockers, and a foldout desk with attached chair. The furniture had a dark wood veneer.

      Paxton set his mobility bag down. “Top or bottom bunk, sir?”

      “Top, if you don’t mind.” Meyers opened the leftmost locker. Hangers dangled from a bar, about a meter above a small cabinet of drawers. He began emptying his bag, organizing undergarments, socks, uniforms, and his hygiene kit. “Any ideas?”

      Paxton stepped back from his own locker. “About the mission? Still trying to get used to the idea of this ship, Colonel.” He ran a hand along the polished wooden surface. “Don’t much look like a budget cut happened here.”

      It didn’t. Everything about the Gideon was incongruent with the draconian budget cuts the military had faced for the last decade. Although the vessel could indeed be a warship, the little they’d been shown so far left Meyers with a different sense. It felt like a spy ship, something meant to sneak through defenses, like an independent version of the signal ships of his own task force, but with more offensive capabilities. Many more.

      “You served with this Captain Fripp?” Paxton asked.

      “He was the Valdez’s first captain, during the Genies War—back when Rimes was a lieutenant still trying to show that the ERF concept could work.”

      Paxton snorted. “See he’s still wearing his Navy whites.”

      That was probably the least of the mysteries Meyers was concerned about.
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      The chime woke Meyers at 0600. Lights brightened the cabin, and he slid off the top bunk once it sank in that the strange sound of rain was actually the shower running. Paxton had gotten an early start, as always. Cold floor tiles shook off the last bit of sleep, pushing Meyers to his locker and the slippers he always carried for travel. As he slipped them on, he once again admired the polished wood and the smell of...newness that came off everything. The Gideon couldn’t have seen much service before, if it had seen any at all. There were no scuffs on the tiles, wood, or porcelain. Spigots, drains, knobs—everything looked and felt like it had just been installed.

      The shower stopped while Meyers brushed his teeth, and a few minutes later, Paxton stepped out, scarred body wrapped in a towel. His slippers squeaked as he shuffled to his locker, leaving the first trail of water the tiles had probably ever known. “Water’s hot, Colonel.”

      Meyers stripped and grabbed his towel and toiletries. “We’re the first to use this cabin.”

      “Got that feeling myself.”

      “You think this is its maiden voy—?”

      A strange rumbling groan passed through the cabin.

      Paxton froze mid-stroke with his antiperspirant and looked up at the ceiling. “Sure seems pretty as a virgin. Can’t say as I’ve ever found them quite so appealing as you’d think, though. There’s lots to be said about someone who knows what they want, and that don’t come without experience.”

      The groaning rolled back through the cabin, followed by a metallic pinging sound that resonated through the plumbing.

      Meyers hurried into the bathroom. “I think I’ll get my shower in.”

      Paxton tapped his nose. “Before everything shuts down.”

      The water was as hot as Meyers could have hoped for, and the pressure was surprisingly manageable. He shaved and showered without incident. The door chimed over the noise of the venting fan as he stepped out.

      Paxton glanced up from the seat, fully dressed and foggy-eyed. “Thought you’d fallen into a black hole there.”

      Meyers hurried to his locker and checked his earpiece. “Who the hell could be around so—” It was a minute after seven. He’d been in the shower at least forty-five minutes. How? “One minute,” he shouted to the door as he pulled underwear and uniform pants on.

      Paxton rubbed his eyes and stood awkwardly. “Craziest dreams...”

      There had been. During the night. Meyers applied antiperspirant and sprayed on a light cologne, then yelled, “Open.”

      Fripp entered, followed closely by a bleary-eyed Timkul. He wore his dress whites again. She wore a uniform with no insignia, although she had a name tag. “Colonel Meyers. I hope you’re ready for an officer tour of the Gideon?”

      Meyers looked up from pulling on his socks in time to catch the irritation spreading across Paxton’s face. “I...miscalculated how long it would take me to prepare, Captain.”

      Fripp’s mouth stretched wide in what looked like a forced smile. “She takes some getting used to, our lady.” He nodded toward Paxton. “You won’t be put off seeing to it that your soldiers don’t give Miss Kleigshoen any trouble, Master Sergeant?”

      Paxton smirked. “Not at all, Captain.”

      Meyers led Fripp and Timkul into the passageway. “So, where should we start, Captain Fripp?”

      “Well, you’ve seen Officer’s Country.” Fripp bowed to indicate the rest of the passageway. After a night of sleep, there was an unnerving sameness to the bulkheads—a light gray with hints of brown on top, a darker gray with hints of blue on the bottom. “You’re in Visiting Staff Quarters. If you’ll follow me, I’ll take you through Crew Quarters, give you a look at the mess and infirmary.”

      Meyers fell in at Timkul’s side and realized she was rubbing her eyes the same way Paxton had. Meyers leaned in close. “Headache?”

      “A little. I had the strangest dreams…”

      Fripp twisted around as they approached a passageway—exactly the same dual-tone grays—that ran perpendicular to the one they were in. “I’ve found that space travel can have even more profound effects on people than taking to sea, and the sea can leave people deeply changed.”

      Meyers blinked, one second sure he’d seen a hatch opposite the passageway they were in, the next realizing it was just a bulkhead. Voices echoed from the other passageway.

      Fripp pointed to their right. “Junior enlisted at that end.” With an awkward turn, he indicated the left passageway. “My petty offic—” He sighed and squinted, as if an old wound had flared up, then took an uncertain step before saying, “Senior enlisted this way.”

      Meyers followed, noting the way the voices lowered when Timkul stepped into the passageway. She seemed to notice, too, but she didn’t look back.

      “Enlisted dining,” Fripp said as they passed an open hatch from which the smells of cooking—faux meat products, powdered eggs, vegetable and protein pastes, heated oil—drifted.

      Meyers spotted benches, cooking stations, and curious, young uniformed personnel.

      “The primary infirmary.” Fripp pointed to a sealed hatchway clearly labeled Infirmary. “My objective is to keep the young gentlemen and ladies of our medical teams bored.”

      “My team appreciates that,” Meyers said. He pointed to the unlabeled hatch opposite the infirmary. “Is this for overflow?”

      Fripp’s lips pinched together until white. “I’ll take you up a deck. You should find the bridge interesting.”

      He led them to a lift, which carried them up quicker than any Meyers could recall. They stepped into a low passageway that ended at a hatch immediately to the left and another hatch several meters to the right. Next to the farther hatch, a plate read: Bridge. The hatch to his left had no indicator what it was for.

      Meyers scanned the passageway. “How many decks does the Gideon have?”

      “We’re on the top deck,” Fripp said, then headed for the bridge.

      As if reading Meyers’s mind, Timkul put a hand on the unlabeled hatch. “Captain Fripp, what’s in here?”

      “Hm? Oh.” Fripp scraped to a stop. “The Gideon’s still being outfitted, I’m afraid. Not everything’s online or even ready for equipment. Rest assured that we have everything we need for our current mission.”

      Meyers rapped the hatch loud enough to draw echoes. “Any harm in letting us take a look at an empty space?”

      Fripp glanced down. “That hatch might not even be operational at the moment, Colonel. Although we’ve been preparing at what might be considered a reckless pace, we simply weren’t able to have everything in place by the time we launched.”

      “So this is about what we discovered on Siberia?”

      Fripp cleared his throat. “I’m afraid I’ll have to defer to Agent Kleigshoen about the particulars of the mission, Colonel.”

      Irritation scratched at the back of Meyers’s thoughts. “I’m not a fan of unnecessary secrecy.”

      “I see.”

      Timkul crossed her arms. “Captain, the colonel and I are the senior—”

      Fripp bowed his head again. “Madam Envoy, I must unfortunately remind you that in this matter at least, the Intelligence Bureau has final say. As Colonel Meyers can attest, operational security is critical to success in the sort of operations we undertake. It’s the sort of thing you might have to keep from your own task force commander, isn’t it, Colonel? Now, if you would follow me to the bridge?”

      Meyers stewed as long as he could, but at the hatch to the bridge, he pulled up short. “Captain, I do respect operational security, and I don’t use it as some sort of irresponsible cover to hide behind.”

      “Of course.” Fripp pointed to the open hatch. “I’m sure Captain Brigston understood.”

      “With all due respect, showing us an empty cabin—” Meyers spun around to point at the unlabeled hatch and froze.

      A crew member, sealed in what could only be described as biohazard gear, stood in front of what should have been a hatch but was now just a continuation of the bulkhead. The biohazard gear was rubbery or plastic looking, loose, and pale gray. The faceplate—more like a full-sized face shield—was amber-colored, reflective.

      “Colonel?” Fripp leaned in closer. “You were saying?”

      Meyers blinked, and in that instant, the form disappeared and the hatch reappeared. “That hatch...”

      Timkul’s curious eyes told him all he needed to know: She hadn’t seen it.

      He rounded on Fripp. “What the hell’s going on?”

      Fripp shook his head. He stepped back from the hatch that opened onto the bright array of displays and sharply dressed crew who had been watching expectantly; the hatch closed. “Colonel, I believe it’s possible you might be experiencing some sort of reaction to the shock of what you’ve been exposed to.”

      “Reaction? I’ve seen hatches appear and disappear—there one second, gone the next. Now I’ve seen one of your crew dressed in biohazard gear do the same thing.”

      “Biohazard gear?” Fripp’s bushy white eyebrows fluttered like seagulls.

      Meyers jabbed a finger at the far hatch. “Right there. Just now. Priya?”

      Timkul shook her head. “I must have missed it.”

      Fripp crossed his arms behind his back and chuckled.

      Meyers’s cheeks flushed. “I don’t think this is very funny, Captain.”

      “But isn’t it? You want to know what’s behind that hatch, I tell you it’s nothing, but you persist, then you just so happen to see someone from my crew in biohazard gear standing in front of a hatch that disappears? If I don’t describe that as funny, the only other alternative is to describe it as desperate.”

      Timkul put a hand on Meyers’s shoulder, possibly sensing the anger rushing through him. “Captain, perhaps you’re correct and we need more rest. Would you mind if we returned to our cabins? I know I could use a little more sleep. Lonny?”

      Meyers remembered now the way Rimes said Fripp could rub people the wrong way, the way they’d butted heads initially. But they’d parted on good terms, with Rimes disappointed that Fripp had declined to remain in command of the ERF task force. Everyone had thought he’d retired, but here he was, running a ship of crazy design, a ship that apparently had been funded at a time when millions were being thrown out of the military because there wasn’t money for them anymore.

      “I am tired,” Meyers finally said. He’d never had a stomach for people who got off on power and authority, and it sure seemed like that was what drove Fripp.

      Fripp grunted. “Would you join me for breakfast at nine, then? At the captain’s table. It’s not far from your cabins.”

      Meyers looked to Timkul before saying, “Nine should be all right. Do our Grid connections give us access to directions?”

      “Only communications are disabled.” Fripp thrust his chin out and turned to the bridge hatch. “I’ll see you at nine.”

      Meyers waited until the hatch closed again and they were alone, then rushed back to the other hatch. He pressed against it, knocked on it, and probed around for anything that might be a control panel.

      “Lonny.” Timkul tugged at his elbow. “They’re watching us.”

      “Then they know I want to see what’s in here.” He knocked until his knuckles hurt. “You saw the biohazard suit, right?”

      “I told you—”

      “But you weren’t just saying that, were you? Trying to prevent a confrontation?”

      “No.”

      He rested his head against the hatch. “And the hatch? Did you see it disappear?”

      “I saw...” She sighed. “No.”

      Meyers pushed off from the hatch. “I know what I saw.”

      The lift door opened, and the female major who had been in command of Fripp’s entourage in the hangar bay stepped out. She seemed a little taller, a little heavier, with a dimpled chin and the most alluring brown eyes. She nodded, then hurried past to the bridge.

      He pulled Timkul into the lift, suddenly feeling disoriented.

      “What?” Timkul’s hands squeezed his shoulders.

      “You said you dreamed? Strange dreams?”

      She rubbed her brow. “Yes.”

      “So did I. And I—that major. She was in my dreams. Not sexual. I mean, I remember her face distinctly. Those eyes. There was something...I can’t recall. Was your dream like that?”

      Timkul shook her head. “No. It was a room. A cabin. And we were in these bunks. All of us—”

      The lift descended, shuddered to a stop, then opened onto the black of space. Meyers grabbed Timkul and pulled her tight against him. He barely had time to register the way he could still hear his heart beat and smell Timkul’s flowery perfume, even in the void.

      And then the vacuum tore them free of the lift and all consciousness slipped away.
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      From absolute darkness and silence, a pinprick of light and the softest chiming encroached on Meyers’s awareness. Those quickly intensified, accompanied by razors scraping across nerve endings he didn’t even know could exist. There was fire in his gut, acid in his calloused fingers, and electricity dancing across his fingernails.

      “Lonny!” Kleigshoen’s voice.

      He sat bolt upright. Or at least he tried to. But he couldn’t.

      Something was wrong. Terribly wrong.

      It was ghostly quiet. The light in his eye was blinding, but distant and easy to look away from. A surgical lamp suspended from the ceiling. He was on a bed, strapped down, wearing a hospital gown. Bruises covered his exposed arms and leg. His breath misted in freezing cold but dispersed oddly. Alcohol was heavy in the air—medical, not recreational. To his left, Timkul was similarly strapped down on a nearby bed; her eyes were closed. Beyond her, there was a hatch. To his right, there were more beds and a glass-walled isolation chamber complete with robotic arm stations, a walk-in biohazard suit, and lower-end face masks with oxygen tanks.

      Something caught his eye—a bright reflection. He glanced toward it: a surgical instrument, stainless steel, floating through a pale mist.

      Floating.

      No gravity.

      The infirmary. They were injured but alive.

      “Priya?” His throat ached like he’d been in a shouting match for the ages. He twisted around. He’d heard Kleigshoen’s voice, but he and Timkul were
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