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        Ferekon

        Supreme Military Commander Falaru

      

      

      Nuclear explosions hammered the shields of Ship 403 of Hygari as Falaru paced the interior of the supreme military commander’s cabin, eyes jumping from the warm deck to a jittery display showing a frozen field of Ferekon’s northern hemisphere. Although the fleet damage reports showed nothing substantial or lasting from the latest barrage of Oranian missiles aimed at the vessel that had been Falaru’s home since the launch to retake this planet, other problems existed. Prime among those was the fact that the flagship had come under attack in the first place.

      Lights winked, and the live feed from the planetary strike force commander turned to static before red filled the display.

      The Vea-Kor of Tharol stopped pacing and, with a powerful series of shakes, dealt with the tension that had built up over the passage of recent days. As rich and bloody as victory had tasted before, defeat had a harsh bitterness that Falaru never wanted to experience again.

      A respite from the feelings came in the wave of the giant vessel’s rocking counterreactions to the nuclear blasts, and the lights stabilized.

      Seconds passed, and the display took on a jagged pattern of pink that transitioned to the same silver as the diplomatic tunic covering Falaru’s torso, the mark of office held by the Third of Plasak before rising to supreme military commander.

      In the momentary hissing silence of connections reestablishing through the fog of radiation produced by the missile barrage, dark thoughts settled.

      This wasn’t failure. It wasn’t defeat. Nothing lasting could come of this instant.

      Yet Falaru reeked of panic.

      Closed eyes couldn’t keep out the reality of the change of fortune. If anything, blocking out the uncomfortable images of reversals only allowed the worst memories to overwhelm every other thought. On the ground, those images had been of entire sectors lost to Oranian counterattacks on the planet below, with no obvious cost to the ancient enemy’s resilient army. In the sky, Oranian fighter craft proved every bit as durable as Star Wraiths, and the Anirii fighters’ stealth capabilities gave little advantage in atmosphere.

      But it was space where the real horrors came.

      No fleet existed in the Anirii military to match the one fighting to conquer Ferekon, yet after weeks of engagement, the Oranian fleet showed no sign of collapse or loss of resolve. One of the old enemy’s gigantic spheres had been crippled in the first serious attack, but the cost…

      Falaru recalled with perfect clarity the sight of Ship 7 of Plasak, a vessel nearly three hundred meters long and fitted with the most impressive array of weapons known to any force, coming apart as its shields failed under an unprecedented volley of massive rail-gun rounds and missile blasts. Shuttle-sized projectiles tore through the pride of the Plasak shipyards as easily as a claw through thin Uzwulii carapace, and in the course of minutes, the crew of hundreds of the new ruling family was gone.

      A crackle of audio came from the display, a signal the connection to the ground commanders had been restored.

      The supreme military commander studied the grainy image, where a powerfully built gray-pelted giant of an Anirii stood before a patch of churned snow turned a brownish-pink. Furry chunks that had once been brave warriors littered the ground behind the big warrior.

      Falaru flashed fangs for just a second. “Ground Commander Ashaka.”

      “Supreme Military Commander Falaru. The connection suffers disruption?”

      “Oranian missiles fill space quicker than countermeasures can cope. Star Wraiths redeploy to push the enemy into defensive posture.”

      “Ship 403 of Hygari suffers attacks?” Ashaka exhibited the shoulder hunch of one unready to accept spoken words. “The fleet nears conquest of the enemy. More warriors await delivery to reinforce the newly forming commands. The enemy’s counterattack requires answer.”

      Although true, any “answer” could not include another wave of complete debacles. This simple truth presented complications, as Falaru lacked the standing to speak in such a way to the warrior on the communication display. It hadn’t been Ashaka who had suffered the defeats, after all. The warrior’s rise to command had been facilitated by the surprising deaths of several senior commanders, all proven and expected to lead the Anirii to easy victory over their ancient shell-bound enemies.

      Too many failures had resulted in what now faced the Anirii.

      Falaru would provide no direct answer to the ground commander’s question, instead acknowledging that it had been made without understanding of the problems facing the fleet. “Reinforcements await a window when escorts might lead shuttles to the surface most effectively.”

      Now Ground Commander Ashaka understood, the throaty cough and forward-thrust head indicating the proper acknowledgment. “Counterattack awaits the stated moment.”

      “The ground commander has answers to the deaths of predecessors?”

      “Investigation continues. Early results produce concerns.”

      “What concerns?”

      After a quick glance around the gory scene, Ashaka strode across the broken battle site until no sign of death remained. Once surrounded by white snow, the giant Anirii’s eyes dropped from the camera. “Body parts found near the site of Ground Commander Zaksha’s death show red fur.”

      Red…fur…

      But the purge had been successful. All warriors loyal to the old ruling family had been killed. Falaru’s plan had been foolproof. Each warrior unit had either included a majority of loyalists to the new regime, assassins sworn to eliminate rivals when the time came, or had been positioned in areas close to overwhelmingly sizable Oranian forces.

      None of the mistakes made on the home world had been repeated here.

      As supreme military commander, this was an unwelcome complication, possibly even more so than the setbacks in the Oranian fleet engagement. “The ground commander assigns hunters to seek the source of the threat?”

      “Forces spread thin already by counterattacks limit⁠—”

      “Nothing limits the hunt for those who would sabotage Anirii success. The hunters are selected from existing units and begin tracking and reporting successes immediately.”

      Teeth showed in Ashaka’s grimace, but the ground commander set down the camera and displayed obeisance, palms pointed toward the ground, eyes averted.

      Falaru disconnected, more disturbed now than before.

      Impossible as it seemed, Ashaka’s discovery pointed to a failure in planning…

      … or it pointed to a failure in some other aspect of execution.

      Minutes had passed without another rumble from nearby detonations that tested force fields and armor. Radiation indicators showed no lingering effect from the unexpected blasts, a clear indication the ship’s shields had worked to redirect the worst of the electromagnetic energy. Only heat damage remained as a worry, but repair crews would be able to get weapons or other compromised systems running again in no time.

      What couldn’t be so easily fixed was the damage done to fleet morale after the attack on the flagship.

      Thinking of the implications of what had been revealed, Falaru hurried to the bridge. Technicians moving to their stations bowed as expected, and some let out high-pitched yips of pride. Along with the comforting scents of the other members of the pack, the displays provided welcome reassurance.

      Ship 403 of Hygari had been damaged, but the crew remained unbent.

      On the bridge, Ship Commander Kakatra studied sensor readings, stopping once aware of the presence of a superior and showing proper respect. “The supreme military commander wishes an update?”

      In that moment, the white mixed into Kakatra’s dark-gray fur seemed more noticeable than ever. The older warrior’s stoop and wound-created stiffness had worsened with each setback.

      Falaru again considered removing the elder commander. “The counterattack begins?”

      Seconds passed during which the ship commander drew in deep breaths and straightened enough that the difference in height between them was less pronounced. There was a fire in the old warrior, misplaced after such a simple and unambiguous question. “Star Wraith commanders encounter Oranian enemies en route to targets. Counterattack requires repositioning destroyers to provide cover fire. Damage to the ships reduces effectiveness.”

      “Ship Commander Kakatra clarifies to Star Wraith commanders the expectations provided by the supreme military commander?”

      Instead of again showing proper deference, the old warrior sniffed the air.

      It was no subtle thing, the act bordering on insubordination. Kakatra sought a greater understanding of a superior’s true thinking by studying the vinegary musk each Anirii emanated. Such studying of intent was unnecessary and, in the situation facing the fleet, could only be seen as reckless.

      Finally, the old warrior slumped just enough to project acceptance of superiority. “Cover fire requires redeploying assets intended for reserve.”

      “Redeployment begins now?”

      Irritation played across the old warrior’s scarred features. “Loss of Ship 7 of Plasak and assignment of Ship 21 of Plasak and Ship 303 of Hygari to noncritical⁠—”

      Falaru trembled in fury. “Ship assignments belong to the supreme military commander.”

      “Ship assignments removed from the ship commander create chaos. Chaos creates vulnerability resulting in damage to the flagship.”

      Any doubt about the old warrior’s intent disappeared when two of the crew members moved between Falaru and the hatch, preventing exit from the bridge or entry of late-arriving bodyguards the Third of Plasak had failed to position nearby.

      This was between the old warrior and the young diplomat.

      The supreme military commander flashed wicked fangs on a face freshly healed from a confrontation with a rebellious slave and a human spy. No better reminder existed that even a pathetic and weak foe could leave a mark, and even with the weight of age, Kakatra was an experienced warrior, not some frail human.

      Tension tightened Falaru’s shoulder muscles, something not easily overcome by the pointless display of shaking out already fatigued limbs. “The ship commander seeks release from service?”

      Kakatra flexed gnarled hands, revealing uneven claws. “The Plasak waste Anirii lives.”

      “Anger over conquest clouds the mind.”

      “Anger over folly and death frees the mind.”

      Despite his age, the old warrior lunged at that point, slashing wildly and leaving an obvious opening that an aggressive strike could turn into a disemboweling blow.

      But even as Falaru took advantage of the elder’s mistake, the maneuver revealed itself as a feint. Too late, the real blow became obvious, and the ship commander used the feint’s momentum to snap around and drive an elbow into the younger Anirii’s throat.

      Knocked off-balance, Falaru’s fatal strike barely broke skin, and the two Anirii went to the deck.

      Now the old warrior’s greater mass became an advantage, even if some of the youthful strength had left Kakatra’s body. Jaws snapped and fur flew, but one of the Anirii had superior experience to the other in such close-quarters fighting.

      Falaru released a pain-filled yelp as blood gushed from a fresh wound and numbness ran the length of an arm. Only a desperate slam of forehead into forehead stopped the elder’s savaging of the injured shoulder.

      Momentarily dazed, Kakatra slashed at the younger Anirii’s face but barely drew blood.

      Yet Falaru’s left eye went dark, and another agonized squawk slipped free.

      Even with only one eye, though, the old warrior’s disorientation was clear. A cut over Kakatra’s brow darkened the patchy white fur around scarred facial features that showed confusion.

      Age had finally caught up with the old warrior. Where now was all the vaunted experience Falaru had been warned to respect?

      There would be no opportunity missed this time.

      At the exact moment the confusion cleared in the ship commander’s eyes, Falaru drove two fingers into the warrior’s dark orbs. Fluids gushed from the wound, and Kakatra shuddered and coughed. That turned into thrashing and yowling when Falaru’s fingers dug into skull and tore away old bone and flesh.

      Gore sprayed onto the ship’s deck as Falaru rolled free of the mortally wounded commander and tossed aside the bloody trophy. With effort, the supreme military commander rose. “The ship’s commander spends the last minutes in space, as destiny would expect.”

      Those who had moments before blocked access to the hatch rushed forward to seize the dying warrior. No order was necessary to clean up the mess, and none was given.

      But as the bloodied supreme military commander staggered back to the comfort and safety of the warm cabin, another memory came.

      Many had warned about the vulnerabilities of youth: a lack of wisdom, impetuous behavior, misplaced confidence. Assurances had been given that such problems did not plague one with Falaru’s experiences and self-discipline. Wise counsel would be consulted and accepted. Cooperation would be the watchword rather than unilateral decision-making.

      Now, staggering into the quarters that matched the grand title sought for a lifetime, Falaru felt for the ruined eye that should have by folklore provided wisdom and wondered at the foolishness that had overcome intelligence.

      And Falaru couldn’t help wondering what price yet remained to be paid.
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        Fold Space

        Sergeant Avery Shetty

      

      

      For Avery Shetty, the return to Fold Space no longer seemed all that strange. After a wartime promotion to sergeant and subsequently leading a force of Marines onto Kedraal in search of reinforcements, supplies, and replacement Wolfhound assault mechanized units, little should have seemed odd to the young Marine. Surviving the trip to the capital world of the Kedraalian Republic had been shock enough given the level of resistance facing the returned survivors of Operation Noble Defense.

      Robots fleshed in human skin.

      The enemy had lain in ambush, announcing their existence with murder. In truth, though, knowing about the enemy couldn’t have prepared him for what he’d seen.

      Although Shetty was glad to be alive, he was struggling. It came down to all the changes on the Zulu, the fleet’s massive troop transport. With the buzz of activity going on throughout the ship, his steps no longer echoed hollowly when he hurried through the gray passageways. Instead, he became just another noise, an element of the chaotic choir one could expect in such a packed vessel.

      Even finding an empty corridor to jog through early in the ship’s scheduled morning hours proved nearly impossible, although that hadn’t stopped him from performing his physical training today.

      Now, workout attire drenched in the foul-smelling sweat his body produced thanks to the alien thing growing inside him, Shetty had to hurry before he drew too much attention from the passersby hurrying to their assignments at the start of their day. Each moment in public with the greasy residue of his perspiration clinging to his gold-brown skin increased the odds of stares and whispers.

      It was a complication he should have thought of before but hadn’t because the demands of his new role dominated his thoughts.

      A thick-bodied Army private burst into the corridor from an intersecting passageway at a too-sharp angle and nearly bowled the smaller Marine sergeant over. The private, a pale youth, looked to be about the same age as Shetty if a head taller. Gray-brown coveralls—Army utility uniforms like the private now wore but folded and without insignia—looked ready to burst from the private’s curled arms despite the two stacks being compressed against the soldier’s chin.

      Just as the middle of the stack bulged dangerously outward, Shetty overcame his surprise and stretched to press against the bulging bundles. “You’re going to lose it.”

      “Sorry ’bout that, Sarge!” The young soldier blushed a deep scarlet.

      “No worry.” Once Shetty had the coveralls flush against the larger man’s chest again, the Wolfhound pilot smiled.

      All pleasantness died when the other man crinkled his nose. “Ew.”

      Shetty was happy that the deep gold of his skin made it harder to see that he was the one now blushing. He wiped beads of sweat from his brow. “I know. I just finished my workout, and I guess my PT outfit was worse than I expected.”

      “Smells like someone stuck a dead fish in your shorts, Sarge.”

      “I’ll be getting a new set once the fabricators are available again.”

      “Oh.” The private glanced down at the freshly produced uniforms. “Yeah. We kinda overwhelmed your ship, huh?”

      “It’s just part of the onboarding process.” Shetty stepped back and tried to project a warmth he wasn’t feeling, sweaty and stinking and in desperate need of some of the anti-nausea medicine that helped him cope with Dr. McCullough’s specialized chemo treatments. “Well, you’d best get those delivered.”

      “Right! Thanks, Sarge!”

      Relief spread through the young Marine’s quivering body once he was just another part of the congested traffic flow that was now so common aboard the vessel. Moving quickly, he rarely caught more than an occasional pinched look from someone disgusted by the reek coming off of him.

      During his next visit for treatment, Shetty would have to ask for something more effective at suppressing the smell caused by…

      What was it he suffered from, exactly? Even after weeks of treatment, Dr. McCullough still wasn’t sure whether to call the strange growths inside Shetty’s body a parasite, an infection, or a disease. For now, the doctor’s unique chemo treatment was the only viable solution, but Shetty held out hope for something more comprehensive and less debilitating. He’d had enough of the poison working its way through his body, draining his vigor and leaving him weak and easily fatigued.

      At the entry to his cabin, he winced and hoped for just a little luck, but when he opened the hatch, he caught voices muttering softly.

      So much for a few minutes alone.

      Two of his fellow Marines dressed in the same black shorts and mud-green T-shirt he wore greeted him with raised chins from their stacked bunks on the right wall, both of them part of his team.

      It was Corporal Amy Hays who looked away first, doing a pretty good job of hiding her discomfort at the sight of him and the odor he couldn’t control. She rose from the bottom bunk, arching her back and stretching out her long limbs. The last traces of a scab stretched across her angular cheekbone and up into the scalp that showed between crisply cut rows of short, dark-brown hair. That scab was all that remained of an injury suffered in the chaos of liftoff from Kedraal after mission completion.

      The slender young woman glanced at her comrade, Lance Corporal Emil Weld, who hadn’t budged from the bunk above hers then considered Shetty with her prominent light-brown eyes, eyes that gave her a predator’s feral appearance. “You sure it’s safe for you to work out that intensely, Avery?”

      Shetty didn’t need to look up at her to know she was sincere with the question. It wasn’t the first time she’d asked, and she’d never been malicious in her curiosity.

      The Marine sergeant couldn’t do anything more than shrug. “The worst I get is nausea.” Of course, there was the sense of crippling exhaustion that typically accompanied the nausea along with occasional lightheadedness, but she didn’t need to know that.

      An ugly grin split Weld’s full lips. “Don’t forget that fish smell. That’s nasty.”

      Hays shot her fellow Ferekon survivor a warning look.

      Weld tapped his big nose. “It’s not just me, Amy. Shetty knows he smells.”

      “Don’t bring it up. It’s not right.”

      Shetty hurriedly dug fresh undergarments from his locker, tossing them and his towel onto his bunk. He set his toiletry bag on top then stripped down to his underwear, trying not to wince at the sight of his ribs showing through the thin layer of muscle covering his torso. Weight management had never been a problem for him before, but the treatments that were keeping the alien organism inside him in check were also making it impossible to take in enough calories.

      If McCullough couldn’t find a better solution soon, Shetty would be too weak to serve in his current position.

      That didn’t seem so bad to the young Marine. Let someone else lead.

      He grabbed his clothes, slipped his feet into the sandals beneath his bunk, and shuffled down to the bathroom shared by the Marines in this section of the Zulu. Once the billeting situation was resolved, there would be soldiers in this part of the ship as well.

      That was going to be an all-new nightmare.

      When counting his blessings, Shetty had to acknowledge the hardship the Army reinforcements faced since coming aboard. At least he had several changes of underwear and a mix of uniforms, unlike the soldiers currently hunkered down in the belly of the troop transport.

      As he shaved, Shetty took a moment to study his smooth scalp in the mirror. Where the last patches of his black hair poked through the skin, he dabbed shaving cream and gently dragged his razor across. The stubborn resolve of that part of his body perplexed him. Better to be fully bald than have the odd clumps growing out.

      At least Gerda hadn’t made fun of him over that.

      He shouldn’t have thought of the Bulldog pilot, not walking around in underwear in a public place. She took over his thoughts too easily.

      Shetty hurried into a shower and activated the nozzle. Stinging hot water sprayed against his flesh, and for a second, the twisted idea of being a lobster tossed into a boiling pot came to him.

      It was the source of the growths inside him—the crablike Oranians—that summoned that image, and Shetty struggled for a moment with embarrassment at such improper thoughts. Diminishing the enemy to something “less” was nothing new. It was all but necessary to preserve a combatant’s sanity, really. Killing fellow sapient creatures would eventually scar the psyche of anyone who wasn’t psychotic. But he knew better than to think the aliens were just “Crabs,” as some called them. What they’d done to him was proof of that.

      Then again, he was troubled by the truth that he couldn’t understand why he didn’t resent them for the thing they’d put inside him. Maybe the lack of resentment wasn’t a sign of manipulation, but it seemed suspicious to him.

      Once he smelled like a human again, Shetty returned to the cabin.

      Weld was still there, fingers combing his thick brown hair. “Hey, Avery—you weren’t offended, were you?”

      Lying might have been the best approach, but Shetty didn’t need to be the bigger man—not right now. “I know my smell can be nasty, and I wish there was something I could do about that. The doctor says he’ll have something more effective for it soon. I’m not sure I believe him, though. If I could control the way I smell, I’d apologize.”

      There was no hint of a blush in the corporal’s olive skin, and Shetty was pretty sure the young man didn’t feel embarrassed. Weld was about as stoic as any Marine Shetty had ever met. Not yet twenty-two, and the corporal had seen and done it all.

      Maybe that wasn’t such a good thing, but it was something every Ferekon survivor would have in common.

      The corporal swung his feet back and forth in the space between his and Hays’s bunk. “Amy, she’s sensitive, you know.”

      Shetty thought for a second. “I hadn’t noticed that.”

      “Sure. You can’t see it. She hides herself with that hairdo and the way she never looks at you for long. It’s there, though.”

      “Okay.” As far as Shetty could recall, he hadn’t ever noticed the young woman being particularly emotional. Sensitive? Not likely.

      Then again, she’d punched out an officer to save the lives of fellow Marines.

      Would she have a career when this was all behind them, or would that assault haunt her forever? It was a question Shetty didn’t even want to consider. The odds of their survival in the multifront war they faced were too low to spend time on anything other than planning the next mission.

      Finally dressed in a fresh set of coveralls, he pushed the dark thoughts away. “I need to get with the quartermasters and report our supply situation up the chain.”

      “So the Army can come in and lay claim to everything?”

      “They brought supplies with them. Supplies, weapons, ammunition.”

      “And attitude, you know.” Weld puffed out his chest cartoonishly. “Ever see someone strut around so much, huh?”

      Weld was just trying to get a rise out of him, Shetty knew. As a noncommissioned officer, his role would involve working with Army NCOs eventually. They were just another part of the Kedraalian military, no matter that the organization hadn’t been around much longer than he’d been alive. The Army had its role to play, same as the Marines.

      Rather than engage with the corporal’s provocations, Shetty muttered an excuse about having to do his part and exited the cabin.

      After the heat of the shower, the air in the passageway felt cool. Shetty enjoyed the freshness of his specialized soap in his nostrils and the minty tingle of his toothpaste in his mouth for the short while before the thing growing inside him could inevitably spoil the sensations.

      While picking his way through a calorie-rich meal in the mess hall, Shetty studied the report from the quartermasters he needed to finalize. Everything would eventually flow through the thinned-out leadership ranks and up to Colonel Juarez, the senior Marine officer since Brigadier General Gregory Zhukov’s collapse in the days before the Oranians reached Ferekon. Shetty’s inspections had been limited to the six junior enlisted billeting areas and one of the senior NCO areas, confirming each was up to standards and ready to house new personnel.

      Names of the Marines who’d left those quarters empty showed up on his device now.

      At the sight of two of those names—Sergeant Makara Suon and Major Xander Halliwell—Shetty set his fork down. They were two of the Marines who’d died during a last-minute assault against the gigantic alien machine intelligence vessel responsible for Kedraal’s occupation.

      That was how crazy things had been, with Halliwell’s field promotion to major not even registering yet in the official records and the man already gone.

      Gone like so many thousands, most of them kids like Shetty and Hays and Weld.

      Word of how things had so quickly turned disastrous on the faraway alien world of Ferekon would eventually reach the newly arrived Army volunteers. The only question was whether that would undermine their morale or lead to an erosion in the trust of the command staff. Both outcomes were inevitably connected.

      Someone called his name, drawing Shetty out of his thoughts. He set down his computing device to see a bulky lieutenant striding over with a tray heaped high with food. Pale-skinned, with spiky hair that was almost white, the young woman’s goofy grin revealed her crooked teeth and emphasized her underbite.

      Kirie Gladstone’s energy showed in every move of her powerful body. “Hey!”

      “Morning, Lieutenant.”

      The bench groaned beneath the officer’s impressive mass, and the shoulders of her coveralls strained against her muscles. “I saw you was running earlier. Really good.” She pointed a spoon at his plate. “You need to eat more, don’t you?”

      “My doctor’s got me on this diet.” Shetty drove a fork into the grease-slick mound of fat-rich meat and starch cooked up just for him. “It’s tough to keep it down.”

      Gladstone grunted and shoveled hash browns into her mouth. “I wondered if you was sick. When I saw you on Kedraal, I mean. Your uniform’s just… Baggy, I guess.”

      “It’s from Ferekon. I was captured by the Oranians. They—” He couldn’t think of a good explanation for someone who hadn’t been there. “My wounds. Infection, you know? Alien microorganisms and things like that.”

      “Oh!” The lieutenant’s cheeks flushed. “Well, you got it under control.”

      “We’ll figure it out.”

      The lieutenant inclined her head toward the powered-down device resting on the tabletop. “You working on that billeting report?”

      “Yes, ma’am. I need to collect the latest results from the quartermasters before turning it in.”

      “Fontenot’s handling that?”

      “He’s a natural.”

      “I guess he’s okay for a ginger.”

      Shetty didn’t know what to make of that, so he pried a bit from the food mound on his plate and worked on it. Along with the fat, the most prominent flavor was salt, although he was sure garlic and pepper were mixed in as well. It wasn’t his mother’s cooking, but he doubted he could handle anything so spicy the way he felt.

      After a couple more bites, he excused himself, and Gladstone offered a suggestion that he should “hang tough.”

      On his trip through the Zulu to gather data from the quartermasters, he ran into younger Marines who called out his name, some of them content to wave, others asking for a couple minutes to share problems they hoped he might be able to help with. By the time he was done, it was late afternoon, and Shetty was ready to collapse.

      His thoughts drifted to Gerda again, and since he was already in Officer’s Country, he risked a call to her with his device.

      She accepted immediately, and her face appeared on the display, the last of the bruising from her exposure to vacuum now down to faint yellow splotches. Without the bruising, it was clear just how attractive she was.

      At the sight of the brown hair framing her face, Shetty felt the urge to kiss her, to hold her…

      Except he was a wreck, his nose and chin rendered almost cartoonishly prominent by his weight loss, and after so much walking, he needed to clean up again. Just keeping his eyes open was a challenge.

      All of those concerns faded when Gerda leaned toward her device’s camera. “Avery! I was just thinking of you.”

      “Me too. Wait. I mean I was thinking of you.”

      “I know what you meant.” She laughed. “Hey, where are you? My device says you’re just a couple passageways away.”

      “Yeah. I had to drop off a report⁠—”

      “Well, that’s great! I’ve got Nan scheduled to run everyone through training drills on second shift, so no one’s going to be in the pilot section tonight. We could hang out after I finish moving stuff up from the lower decks.”

      “Hang—” Shetty could barely swallow. “I was just hoping to say hi.”

      “You can do that in my cabin, silly.”

      Their relationship had taken a turn since Gerda finished her last round of transfusions, but the spark in the Bulldog pilot’s eyes brought to mind Erin Flores’s hungry looks. It was an enthusiasm Shetty couldn’t understand, not from someone like a Bulldog pilot. Gerda could do so much better than him.

      The older woman cocked her head. “Is everything okay, Avery? I thought we talked about taking things to the next level.”

      “Oh. Sure. It’s just…” What? He was attracted to her. That much was obvious.

      “Am I rushing things? It just feels like a perfect opportunity.”

      “No. I mean, I guess it is. But I’m a mess after walking around all day.”

      “So we clean up together. There’s absolutely no one in this section of the ship, and there won’t be for hours. I promise.” She smirked. “Tell you what. You just stay there, and I’ll come get you. Then if I can’t convince you to spend a little time with me, we’ll grab a bite. Is that okay?”

      Okay? He’d only been dreaming of it since their return from Kedraal. But his knees felt like they might give out, and his stomach was doing flips.

      Gerda once more leaned close to the camera. “Avery? Will you at least have dinner with me tonight?”

      He nodded, his heart hammering. “I’d like to.”

      “Then I’ll see you later.”

      The pilot disconnected, leaving him alone with his thoughts of her. If she asked him to come to her cabin, he would do exactly that.

      He hoped Flores would understand.
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        Kara Goode

      

      

      Death’s black emptiness released its grip on Group for Strategic Assessment Agent Kara Goode, and the world rushed in to fill the void.

      She almost preferred death.

      Stale air hung in the dark enclosure of her helmet, laced with her sweat and the sort of nasty breath that came from overexertion. Her tongue had become sandpaper at some point during her flight through the giant Abaddon structure, along with a taste to rival her time swimming through the ammonia fluid⁠—

      Goode blinked, her well-formed limbs tensed, ready for any threat.

      But she lay in an indirectly lit space that her eyes quickly translated into the Sampati shuttle’s interior. The weak light came from the environment suits of two men who stared down at her, doubled over, hands on their knees, struggling for breath.

      Zane Atalay stood closest, his attention completely fixed on her. Sweat matted his dark hair to his scalp, all hints of gray strands lost in the moment. For an instant, she saw him as the guardian angel he’d claimed he was, a former military physician’s assistant with shady ties to the same GSA responsible for her creation.

      Then the dark eyes set in his long, gentle face became those of a spy and traitor, someone who had used her the same way he’d used Faith Benson and her Umbra organization.

      The environment suit might hide the man’s body, but she’d seen the truth of his surprisingly fit physique, same as she’d seen through his act.

      He might be concerned for her, or he might want her dead.

      Beside him, decidedly not concerned about her well-being, shuttle pilot Craig Hummel watched her out of the corner of his blue eyes. Light from Zane’s suit reflected off Hummel’s bald crown, deepening the wrinkles of the pilot’s face and transforming the wattle extending from his chin down the front of his neck into two leathery ropes that stretched across a black chasm.

      What she saw was real, tangible. She wasn’t some alien insectile thing scampering from the protection of rocks to reach the protection of the depths beneath silver waves. That had been a nightmare, a shared memory.

      Hummel chuckled, a desperate, high-effort noise. “Someone’s scared.”

      It came to her so easily: The pilot was an arrogant jerk who resented her competence. Typical jock but gifted with enough smarts to qualify as an aviator, which was unfortunately the formula for an insufferable ass.

      She unsealed her helmet, powering off its external mic and speakers, and immediately noted that the air in the shuttle wasn’t any better than what she’d been breathing. “What happened?”

      Zane inclined his head past her feet. “That thing you found…”

      His words were sufficient to dredge up the memory of their frantic search of the humongous Abaddon building that rose above the planet’s thick cloud cover. They’d started with the massive hangar space before entering the office-like structure beyond the hangar space, which had proved to be a warren of cubicles and closets frighteningly close to human spaces. Down the hallway she’d checked, there had been something closer to labs, including one that held…terrariums was what came to mind—enclosed environments that might reflect ideal places for different species.

      And then she’d found what felt to her like residences, if that was even a thing for the creatures responsible for the towering buildings.

      Zane’s reference to a “thing” was something she’d found in the residence space.

      Eight-legged, vaguely reptilian, larger than her but more agile, almost but not quite metallic, definitely robotic⁠—

      Goode recalled the black diamonds that ringed the robotic creature’s face, the circle no longer perfect after she’d cracked one of the shiny stones. There had been an eerie light flickering around what remained of that ring just before⁠—

      She pressed a hand to the chest of her suit, recalling the way the machine’s glow had passed through the space between them as if her suit hadn’t even been there.

      Everything had powered off. That much she recalled. “I was swimming.”

      Maybe it was the faraway delivery when she spoke, but Zane’s face tensed the way a doctor’s would when a patient started rambling incoherently. “We pulled you in. That thing looked like it might crush you, but it didn’t move after you fell. You weren’t swimming. You were here with us.”

      “No.” She looked around. “Mooney? Aparo?”

      A third figure shifted farther down the aisle that split rows of seats. It was another man in an environment suit, or at least it seemed to be a human male. There wasn’t enough light to be sure. “Aparo’s dead.”

      That memory came back to her as well: the crushed helmet, the bloody mess of a face.

      Somewhere in the back of her mind, she realized they were running low on engineers, and that was a problem.

      The mission. Her objectives. Her promise.

      When Goode tried to sit up, Zane stretched out, giving her assistance she hadn’t wanted but needed. She tried not to seem too cold when she thanked him and remembered there had been something between them before all the discoveries about his secrets.

      Her nerves tingled, a sensation she didn’t want or need. “It’s a guardian.”

      How strange that the title she’d given the automaton matched the title Zane had given himself after rescuing her from the sea. If he was a false protector, what were the odds the alien machine couldn’t be trusted?

      Maybe Zane had been trained beyond mere physician skilled, because he pulled back from her like she was radioactive. “It didn’t hurt you?”

      “That blast?”

      “We didn’t see a blast. Its—” The spy circled his face. “This area lit up.”

      She shivered. “You remember that spherical ship we found? That light that hit me then? It was like that.”

      Neither Zane nor Hummel seemed to buy her explanation.

      Breathing in the foul air wasn’t helping Goode’s mood. It wasn’t helping her brain. They were all going to pass out from taking in the carbon dioxide before long if they didn’t get the shuttle running again.

      That much, she remembered.

      In her attempts at recall, Aparo and Mooney had been looking for something to restart the reactor.

      Goode squinted into the dark to where Mooney lay across a row of seats. “You didn’t find anything to fix the reactor?”

      “Nothing. There are five or six distinct vessel types out there, and none of them had anything remotely like what we need.”

      “Could you rig something?”

      The engineer snorted. “Sure. Give me twenty or thirty years. Oh, and we’d need the fabricator. Except that requires power, which requires our reactor. So, no, I can’t rig something up.”

      Hummel smacked a seat back with his elbow. “You engineers. Always the life of the party.”

      “You know what, Hummel? Screw you.”

      Instead of wasting energy shouting or assaulting Mooney, the pilot laughed.

      They were all too weak to fight anyway. Goode hoped the others understood just how perilous the moment was. All of her plans to protect them hadn’t panned out, and now they were dying because they were running out of air.

      Zane came closer, hands open to signal he meant no harm. “That guardian?”

      “What about it?”

      “You said it made you swim somewhere?” There was convincing sympathy in the man’s dark eyes. “You mean it connected to you somehow?”

      “When I approached that other ship⁠—”

      “The spherical one in the hangar. I heard you.”

      She nodded, thankful this wasn’t patronizing behavior from him but an attempt to help her with the memories. “That’s where it happened first. I had sensations, like memories, that weren’t mine.”

      “You said you saw symbols.”

      “They cycled by so fast. It was crazy. Heat. Cold. Weird tastes. It’s so hard to describe. I was someone else, something else. I hatched, I think, and then I had to run for cover from predators. When I grew large and strong enough, I had to reach the beach, to get to the ocean.”

      The look of encouragement was still on his face, along with concern. “You think the thing that built that robot out there built that spherical ship?”

      Did she think that? “I don’t know. I had the sense there was an attempt to communicate from both that ship and that robot. Maybe my mind isn’t sophisticated enough to see those as two separate things.”

      Other than his labored breathing, Zane was quiet for a moment. “I’m trying to make connections with what you’ve shared. Do you think that’s a bad idea?”

      “Science isn’t really what my trainers focused on.”

      “We’re a little short on time to be slavishly scientific.”

      “How bad is it?”

      In the dying glow of his flashlight beam, she could now pick out the streaks of gray in his hair. It didn’t creep her out the way it had when she’d first met him, and she wondered if that was more subtle manipulation on his part or her seeing past the things that separated them. Youth created something of a defense mechanism, othering anyone who presented too much of a difference. Without that, she supposed relationships like mentor and student became problematic.

      But Zane’s sage-like personality no longer had an off-putting quality about it. Many times, his wisdom had proven helpful despite her being the genetically engineered marvel.

      Hadn’t that been part of the training message she’d struggled with as a child? Too many times, she’d been overconfident, and she’d suffered for it.

      Where had that confidence gone?

      Lost with the assassination attempt that had left her floating in the ocean, nearly killing her, she supposed. Being saved by the mysterious man not once but twice had further undermined her sense of invulnerability.

      It was as if he saw the struggle going on inside her because he waited for the noise in her head to quiet. His gaze went to the other two occupants of the shuttle just long enough to acknowledge them. “We pooled our oxygen. It’s anything but efficient, but we felt it would be better to operate as a team.”

      “And?”

      “And I was already down to very little air before we got to this point, so I’m going to guess we’ll all pass out soon—in less than half an hour.”

      Most people didn’t understand the value of honesty in the face of danger, but Goode had learned early on to embrace it. If the mission called for a dive from an aircraft flying so high that you required an oxygen mask, only an idiot would block out that information.

      Half an hour might be optimistic, but at least it provided a basic idea of her options. “If that robot and that spherical ship are connected, maybe we found out who built these crazy buildings. I can log that much.” She pulled out her computing device. “If someone else comes down here and recovers my computer, that could prove valuable.”

      Zane grinned. “Forgive me for focusing on my own survival right now.”

      She wanted to touch him, to pat his hand and offer some sort of reassurance, even though the idea felt alien. Maybe it was something the robot had injected into her thoughts.

      Or maybe she was accepting emotions that had been repressed throughout her life. “I was thinking that there might be more to investigate in the labs or the workspaces, assuming the robot thing doesn’t try to kill me again.”

      “You want to try to get past it?”

      “If it’s even still out there.”

      “I can’t go with you, not unless you want to share some of your oxygen.”

      When she’d last looked, she’d been worse off than the ship. It occurred to her then that the airlock would be a problem. If batteries were too low to transfer air back into their tanks, then there was no way she could exit the ship.

      Unless she waited until the others were unconscious. The atmosphere in the shuttle would be useless by then, so exiting wouldn’t matter.

      It would mean leaving their bodies behind, sealing them back in their suits, hoping not just to get past the robot guardian but to also find something inside the offices quickly enough to race back and save her comrades.

      Goode choked back a gasp. “You ever have to cope with failure before now?”

      “That’s a question only a Genesis could ask.” Zane’s voice was gentle rather than scolding. “For the rest of us, failure is just a part of living.”

      She nodded. “I get that. I meant…” She wasn’t sure what she’d meant. “I really thought that I could get you all back to the Sampati.”

      The physician’s assistant leaned against a locker, the hint of a smile peeling away years from his visage. “Fly down to an alien planet with a toxic atmosphere and search around a city-sized building for something to help us against an alien intelligence? Isn’t that wildly optimistic all by itself? And you thought you’d come away without losses?”

      Embarrassment flushed though her cheeks, no doubt putting a faint hint of red below the caramel of her skin. It was something most people wouldn’t notice in regular lighting, so she was sure he didn’t see it.

      She found herself grinning the way she had after getting caught trying to sneak a cookie out of the cafeteria when she was little, before the severe punishments had begun. “I guess I prefer positive thinking.”

      “We need…it.”

      Even as she registered the symptoms, Zane’s eyes rolled up in his head. She caught him before he collapsed and lowered him to the floor. When she turned to check on Hummel and Mooney, she saw them gulping at the air, eyes glassy in the last of their flashlight glow.

      Time was running out.

      Goode retrieved her helmet and glanced at the airlock hatch, hoping she might be able to sense the robot outside the shuttle. If it was there, if she could communicate with it, maybe it would let her go into the heart of the facility and search for oxygen, for batteries, for…anything.

      But all she sensed was the shuttle hull and her dying comrades.

      Hummel rattled off some meaningless gibberish before his gravelly voice dropped to nothing. When she looked back, both the pilot and engineer had passed out.

      Not even her extraordinarily efficient body could produce oxygen from nothing. In minutes, she would be just like them.

      One by one, she sealed their helmets back over their suits, knowing that they would soon be dead.

      Her fate was no better unless she found a solution.

      With the first effects of the carbon dioxide hitting her, she sealed her own helmet and forced open the inner and outer airlock hatches.

      The robot stood like a statue just beyond the shuttle ramp.

      She descended, wobbly and weak. If the thing planned to kill her, there wasn’t much she could do about it in her current condition. Her muscles barely functioned, aching from all the abuse she’d heaped upon her body.

      Her eyes went to Aparo’s corpse, and she wondered if he’d felt terror in the instant before his death.

      Of course he had, as certainly as there had never been a chance they would all return.

      Or any of them for that matter.

      Without realizing she was doing it, she knelt beside the dead engineer and placed a hand over his chest. She whispered a soft poem meant for the dead then disconnected his air tank. It had several minutes left to it as well.

      When she stood, she found the robot had moved closer. She straightened. “We’re dying.”

      The alien thing did nothing. It probably only cared that she not retrace her way back into the building. That was the sort of programming that made sense for a guardian, after all.

      People were counting on her, though. “I need oxygen, or my comrades will die.” She held up Aparo’s tank. “Oxygen. Air. My people require⁠—”

      The robot didn’t so much move as shimmer, its whole body flickering as if vibrating at some unimaginable speed. Where it had stood, shadows swirled around a pinprick of light, which lanced out, blinding the Genesis 5.

      Fire burned within her, followed by agonizing cold, the sensations dragging on for eons before meaningless symbols flashed in her head.

      And finally, a booming voice thundered, and she remembered.
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      Seconds counted down in three windows highlighted on the Sampati’s bridge displays. One of the countdowns crept from a burnt orange into red, its numbers shrinking far too quickly. Another flashed, its too-low numbers a deep, angry red. The third…

      Faith Benson, former prime minister of the Kedraalian Republic, former admiral in the Republic Navy, former head of the sprawling secret research organization known as Umbra, fought back tears as the near-black numbers blinked furiously, the message unacceptable.

      00:00:00

      Well into her eighties, stooped by illness and injury as much as neglect, she was a shriveled shadow of her former self. Liver spots discolored the once healthy skin that was now wrinkled and paper-thin, flesh bloated by overindulgence.

      Not so long ago, her silvery hair had been cut fashionably, and her lips had been colored by expensive cosmetics. Now the only color to her pale features was the jade of her eyes.

      And those eyes couldn’t look away from the countdown that had ended.

      She groaned, felt her weakened legs about to give out on her, smelled the sweat and grime still clinging to her dark-blue coveralls after her spelunking beneath the engineering-section crawlspace. The beeps and hums that marked the normal operations of the Navy corvette receded, lost to the explosive percussion of her failing heart.

      At the console, the ship’s two most capable crew members turned to study their commander. Lieutenant Tuttle, tall and erect, was the senior helm officer. Her exertions to replace damaged components at her station had left a fine sheen of perspiration on her dark-black skin, which reflected the bright glow from her section of the console. Gifted with an impressive intellect that showed in her dark, squinted eyes, she seemed to pick out the tiny details and to process them quickly.

      The young woman had a bright future, assuming she didn’t die here⁠—

      —assuming they all didn’t die here.

      Beside Tuttle, Lieutenant Bertrand hunched slightly, worsening the appearance of the paunch Faith had encouraged him to work on. His round face and pear-shaped physique would act as a governor, throttling back any realistic chance of advancement in the image-conscious military.

      He was a good-hearted young man, though, with obvious empathy. His bronze features, as plain in their own way as his fellow lieutenant’s, tightened with concern. “Admiral?”

      How could they see the countdowns and not understand their commander’s desperation and self-loathing?

      Faith Benson, one-time elite officer and politician, had failed her people.

      She brushed aside the young man’s worries with a wave and tried to hide the effort it took to draw in a breath. “I’m all right.” To make her claim more convincing, she held up a gnarled hand scraped and scratched from her efforts to help the ship’s youngest engineer, Petty Officer Millie Szabo, troubleshoot systems that had been corrupted by nanites. “All the aches and pains are like birds come home to roost.”

      The two lieutenants exchanged a look before nodding and returning their attention to the console spread before them.

      Neither commented on the displays curved around the bridge, simulating a window into the space beyond. They were professionals. Bringing repaired systems online called for their attention; they couldn’t feel concern for people their commander had sent to their deaths.

      But Faith couldn’t take her attention from the countdowns.

      Why?

      Why had she sent Kara Goode and her team down to Abaddon? Why let Chief Zhou out onto the hull in the middle of combat? Why get involved in the damned struggle against the intelligent machines at all?

      Images of Brianna Stiles floating in an umbilicus surrounded by clumps of her own blood pummeled the former prime minister.

      It would’ve been so much easier if the damned SAID assassins had killed her along with her bodyguards when Victoria Stressemann had decided to escalate their old rivalry into a bloody purge.

      That hadn’t happened, though, and the survivors of Umbra and of the Sampati needed Faith to focus on the moment, on the threats still facing them.

      She bunched an arthritic hand into a fist and glared at the countdown that showed the Sampati shuttle’s approximate atmospheric capacity, assuming power had been lost…

      …which assumed the little vessel hadn’t blown up upon entering the massive tower on the alien planet below.

      Running down the path of possible outcomes did no good. The Genesis 5 operative who’d led the mission was capable—more capable than Faith could ever have been in her life. They might share historical connections, with Faith something of a forerunner genetically engineered by her own father, but at best a prototype Genesis 2. Brianna Stiles had been from the first real batch of elite assassins, the Genesis 3s, the genetic “mother” of the subsequent generations, including Agent Goode.

      If someone could keep the team on Abaddon alive, it was that young woman.

      One flaw to that premise: It assumed there was any chance of survival at all.

      Nothing further could be done about past decisions, so Faith turned to the second pressing problem. Just over a minute remained on the countdown for Chief Zhou’s air supply. The engineer hadn’t responded to communications attempts since the battle with the Annihilator destroyer, and none of the functional system aboard the Sampati could locate his environment suit’s signal.

      The same shields that protected the corvette from enemy weapons fire should have defended the warrant officer, but those shields like every other ship’s system had been rendered unreliable.

      Odds were the little man was shredded meat tumbling away through space in a cloud of debris.

      Faith couldn’t accept that. She wouldn’t.

      She pulled out her computing device and stepped to the starboard side of the bridge, first connecting the palm-sized computer to the display farthest back from the console, then connecting to Petty Officer Szabo, Chief Zhou’s second.

      The petty officer’s face appeared on the screen, strands of dark-blond hair loosed from the tight bun that did no favors to her already unremarkable and grease-streaked features. “Yes, ma’am?” Something held the young technician’s attention, drawing her gaze up and to the left.

      “I need some good news.”

      “Well, I’ve got two more systems coming online at this very moment, ma’am.”

      “That’s a start. The warhead problem?”

      “Nothing new there, Admiral. We’ve got a fuel problem, and you said the weapons systems are the lowest priority with the destroyer gone.”

      Faith pressed shaking fingers to her forehead. They might need missiles if they hoped to rescue the shuttle crew or if more Annihilator ships showed up. “I understand. Is it still bad?”

      “Those nanites may be destroyed, but they really left a mark. We’ve got some other systems reloading from scratch. All the backups were wiped out. I’ve had to pull software images up from offline storage to reinstall and then upgrade. That’s going to take a while.”

      “That’s good. It really is⁠—”

      “—but you’re still not able to connect to Chief Zhou or detect him with our sensors.” Szabo’s eyes tracked farther left, and there was the slightest hint of movement in her right arm. “I’m working on it, Admiral.”

      Just knowing the young woman hadn’t given up on her boss yet reassured Faith. Too many had already been lost. “Could you share what you’re thinking?”

      “Oh, it’s beyond thinking, ma’am.” An impish grin played on the young woman’s mouth. “I’ve got Bingbing out searching for him.”

      “Bing…bing?”

      “The chief’s favorite drone. He refuses to let me use it, so I have to train on the simulator all the time. But I guess I might use the drone when he’s asleep sometimes. That’s between me and Bingbing.”

      Although the moment was grim, Faith found herself grinning at the young woman’s cleverness. “How are you using it?”

      “Oh, Bingbing has all kinds of aftermarket add-ons. There are some really good short-range sensors, a couple banks of powerful lights, and the best telescopic camera available. It’s all legal, too. Chief knows the salvage laws backward and forward.”

      “Space is vast. How can one drone do what the Sampati can’t?”

      “Well…” The technician’s brow creased in concentration. “I’ve started by eliminating what our sensors have already declared clear. It’s cheating, but we’re sort of up against a serious time constraint.”

      Faith glanced at the countdown, which was into the last seconds. “We are.”

      “So, I factored in a couple other things to further limit the search area.”

      “How far can these short-range sensors cover?”

      “Maybe fifty klicks. You want to be within ten for them to be most effective, although I’ve got an idea for a modification that could double the range if I can figure out how to explain the idea to Chief without having to admit I’ve used his drone.”

      The counter for Zhou’s air tank zeroed out, and Faith again felt a wave of dizziness. “His air’s running out.”

      “That’s a worst-case scenario, ma’am. Chief likes to think he’s superhuman. He does all these breathing exercises and…” Without looking at the camera, Szabo shrugged. “Anyway, I’ve got an air tank and a spare communicator on Bingbing.”

      None of that would matter if⁠—

      On the display, Szabo straightened in her chair. “Oh!”

      “What is it?”

      “I think I found him.”

      Faith let out a sound that drew both Bertrand and Tuttle’s attention. Tuttle’s long face reflected curiosity—dark eyes narrowed and thin lips compressed. In contrast, Bertrand’s weak chin quivered in what might have been worry.

      They were such promising officers, but Faith didn’t have time for them just then. “It’s all right. I hope to have an update for the two of you before long.”

      That seemed to satisfy Tuttle, and when she returned her gaze to her part of the console, Bertrand followed suit.

      When Faith turned back to the display, she found not just Szabo’s distracted gaze but a split screen showing what must be a relayed image sent by this Bingbing drone. It raced through a cloud of debris, darting up and around chunks of what had been the Annihilator destroyer.

      Seeing the wreckage, Faith felt a moment of panic. “What’s going on? Petty Officer Szabo?”

      “He’s in there, ma’am.”

      On the display, the drone’s optics changed slightly, producing an overlay that showed a lumpy humanoid shape standing atop an enormous chunk of the alien wreckage.

      From the way the figure stood, rooted to the debris, it had to be alive.

      Any excitement Szabo felt at the realization seemed well hidden. The petty officer leaned slightly to the side, her movement mapping to the drone’s maneuvering. “Almost there, Admiral.”

      Zhou—Faith realized she’d accepted the unlikely idea that this figure on the display was her engineer—waved and tracked the drone as it executed what appeared to be some impressive turns and deceleration by the way the image shifted around so abruptly. Seconds later, the maintenance robot hovered directly over the chief. Mechanical arms extended in the camera view, offering first an air tank, then a communicator. Only then was it apparent that the engineer had squeezed a boot tip into a crumpled section of the hull, keeping him locked in place as the debris slowly rotated.

      Time slowly ticked by while Zhou replaced the tank and after that affixed the communicator to a damaged section of his suit.

      Tuttle spun around. “Admiral! We’ve got a signal from—” The lieutenant stepped away from her console. “Is that Chief Zhou?”

      “It is.” Faith felt ready to burst. “Petty Officer Szabo just found him.”

      “Oh. We’re receiving his location data now.”

      “Excellent work, Lieutenant. I think the drone should be able to bring him back.”

      But on the display, Zhou was waving the drone off instead of taking its proffered mechanical limb.

      Then his voice was in Faith’s ear, staticky and choppy. “—never to use Bingbing!” Along with the static, his signal cycled wildly in strength.

      Szabo almost whimpered. “Chief, I wanted to rescue you.”

      All the confidence that had been in the petty officer’s voice was gone.

      “Consider me rescued. I’ve got a couple hours of air, so you get Bingbing out of this debris field now, and⁠—”

      It was too much for Faith. “Chief Zhou?”

      On the display, the engineer searched around, no doubt without realizing what he was doing. “Yeah?”

      “We need you back aboard the Sampati. Petty Officer Szabo has done the work of three engineers, but there’s just too much broken.”

      “I’m not done here.”

      The man defined a new level of arrogance, and Faith had spent years with some engineers she’d thought at the time couldn’t be bested. “Chief, we don’t want anything to do with that ship.” What she wanted, in fact, was to tell him to get off the wreckage before it came back to life and maybe to scold him for being so irresponsible.

      Zhou waved her away. “You’re wrong. There’s something big going on here.”

      Heat flared in Faith’s belly. “Chief Zhou, I don’t know what you think⁠—”

      “I know. That’s why I’m an engineer and you’re just a commander. Let me explain it to you.”

      If she were there with him, she would have slapped the man. “Time is running out.”

      “And you’re wasting it by talking over me. Hear me out.”

      “We need to get the Sampati operational enough to attempt a rescue of the Abaddon team. They must have crashed, and that means they’d be on battery power and limited oxygen.” Oxygen that would have run out even before Zhou’s. “We have to extract them.”

      Again, Zhou waved her off. “That’s not happening. Even if we could get the Sampati into that atmosphere without losing control, we don’t have the systems in place for the sort of tricky piloting you’d have to pull off.”

      Even though the engineer couldn’t see her, Faith drew up. “Chief Zhou⁠—”

      “You really need to listen to me.” The man had somehow found a way to become even more annoying, his voice now singsong and smug. “When I got knocked off the Sampati’s hull, my radio took a hit. I saw this ship come apart, and this big piece here became my best chance of rescue. But I used up more of my oxygen than I wanted to getting through the debris field.”

      “Chief—”

      “Just a second. This is important. As I got closer, I saw something that didn’t make sense.” He pointed off to his left. “Point Bingbing’s camera over there, Millie.”

      The petty officer did as told
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