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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Earth loomed large as Cerberus approached the homeworld. Ship’s crew crowded around every holoscreen, the chance to see the birthplace of humanity in person captivating them all. They ignored the fact that it was a feed, no more ‘real’ than a recording they could have accessed at any time, from anywhere. The simple fact that they were here, and it was happening now, overrode any such minor truths.

      When ‘lock-and-web’ sounded, everyone aboard hustled to stow loose items, prepping for the zero-gee that would come when the ship entered the no-wake zone. Last-minute stragglers dove for the nearest available crash seat. Those already in place barely spared them a glance, eyes riveted to the planet most hadn’t been to in years, if ever.

      One group was too busy for such things. The two Delta teams in the ship’s combat information center were handpicked by the National Security Agency, recalled to Earth for a mission so secret it was being run by the director himself.

      All eyes were on their commander, Major Zachary Holden, as he handed out orders.

      “Briefing’s at fifteen hundred this afternoon, NSA headquarters. Civilian dress. Low-key. Mix and mingle, grab a bite on the way. No one draws any attention, you copy?”

      He paused, and murmurs of ‘copy that’ and ‘yes sir’ swept the table.

      “Kovacs. Sanchez. The general wants you there early. Thirteen hundred local.”

      Master Sergeant Joe Kovacs glanced over at Sanchez, the only person in the CIC who wasn’t a Unit operator. “We’ll be there.”

      Doctor Ana Sanchez was the sexiest woman he’d ever seen. Hot as hell and a pain in his ass, she was the reason Joe’s team had been pulled from the Sabre Squadrons.

      Ana had planted a mysterious device in Joe’s head. A device with absolutely no provenance. A device alien in origin.

      The chip had been a final resort, a last-ditch effort used to restore Joe’s eyesight after an experimental piece of equipment struck him blind. But the implant had done much more than restore his sight. It had given him second sight. The ability to see all possible futures to an event before it unfolded.

      Joe was still learning how to manage the visions, to use them as any other weapon the military provided, but there was so much they still didn’t know about it. And he had yet to explore its full capabilities and limitations.

      A distinct, two-toned chime reverberated throughout the ship, and Joe felt himself go weightless. Dee Faulkner’s blue-black hair haloed around her. When it drifted into her face, the intelligence sergeant pushed it absently aside.

      “Any news on how long this TDY will last, sir?” she asked.

      “Assume it’s not temporary duty,” Holden’s aide, Dixon, advised. “When General Kim pulls operators from the Sabre Squadrons, they rarely return.”

      Holden activated the table’s holoprojector and an image flashed up on the screen. “Right now, all you need to know about the mission is what’s in this file. Get your butts planetside and report to the general. He’ll take it from there.”

      “Hooah,” Joe said, along with the rest, but his attention was on the NSA file stamped ‘TS/SCI.’

      Top Secret, Secured Compartmented Information was nothing new to the teams. They dealt with it on the regular. The file’s name meant nothing to him, but it did to Ana if her sudden inhale was any indication.

      It was just one word: Tyke.
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            GRAND CENTRAL

          

        

      

    

    
      The first thing Joe noticed when he stepped outside Grand Central was the sweet smell of fresh air. It was the first non-recirculated breath he’d taken in five years. He came to a stop and stared up at the sky. “Man, I’ve been deployed too long.”

      “Hooah, brother.” The heartfelt sentiment came from Breeze, the team’s sapper. He stared at the crowd that parted around them, rushing to catch a lift to the station. “Damn exposed too.”

      A loud complaint heralded the arrival of the rest of the team.

      “Dammit, Breeze, can’t you do something about this heat?”

      Chaos rounded on the sapper, his face a beet red. He fanned it with a battered cowboy hat—the ‘lucky’ hat the sniper had brought on every mission for as long as Joe had known him.

      Breeze swiped at it, but Chaos swung it out of reach.

      “Ain’t gonna have a breeze in the Doldrums, asswipe,” the sapper told Chaos. “The elevator was built out here because there’s no wind.”

      Grand Central was Unity One’s largest structure and the artificial island’s crowning feature. Built just off the Ecuadorian coast to anchor Earth’s first and largest space elevator, the island was one of the busiest spots in the world, no matter the time of day.

      Just beyond the spaceport was a wide swath of green. Broad walkways spanned the grassy areas and connected to one of several airports. A steady stream of aircraft took to the skies, bound for major cities on each continent. In the distance, the ocean shimmered, filled with the blocky forms of ships. Antennae jutting into the sky reminded him of the masts on ancient sailing ships, giving the vessels an oddly anachronistic feel.

      Ana trailed behind the two teams, quiet. There was a wariness about her that Joe didn’t like. He motioned her over.

      “You okay?”

      Her gaze bounced around with nervous tension. “Cox is here.”

      “He can’t get to you. The general’s made sure of that.”

      She nodded, but the look in her eyes told him she didn’t quite believe it. He hooked an arm around her waist and tugged her against his side.

      “Stick with me. You’ll be fine,” he said gruffly.

      “How’s the, ah…” Her voice trailed off as she tapped her ear.

      Because they had yet to fully explore the alien device, Joe was saddled with a Faraday block while on Earth. The block was a hell of an inconvenience. It neutralized the alien implant, but it also deactivated his military one. He couldn’t make or receive calls, query the global net for directions, or search the planetary database for information.

      “Feels weird. I’m not used to all that silence in my head.”

      “Ah.” Ana nodded. “I can imagine.”

      Everyone had neural accessories. Children had to make do with wearables until their brains reached full maturity at age twenty-five, but after that, they were universal.

      Joe recalled the hazing he’d received as a young grunt, fresh from Basic at age eighteen. Drill sergeants and senior teammates loved ribbing the younger soldiers, calling the wearables ‘training wheels’ and anonymously gifting their footlockers with diapers and pacifiers. It was a rite of passage and taken good-naturedly; the seniors in the platoon often found arthritis creams and adult diapers in their own lockers as payback.

      Joe wasn’t looking forward to fumbling his way through a city as large as Concordia, the seat of Earth’s centralized government, without it.

      Suck it up, he told himself. The team is here. They’ll pick up the slack.

      “So, what’s the plan?” Chaos’s comment pulled Joe’s attention back to the present. The sniper’s eye was on a row of food trucks nearby. “I’m hungry.”

      “Is he always hungry?” Ana asked.

      Her question was greeted by a chorus of yeses.

      The sniper grinned at her and readjusted his ruck, the soft case enshrouding his rifle riding high on his back. “Gotta stay fueled, doc. Ready for anything.”

      Ana’s doubtful expression had Joe laughing. “Look, Ana and I are the only two with a tight deadline. Why don’t we split up? We’ll hop the first flight to Concordia and head for our meeting. We’ll catch up with you for dinner at the hotel later.”

      Chaos didn’t bother to answer; he just headed for the food truck with a sign that read lotus house.

      “Sucks to be you.” Breeze slapped Joe on the shoulder and followed Chaos.

      “Go on,” Matt said. “I’ll keep an eye on them… make sure they don’t marry strippers while you’re gone.”

      “Fat chance. No stripper would have them,” Dee said dourly, eliciting a hoot of laughter from Breeze.

      Joe coughed to hide his own laugh when he caught sight of Ana’s confused expression.

      “Strippers?” she asked as he placed a hand at the small of her back, guiding her toward the row of air taxis up ahead. “I don’t understand…”
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        * * *

      

      “There he is.” A man wearing the livery of a limousine driver nudged his companion and pointed.

      The crowd parted long enough to reveal a group standing in a huddle. They wouldn’t draw a second glance from the average person, but like called to like. The chauffeur instantly saw through the façade to the warriors concealed beneath. He pulled absently at the collar that constrained his thick, muscled neck as he studied them.

      It wasn’t their appearance that gave them away. They were all casually dressed; some had shaggy haircuts, others had stubble or close-cropped beards. It was the way they carried themselves, a deceptively casual demeanor that hid a trained watchfulness.

      Four men stood in close discussion while the rest covertly monitored their surroundings. The one with dirty blond hair waved a beat-up cowboy hat at a stocky man with dark, slicked-back hair and a trim beard. He was flanked by two men—one with a shaved head and cocoa-colored skin, the other with close-cropped brown hair and piercing blue eyes.

      To the throng of civilians surging around them, they remained unremarkable. The seasoned eyes of the limo driver had no trouble picking them out. It helped that he also had files on them all.

      “Which one is Kovacs?” his partner asked, thumb and forefinger smoothing the sides of his mustache out of habit.

      “Blue eyes, brown hair.”

      His partner grunted, running a beefy hand over his own thinning scalp. “Wonder why they didn’t ride down the Pershing Strand? That’s the military elevator. Would have dumped them right onto Farragut Naval Station.”

      “Don’t know. Don’t care. Makes our job easier, though. You know how hard it is to get on base without military ID.” The chauffeur shook his head. “My guess? Kovacs has orders to report ASAP to NSA headquarters in Concordia. Unity One’s the closest to the island. Landing at the base would have added half a day to his travel time.”

      “That explains it. When a higher-up orders a grunt to report, he moves his ass as fast as he can.”

      “If he wants to keep his rank and position, he does,” the chauffeur agreed.

      Mustache lapsed back into silence, scrutinizing the soldiers. After a moment he asked, “Which one’s Sanchez?”

      The thick-necked chauffeur cross-referenced the image files he’d been sent of Kovacs and Sanchez. “The tall woman in the back who keeps looking around nervously. She’s the only one not carrying a rucksack.”

      Mustache leaned forward, squinting. “With that height, she’s got to be an off-worlder… Ah! You catch that glint on her forearm just now?”

      “Yep. Embedded muscle enhancements for kids living in low-g. She’s a platform rat. It’s in their dossiers, if you’d bothered to read them.”

      “Here they come,” Mustache murmured, ignoring the not-so-subtle reprimand. “What about the rest?”

      “Orders are just for Kovacs and the doctor.”

      “Not like they’d all fit in this thing anyway.” Mustache rapped lightly on the hood.

      For answer, the chauffeur checked his cuffs then lifted a portable holosign projector. “Come on; let’s go greet our passengers.”
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        * * *

      

      Ana was acutely aware of Joe’s light touch on her elbow as he maneuvered them deftly through the throng. The Delta operator wasn’t in what she had privately labeled ‘warrior mode’—at least, not quite. He was alert, his head in constant motion as he took stock of their surroundings, but he still had a relaxed air about him.

      That relaxed air morphed into watchfulness when two men stepped forward out of the crowd. The one in front had a thick nose that had been broken at some point in his past and a neck so thick it seemed to disappear altogether. He was dressed in a suit with a crest that read capitol transportation. He was holding a portable holosign with the word kovacs hovering in the air above it.

      “Sergeant Kovacs?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Joe said cautiously.

      “Director Kim sent private transport for you and Doctor Sanchez.”

      Ana suddenly found herself the object of his attention and realized she didn’t like it. Something about the man felt… rough. Dangerous. Her gaze shifted to the man lagging behind. He had a thick, dark mustache and cold black eyes. He’d taken off his jacket and had it slung over one arm, a newssheet folded loosely in his hand.

      Joe’s hold on her arm tightened as the cold-eyed man stepped toward her. “Here, let me help you with your luggage, Doctor,” he said, reaching for the handle.

      Joe stopped him. “No need. We’re already booked on a flight to Concordia. We’ll—”

      “You’ll get in the car, Sergeant,” the chauffeur said, unbuttoning his jacket to reveal a weapon. “Or my friend here will shoot Doctor Sanchez.”
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      It took a fraction of a second for Joe to go from wary traveler to experienced operator. Angling his body so that he could see both of his opponents, he slipped effortlessly into the zone, his surroundings taking on a crystal clarity that came from an adrenaline-fueled hyperawareness. Time slowed as he assessed the wiry, mustached man whose weapon was pressed against Ana’s side, the newssheet that had hidden his firearm fluttering to the ground behind him.

      Joe’s mind calculated and discarded countless possible counterattacks in rapid succession. None were viable. He positioned himself so he could take a clean shot if given the chance, then focused on the man who held the gun on Ana and waited for the implant to do its thing.

      Experience had shown that, in a crisis, there was no need to summon the visions; the device always knew when they were needed. True to form, Joe’s world took on a blue hue as an overlay dropped into place. Ghosts of the two men and Ana appeared, the images slightly out of sync with reality. The projection, a potential, began to play, showing his opponents’ most probable moves several seconds in advance.

      For the briefest of moments, everyone remained frozen. Joe’s gaze remained fixed on Mustache’s face. He knew, as did every Unit operator, that the eyes would telegraph a man’s intentions before he made his move. Not that Joe needed it; he had the blue shift to tell him.

      Movement from behind Mustache drew Joe’s attention. Chaos must have seen Joe move into a defensive stance and figured out something was wrong.

      Tossing his Chinese takeout to the side, the sniper pressed the release on his drop holster. With his personal carry against his thigh, he closed on them, taking full advantage of the crowd to shield his approach.

      Joe gave him an assist, shifting to draw the attention of both men. “Easy. No one has to get hurt, all right? Just lower your weapon.”

      “Don’t… fucking… move,” Mustache hissed, pressing the gun into Ana’s ribs.

      “Okay, okay, fine. I’m not moving.”

      Joe could tell from his position that Chaos was unaware of the gun digging into Ana’s ribs. He held up a hand, ostensibly to calm the attacker with the gun. As he did so, he flashed a rapid hand sign to Chaos.

      Hostage.

      “Look, whoever you are. General Kim is expecting us and when we don’t show—”

      “Not my problem,” No-Neck said. Pocketing the holosign, he wrapped a hand around the grip of his pistol. “Orders are to bring you in. The doctor, too, if possible. But it was made clear that she’s expendable.”

      His words had Joe seeing red. “By who?”

      Based on the way the man white-knuckled his gun as he pulled it from its shoulder holster, Joe could tell he’d done a poor job of masking the violence implicit in his tone.

      “Who’s behind this?” he repeated, hoping to buy the team more time to get into position before he was forced to make his own move—a move that might endanger Ana’s life.

      No-Neck made a derisive noise. “A soldier like you should know better than to ask a question like that. In my business, the operative phrase is ‘don’t ask; don’t tell.’” He motioned toward the limo. “Get in the car. Now. I won’t ask again.”

      Joe kept his eyes pinned to the driver, but his attention was focused on the activity behind him. Chaos had taken a tactical knee behind a nearby bench. The barrel of his pistol was aimed at the one Joe considered the more immediate threat—the mustached man.

      Breeze took a seat on the bench, partially obscuring Chaos from view; Dee and Amanda moved behind the sniper to block him from passersby. Chaos signaled he was in position and ready to take the shot.

      In his mind’s eye, the blue shift played out; Chaos fired, neutralizing the threat to Ana. Confident she’d be safe, Joe turned his attention to the second threat.

      He let his shoulders sag as if defeated, then stepped closer, hoping to get inside No-Neck’s reach. The man wasn’t stupid. He retreated an equal distance, raising the pistol and pointing it at Joe.

      “Don’t come any closer. Get in the car!”

      Moving slowly toward the open door, Joe reached up to scratch the back of his head while at the same time flashing a hand sign to his team: Five-count.

      “Joe!” Ana called out. The fear in her voice tore at his gut, but it was necessary. Their attackers needed to believe they held the upper hand, and the genuine panic in her tone could not be faked.

      Ignoring her, he bent and let his ruck slide from his shoulders. When his mental countdown reached one, he hoisted the ruck with his other hand as if to toss it inside. On zero, he slammed the ruck back into the man, hitting his gun hand and knocking the pistol aside. He followed with a body slam that sent them both crashing to the ground.

      As he fell, Joe heard the distinctive whine of Chaos’s energy pistol, followed by the thud of a body hitting the ground. There were screams from the crowd and the pounding of feet as pedestrians stampeded away and his team raced toward him. Joe ignored it all, his focus on the weapon his opponent was trying to turn back on him.

      Joe bashed the gun repeatedly against the pavement, then jerked his head out of the way to avoid a clawed hand that tried to gouge out his eyes. Grabbing at the man’s belt, he brought his knee up hard, going for the groin. Anticipating the movement, his adversary twisted; Joe connected with his thigh.

      Joe’s grip on the gun weakened, and the man wrenched it free. Joe lunged for it. Wrapping both hands around the grip, he muscled it down and away from his body. The gun fired.

      The bullet scored his inner thigh with a quick pinch and brief flare of pain. Annoyed, Joe gave the gun a sharp twist, breaking his opponent’s wrist. The chauffer’s hand spasmed, the gun firing down into the pavement. With a roar, Joe knocked the weapon away; it went skittering across the sidewalk and into the grass.

      No-Neck stabbed at Joe’s eyes with his uninjured hand. Joe evaded, driving the heel of his hand up into the man’s nose. At the last second, the man jerked his head to the side. The blow glanced off his orbital bone instead; he rocked back, cracking his skull against the sidewalk.

      Joe grabbed the stunned man by the shoulder and flipped him over, grinding his face into the pavement. Slamming a knee down hard into No-Neck’s kidney, Joe twisted one arm back and up into a hammerlock. The fight was over.

      A ziptie fell into view, dangling from Matt’s fingers. “Need this?”

      “Thanks,” Joe grunted, swiping the plastic tie from the operator’s hand. He reached for the other arm only to slam his captive’s head back down into the ground when he tried to break free.

      A snub-nosed DEB came from Joe’s other side, the barrel jammed up against the man’s temple. “You know what ruins a medic’s day? Idiots who put holes in my teammates that I have to patch up,” Amanda said conversationally. “Kind of makes me want to return the favor, you know? So please, feel free. Give me an excuse to fire.”

      The faux limo driver froze.

      “Oh, and one more thing…” The medic reached down and slapped a tiny device behind his ear. It was identical to the Faraday block adhered to Joe’s skin just beneath his mastoid process. “…no warning the people who hired you that your mission just went tits up, m’kay?”

      Matt hauled Joe to his feet. A jolt of pain when he put weight on his right foot reminded Joe that he’d been shot. He looked past Matt to where Breeze, Ramon, Jack, and Dee were working crowd control. Dee had her intelligence badge out, holding it up for all to see. Her voice rang with authority as she ordered the nosy rubberneckers to stay clear of the invisible line the three men, arms stretched wide, had drawn.

      Scott was on fast approach, one hand buried in his medical kit. He dropped to a knee in front of Joe, his knife out, ready to cut away the bloody pants leg to gain access to the wound. While the medic went to work, Joe looked around for Ana. He found her seated on a nearby bench. Far from looking shaken, the doctor was glaring daggers at the dead body lying on the sidewalk beside her luggage.

      Good girl. Knew you were a tough cookie, he thought.

      “You okay, brother?” Matt’s question brought him back to his immediate surroundings.

      “Yeah.” He looked down at their prisoner. “Sic Dee on him, will you? I want to see what intel she can glean before the port authorities arrive.”

      “That’s a good copy. I’ll swap places with her, give her a break.” He jogged off in the intel sergeant’s direction.

      Joe felt a tug, followed by the sound of his BDUs being ripped. He looked down to find a rivulet of blood staining his leg. Scott wiped the wound with a soft pad.

      Joe hissed as he prodded it.

      “Through and through. You’ll be fine,” the medic said.

      Holding the wound closed with one hand, he ripped open a sealed Fastheal injector with his teeth. Joe braced for the burn-and-itch that came from the ‘tissue ink,’ a nanoencapsulated biogel that would accelerate his own body’s natural healing.

      Scott capped the injector and swapped the syringe for a roll of rapid seal medical tape. After slapping squares of the tape over the wound’s entry and exit points, he applied a long strip down the tear in Joe’s pants.

      “Not going to win any awards, but at least you won’t get arrested for indecent exposure,” he quipped.

      “Ha-hah. Funny guy.” Joe tested the leg; it was sound. He looked up to find a worried Ana watching from the sidelines. When she caught him staring at her, she moved closer, sparing Scott a brief look.

      “Nice work,” she told the medic.

      “Thanks, doc.” Scott dropped the roll of tape back into his kit. Spying Amanda examining the man Chaos had shot, he flashed Joe the hand sign for later, and headed her way.

      “Thank you for saving my life,” Ana said, pulling Joe’s attention away from the dead assailant. “What he said…”

      “Which part? The orders to bring me in or you being expendable?”

      Ana winced and he instantly regretted his word choice.

      “Both, I guess,” she said. “Who sent them? Smith or Cox?”

      Outside of the teams and the director of national security, the two men she mentioned were the only people who knew the implant existed.

      “Not Cox,” Joe said. “The man’s an academic. He’d threaten with words, not weapons.”

      “Or, in his case, a warrant for my arrest.” Her tone turned acerbic.

      “Exactly.”

      Darwin Cox was the former research director at the Dome, the Advanced Research Agency’s top-secret base on Ganymede. Cox was aware that an implant existed, but he thought Ana had developed it as a cure for blindness in her off hours at the Dome.

      Cox had attempted to coerce her into handing the schematics for the implant over to him or be blackballed, restricted from all future research grants that the Terran military might offer. Holden, Joe’s troop commander, had pulled some strings to have Cox removed, which meant the man shouldn’t be a problem any longer.

      That left Malcolm Reynaud. Until recently, Reynaud, who had introduced himself as Agent Smith to the team, had worked as an operative for the intelligence agency. His fake ID wasn’t exactly unusual—it was a running joke inside the Unit that intelligence agents always went by either Smith or Jones.

      Smith had arrived with a mission directive for their team: prevent a terrorist act targeting a refinery on Triton. In truth, Smith was there to ensure the refinery did blow, and that the evidence gathered by a Sabre Squadron—as unimpeachable as evidence can get—pointed to the wrong perpetrator.

      Joe’s visions had exposed Smith as a double agent and had pointed the teams to a bigger, more sinister adversary: the Federated Free Socialist states. Smith had been taken into custody and was currently awaiting transfer to the central supermax prison facility on Earth, where the suspected FFS spy would be interrogated.

      “It’s not Cox,” Joe repeated, his gaze swinging from the dead man to the one they’d just captured. “But how Smith could have made this happen while behind bars is a question I’d like answered.”
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      The team formed a loose ring around Joe and Ana, keeping the growing crowd of onlookers at bay. Matt knew it wouldn’t be long before a security force showed up. By the expression on Joe’s face as he walked over, limp barely detectable, the other team lead knew it, too.

      Matt let his gaze roam the crime scene, seeing it as a stranger—or, in this case, a law enforcement officer—would. Amanda had retrieved her medical bracer from her kit bag and was examining the man Chaos had taken out. Dee squatted beside their ziptied captive, firing questions at him. Scott knelt beside her. If the lack of sound coming from that direction was any indication, one of the two had engaged active noise suppression.

      “Good OPSEC,” Joe said to Matt.

      “Yeah. Last thing we need is for a civilian to overhear something they shouldn’t. Problem is it looks an awful lot like we’re investigating a crime scene. Something completely out of our jurisdiction here.” Matt caught sight of law enforcement in the distance. “Speaking of jurisdiction… now might be a good time for you and the doc to leave.” He inclined his head subtly to indicate the LEOs approaching.

      “Yeah, and for Dee and Amanda to wrap it up.” Joe turned to the medic, a focused look on his face. In the next instant it turned to frustration. “Damned Faraday block… hey, Amanda!”

      She paused, the medical bracer she wore like a gauntlet hovering over the corpse’s forehead. Joe gave the medic a subtle signal to indicate the oncoming LEOs, then flashed stand down. Amanda’s bracer glinted in the light as she signed back good copy.

      “You’d better get going,” Matt prodded.

      “Someone’s going to notice we left.”

      “Hell, I’m not suggesting you take Chaos with you. Too many people saw him take the shot. But that means their attention’s going to be on him, not you. By the time security reviews the feeds, you’ll be out of here.” A thought occurred. “Hang tight; I have another idea. Ramon!”

      The communications sergeant’s head snapped up at the call. Matt waved him over. Ramon said something to Breeze, who shifted to cover his spot, then he headed toward Matt at a brisk jog.

      “What’s up?”

      “See if there’s a military ship nearby, will you? Ask if they can take on a couple of passengers.”

      Understanding crossed Ramon’s face as he spared Joe a look. “Sure thing.”

      While the commo stepped away to run his search, Joe turned to Matt. “You really think whoever sent these jokers might be waiting on the other end of a commercial flight?”

      “You really think they wouldn’t? If they’re crazy enough to try for a D-boy, in broad daylight, at Grand fuckin’ Central?”

      Joe grunted, acknowledging Matt’s point.

      “I’m just saying maybe you do the unexpected,” Matt continued.

      “We’re military. It’s hardly unexpected,” Joe said.

      “Yeah, but you won’t have to surrender your weapons before boarding.”

      “Hooah.”

      Matt looked over where Ana stood in conversation with Amanda. “Probably not a bad idea to take a few of us along with you. Just in case they have eyes on the base where you land.”

      “Copy that.” Joe slapped Matt’s shoulder in thanks. “I’ll take Ramon and Breeze. Means you’ll be stuck with Chaos—and those LEOs over there, on short final.”

      Matt looked where Joe indicated and saw they were now a mere dozen yards away. “Dammit. Ramon?”

      “Here.” The commo’s voice came from behind them. His gaze was defocused, his attention split between Matt and the person on the other end of the call. “There’s a coast guard cutter moored at Sunset Pier, eleven o’clock, two klicks.” His gaze sharpened, snapping into focus as he eyed Joe. “They’re expecting you. Ask for Van Horn.”

      “Got it,” Joe said. “Grab Breeze. You two are coming with us.”

      As Ramon left, Matt lifted his chin to indicate the LEOs who had arrived at the fringe of the crowd and were beginning to push their way through. “I’ll distract our friends while you do a fast fade. Shouldn’t take us more than an hour to get all this sorted, then we’ll head for Concordia. But it’ll be on our terms… and off the grid.”

      “Copy that,” Joe murmured, then slipped away.

      Matt did a fast visual sweep to make sure everyone’s weapons were holstered and out of sight just as the lead security agent broke through the ring of Sabre soldiers and stopped in front of him.

      Matt presented his ID. “Sergeant Matt Whitaker, Terran special forces.”

      “What happened here?” The officer wanded Matt’s data chit, then handed it back, his attention straying to the pavement where two bodies sprawled, one alive and one dead.

      “We have no idea. They approached us, then one of them pulled a gun and threatened to shoot if we didn’t get in the limo,” Matt lied glibly.

      “All of you?”

      “Well, it happened so fast…”
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      Amanda gave a good impression of a medic intent upon her task, but she was too well trained to not maintain situational awareness. She’d spotted the LEOs approaching and knew time was short. Rolling to her feet, she trotted over to where Scott and Dee crouched beside the bound limo driver.

      As she’d hoped, Scott looked up on her approach. The medical bracer she wore like a gauntlet on her left arm made hand-signing difficult, so she kept to simple, one-handed phrases.

      Trade places, she signed, hooking a thumb over her shoulder in the corpse’s direction.

      Copy, he returned, and rolled to his feet.

      “Find what you needed?” he murmured to Amanda as he paused beside her.

      She tapped her medical bracer. “DNA sequence, right here.”

      “Good.” He shot a look at the approaching security contingent. “Better hurry.”

      They broke apart, Amanda closing the distance in three fast steps. She felt a small press of dislocated air as she passed inside the perimeter of the noise-canceling field Dee had thrown up. Instantly, she could hear the intel sergeant’s voice, soft yet menacing.

      “Let’s try this one last time. Who sent you?”

      The prisoner remained as stoically silent as Amanda suspected he’d been all along. She sent Dee a ping.

      Having any luck with this yahoo? Amanda sent.

      Dee snorted. No joy.

      I can give you something that’ll make him talk.

      The expression on Dee’s face told Amanda she was sorely tempted to take her up on the offer.

      No one has to know.

      Dee let out a gusty sigh. I’d know. Plus, if they did happen to find trace amounts of it in his system… We’re on Earth. inside the boundaries of the Terran States. Posse comitatus applies.

      Dee was right. The Posse Comitatus Act, centuries old, prohibited military personnel from enforcing domestic policy on Earth.

      Simply put, Earth was outside the Terran military’s jurisdiction. It didn’t mean Amanda had to like it. If she were honest with herself, Dee’s scruples were more shored-up than her own.

      Copy that. She paused, then added, Dammit.

      That made Dee chuckle aloud. “My thoughts exactly,” she murmured before rising.

      Amanda held up a hand, anticipating Dee’s next move. “Leave the ANR screen up for another minute.”

      Dee stared at her quizzically but shrugged and stepped away from their bound captive. “Assume you don’t want asshole to hear?”

      “You assume correctly,” Amanda replied dryly. She brought her bracer up and cocked the back of her wrist inward, the action activating the unit’s screen. Swiping a finger through its interface, she pulled up the DNA file and forwarded it to Dee.

      “Coming your way on the team channel,” she said.

      Dee stared fixedly at nothing, her eyes intent upon the built-in head-up display projected by her optical implant. When she realized what was contained in the file, she sent Amanda a sharp look.

      “While you’re running that one,” Amanda said, “I’ll just help myself to a sample from this asshole right here. Let’s find out who these jokers really are.”

      “Yes, let’s.” By the absent tone in her voice, Dee was already running a trace through her connections with the military’s intelligence branch. Amanda hustled toward the ziptied driver, knelt beside him, and brought her bracer up.

      “About time,” the man said, breaking his stubborn silence.

      “You’re in pain?” Amanda affected the calm, neutral demeanor of the medical professional.

      “Damn straight I am. He beat the shit out of me— and for no good reason.”

      “No good reason, huh,” Amanda repeated, splaying her bracer-clad fingers wide and placing her hand against his forehead. The scanner embedded in her palm read his internal body structure; though it indicated extensive soft tissue damage consistent with contusions he’d sustained in his fight with Joe, there was nothing serious or life-threatening.

      “Yeah, dipshit over there treated the other guy’s injuries, but he just sat here and stared at me, didn’t offer a thing.”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      The sensor beeped, informing her that the man’s DNA had been extracted and sequencing was in progress. She pulled her hand away and stood.

      “Wait! Aren’t you going to give me something for the pain?”

      “Nope. Guess you didn’t recognize my voice from earlier. Maybe this’ll refresh your memory.” She unholstered her DEB and pressed its muzzle against his temple. “Remember me now, asswipe?”

      She secured her weapon, walking away with a private little smile as the man spluttered his indignation.

      “Nice touch,” Dee commented once she was back inside the sound screen.

      “Thanks. Hang tight; I’ll have the second sequence ready for you in a minute.”

      The amusement fell from Dee’s face. “Not going to do much good. I’m being blocked.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “See for yourself.” An icon appeared on Amanda’s optics. She blinked it open. Code scrolled up the left-hand side of the floating window at dizzying speed. Smaller windows opened, showing flashing red warnings that read restricted and access denied. As fast as they popped up, they were dismissed.

      Dee made a growling sound of frustration under her breath. “This is beginning to seriously piss me off.”

      “You’re processing this faster than I can follow,” Amanda said. “Tell me what I’m seeing.”

      “What you’re seeing is me being blocked, dammit.” Dee’s tone was tense. “With my clearance, that shouldn’t be happening. It means someone highly placed in the intelligence community is behind this. The only other person besides the director who knows about Joe’s implant is Smith.”

      “And Cox,” Amanda reminded her.

      “No, Cox’s new position restricts his access. He isn’t in a position high enough to block me.”

      Amanda’s laugh was harsh. “Based on how Ana described him, it would piss him off to no end to hear a lowly master sergeant had higher clearances than he did.”

      “That kind of guy brings out the pacifist in me.” Dee’s clenched hand connected with her open palm. “Makes me want to ‘pass a fist’ across his face.”

      “Has to be Smith, then. Or, since he’s imprisoned for suspected treason, his handlers. Which means there are moles we haven’t yet uncovered within the organization.”

      “And that message Smith sent before we caught him contained enough information about Joe and his implant to justify them making a grab for him. Oh, shit!” The feed from Dee abruptly cut out.

      Amanda went on instant alert. “Oh shit. What?”

      Dee’s eyes met hers, worry in their depths. “Someone was on the other end. They initiated a backtrace.”
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      The mercenary stood before his employer, hands clasped loosely behind his back in casual parade rest. It was a deliberate ploy to subtly reinforce the fact he’d once been military. It was also wasted effort. The tactic did not impress this particular client.

      The employer had run a thorough check on the man before retaining his services. He knew the exact number of years the merc had served, and in what specialties. They weren’t as specialized as his marketing brochure implied. None of that mattered. Results did.

      Jones had come highly recommended. His dossier had advertised him as discreet and capable. At the moment, he looked neither discreet nor capable. The air of cocky confidence he’d worn the day they’d first met was nowhere to be seen.

      “Where is Kovacs?”

      The question wasn’t technically necessary. Both men knew the answer.

      “My men lost him.”

      “I can see that. In fact, anyone with access to the newsnets this afternoon could see it.” The employer rose, braced his hands on his desk, and leaned forward, anger clearly evident. “A firefight outside Grand Central? That’s your idea of covert?”

      “My men were covert,” Jones shot back, utterly unfazed by the person who had hired him. “They weren’t the ones who started the firefight; Kovacs’s men did.”

      “You knew who you were dealing with when you took the job. Your men should have been briefed.”

      “They were.”

      “Then you should have sent someone skilled enough to go up against Kovacs and his team,” the employer countered. “I sent you his jacket. You knew his capabilities, yet still you failed.”

      “It won’t happen again.”

      The employer grunted, unconvinced. “You’ve lost the element of surprise. He’s not some random civilian, jumping at shadows. Kovacs is a trained killer.”

      “So are my men.”

      “Thus far, all you’ve managed to kill are a significant number of good credits. I’m not in the habit of throwing good cred after bad.”

      As if sensing his employment status was on the line, Jones held up a hand. “We’ll get him. Not even a Delta Sabre operator can be on the alert twenty-four seven. He’s got to sleep sometime.”

      The employer let the merc’s words hang in the air between them long enough to make the man sweat.

      “What are the chances of a trace back?” he asked.

      “None,” Jones said promptly, regaining some of his swagger. “My people don’t talk.”

      The one who had hired him sat back in his seat, the chair creaking softly in the silence that permeated the room. It was a silence augmented by the very best anti-surveillance tech money could buy, available only to high-level government employees who dealt in information of the sensitive, classified type.

      Or to spies who dealt in the same.

      A chime sounded at his door. It parted to admit his assistant, who hastened forward, ignoring the mercenary as if he were just another stick of furniture in the elaborately appointed room.

      “We have a problem.” The assistant pushed a button on the corner of the desk, preventing the mercenary from hearing her words, then deliberately turned her back to the mercenary. “Someone sequenced DNA off his two men and is doing a deep search through government records to find them.”

      “You blocked them?” he asked sharply.

      “I did, but the block itself is going to give them information we’d rather they not have.”

      The employer glared at Jones, wishing he’d hired a different contractor for this job. Yet somewhere deep inside, he knew the outcome would have been the same. “Can’t be helped. They might suspect but they can’t prove anything, as long as our cutouts remain rock-solid.”

      “You know that means getting rid of him, too, don’t you?”

      The employer grimaced. “I’ll handle it. In the meantime, do what you can to lead their search away from us.”

      The assistant smiled mysteriously. “I’m conducting a reverse trace. I’ll try to plant a tracker subroutine that sticks to their net presence like glue.” She spared the hired gun a disparaging glance over her shoulder. “At least we’ll know where they are, even if he doesn’t.”

      She pushed the button once more, breaking the noise-canceling privacy screen and stepped away from the desk.

      “Keep me informed,” he told her. She nodded and retraced her steps, exiting the office. He returned his attention to the mercenary.

      “I’ll give you one more chance. Bring me Kovacs—alive. And that platform rat too.”

      “Doctor Sanchez?” Jones asked. “I thought you didn’t care about her.”

      “I’ve changed my mind. I need to know what she knows. Bring her.”

      “We can do that. It shouldn’t be long now. A week at the outside.”

      “You have two days. After that, I’ll make sure that I’m not the only one who will no longer need your services. Are we clear?”

      “Is that a threat, sir?” the mercenary asked stiffly.

      “Threat. Promise. Call it whatever you like.”

      “I don’t take well to threats. I know who you are. Some people would be very interested to learn about this arrangement we’ve made.”

      The employer leaned forward and, in a soft, dangerous voice, said, “There are no guarantees in life, Mister Jones. You have one chance to redeem yourself. Fail again, and you will be dealt with. Understood?”

      The two stared each other down. Finally, the merc nodded. “Understood.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            FIVE

          

          

      

    

    







            MARAUDER

          

        

      

    

    
      Joe threaded his way through the press of bodies, dodging people pushing strollers and juggling carry-ons. The sheer density made it easier to blend in but more difficult to navigate—especially with a Faraday block in place.

      “Take a left, next intersection,” Breeze called out behind him.

      Joe flashed him a thanks, then arrowed through a break in the crowd. In the next instant, he spied an overhead sign announcing the entrance to Sunset Pier.

      “Now where?” He raised his voice so he could be heard, shoving aside his annoyance at having to do so. Not having access to the team net was more than a pain in his ass; it came dangerously close to hindering his ability to defend himself against unknown aggressors.

      And if we get separated, this damn thing’s coming off faster than a toupee in a hurricane.

      Before anyone could respond, Joe spotted the mast with coast guard colors flying beneath the Terran flag. A pair of coasties stood guard at the gangplank, one of them looking irritably down at a palm device held in his hand.

      Ramon pushed his way past. “Specialist Van Horn?”

      The coastie looked up. “You Perez?”

      “I am. Thanks for the lift, mano.”

      The specialist’s gaze swept across them all in a fast, impersonal assessment. “We need to get going. Come on. XO said he’d have my balls if we didn’t wrap this up yesterday. Captain hates it when we run behind schedule.”

      The specialist led them to the stern of the ship where a compact flight deck held two VTOL shuttles. One had active crew loading in.

      A tall, slim woman wearing a flight suit with a warrant officer’s insignia stopped when she saw them approaching. “You my new cargo?”

      “Yes ma’am,” Breeze drawled in near-perfect Chaos style.

      Ana made a choked sound that was quickly muffled behind her hand.

      “Climb in. We’re fully loaded. Just clip in wherever you can find a spot. Hustle.”

      The takeoff was fast. Long on speed and short on finesse, but it got the job done. They were on their way to the Navy carrier within seconds.

      “ETA ten mikes,” Ramon shouted for Joe’s benefit, over the deep bass thrum of the VTOL’s massive electric motors.

      With no windows, the only way they knew they had arrived was when their forward motion abruptly transitioned into a stomach-flipping, ear-popping descent.

      “You never have to ask if you’ve pissed off a pilot,” Ramon quipped. “They won’t tell you; they’ll show you.”

      Counter to all the rough handling en route, the landing was feather light. It was followed by a sharp, “Get off my bird!”

      The warrant officer didn’t even wait for the cargo doors to fully close before pushing her drives to full takeoff throttle. Joe tucked Ana’s head into his chest to keep debris from buffeting her as the shuttle lifted off.

      “Daaaaamn. Who shit in her cheerios?” A man in a flight suit with captain’s stripes stopped beside Joe.

      “Your passengers, Eddie,” said the lieutenant who came up behind him.

      She flashed them a smile. “I’m Vapor. You the folks who got our air boss’s panties in a wad?” Her grin took the sting out of the words.

      “That’d be us,” Breeze said.

      “Well come on, then. Who wants to stick around on a flight deck when there’s air we can be slicing through?” She took off in the direction of a sleek Marauder-class transport, her loose-limbed stride eating up the flight deck.

      Joe fell into step beside Eddie. “Thanks. I know this is last minute.”

      “Hey, no worries,” he said easily. He motioned them inside, then climbed in after, sealing the Marauder’s hatch. “Web in. We have priority clearance. We’ll be feet wet in five.”

      

      The Marauder shot from the catapult and was out over the open seas within minutes. The water was a brilliant blue, the sun glinting off the cresting waves. In the distance, the horizon blended seamlessly with the clear skies.

      “Wow, so much water in one place,” Ana murmured.

      “Does it make you uneasy to be over the ocean like this?” Joe asked.

      She shrugged. “Not really. When you’re raised on a mining platform, where on the other side of the outer wall is an environment completely inimical to life, very little else is as scary.”

      “She has a point,” Ramon said.

      They lapsed into silence, the drone of the aircraft pulling Joe toward sleep. Training had him awakening at the first change in pitch. They were on descent.

      The water’s surface grew closer, the waves more distinct as they neared the coastline and continued to descend.

      Without warning, the Marauder pulled up abruptly as the pilot broke off, abandoning their approach.

      “What the fuck?” Ramon exclaimed as they were shoved back in their seats.
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      The aircraft’s drives keened the sound of throttles pushed full forward. The Marauder’s nose angled away from the island as the vessel began a steep outward climb.

      Just then, Eddie’s voice came over the speakers. “Slight change of plans, folks. We’ve been directed to an alternate landing site. Don’t worry… we’ll get you there.”

      Breeze sent a pointed look out the window, where they could see nothing but water once more. “Get us where, though?” he said in a low tone.

      Cameras? Joe signed to Ramon.

      The commo’s eyes roamed the cabin, landing on a spot above the door that separated the cabin to the cockpit.

      Wait one. He unbuckled and brought out an object Joe recognized—a bypass diverter. Though he didn’t know precisely how it worked, Ramon’s device would bypass the camera’s feed, looping it with footage taken from the previous five minutes.

      The commo hugged the forward bulkhead, staying out of the camera’s field of view. His hand slid up and over the lens, planting the device in one smooth move. He stood stock still, interfacing with the diverter for a five-count, then nodded.

      “Okay, we’re clear.”

      Joe wasted no time. “Ana, move aft. Don’t come out until we tell you it’s safe.”

      Without a word, she slipped toward the back.

      The three Delta operators exchanged a flurry of fast hand-signs as they converged on the cockpit, weapons held at low-ready. Joe and Breeze hugged the fuselage on one side while Ramon mirrored them on the other. They edged toward the cockpit door, which had been left ajar.

      Joe eased the door open until he had a bead on the pilot. Eddie seemed oblivious to what was transpiring behind him.

      Joe held up a hand, three fingers spread, and began a silent countdown. When his hand closed into a fist, they burst through the door, weapons trained on both pilot and copilot.

      “What the hell?” Eddie’s shocked exclamation was followed by a muttered imprecation from Vapor.

      “Concordia is behind us,” Joe said. “Tell us why you diverted.”

      Eddie made an exasperated sound. “Because we were ordered to.”

      “By who, Captain?”

      “By the director of national security.”

      Joe’s shoulders relaxed but he remained on alert. Vapor’s eyes narrowed as she accurately interpreted his response. “You want to see the message?” she asked in a calmer voice.

      “Yes.”

      She spun around to face her console, her fingers playing the interface like a concert pianist. A holoprojection appeared in the center of the aircraft’s windshield. It held the sigil of the National Security Agency.

      “Marauder, stand by while I connect you to General Kim,” a disembodied voice said, then the NSA icon vanished to be replaced with the face of a man who had become familiar to Joe over the past several weeks.

      “This is Frank Kim. I’m overriding your orders,” he said. “Sergeant Kovacs and his people are to be brought to a secure location in North America.”

      Kim’s face disappeared, replaced by a map and a string of coordinates. His voice continued over the image. “Your air boss has been notified, but feel free to confirm. One more thing. Someone is very interested in your passengers. Someone willing to kill to get their hands on them. I would advise you turn off your transponder.” Kim came back on screen. “Stay sharp. I’m counting on you to get them here safely.”

      The screen went dead.

      Joe holstered his weapon. “Well. Guess that settles that.”

      “Anything you can tell us about who’s out to get you?” Vapor asked.

      “Hell if I know, but they were willing to risk a kidnapping attempt at gunpoint in broad daylight down at Grand Central.”

      Eddie whistled. “Ballsy move, man.” He turned back to the ship’s controls. “ETA to feet dry?” he asked Vapor.

      She brought up a screen. “Forty-five mikes at Mach 4.”

      He dipped the nose toward the ocean. “Buckle up. Things might get bumpy.”

      “Eddie, you can’t go nap-of-the-earth at Mach 4,” Vapor protested.

      “No, but we can configure for stealth and the lower we are, the harder it’ll be for them to get an accurate radar signature off us,” Eddie replied grimly.

      “I thought the Marauder’s cross-sectional area was the size of an insect,” Breeze said.

      “It is, head-on,” Eddie agreed, “but we have satellite imagery to consider. And if someone’s got the director concerned, well then, so am I.”

      Joe groaned. “You’re as bad as a Raptor pilot.”

      Eddie snorted. “No, they’re batshit crazy. I’m just certifiable.”

      “There’s a difference?” Ramon muttered as he followed Joe back to their seats. Joe called Ana forward and they buckled up, bracing themselves for a rough ride.
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      They made landfall at Virginia Beach, angling northwest toward a wooded area that bordered the York River on its west bank. A lone, unmarked airstrip sat in a clearing, surrounded by a cluster of buildings. As the Marauder touched down, several figures emerged from the nearest structure and headed their way.

      “Thank you for flying the Rollercoaster Express,” Vapor said with a wry grin. She moved to the port door and hauled it open. Joe realized that Eddie hadn’t shut down the Marauder’s electric motors; they were merely idling.

      “Instructions are to drop you off and depart,” Vapor explained, accurately interpreting his expression. “So hey, nice meeting you, but get the hell off my plane.”

      Joe laughed. “Thanks for the lift.”

      “And for, you know, the whole stomach climbing into my throat experience,” Breeze added under his breath as he brought up the rear, Ana’s luggage in tow.

      “Heard that!” Vapor called out just before the door slammed shut and the motors spun back up again.

      The man standing on the taxiway just beyond the runway’s threshold motioned them over.

      “Kovacs?” The call came over the roar of the Marauder

      Joe paused to watch the powerful aircraft taxi down the runway and lift into the air. Its leading edge caught the sun as it banked in a steep turn before pointing its nose toward the coast.

      He turned back around and studied the stranger who knew his name. “Yeah, I’m Kovacs.”

      Dressed in tactical clothing with no identifying marks, the man had the look of an operator. His OD T-shirt and cargo pants were made of the same metamaterials Joe and the rest of Delta’s Sabre Squadron wore, the camo pattern tunable to the environment. Currently, the pants were a muddy mix of tarmac charcoal and dirt brown.

      He glanced at the sky. “Let’s get you inside. Orders are to keep you and your people out of sight. We have anti-surveillance drones patrolling the area, but I’d rather be safe than sorry.”

      Joe followed the direction of his gaze. “Any idea why?”

      The camo-clad man started for the nearest building. When he turned, Joe caught a whiff of gun cleaning fluid. “Nope,” he tossed over his shoulder.

      Joe lengthened his stride and came alongside him. “We’re supposed to be meeting with—”

      “Not here. Wait till we get inside.”

      Joe turned his attention to their surroundings. The scent of fresh pine carried on a northern breeze that held a crisp edge of coolness. From the air, the heavily forested area showed tree crowns turning the vivid red and gold, the first indication of fall. If they needed a fast evac route, the wilderness surrounding them would be an easy place to get lost.

      The building they entered was the opposite. About as bland as a room could be, and spare, it held a single security arch, guarded by a pair of military working dogs and their canine handlers.

      When they were through security, the operator opened a door in the back wall, revealing a corridor and more closed doors. The first one opened into a small conference room.

      “Wait here until someone comes for you.”

      “You know where we are, right?” When he was gone, Breeze was the first to break the silence.

      “No,” Ana said.

      “Yeah,” said Joe, at the same time. “We’re at the Farm.”

      “Which is…?” she prodded, taking a seat across from him. “Look, I’ve kept quiet so far. We’ve been on your turf—the coast guard, the aircraft carrier. All military. But that guy wasn’t wearing a uniform of any kind. This whole place is… kind of spooky.”

      Ramon coughed a laugh at her unintended double entendre. “You nailed it, doc.”

      “I… what?”

      “The Farm is a training facility for the deadliest operators you’ve never heard of,” Breeze told her. “Operators who work for national security, the intelligence directorate, places like that. So when you said spooky, well, you were dead-on. Spook… spy. Get it?”

      “Okay, ha ha, funny, and all that. Since we now report to General Kim, doesn’t that mean, one way or another, we would have ended up”—she waved vaguely around—“here eventually too?”

      “You? No. Us?” Breeze’s finger swung between Joe and Ramon. “Yeah, probably.”

      Ana hmphed thoughtfully and sat back.

      At the two-hour mark, the door finally opened. Sergeant Major Letha Dixon, Holden’s aide, stood on the other side. Her eyes landed on Joe, and she shook her head. “Kovacs. You do know how to make an entrance.”

      “Good to see you too, Sergeant Major.”

      “Come on.”

      She led them to another, larger building, pausing in front of the entrance for the scanner to read her biometrics. With a loud clunk that suggested the door was heavily armored, it slid open to admit them.

      “After you, boys. Doctor.”

      Joe led the way, the optical implant he’d been given when he’d first enlisted automatically adjusting to the shadowed interior. Large, lumbering vehicles sat somnolently in rows, under a tall, freestanding canopy.

      They were in the motor pool.

      Footsteps echoed off the ceramacrete. It was Major Holden.

      “Good to see you, sir.”

      Holden pointed to one of the ATVs. “I rounded up the rest of the team. Whitaker and Faulkner have been filling me in. Get in. We’ll talk on the way.”
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      “Where are we going?” Joe asked Holden, once the vehicle started moving.

      “You’ll see. Is your Faraday block in place?”

      “Yes sir.” Joe tapped his temple. “Quieter than a new recruit when he takes off his wearable.”

      “Good. Be sure it stays that way.”

      “Copy that,” he responded.

      As they neared their destination, Joe mentally reviewed what he knew of the Farm. It wasn’t much, despite how many operators were routinely recruited from the Sabre Squadrons to join the NSA’s special operations task forces.

      He’d known a few over the years, bumped into them on rare occasions. They’d been evasive when questioned, but what little he’d gleaned from them suggested the Farm—officially known as Camp Peary—was sprawling, with extensive training facilities.

      The highly classified base was said to cover more than nine thousand acres, with sections that mimicked just about every kind of terrestrial ecosystem in existence, from jungle to desert to a large domed climatron that could simulate extra-planetary environments. An intricate maglev system built into its foundation could even simulate varying degrees of weightlessness.

      At length, they exited the forest into a clearing that housed another, larger compound. The vehicle came to a stop and they piled out.

      Their driver went to a door, speaking quietly into a comm console. After a moment, he turned to face them.

      “This way please. He’s ready for you.”

      “Who?” Joe asked in a low tone. “General Kim?”

      Dixon shot him a ‘who do you think?’ look.

      “Damned secret squirrel shit,” he muttered, falling into step beside her.

      Dixon cleared her throat, sounding suspiciously like she was stifling a laugh.

      The covered walkway led to a much bigger structure. Inside, a pair of Marines waited by an elevator. “You’ll all need to check your weapons here.”

      Feeling a bit naked, Joe joined the others in the lift. When it began its descent, he and Breeze exchanged a knowing look; they’d had a running bet going that the Farm was bigger than it looked from thirty thousand feet. Subterranean levels fit that description to a T.

      A woman dressed in a tailored suit stood waiting for them when the door opened. “This way, please.”

      “The general’s aide, Nissa Connelly,” Dixon whispered.

      “Thanks,” Joe said, adding ident handshakes to the growing list of ‘ways a Faraday block really fucks you over.’

      Connelly led them to a large office that looked like a mini situation room. There was a conference table at the center, and the periphery was ringed with terminals that looked as if they could fend off Armageddon.

      “Please make yourselves comfortable,” she said in a voice that was both composed and cultured. “The general will be with you in a few minutes. Coffee and tea are on the way, and the facilities are out this door and to your left.” She departed on their murmured thanks.

      They had just taken their seats when the door opened again to admit Frank Kim. The general was tall and spare, with slightly uptilted eyes revealing his ancestry hailed from the Asian continent. The man had an ageless look about him; though Joe knew him to be in his sixties, he carried himself with the vigor of a man half his age.

      Holden stood, braced, and saluted. Joe wondered about the half-smile that threatened to break out on Kim’s face before he flashed a fast look over at the rest of the team. Sobering, the general returned the salute, and then held out a hand.

      “Zachary. Good to see you. It’s been too long.”

      Holden took the proffered hand and Kim pulled the major in for a brief, pounding-of-the-back hug that suggested there was a deeper kinship here than what rank and position dictated.

      When they parted, the general turned and waved them back to their seats. As he took the chair opposite Holden, his eyes landed on Joe and Ana. “You two have made my life very interesting lately.”

      Ana cleared her throat, clearly uncomfortable.

      Joe stepped in. “Sorry, sir. That was not my intent.”

      The general waved his comment away. “I’ve seen the reports on what happened at Grand Central, but I’d like to hear it directly from you.”

      Matt and Joe took turns recapping the day’s events with the general interrupting from time to time to clarify a few points. When they were done, the general stared at them thoughtfully for a long moment.

      “And you didn’t recognize either of them?”

      “No sir. None of us did,” Ana said.

      “I managed to retrieve DNA samples from both before the prisoner was taken into custody and the body hauled away,” Amanda added with a glance in Dee’s direction, “but I’m not sure it will do you any good.”

      “Oh? Why’s that?” Kim said.

      “Because I ran up against some pretty solid blocks,” Dee said flatly. “The kind that military intelligence throws up to keep civilians and the E-4 mafia from sticking their noses where they don’t belong. Problem is, I am MilInt, with a TS/SCI clearance. My biosignature should have been able to circumvent them. And they didn’t.”

      “Which suggests that either it’s also Top Secret/Secured Compartmented Information,” Ramon said, “compartmented in such a way that cuts you out of it, or…”

      “Or it’s coming from much higher up the food chain than even Delta Sabre is cleared for,” Holden finished.

      Kim’s expression darkened. “Why is this the first I’ve heard of it?”

      “Because we weren’t sure who we could trust, so we decided to keep it close-held until we met with you,” Matt said. “Especially since Smith was pretty highly placed in the agency.”

      “We were concerned that he might not be the only mole. Or that somehow, the information leaked and someone else within the government had a different agenda that was working at cross purposes,” Dee added.

      Kim grunted. “Very well. Let’s shelve the attack for a moment. You’re probably wondering why you’re here and what my plans are for you.”

      “We assumed that meant we’re SOG now,” Chaos said, using the acronym for the clandestine special operations groups run by the NSA and other alphabet agencies within the government.

      “Essentially, yes. Which means you need to go through the training required.” Kim’s tone took on a hint of regret. “I’d hoped to give you a few days off… a well-deserved break after the Kuiper mission. This morning’s kidnapping attempt changed that.”

      He blew out a breath, his tone changing as he settled into a speech that Joe suspected he’d given many times before.

      “Now that you’re here, let’s talk about what’s expected of you. As Delta Sabre recruits to my special operations group, you may think you’re the tip of the spear—and you are in many respects. I need you to add to that skill set. The people here at the Farm will give you the tools you’ll need to seamlessly blend in wherever you are sent.

      “Instead of ghosts, I need you to be chameleons. To be seen without being seen, hiding in plain sight. To speak the dialects wherever you’re sent. The training will be as difficult as any you’ve faced. We’ll equip you to walk the streets of the Venusian floating cities. Navigate effortlessly through the Mining Cartel. Roam freely inside the FFS on Mars. You’ll learn to live the covers you’re given—flawlessly, down to your bones.”

      The general turned his attention to Dee and Amanda. “In your spare time, I’d like you to run that DNA through our system, see if you can pinpoint who was behind this morning’s attack. The Farm has resources the military doesn’t have. Hopefully, it will be enough.” His expression took on a distant look. “And if you’re still blocked… that will tell us something too.”

      He lapsed into silence, a silence that lingered as the team processed everything he’d just said.

      “Well. You’re probably hungry and tired. The Marines at the entrance have instructions to take you to your assigned quarters, where you can drop your gear. They’ll give you the tour, show you the mess hall.” He smiled when his words elicited a soft but heartfelt hooah from Chaos.

      “The sergeant major has your schedule for the coming week. Welcome to the team.”

      Dixon headed for the door; the rest followed. When Holden moved to join them, Kim held out a hand. “Zachary, a moment. You too, Sergeant. Doctor.”

      He waited until the door closed behind those departing then turned to face them, his expression grave.

      “We have a problem. Smith has escaped.”
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      The man known as Smith was crammed uncomfortably inside the false bottom of a shipping crate, his helmet’s head-up display his only illumination. Not that there was much to see, other than the patched and well-worn folds of a merchant marine spacesuit. The shipping crate was lashed to the open-sided cargo section of a beat-up hauler. Its owner was desperate for the credits, and in enough trouble with the law to want to flip the Terran military the figurative bird.

      The crate’s black box identifier had been taken offline by the same people who had sprung Smith from the correctional transport three days earlier, when the prison ship inexplicably encountered issues with its drives. If something should happen along the way—micrometeorites, pirates, or most likely, a careless attachment come loose—Smith and his crate could drift for weeks before being found, if ever.

      To distract himself from envisioning a death of slow starvation, asphyxiation, or freezing, depending upon which gave out first, Smith cast his thoughts back to the events that led to the situation he was in.

      Born Malcolm Reynaud, he was the son of a wealthy entrepreneur. He spent his formative years aboard the family yacht, traveling between Earth and Mars while his parents bought and sold companies, set up manufacturing facilities, and accepted bribes for under-the-table deals with the Federated Free Socialist states. This was punctuated by time spent on Mars at the embassy school alongside the kids of Terran government workers. They didn’t much care for the rich kid in their midst. That was fine with Malcolm; he didn’t much care for them either.

      The FFS approached him during his final semester. Malcolm had witnessed his father’s wheeling and dealing, seen enough inside baseball at top executive levels, that he knew the basics of the game.

      What they offered was sexy. Risky. Far more appealing than working his way from the ground up in one of his dad’s companies. As a sleeper agent, he was carefully schooled in what to do to catch the eye of recruiters for the Terran Intelligence Agency. It worked.

      Hired right out of school, he became the agency’s hottest new analyst. What began as twice-a-year check-ins turned into annual visits; then his FFS contact went dormant. Malcolm faithfully copied data he’d thought the FFS might find valuable but, with no one to give it to, eventually stopped.

      By then, Malcolm found he loved the work. He was on the fast track, gaining the coveted title of senior field agent at a very young age. As Smith, Malcolm regularly inserted with Tier One teams, saw the toys they used and how they operated. He had access to sensitive information on high-value targets.

      He’d forgotten altogether that he’d been recruited—until the day the agent appeared inside the entryway of his condo. He’d been activated.

      It began as low-key information passing, then graduated to active disinformation on agency ops. Then came the Triton mission. He’d fed the Delta operators the FFS intel. They’d taken the bait. They were there to witness a war crime the FFS had manufactured, all to frame the most notorious cartel in the solar system, the Red Hand.

      Then something strange had happened. Master Sergeant Joe Kovacs claimed to have human intelligence that contradicted the transmissions and data files Smith had forged. Everyone knew HUMINT beat SIGINT. With Joe’s intel, the Sabre Squadrons discovered the FFS was behind it all.

      Who was Kovacs’s informant?

      Smith had purposely left a bug behind in the Combat Information Center when evicted for ‘mission security’ reasons. The only actionable intel he’d gained from that was that Kovacs was testing some sort of experimental predictive implant.

      If that thing was able to intuit that the Triton op was a false flag, then the FFS is going to want to know about it. Hell, they’re going to want to get their hands on it!

      Malcom had formulated an escape plan while stewing in Cerberus’s brig—a plan Kovacs had foiled. They’d fought and Kovacs had won. But what had truly spooked Malcom was what happened at the end.

      Whatever the hell that thing was inside Kovacs’s head, it wasn’t just a predictive tool. The thing could read minds. Malcom had felt it. Felt Kovacs inside his head, reliving the memory of his own recruitment at the hands of FFS agents.

      Joe Kovacs could crack open a person’s head and get inside it. And obtaining that was worth any amount of effort it would take.

      It was on this last thought that the lid above Malcolm’s head cracked open. A helmeted head shoved its way down into the cramped space, then pulled back, to be replaced by a suited glove.

      “Come on,” the voice said. “Your ride’s here.”

      Malcolm grasped the hand and found himself floating in the black among loose cable ties, a sleek, black-coated ship holding station just beyond it. Without bothering with so much as a ‘thank you,’ Malcom pushed off, aiming for the airlock, portside aft.

      A face appeared just as he bumped gently against the hull. Seconds later, the airlock had cycled and Malcolm was reeled in. He subtly worked the kinks from his body as the FFS pilot sealed the hatch and they waited for atmosphere to be restored. As soon as the pilot cracked her helmet, Malcolm did the same.

      “Come,” the dour-looking woman said in the crisp, clipped accent of those raised within the FFS’s borders.

      He followed her out of the airlock and into the cramped cabin. He would have followed her into the cockpit and taken the copilot’s seat, but she barred his way. Pointing to a jump seat strapped neatly against the bulkhead just forward of two stowed bunks, she barked, “Sit.”

      He held up both hands in silent compliance.

      “Meal rat and water in that compartment there.”

      Malcolm’s gaze followed to where she pointed. “Thanks.”

      She climbed into the pilot’s seat and strapped in

      “What’s Kovacs’s status?” he called out after her.

      “Above my pay grade,” she shot back. “Ask when we get to Phobos. Now, sit.”

      Malcolm bit off what he wanted to say. You can put up with a bitchy FFS pilot for a few days if it means you’re not stuck wearing orange and living confined to a fifteen by fifteen cell for the rest of your life, he reminded himself.

      Waving an acknowledgement, he reached for the seat release while contemplating his newfound freedom and questionable future.

      But then it occurred to him that the FFS had ambushed a Terran prison transport sent to carry him back to a supermax facility on Earth. The latter emboldened him, bringing back much of his cocky Smith persona.

      “Fine,” he said. “But make this fast. The intel I have is hot, and it won’t wait—”

      His head cracked against the folded bunks as she sent the ship into a hard burn.

      “—or not,” he muttered to himself as he rethought his approach to the FFS’s military command structure and his new position within it.
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      “Headquarters. Gym. Mess hall.” The command sergeant major’s arm swung in a semicircle, punctuating each word with the chop of a knife-bladed hand. He pulled to a stop in front of their destination, the temporary housing wing where Matt and the rest of the team would be billeted while in training.

      “First empty room you find is yours,” he continued. “Stow your gear, grab some chow, then meet me inside the entrance to HQ in fifteen minutes.”

      The CSM looked nothing at all like any of the command sergeant majors Matt had ever seen in the ‘big’ Terran military. Clearly an operator who had come up through the ranks, he had a weathered look about him, with salt-and-pepper hair both up top and in his closely cropped beard. He walked with a barely noticeable limp.

      “Thanks,” Dixon said.

      “No problem.” He turned to leave, then added as if as an afterthought, “Welcome to the Farm.”

      Despite his limp, the warrior faded into the forest with a skill that told Matt his earlier guess was spot-on.

      “You heard the man,” Dixon said, reaching for the handle of Ana’s luggage. “Let’s get going. Find spare rooms for Kovacs and the doc and drop their bags inside.”

      “Copy that.” Ramon hoisted Joe’s ruck over a shoulder and followed Dixon through the door. The rest filed in after him.

      They were back outside within two minutes, Chaos staring up at the sky as if he’d never seen anything like it before. His head snapped back down when Matt came to a stop beside him.

      “Those asshats back at Grand Central cost me my lunch.” the sniper declared. “Let’s go; I’m starved.”

      “Sergeant, you’re always starved.” Dixon’s dry riposte, unknowingly echoing the team’s sentiment from earlier in the day, had them all laughing.

      Ignoring their taunts, Chaos gestured around at their forested surroundings. “Now, this more like it. Grand Central was freaking hot. But here? Nice breeze. Warm sun. Perfect camping weather. Who wants s’mores?” He looked down and caught Dixon’s frown. “Kidding. I’m kidding.”

      “No, he’s not.” Breeze turned, surveying the area. “Man, I forgot how nice it is being in open air.”

      He was shoved forward a step when Ramon shoulder-checked him. “I thought the only thing sappers loved was the smell of fresh det cord in the morning.”

      The explosives specialist grinned back at him. “That too.”

      A dozen or so men and women were seated at tables in the mess hall, grabbing a late lunch. Every one of them felt familiar to Matt. He recognized them in a visceral way that only a seasoned soldier could. It was in the way that none of them sat with their backs to the door. How he felt assessed seconds after entering.

      Even though none had overtly taken his measure, Matt would be willing to wager good credits that, if questioned, every last one of them would be able to give a detailed description of him, down to what he was likely carrying and which hand he favored.

      “I’d say we fit right in,” Ramon murmured from his side.

      “Yeah, but it’s going to take time for us to get to know them and for them to get to know us,” he countered. “Just because you’re capable doesn’t mean that you’re going to gel.”

      “Just like I was a probie for the first mission with Joe’s team, until everyone got to know me better, to see if my personality meshed well with theirs,” Dee agreed.

      “Exactly.”

      They grabbed food from prepackaged coolers and sat down at a table not far from one that was occupied. Matt nodded politely at those seated there; they nodded back.

      They were nearly finished with their food when Amanda spoke up. “Three minutes, guys,” she warned.

      Matt checked his chrono; the message icon on his optical overlay was discreetly flashing. Blinking the notification open, he saw that it was from the CSM. A file was attached, titled ‘schedule.’

      “Hey, you guys get a—”

      “Oh great. That’s just great,” Chaos groaned.

      “What?”

      The sniper waved a hand vaguely through the air. “Open it. You’ll see,” he predicted darkly.

      Matt blinked open the file. It unpacked in a floating window that sat just to the right of his central vision.

      

      
        
        0530 - PT

        0800 - Classroom: Language School

        1300 - Recon assessment…

      

      

      

      Matt stopped reading after ‘language school’ and turned to face Chaos, knowing what he’d find. He was right.

      “Language school.” The sniper spat the words as if they were the foulest thing he’d ever tasted. “There’s a reason why I went to sniper school. I’d make a lousy intel weenie. I hate language school.”

      Amanda clapped a hand down on his shoulder and squeezed as she rose, tray in hand. “Suck it up, buttercup. If you can get through selection you can do this too.”

      “Hell, selection’s a whole lot easier than lang—”

      “Sergeant.”

      Chaos broke off when Dixon’s voice sounded from the end of the table.

      “Okay, fine. I’ll parlez vous the hell out of it, even if it frickin’ kills me,” he said grudgingly, then muttered under his breath, “and it just might.”

      Dee laughed. “Maybe if you turn out to be a hopeless case, they’ll let you stay if you promise to be my arm candy. All you’d have to do is smile and look pretty, and—” She ducked when he took a swipe at her.

      They gathered up their trays and made it over to HQ with ten minutes to spare. The CSM was already there so the tour began immediately. They fell in behind him as he led the way.

      “Security.” The CSM’s knife hand was back. “Infirmary.” The hand jabbed at a hallway that terminated in broad double doors. He stopped in front of a different door.

      “Telecom and data analysis.” The CSM pinned Dee with a look. “I understand you have some intelligence training.”

      “I do.”

      “General Kim has cleared you to enter. Agent Alvarez has been told to expect you. You’re free to come and go whenever you have down time.” The CSM turned his attention to Amanda and Scott. “You two the 18Ds?”

      “Yes,” Amanda said.

      He indicated the hallway they’d just passed. “General says the same applies for you and the infirmary. When Doctor Sanchez rejoins you, please inform her the courtesy has been extended to her as well.”

      “Copy that,” Scott said.

      The CSM gestured to a corridor opposite the one that led to the infirmary. “Down that hall are the classrooms, a theater, and a conference room for larger mission planning. That’s where you’ll be tomorrow at 0800. For now, take the rest of the day to look around, wander the grounds, familiarize yourself with the layout. If you’re unsure about anything, grab someone and ask.”

      There were murmurs of assent from the group.

      “I’ll leave you to it, then.”
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      As the CSM vanished down the hall, Matt turned to face the team. “Let’s split up. Recon. Meet back here in an hour,” he suggested.

      “Sounds good to me,” Chaos said. Breeze, Ramon, and Scott followed him out the door. When Amanda and Dee went to follow, Matt pointed to the telecom room.

      “How about we check things out in there first?”

      “You mean run a check on those two who attacked Joe?” Dee said.

      “Good idea. While you two do that, I’ll check out the infirmary,” Amanda said. “See if I can get anything more from these DNA samples. Maybe the Farm’s medical database is more extensive than the once we used.” A shadow crossed Amanda’s face and her eyes took on a hooded expression that had Matt on alert.

      “Anything you want to tell us, Gruwell?”

      Amanda hesitated, then shook her head. “If I find anything out, I’ll let you know.”

      Matt stared after her as she headed for the double doors.

      “You think she knows something she’s not telling?” Dee asked.

      “Maybe. Whatever it is, she’s holding her cards close until she can look into it. In the meantime…” He gestured toward the telecom room.

      “Let’s do it.”

      The telecom room had a bullpen filled with analysts seated in open cubicles, light from their holodisplays playing across their faces. Ringing the bullpen were offices with big glass windows and open doors, some empty, others with agents meeting in twos and threes.

      One of them looked up as they entered. When she rounded the table and stepped from the room, Matt realized she didn’t fit his definition of analyst. This was no intelligence weenie from the agency; this was an operator.

      She held out a hand. “Carmen Alvarez. Welcome to the Farm.”

      Matt took it, then turned to Dee. “Matt Whitaker. And this is Dee Faulkner.”

      Recognition lit Alvarez’s eyes at Dee’s name. “One of Holden’s intelligence sergeants. I’ve heard of you.”

      “Is there a free station we might use to run some data?” Dee asked.

      Alvarez shook her head. “It’s going to take a bit of training before we can turn you loose on your own. Hang tight.”

      She called out to someone in the bullpen, waving him over. This man, too, looked nothing like a traditional analyst. Alvarez made the introductions.

      “Jeff will guide you through any searches you want to make.”

      “Thanks,” Matt told her. With a nod, Alvarez left.

      “What can I help you with?” Jeff asked, motioning them toward an empty office.

      “I need to ID a man,” Dee told him, “but every time I use military resources, I’m blocked. ‘Access denied,’ even with my TS/SCI clearances.”

      “Interesting. Well, the Farm does have access to a few things Delta doesn’t. Let’s see what we can find out.”

      Dee handed him a data chit as they took their seats. “Here’s everything I have on the guy. My guess is he’s former military, or has at least had some military training.”

      Jeff took the chit and tapped it against the data console to transfer the contents, then handed it back to her. “He should show up, then. Unless he’s in a black program.”

      The analyst’s hands swept through the controls with a speed and familiarity Matt knew he could never match. After a moment the analyst frowned.

      “I see what you mean. Helluva lot of redacted coming in on that DNA sequence.” Jeff cocked his head as a thought occurred. As his hands began moving over the interface again, he explained, “One of the guys here was working undercover with the BlackRiver group up until a few weeks ago. He told me he inserted a backdoor into their system. Gave me the specs for it. It may still be there, unless they found it and plugged the hole… Aha.”

      He worked the console for another few minutes, then sat back, puzzled. “This is interesting—and odd. I’m getting mixed results.”

      “Mixed?” Dee sounded startled. “That’s better than anything I was able to get. I tried every backdoor I know, went in through the DoI, DoD, the agency, the NSA… I got nothing.”

      “Yeah, those all show redacted here too. But BlackRiver’s a private military company. Former soldiers employed by companies like BlackRiver might get redacted from federal systems, but they aren’t usually removed from the PMC’s own internal files. Check it out.”

      He swiveled the projector so they could see the results more clearly. The screen displayed a head shot with pertinent information scrolling down one side.

      “Your stiff is former Force Recon. Left the Marines eight years ago. When he was reported DOA at Grand Central, BlackRiver’s system automatically changed his status. Guess they figured it didn’t matter any longer, since the guy’s dead. Whoever hired this guy must be pretty paranoid about keeping secrets.”

      “BlackRiver, huh?” Matt turned over what he knew of the PMC in his head. “I know that outfit. I thought they had a pretty decent reputation. Didn’t they handle that hostage situation in Panama a few years back?”

      “Yep.” Jeff leaned back in his seat. “Came out looking like badass heroes too. Hell, most of the people employed there are former special forces.”

      “That Panama job… it was black-on-black, if I recall,” Matt said.

      “It was,” Dee confirmed. “I heard rumor that they’d been hired under the table at the recommendation of the Chairman of the Senate Intelligence Committee.”

      “Russell, right?”

      “Yeah. Wallace Russell. Since the Terran States doesn’t officially negotiate with terrorists, rumor has it that Russell recommended BlackRiver as a private hostage rescue service.”

      Dee sat back as she processed everything they’d just learned.

      A thought occurred to Matt. “Hey, mind if I send this info to the LEOs at Grand Central?” he asked. “It might loosen their prisoner’s tongue if he thinks we know he’s BlackRiver.”

      “Sure,” Jeff said. “There’s nothing in here that compromises national security. I’ll forward it to you.”

      “Great. Can I use that empty office for a sec?” Matt pointed to a room with its lights out, the door standing open.

      “Be my guest.”

      “Thanks. Be right back.”

      Matt dug out the contact info the Grand Central officer had given him. Minutes later, he had the LEO on the line.

      “Man, we’ve been trying to reach you,” the officer started in immediately.

      Matt went on instant alert. “Why? What happened?”

      “That prisoner your team captured… he’s dead.”
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      “What do you mean dead?” Matt demanded. “What happened?”

      “Near as we can tell, he had a massive stroke. That punched his ticket for him.”

      “Did you screen for drugs?”

      “We did, but the samples either didn’t make it to the lab or they got corrupted. No joy on any of it.” The officer paused. “If you want my honest opinion, it sure smells like someone didn’t want this guy to talk.”

      “I agree.” Matt blew out a breath, frustration strumming through him. “Hey, thanks for letting us know. For the record, this is now an NSA investigation. Can you put a tight lid on any information you have, and send everything you’ve got to General Frank Kim at the NSA?”

      “Shit, brother! The NSA? What the hell did you and your team stumble onto?”

      Matt’s response was deliberately vague. “I don’t know. Not sure we’ll ever find out either.” That last was only half a lie. Their opponent was very good at this game. Though Matt was confident the NSA would persevere in the end, one thing was becoming painfully clear: their opponent was no slouch. Whoever it was also had high-level access. It was either an exceedingly well-placed mole… or someone within the Terran government who both knew about and had designs on Joe and the implant. Designs that did not include Kim’s oversight.

      Matt returned to Dee and Jeff, who sat poring over what they’d managed to scrounge together.

      “Nothing new on this end. What about you?” Dee said.

      “Wish I could say the same.” Swiftly, Matt updated them on the prisoner’s demise.

      “I doubt that’s a coincidence,” Jeff said.

      “Nope. But we can’t prove it. Whoever set up the hit was smart. The medical examiner was delayed, and then the blood samples they took got misplaced. The window we had to identify any drugs that may have brought on the stroke closed without anyone being able to gather evidence.”

      “Convenient,” Dee remarked.

      “Isn’t it?”

      Jeff turned back to the console. “If the file on your first corpse changed from redacted to viewable when his status was updated to DOA, then maybe it’ll happen for his buddy too. I’ll set up a program to flag it for us. If something comes up, I’ll let you know.”

      “Thanks.” Matt caught Dee’s eye and tilted his head toward the door, signaling her to join him.

      “What next?” she asked in a low voice as they exited telecom.

      “We let Holden know what we found. Maybe this information will mean something to him.”
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      The information on Smith’s escape was light on detail, a fact Frank Kim was clearly unhappy about. The report suggested that an FFS agent had infiltrated Dome security, a conclusion derived only after the military transport carrying Smith back to Earth had departed and the security guard went missing.

      A deeper background check into the missing guard raised red flags that suggested an FFS sleeper agent had been activated. Attempts to warn the transport to be on heightened alert came too late to aid the vessel, which had fallen under attack during its transit from Jupiter to Earth. Surviving crew reported they’d discovered a tracking device too late for any military ships to come to their aid. By the time help arrived, Smith was nowhere to be found.

      Holden’s question about whether the Dome’s security team had learned anything about the designer drug Joe’s team found in Kuiper had an equally disappointing answer. No one at the Dome had been cleared to know about it; the general had been ordered by the Senate Intelligence Committee to hold questioning until Smith was safely incarcerated at Isla Gaol, Earth’s supermax prison.

      With not much more to discuss on the subject of the escaped Smith, the conversation turned to the alien implant in Joe’s brain.

      “I’ve read every report Major Holden sent, but I’d like to hear it from you, Sergeant. Tell me what it’s like to have one of those blue shifts manifest,” Kim said.

      Pushing aside his frustration over Smith’s escape, Joe tried to answer as best he could. It wasn’t easy. Defining what it felt like to be on the receiving end of a potential was about as easy as attributing smell to an emotion.

      He was almost relieved when Holden straightened suddenly and murmured, “Excuse me.” Conversation came to a halt while the major set his coffee aside and rose to pace the back of the room.

      “Doctor, when did you first suspect the device would restore the sergeant’s sight?” Kim asked.

      “It was during a fellowship with the Neurobiology Institute on Mars.” Ana’s hand went to her neck. “I inherited the device after dad died. Mom no longer wanted anything to do with it, so I had it fashioned into a pendant. I wore it constantly, never took it off. We were testing out a new, passive system that recorded the pathways of the neuronal net—how neurons fire in various sequences during different activities or when performing different mental functions.” Her hand fluttered toward her bare neck once more. “I was running a brain scan on a volunteer. I’d bent over to adjust one of the sensor probes and the pendant fell into the monitoring field. My holoscreen lit up like a Christmas tree.”

      Joe tried to understand what she was telling him. “But you said you’d run every test in the book and the chip never registered.”

      “The reason why it showed up now and not before is almost painfully simple. Every test we conducted on it had been an active test, not a passive one.”

      “Please continue, Doctor,” Kim said.

      “I realized that what I was seeing on my screen was the chip interacting with my subject’s own neuronal network.” A pensive look crossed Ana’s face. “The woman flinched, and when I asked her why, she said something odd. She said that someone had just walked over her grave.”

      “Any idea what she meant by that?” Dixon asked.

      “No. Well, not at the time, I didn’t. But now…” Her words trailed off as she dug into the pocket of her jacket and pulled out a small tablet.

      She spent a moment swiping through the on-screen display before turning it so they could see. The screen showed an obituary dated five years earlier.

      “That was my subject. She was killed in an aircar crash three weeks after the first round of research testing ended. I was alerted by the university because she was scheduled to come back in six months for the second round, which for obvious reasons wasn’t going to happen. Now, I wonder…”

      Joe felt a chill race up his spine. “You think the alien chip showed her a vision of her own death.”

      “Considering the way you can use that implant to call potential futures, I think it’s a distinct possibility, yes.”

      Her story was interrupted by Holden’s return. “Your Grand Central prisoner is dead,” he told Joe. He sketched in the details of Matt’s call.

      “That does it,” Kim said. “I need you someplace no one can find you. And I have just the mission that’ll accomplish this.”
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      “I’m sorry. A mission? How is that any safer than being here?” Ana asked.

      “I’ll explain in a minute. For now, I have one more question I need answered.” The general turned to Joe. “It’s about this new ability of yours to see ropes of light. Major Holden says you think it’s a collective network representing all of humanity—and that parts of it are dying off. Tell me why you think that.”

      Joe thought back to the night he’d first experienced the phenomenon, which was so different from the transparent, blue shift overlays of potential futures the alien implant served up to him.

      “I suppose it’s because of how the ropes first appeared. It began one night when I was practicing calling the blue shifts. Like I’ve done in the past, when the red and blue shifts formed, I dismissed the red one and brought the blue forward. But this time, the blue shift brightened. Its edges started glowing. Then, just like that,” Joe snapped his fingers, “the overlay smeared, and turned into a thousand light trails. You’ve seen the recording, I’m sure.”

      Kim nodded. “It looked like the blue shift was sucked into a tunnel made of light. But you called them ropes.”

      “Yes. I can’t explain it; that’s just how they felt. They had substance. Weight and texture.”

      Joe felt a wave of frustration as he struggled to describe the experience. When the rope had moved, retreating into the abyss, he’d instinctively grasped at it. His body had jerked, his bed bouncing in a waking version of the familiar dream of falling endlessly. The rope retreated before him, or maybe it was Joe who moved, as another ribbon of light appeared, and then another.

      Kim tapped a command into the table and the image of the network, captured from Joe’s mind, coalesced at its center.

      “And you and Doctor Sanchez believe that what this represents is all of humanity. Billions of human lives, all intersecting in one giant web of consciousness.” His tone now held a trace of skepticism.

      “There were blue shifts at the mouth of each rope, so… yes.”

      “How do you explain how perfectly this lines up with the cosmic web?”

      The comparison was unavoidable. The network of ropes had arms that curved outward as if attached to the end of a giant pinwheel. They perfectly matched the magnetic tunnels linking the galaxy’s star systems.

      “Just because the ropes are a fractal of cosmic web doesn’t mean they don’t also represent the human brain,” Ana said.

      “By fractal, you mean something that has recurring similar patterns, like the way a nautilus seashell repeats itself all the way down,” Holden clarified.

      “That’s correct. Or like a snowflake, where each part of its crystalline structure has the same statistical character as the whole.” Ana spread her hands. “I think we’ve already proved that the ropes Joe sees are similar to both the magnetic tunnels that connect the stars and to the human brain. Why can it not connect humanity as well?”

      “But how do you know that’s what he’s seeing?” Holden asked. He turned to Joe. “Is the implant somehow telling you that’s what this is?”

      “I think so, yes. It’s… difficult to put into words. More of a feeling, I guess.”

      “But one that’s backed—albeit inconclusively—by science,” Ana added. “Somehow, his visions connect the minds of all of humanity. Billions of human lives, all intersecting in one giant web of consciousness. We’re drawing that conclusion mainly because of the blue shifts that can clearly be seen at the mouths of each tunnel of light. And because the ropes are a fractal of the mind’s neuronal network.”

      “Which would explain why he can see the potential futures of other people. He’s linked to them, somehow,” Kim said.

      “Yes, General. Through the fourth dimension.”

      “Say again?”

      “As you know from our Kuiper mission, the experimental drives we’ve been developing at Hangar Fifty-One can punch through magnetic tunnel walls and access higher dimensions. Drone pairs equipped with such drives were sent into the tunnels several AUs apart. It was then that we realized faster-than-light communications was possible; the drones could send messages with no discernable lag, no matter how far apart they were.”

      “I know. It proved invaluable during the Kuiper mission,” Kim said. “Go on.”

      “Well, our brains do much the same thing, sir. Simply put, our consciousness extends into kata space.”

      “Kata space—that’s the fourth dimension.”

      “Correct. And now that the implant has more fully integrated with Joe’s synapses, he’s gained more control over how it functions within kata space. He’s now able to maneuver its point of view. To pull away—‘zoom out,’ if you will—to see a broader picture.” She glanced Joe’s way for confirmation.

      He took up the narrative. “A camera’s zoom lens is a pretty good analogy. It’s hard to explain, but it feels as if I’m mentally adjusting the focal length. Once I pulled back for a wider view, I saw more and more ropes—tunnels of light with blue shifts riding inside them. Each one represented the mind of someone serving aboard Cerberus.”

      “As Joe’s skills developed, he became more ‘farsighted’ and could see more of humanity,” Ana finished.

      “What about the sparks you described seeing? The ropes that flared and faded?” Kim asked Joe.

      Joe resisted the urge to hunch his shoulders uncomfortably as memory of their shriveled, dried husks replayed in his mind. “Best I can tell, I’m catching the last moment of consciousness before someone dies.”

      “I’m not sure I agree with you on that,” the general said.

      “Sir?”

      Kim’s fingers played over the holoprojector’s controls and a new image flickered into existence. “This is the recording you sent of the ropes dying off.”

      The image was a familiar one; it had been captured by electrodes implanted in Joe’s brain. The projection showed a brilliant network of interconnected glowing filaments, shaped into a spiral that looked eerily like the Milky Way galaxy.

      “Who am I to say whether or not the doctor’s right about there being more than one fractal in play here? You might be seeing dead people; you might not be. But this right here?” The general’s fingers traced the area where Joe had seen the ropes of light fizzle, then fade. He looked over at Joe.

      “Son, those aren’t people. They’re stars.”
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      Ana felt a deep foreboding at the general’s words. “How can you possibly know that?”

      Kim’s focus remained on Joe. “How do the ropes feel to you? Do you feel you’re seeing into the past, or does it feel like what you’re seeing is happening in the present?”

      “Present,” Joe said instantly, then he appeared to think about it a moment. “Present… or future.”

      Kim nodded. “You’re right. It is.”

      “Not possible,” Ana said instantly. “Any stars associated with Joe’s dying ropes of light would be along the outer edge of the Orion arm. That’s hundreds of light-years away. Either he’s seeing something that occurred hundreds of years in the past and the light’s just reaching our telescopes now, or—” She stopped abruptly as realization hit.

      “We didn’t see it through our telescopes, Doctor.”

      Ana inhaled sharply. “Omigod. Tyke. That’s how you knew the stars were dying in that sector. The probe recorded light our telescopes won’t see here for another three hundred years. It’s back?”

      “Yes.” Kim frowned. “Actually, no. The minute they discovered the dying stars, they sent it out again along a different path to confirm. Regardless, I want you two to go figure out what happened. That conveniently kills two birds with one stone, and I’m fond of efficiencies.”

      “The two birds being ‘find out what happened to those stars’ and ‘get the two people with targets painted on their backs somewhere no one can reach them,’” Holden said.

      “Exactly.” Kim’s expression turned apologetic. “I’m sorry to have dragged you all the way to Earth only to send you back out again. The plan was put you through SOG training here at the Farm, but whoever made that attempt on you and the doctor outside Grand Central put paid to that.”

      “Why would the Dome be any more secure than the Farm? It’s a research and development base. And with Smith’s escape, it’s been recently compromised,” Joe reminded them. “On the other hand, the Farm’s dedicated to small mission unit training, and from what little I’ve seen, it’s lousy with operators. Surely this place is better equipped to handle an incursion.”

      The general shook his head. “You misunderstand, Sergeant. I’m not sending you to the Dome. Well, I am initially, but you won’t be there for long. I have another destination in mind.” He looked pointedly at Ana, as if expecting her to connect the mental dots.

      Ana stared back at him, uncomprehending… and then she jolted. “You can’t! It’s not ready for human testing yet.”

      “What isn’t ready?” Joe asked. “What am I missing here?”

      “Sorry, I—” Ana shook her head. “You know those probes we used during the Kuiper mission?”

      “Yeah…”

      “Well, the drives they used to enter kata space weren’t just to enter kata space. And superluminal communication wasn’t the project’s main goal; it was just an unexpected benefit.”

      “Pretty decent perk.”

      “I won’t argue that. My point is, the hyperspheric drives were designed to create a magnetic wormhole. When you generate a magnetic wormhole inside a magnetic tunnel, it allows you to bypass the speed of light limitation.”

      “Explain it like I’m five, please?”

      She shot him an apologetic look. “The wormhole creates a bridge between two points. You can travel anywhere—vast distances—in a very short amount of time. Theoretically.”

      “Theoretically?” Joe pointed to Kim. “According to him, it’s already been done.”

      “It has,” Kim agreed.

      Ana looked incredulously at the general. “You can’t be serious. We were just readying the Tyke mission when I left. There’s a huge difference between sending an un-crewed probe and sending a ship with humans aboard.”

      “I know. Cass Anders has been updating me on her progress. She and her team have been working nonstop since the probe returned from Tyke. She believes they’re ready.”

      “That’s the third time you’ve used that word,” Joe interjected. “What’s Tyke?”

      “Sorry. Technically, the star’s designation is TYC 8998-760-1.” Ana rattled the alphanumeric off with the ease of familiarity. “We decided to shorten it to Tyke for obvious reasons. The star is very much like our own, and it has a planetary system too. We figured if we were going to send a probe three hundred light-years away, we might as well send it somewhere that looked interesting.”

      “And that’s where he wants us to go,” Joe indicated the general, “in that big-ass experimental ship I saw inside Hangar Fifty-One?”

      “Yes.” Kim supplied the answer. “Doctor Anders and her team have already sent it on three test runs. It’s performed flawlessly each time.”

      Ana’s head was still shaking. “That’s not statistically significant. We need to have a lot more data before we can assume it’s safe. Even then, we send test pilots, people used to the kind of dangers—”

      “The kind of dangers Delta operators are used to facing?” Joe interrupted her.

      Ana looked chagrined. “Sorry, I didn’t mean it like that.”

      “I’m afraid, given what we’ve observed, the need to know outweighs the risks,” Kim said. He gestured to the holoprojector in the center of the table and an image sprang to life. “The record from the first Tyke mission.”

      A holographic image of a star field took shape between Ana and the general. Overlaid atop the star field was a telemetry layer she recognized.

      “Course and heading of the probe,” she murmured for the benefit of Joe and the major. “Those are the tags identifying the outbound tunnels I mapped for the Tyke expedition.”

      There was a ripple in the star field as the probe entered the ‘rapids,’ the high-energy particle stream influenced by the tunnels’ magnetic field. The telemetry screen began a countdown. When it reached zero, the standard drive switched off and the screen began flashing the word IGNITION. Beneath it, a timer began as the hyperspheric drive came online.

      “What are we’re seeing now, Doctor?” Holden asked, as an aurora-like glow appeared, bowing toward the center of the feed.

      “Field distortion. That’s the magnetic wormhole beginning to form.”

      “Ah,” the major said, though if his expression was any indication, the explanation hadn’t helped much. Ana would have followed it with a more detailed answer, but things were beginning to progress rapidly on screen.

      The wormhole stabilized and Ana braced for what she knew would come next—a brilliant flash of multihued light seen across all bands, the energy released as the probe punched through into kata space.

      The starfield vanished.

      The entire room held its breath.

      “Where—I mean, what does it use to navigate in kata space?” Holden asked.

      Ana winced. “That’s a bit hard to explain. It takes a lot of higher math, the kind of math that a lot of scientists, even top physicists, find it hard to grasp. They even had to invent new words to describe vectors—directional movement—in kata space. The terms we use for 3D space like up, down, left, right just won’t work.”

      “Kata’s one of them, isn't it?” Joe asked.

      “Yes. Its reciprocal is ana. And no, I didn’t name it,” she said with a smile.

      She returned her attention to the holo when the probe transitioned from the wormhole back into realspace. But it wasn’t the star system that had alarm racing through Ana’s mind. As the probe sped inward, passing two large Jovian planets, its sensor suite picked up an unexpected anomaly.

      Protocols had been programmed into the probe for just such an eventuality. In an eyeblink, the small craft engaged its drives, punching from realspace back into the tunnel—but not before something unbelievable occurred.

      The probe was far enough out that the nova did little more than buffet its systems with the solar winds from the most massive coronal mass ejection humanity had ever witnessed up close. A telemetry screen, marked X-solar flare, had numbers scrolling higher and higher so fast they were just a blur until, finally, the sensor errored out.

      “Omigod,” Joe breathed as sensors, temporarily blinded by the nova, came back online. Sensors that showed the shattered remains of the system once known as Tyke.
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      “What are the odds that you would have arrived at the exact moment that star went nova?” Ana’s soft words cut through the stunned silence, her voice tinged with awe.

      “Off the charts, I’d imagine,” Kim replied. “But you’re better positioned to answer that than I am.”

      Ana shook her head. “That star was too young, too stable. There’s no reason to suspect this would happen.”

      “Are you’re saying that what happened to Tyke wasn’t natural?” Joe said.

      “No,” Ana drew the word out. “I’m saying on the surface it doesn’t make sense—at least, not without further study.”

      “Which is exactly why you and Joe and Cass’s team are going back out there.”

      “No offense, General, but why me? I’m a soldier, not a scientist.”

      “A soldier with an alien device inside your head,” Holden reminded him. “Who knows what kind of visions an up-close view of that phenomenon might trigger in you?”

      “Exactly.” Kim sat back. “Plus, there’s the added benefit that you’ll be out of reach of whoever’s trying to acquire you. And given what I suspect we might be up against—well, let’s just say we’re going to need every advantage we can get.”

      Suspicion stirred in the back of Joe’s mind. “You know what’s causing the stars to die.”

      “Actually, no.” Worry bracketed Kim’s mouth. He gestured toward the holoprojector embedded in the center of the table. “Let’s just say I’m concerned there might be something inimical behind it. And if there is, Earth—hell, the entire star system—needs to know about it.”

      The general swiped at the holoprojection. The image dissolved and the table went dark. “For now, take the rest of the afternoon off. Grab something to eat. Turn in early and get some rest. A Raptor will be waiting for you at the top of the Pershing Strand tomorrow at noon. It’ll get you back to Cass Anders and Hangar Fifty-One.” He rapped on the table and stood. Nodding to Joe and Ana, he said. “Dismissed.”
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      Holden stayed behind to catch up with the general on things above Joe’s pay grade. When Joe and Ana exited the general’s situation room, they found a Marine waiting to escort them to the barracks where the rest of the team had been assigned.

      Matt was in the barracks’ common area; he looked up when they entered. “You good?” he asked.

      Joe nodded. “Where’s everyone else?”

      Matt tapped his forehead to indicate he’d put out a call over the team channel, something the Faraday blocker had prevented Joe from knowing. “They’ll be here in a few.”

      As the rest trickled in, Matt filled him in on what they’d learned about their attackers on Grand Central.

      “Private contractors,” Joe mused. “You think it’s some sort of counter faction in the government, someone doing an end run around the general?”

      Dee settled the sofa beside Matt. “Could be. Or maybe someone in the FFS’s spy network. Smith did send out that one message before we shut him down.”

      “Yeah, about that. Smith escaped.”

      They spent the next few minutes swapping stories and bringing each other up to date.

      “Shipping out again,” Amanda mused from where she perched on the arm of Chaos’s chair. “Good. That’s good.”

      “Why do you say that?” Matt asked.

      “Aside from the obvious?” Amanda said.

      “Hey, can I come with?” Chaos interrupted. “They have us learning languages, bro. I liked it better when we were on the teams.” The sniper’s complaint broke the weird tension building between Matt and Amanda.

      She chucked Chaos on the shoulder. “You’ll get over it.”

      Matt didn’t seem willing to let it go, though. He stared at her. “What else did you do while you were in the infirmary?”

      “Aside from trying to run the DNA on the two who wanted to kidnap Top and the doc?” Amanda shrugged. “Nothing in particular.”

      Her studied casualness pinged Joe’s radar. It did the same to Matt. He shot her a skeptical look. “You sure that’s all?”

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “I saw that look on your face. What aren’t you telling us, Gruwen?”

      Amanda’s gaze shifted to Joe. “I’m just worried someone’s going to notice Joe’s Faraday block isn’t working.”

      “The hell it’s not,” Joe said, startled by the unexpected topic change. “I’m cut off from all comms, can’t access any of the nets, public or military.”

      “So how did you blue shift, then?”

      Matt straightened. “What? When?”

      “During the fight. Didn’t any of you notice how he anticipated the guy’s every move? You did, didn’t you, Top?”

      Joe blinked, a startled awareness falling over him as he realized abruptly that she was right. “Yeah,” he said slowly. “Yeah, I did.”

      “That shouldn’t be possible,” Ramon said, entering the room.

      Breeze followed him in, the two settling cross-legged on the rug that lay between the two sofas. “Maybe it communicates on a different frequency,” he suggested.

      “No, Faraday blockers jam across the full EM spectrum,” Ramon said.

      Ana interrupted him. “No, wait. You might be on to something. Maybe the blue shifts are being generated in kata space. A Faraday block would be useless against that.”

      “Check anyway,” Matt suggested.

      Ana pulled out her pad and accessed the app that recorded the electrodes in Joe’s head that monitored the implant’s activity. She swiped a finger across the display and a portable holoprojection sprang to life above the pad.

      “See? According to this, that thing’s been dormant since the block was activated. Hang tight.” She motioned for Joe to tilt his head so that she could disengage the block. “Okay, now let’s see…”

      “I’ll be damned,” Ramon whispered when the scene from Grand Central resolved as seen through Joe’s eyes. They could clearly see the moment a blue shift descended over his vision.

      “Yeah, I remember now,” Joe said. “I guess I’ve become so used to it that it’s instinctive now.”

      “And you think the implant remained functional because it’s transmitting through kata space, bypassing the channels in our dimension,” Matt summarized.

      “Yes, I—”

      Ana’s words were abruptly cut off by a hard pounding on the barracks’ door. A moment later, the door was shoved open and Holden stepped through. His gaze zeroed in on Joe and Ana.

      “Come on. You two have to leave—now.”
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      Wallace Russell paused five steps from the base of the Capitol Building, faced the gathered reporters, and flashed a practiced smile.

      “Senator! Is it true you’ve proposed a picket of warships to block the trade routes between Mars and Earth?”

      “If the FFS retaliates, are you advocating for the use of lethal force on the part of the Terran military?”

      “Senator, can you comment on your position—”

      “People, please. One at a time.” His smile broadened as he caught sight of one of his favorite reporters standing in the back. He pointed to her. “You had a question for me?”

      He fielded their queries with the ease of long practice, answering some directly, deflecting others, and ensuring that the sound bites he wanted spread across the planet were clearly heard. With a subtle hand motion, he indicated to his lead protection agent that he was ready to leave. The agent moved in front of him, her arms spread.

      “No more questions at this time. The senator is late for an important meeting.”

      The agents formed a phalanx, pushing through the crowd to the waiting aircar, even as reporters continued to shout questions at him. The din was cut off and blessed silence restored the moment the door slid shut behind him. He let out a breath and turned to face his aide, who held out a glass tumbler with crystal clear ice and two fingers of hundred-year-old bourbon. Russell accepted it gratefully.

      He paused, glass halfway to his lips when the car’s other occupant spoke. “What are you going to do about that new device I told you about? We need to get our hands on it, before she—”

      Russell sent the man a fulminating glare that had him stuttering to a stop. Dismissing him for the moment, the senator turned to his aide, tapping on a report that rested on the seat beside him. “This does me no good.”

      The aide leaned over to retrieve the offending plas sheet. After a swift perusal, she murmured, “I’m so sorry, sir.” Pressing a thumb against it to unlock the rewritable device, she made a few adjustments, then handed it across to the senator. “There. Tomorrow’s agenda, latest version.”

      Russell accepted the sheet then switched his attention to his driver and the armed woman riding shotgun. This particular protection detail had been with him for three months. Both were consummate professionals—yet one could never be too careful.

      Embedded in the arm of his chair was a screen. Tapping the privacy button engaged a noise-cancelation routine built into the vehicle. Russell felt a slight displacement of air as it isolated those in the back seat from the ones in the front. Confident they could no longer be overheard, he addressed his guest.

      “That device you told me about. Frank Kim has taken a personal interest in it. It’s been pulled from the Dome. Everything about it has been redacted.”

      “You said you could get your hands on it—”

      Russell slashed a hand through the air. “I know what I said. These things take time. Finesse. I can’t use my position as Committee Chairman to order around the Advanced Research Agency without good reason. You know this.”

      The car swung into a parking garage and pulled to a stop beside an elevator. The woman riding shotgun exited the car and walked toward the rear door.

      Russell turned to his aide as the door opened, overriding the noise-cancelling screen. “We’re done for the day. Go on home; we’ll pick this up in the morning.”

      The aide slid from the vehicle. Russell motioned for the agent to shut the door, then shot the driver an annoyed look. “Park the car and then you’re free to go. I’ll see myself home.”

      “My job is to see you safely to your own vehicle, sir.”

      “I’m in a gated parking garage with security at the entrance. I’m perfectly safe,” Russell said. “You are relieved of your duties for the evening.”

      The driver let out a controlled breath. “As you wish, Senator.” The car rolled forward, the driver pulling into a reserved parking spot. As he brought it to a stop, his hand surreptitiously slid beneath the console, fingerprint activating a recently installed biosensor. Handshake complete, the feed from the microphone buried in the header above Russell’s seat transferred to the agent’s implant. Opening his door, the driver wished the senator a good evening, then headed for his own parked car.
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      The driver waved to the guard as he exited the parking garage and turned onto the street that would lead to the outer beltway. Ordinarily, he enjoyed having control over whatever vehicle he drove; years of tactical driving turned a mundane practice into a chance to hone his skills. Tonight, though, he punched in his destination and let the vehicle take over.

      His attention was fully absorbed by the conversation between the two men he had recorded. The driver had served undercover on the senator’s protection detail for three months and had learned that the façade of humble public servant the man presented was nothing but pretense.

      Like every politician he’d ever been assigned to, Russell’s main goal was to increase his own personal power base. The only genuine thing about the man was his avid dislike for the FFS. The conversation reflected this—at first. But as it unfolded, the agent grew increasingly concerned.

      “You haven’t told anyone about our connection, have you?” Russell’s voice said.

      “No,” said the other man. “Your secret is safe.”

      “Good. Keep it that way.”

      “How will you find the device?”

      “General Kim’s military training is deeply ingrained. He reports directly to President Clarke, and he’s not about to forget it. He won’t withhold critical information from his commander in chief.”

      The other man made a scoffing noise.

      “I have a few connections in the president’s inner circle,” Russell’s voice continued. “One of them owes me a personal favor. He forwarded Kim’s report on Kovacs and the device.”

      There was a pause, long enough for the agent to wonder if the senator was using it as an intimidation tactic. When he spoke, there was a hard edge to his voice that told the agent he’d guessed right.

      “You said the implant was worth billions. You neglected to mention the danger it could pose in the hands of a deadly, highly trained Terran military operator.”

      “Just another reason why we need to extract that thing from his head, as soon as possible,” his guest shot back, oblivious to the implied threat. “If I can get my hands on it, I guarantee you that I can reverse engineer it. The financial potential—”

      “Is nothing compared to the dangers this thing might pose.”

      “I…” The other man’s voice trailed away, stymied by the senator’s vehemence.

      When the senator reached the part about the implant’s alien origin, the driver rolled his eyes, astounded that a man as well-placed as Wallace Russell would buy into such drivel. But as the tale unwound, he found his disbelief replaced by something akin to fear.

      “Trust me, Darwin. You’ll get your answers. If Kovacs resurfaces, we’ll get him.

      “And that thing in his head?”

      “Needs to be brought under control. Just think how it could be used for good in the right hands.”

      When you say ‘the right hands,’ something tells me that what you really mean are your hands, and not General Kim’s, the agent thought.

      In the next instant, the rhetorical question was answered. The senator’s tone turned fierce, almost vindictive.

      “Contrary to what General Kim might believe, he cannot operate with impunity. He answers to the president. And, if subpoenaed, to the Intelligence committee—and me.”

      The protection agent had heard enough. Using an unbreakable encrypted string, he used his implant to initiate a call on a government channel accessible to a select few. When the security AI came online at the other end, he transmitted his bonafides.

      “I need to speak to General Kim immediately. Priority one. There’s something urgent he needs to know…”
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      “What’s going on?” Ana asked as Joe pulled her to her feet.

      Steering her down the hall, he said, “When an officer says move, you move. Questions can wait.” Despite his words, he strained to hear the conversation behind him even as he urged her to pick up the pace.

      Matt’s voice cut across what he could only assume was Holden’s murmured explanation. “Sir, send a couple of us along with them, as backup.”

      “Can’t. It’s too suspicious.”

      Joe opened the first room and poked his head inside, looking for his gear. No joy. He went to the next one.

      “What if it’s me and Amanda?” Scott’s voice interjected. “Tell them the military wants to monitor vitals while in kata space.”

      “One of you,” Holden countered.

      “Then send me instead of Amanda,” Dee’s voice cut in. “An order to include someone from military intelligence is something no one ever questions. Scott and I will go.”

      Joe looked up as footsteps came from behind them. Breeze shot him a wink as he brushed past, then disappeared through a door across the hall. Joe kept looking.

      The next door revealed Ana’s suitcases where someone on the team had placed them. He motioned her over. Ana stepped inside to retrieve her bags while Joe continued down the hall to search for his belongings. He hit paydirt at the next door, where he found his ruck resting on the bunk. Back out in the hall, he found Ana waiting, two suitcases in hand. Grabbing one from her, he motioned silently for her to lead the way back to the barracks’ living room.

      “Fine. Faulkner and Morris can go. But we leave now.” Holden broke off as they arrived. Motioning Ana and Joe to follow, he turned for the door.

      “You’ll be needing these,” Breeze called out. Two rucks went sailing through the air. Dee and Scott fielded them expertly, then fell in behind Joe.

      A transport was waiting outside, its electric motor silently humming.

      “We were supposed to leave tomorrow. What changed?” Joe asked in a low tone, voicing Ana’s question as he followed the major outside.

      “In the car. We’ll talk on the way.”

      The transport’s side door slid open to reveal General Kim waiting for them in the back seat, with Dixon behind the wheel. They loaded their gear in silence and piled in. The moment the doors slid closed, the general started talking. His words were clipped and rapid-fire.

      “I just received word from one of my people operating clandestinely on Concordia. Apparently, Senator Russell has been making noises about a certain experimental program that was launched without government oversight at the Dome a few months ago. A program that has developed a revolutionary device capable of restoring sight to the blind…”

      Ana’s sharp inhale cut through Kim’s words.

      “…to people whose condition was deemed irreversible by top medical professionals. The information suggests that not only is this project unsanctioned by the government, but the NSA is behind it.”

      “Senator Russell, that’s the Senator from the UK, the one you said was chairman of the Senate Intelligence Committee?” Joe asked.

      “Yes. Russell’s requested the court issue a subpoena for me to appear before the committee. He’s going to ask me to tell them what I know about that device in your head.”

      “Can they do that? How do they even know about it?”

      Dixon met Joe’s gaze in the rearview mirror. “Cox,” they said simultaneously.

      “It tracks,” Holden agreed.

      “That’s a pretty dogged pursuit over something that on the surface sounds like a good thing. Why is Russell against it?” Ana asked.

      “He’s a former prosecuting attorney, the very definition of dogged,” Holden supplied. “He also has a reputation as a hard-liner, a man known to question any special research project that doesn’t specifically further our defense.”

      “If they subpoena, I'll be under oath. There is not a lot I can do,” Kim warned. “I need to be able to truthfully say that I don’t know where you are. You left the Farm this morning on a mission that is classified and takes you out of communication for the interim.”

      “Could he be behind the designer drug?” Joe asked.

      “What makes you say that?” Dixon interrupted.

      Holden shook his head. “Doubtful. It doesn’t fit his profile. Russell’s a real hawk. Hates the FFS with a passion.”

      “He does,” Kim agreed. “More than once, he’s criticized the use of sanctions against the FFS for industrial espionage, advocating instead for more stringent tactics, up to and including military action.”

      “Hard core,” Dee murmured.

      Kim glanced over at the intel specialist. “Exactly. Which is why I want Kovacs far away from Earth, under a communications blackout. Somewhere that I can honestly swear, under oath, is out of my reach if I’m subpoenaed.”

      “But… how does the senator even know about the implant?” Ana asked.

      “According to my inside man, Russell has an informant among President Clarke’s briefers. And yes, the president knows,” Kim said to forestall Ana’s next question. “I had to tell him. I report to him.”

      “Ouch,” Scott muttered. “That’s a leak we didn’t need.”

      “A leak that will soon be plugged.” Kim’s voice was hard. “But you need to be gone. Off Earth within the hour.” He shot a look behind him, where Dee and Scott sat in the third row. “All of you.”

      Dixon pulled onto the airfield’s apron and turned down the taxiway, coming to a stop near the Marauder that idled at the runway’s threshold.

      Holden joined Joe and the rest as they jogged toward the aircraft. “Cerberus is docked at Slip Foxtrot-Niner on Farragut’s topside.” He pulled out a chit and handed it over. “Sealed instructions for Captain Vesey. One of the SOAR pilots will deliver you to the Dome. The general decided that was safer than using a vanilla team stationed at Farragut—a team that Russell might be able to trace and strong-arm into turning back.”

      He stopped at the Marauder, where a senior warrant officer crouched. “Come on,” the pilot called out. “General Kim wants you hauling ass up to the station an hour ago.”

      Joe handed Ana’s suitcases to the crew chief. Scott and Dee tossed their rucks inside and hauled themselves in after them. Joe paused at the hatch and glanced back at Holden, who nodded.

      “Godspeed, all of you.”
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      Matt didn’t like what Holden’s appearance had implied. The major’s abrupt arrival and Joe’s swift departure suggested they’d been wrong about Smith and the FFS being behind the kidnapping attempt.

      An ugly suspicion had begun to form that it was someone highly placed in the Terran government who was pulling the strings—the kind of person that not even General Kim could gainsay. Holden’s actions said he suspected it too.

      Matt hated being on the defensive. He’d rather take the fight to the enemy every time—which had led to him standing in the dark outside the motor pool entrance, with Jack and Breeze flanking him, waiting for Holden’s ATV to return.

      Problem is, I’m not entirely sure what kind of enemy we’re dealing with here…

      The transport’s appearance was heralded by little more than the crunch of tires and the sway of bushes as the vehicle passed. Despite the late hour, it operated without lights of any kind, its electric motors near-silent.

      Out of habit, Matt had activated his optical implant’s night vision; the sensors outlined the ATV’s form in a faint white phosphor, the car itself standing out in crisp, full-color detail against the shadowed terrain.

      “Interesting. You’d almost think they were in enemy territory the way they’re operating,” Breeze murmured.

      Jack grunted his displeasure. “What the hell’s going on here? What’s the general dragged us into?”

      “That’s what we’re about to find out,” Matt said grimly as the doors to the cavernous building behind him rolled open.

      They followed in the car’s wake, doors sliding shut behind them. Dixon hopped out, rounding the car to open Holden’s door. A fast glance encompassed the three Delta operators. “Gentlemen.”

      Matt’s eyes cut to Holden as he stepped out. “Where’s the general?”

      “Not here.” Holden’s voice was clipped. He motioned for them to follow.

      When they filed into the situation room, Dixon skirted around them, calling up the holoprojector. A few swipes brought up a familiar program, one the Sabre Squadrons often used on missions.

      “You tagged the general?” Matt asked.

      Dixon’s head snapped up, her eyes seeking the door. When she saw that it was closed, she looked back down. “Yes.”

      “Just making sure they’re taking him where they said they would,” Holden added.

      The display showed Kim’s progress, marked by a glowing red line. He was already over the Atlantic, headed southward in the direction of Concordia.

      “Who’s ‘they’?” Matt asked.

      “The Senate Intelligence Committee,” Holden replied.

      “T-the,” Breeze stuttered. “But why?”

      “Because information has leaked about a warfighter in the Sabre Squadrons being subjected to an experimental implant. That this procedure was done with the general’s authorization and without oversight by the Terran military. The intelligence committee has ordered a full investigation into it.”

      “A full investigation? How’d they find out about it?”

      Holden blew out a breath. “Frank Kim has his own reporting structure. It’s short, but it’s in place for a reason.”

      “Short? I’d say,” Jack muttered. “He reports directly to the president.”

      “That’s right.” Holden motioned them to take seats. As he pulled out a chair for himself, he added, “But it’s not as direct as you might think. His reports go to staffers, people responsible for curating presidential briefings.”

      “Okay, then. There’s your leak,” Breeze said.

      “That much we’ve figured out. What we still need to figure out is if there’s any connection between the attempt in front of Grand Central and the intelligence committee’s sudden decision to convene a hearing.”

      Matt thought this through. “That’s why I’m here, actually. Why we’re here.” He looked up. “I’d like your permission to do a bit of recon.”

      “On who?”

      “The stiff we identified—that Dee identified, with the help of the Farm’s telecom group—was employed by BlackRiver. I want to shadow their CEO. Knock on the door of his condo and question him.”

      “Question him,” Dixon repeated, her tone carefully neutral.

      “Hey, no law against asking questions,” Jack interposed. “The guy can ask us to leave any time.”

      “And if he does, will you?”

      “Of course,” Matt said smoothly. When we’re good and ready.

      Holden wasn’t stupid. He knew what wasn’t being said. Matt could tell that he was torn.

      “We’ll be careful. Won’t break any laws.” Matt mentally added, or at least, we won’t get caught breaking them.

      “You think the guy’s just going to offer up his client’s name when you ask.” Dixon’s tone clearly conveyed her disbelief.

      “He might, if we explain to him that what those men were doing not only violated Terran law but interfered in an important military operation,” Matt said.

      “Uh-huh.”

      He met her gaze firmly, ignoring her skeptical tone. “BlackRiver is known to work off the books for the United Terran States, in gray areas where the government can’t officially sanction military intervention, like hostage rescues involving private individuals and foreign states. I’d imagine that whoever hired them left out the fact that they’d be pissing off the director of national intelligence by their actions. Chances are, he might just be willing to give up his client’s contact info in exchange for clearing his company’s name where Frank Kim is concerned.”

      Holden studied him for a long moment. Matt worked hard to school his expression into something believable but not too earnest. In this, his training both worked in his favor and against him. Deception in the face of the enemy had been baked into him after many decades of service with the Unit. On the other hand, there wasn’t much that was more hardwired into a soldier than obeying the orders of his commanding officer…

      “Very well,” Holden said. “Just you three. And if you get caught, don’t expect me to bail you out.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Matt didn’t wait around for Holden to change his mind; he exited, Jack and Breeze on his heels.

      “Now what?” Jack asked.

      Matt had been thinking about that. He doubted the CSM who was in charge of their training was going to loan him a transport without a lot of questions Matt didn’t particularly want to answer.

      He swerved in the direction of the small office he’d spied Connelly, Kim’s aide, exiting earlier. “Hang tight. Be right back.”

      He’d been right in his guess that she was still there, though the hour was past 0200. Rapping lightly on the door frame, he stepped inside so the Marines standing guard on the entrance nearby wouldn’t overhear.

      “Excuse me, ma’am. Director Kim left us with instructions to investigate something in our spare time, and we’ve just hit on a lead I’d like to follow before the trail runs cold. Can you authorize a transport for us to use? We’ll have it back before morning.”
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      In the end, what Matt needed wasn’t a transport. It was a Raptor. Connelly assigned them a special mission Raptor that was on permanent loan to the Farm from the Flight Concepts Division. Connelly drove them to the hangar herself.

      Now the three Delta operators were seated in the back of one of the stealthiest airframes Matt had ever seen. Absolutely no markings marred its solid black exterior. There were lights, but none were on.

      The flight crew had been friendly—to a point. They’d made it clear the cockpit wasn’t an open one, and the D-boys were not invited up to see it. Matt couldn’t care less. They had a mission to plan and very little time in which to plan it.

      All three were dressed in active camouflage, the metamaterials rendering them invisible to anyone wandering the streets at this late hour—and to any surveillance feeds that might be pointed in their direction.

      They sat with their balaclavas rolled up like watch caps on their heads, bent over a tablet that Matt had dug out of his ruck. He pulled up the jacket the intelligence analysts at the Farm had supplied on Brian Jones, BlackRiver’s founder.

      “According to his birth records, the guy’s name really is Jones,” he said.

      “Bet the guy laughs his ass off every time someone gives him a ‘yeah riiiight’ look,” Breeze said.

      Jack snorted a laugh.

      “Commissioned as a Marine officer at age twenty,” Matt read aloud, scrolling through the description, “but he only had one tour under his belt before separating from the service.”

      “What, he thinks he knows all there is to know about the military after four years?” Jack asked.

      “No, but his profile described him as driven, unconventional, and charismatic. Sounds like an entrepreneur, honestly. And maybe someone who chafed under the structure of the military but had a strong sense of patriotism?” Matt guessed.

      “Maybe.” Jack sounded unconvinced.

      “Well, the military might not have been a good fit for him, but he sure as hell knew how to recruit from the special forces men and women who were leaving the service. Take a look at the stats.” Breeze pointed to a paragraph that estimated BlackRiver had more than five hundred employees, with thirty percent of them former special forces soldiers.

      “Huh. Impressive,” Jack said.

      “I don’t know about that,” Matt said. “Some might be lured by the credits. Some might have been injured, lost their qualification but still have a hell of a lot of skills to offer. Some of them may have discovered they don’t like civilian life, but they’re too old to reenlist.”

      Dismissing that line of thought, he pulled up the condominium residence listed in Jones’s file, calling up a 3D map of the area from the planetary net.

      “Posh digs,” Breeze said.

      Jack grunted his agreement. “Which unit’s his?”

      Matt spread his fingers, zooming into the image. “That one.”

      He tapped on the unit at the end, noting it was the most secluded one in the community. An icon appeared, flagging it. He traced the windows along the two outer walls that belonged to Jones’s unit.

      “Three windows on one side, two on the other. Repeats on the second level.”

      “What’s on the third level?” Jack asked.

      “Hang tight,” Matt said as an alert flashed in the lower left corner of his optics. The search worm he’d inserted into the planetary net a few minutes ago had returned results. “Condo’s floorplans just arrived.”

      The image hovering between them changed and now they were looking at a virtual tour of the unit Jones owned. Matt moved them quickly through the residence until they reached the top of the third flight. “Looks like a combo loft and attic space.”

      Jack sat back. “That’s your entrance, right there.”

      

      Half an hour later, Matt’s implant intercepted an incoming call from the cockpit.

      “We’re nearing your destination. You have a plan?” the copilot asked.

      “Yeah.” Matt sketched in the details, forwarding the street view of the gated community and the building across the street Jack had chosen for his overwatch position.

      “First drop is here. One person.” He dropped an icon on the spot where the sniper would set up. Then he tagged the roof where Jones lived. “Second drop is here. That’ll be the other two.”

      A two-click sounded in his head. “ETA five mikes.”

      Matt stowed the tablet and twirled his finger in the air, the universal sign for ‘wrap it up and get ready to jump.’ Jack and Breeze stood, both moving to where their rucks were fastened to the webbing that ran along the fuselage. Matt followed, lowering his balaclava and activating the HUD woven into the smart fabric that covered his face.

      Jack and Breeze followed suit, both of them disappearing from view as the stealth in their suits activated. Now all Matt could see were two green-limned shadows, the HUD identifying his fellow teammates as ‘friendlies,’ with a text identifier floating above each.

      Jack took a knee beside his soft case and pulled out his sniper rifle. He looped the two-point sling around his neck and rose, the rifle disappearing as the sling’s smart fabric came into contact with his suit and conformed to its active camouflage. Breeze’s ruck did the same, melting into nothingness when the ruck’s fasteners snugged up against his vest.

      All three began a gear check, confirming weapons were charged and spare magazines were loaded. Just as they completed the routine, the Raptor’s attitude changed. Matt’s gloved hand dug into the webbing as forward motion slowed and the aircraft reconfigured into a hover. When the pilot sent them into a rapid descent, Matt motioned for Jack and Breeze to follow him to the rear ramp.

      Smaller side doors slid open on either side of the ramp, just large enough for one man to slip through.

      “Nice,” Breeze commented when he spied the RDPs. Rapid Deployment Platforms were a simple but effective iteration of the classic fast rope. The AI-run system allowed the operator to use a targeting laser to ID the exact spot where he wanted to touch down. The soldier placed one foot on a metal platform that was little more than a plate ten by twenty centimeters wide. A telescoping rod served as a handhold.

      The AI did the rest, spooling out a thin reel of carbon nanotube wire, feathering the descent at the end. No more hitting a rooftop with a heavy thud that might set off detection sensors. The minute the soldier’s weight transferred off the platform, it reconfigured, folding in on itself as the line retracted, zipping back up into the Raptor.

      Jack moved into position, using the laser arm extruded by the AI to shoot his position. “See you on the flip side,” the sniper said as he stepped onto the platform and dropped from sight. Seconds later, his quiet, “Down,” came across the team channel.

      Matt motioned Breeze over, then crossed to the RDP door on the other side. Proximity sensors activated it. He leaned out to peer down at the rapidly approaching condo, the Raptor’s downdraft slapping against the side of his balaclava.

      The Raptor came to a hover and he shot his target; three meters to the left of the spot Breeze had IDed. Flipping over to the Raptor’s channel, he thanked the crew before stepping onto the platform, one hand firmly on the handle, the other cradling his rifle against his chest.

      Then he was airborne, the rapid descent ruffling his camouflaged suit. The ‘feather’ at the end of the line was more of a jolt, but he didn’t mind. It got the job done, allowing him to deploy a cloud of noise-canceling chaff to mask the crunch of his boots as he stepped from the platform. The chaff wouldn’t do anything to mitigate pressure or seismic sensors, but the chaff, combined with the stealth metamaterials in their suits, would easily spoof standard vid feeds.

      He brought his weapon into a low-ready position, ignoring the soft zip of the RDPs as they reeled themselves back in. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the Raptor rise, then bank left before it disappeared into the night. His gaze swept the empty roofline, then returned to Breeze and, in the distance, Jack.

      “That’s it, then. Last chance to back out. What we’re about to do is in direct violation of Posse Comitatus. We get caught, we go down. End of story.”

      “Fuck that. Why are we wasting time talking about shit that doesn’t matter?” Jack’s voice might have been soft, but it was strident.

      Breeze gave a soft hooah of agreement. “C’mon, Top. Let’s do this.”
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      “All right, then.” Matt returned his gaze to the rooftop. “You see any evidence we might have tripped an early warning system?”

      Breeze’s head swiveled. “Negative.”

      “Archangel? Report.”

      “Microdrones active and circling the building,” Jack said. “Compiling heat map now.”

      There was a long pause, then he came back online. “One body, prone, second level, far left window. Body temp suggests he’s been asleep for at least a few hours.”

      “Defenses?” Breeze asked.

      “Hang tight…”

      While they waited, Breeze swept his rifle in slow arcs along the condo’s perimeter. “Clear,” he reported.

      Matt motioned him forward. The sapper crossed to the edge of the roof in a low crouch, with Matt at his heels. Breeze took a knee, set his rifle on the roof beside him, then retrieved a rappelling line from his kit. Matt covered him while he secured it.

      “Setting Sieves now,” Jack said.

      “Damn, but that’s one sweet piece of tech,” Breeze said admiringly.

      Matt had to agree. The Sieve was something the Farm’s armorer had introduced them to earlier in the day, during their afternoon tour. They’d all been impressed as hell at the toys General Kin’s agents had at their disposal. How Jack had pried one of them out of the armorer’s hands was a mystery.

      Sieves were a new type of weapon—metamorph nanomachines. Made from liquid metals that could be reshaped through the use of electric current and magnetic fields, their malleable nature, combined with their nanoscopic size, allowed Sieves to seep through any crack, no matter how tiny. The condo’s locked windows proved to be no barrier at all.

      “I’m in. Damn, but that was slick. You should have seen it just melting through that windowsill like—”

      “Archangel.”

      “Wait one. Configuring.”

      Matt couldn’t blame Jack for fanboying over the tech. The armorer’s demonstration had been impressive. The Sieve he’d shown them had seeped through a door frame, then reassembled itself into a sensor that could take the kind of readings they’d need to discover all of Jones’s security tricks.

      Best of all, Jeff assured them that there was no possible way BlackRiver could have gotten their hands on this kind of tech.

      “Okay, I’ve mapped the loft. All surveillance sensors monitoring that floor have been neutralized. Holy shit, this tech is sweet! You think they’d miss it if I took it this with us when we left? Because this is stuff is some seriously hot—”

      “Dammit, Archangel, you’re starting to sound like Chaos. Now, focus.”

      Matt’s hissed reprimand found its mark. Jack’s response was subdued.

      “Copy. You’re clear.”

      Matt hand-signed for Breeze to proceed. The sapper attached a pair of AI-assisted descender/ascender grips to the line, tugged on it one last time, then snapped it to his vest and eased over the edge. The line played out through the descenders as he inched his way down to the window.

      “Archangel, you have eyes on the roof?” Matt asked. At Jack’s affirmative, he slung his rifle across his back, ready to pull the line once Breeze’s lockpick app completed its task.

      He didn’t have long to wait. With a quick move, the sapper muscled the window open and swung inside. Seconds later, the line swung free of the window. Matt hauled it up, reset the descenders, and followed Breeze down into the loft.

      “Hold up. Keep that window open… Okay, you can shut it.”

      Matt imagined he felt the air shift ever so slightly as a pair of drones passed to his right. The tiny devices lit up on his HUD, limned in green. Jack’s tags of ‘Eyes 1’ and ‘Eyes 2’ hovered in the air above them for a brief second before winking out. The drones zoomed past them and out into the corridor.

      “I’ll take the sensors up in the ceilings. You’ll have to put in your own work at ground level,” Jack said.

      Ignoring the sniper’s sarcasm, Matt sent him a two-click to acknowledge. The open loft allowed the drones easy access to the floor below, and they plummeted from view as they dove over the railing to the second level.

      Matt waved Breeze forward, the sapper having exchanged his rifle for his everyday carry, a pistol from his drop holster that worked well for close quarters work. Matt kept his rifle, preferring to have at least one automatic weapon available should the residence offer any unwelcome surprises in the form of undetected automatic defenses.

      Breeze descended the stairs cautiously, the muzzle of his gun leading the way. Matt followed.

      “This is way too easy, folks.”

      Jack voiced the uneasiness Matt had begun to feel. Preparation was key in any mission, but there was inevitably the time when things went sideways and they had to adapt, pulling from their playbook to improvise.

      “The guy’s bio says he’s more entrepreneur than warrior. My credit’s on him placing all his faith in his toys”—Breeze gestured to a motion sensor the drones had disabled—“and not investing enough time keeping his own skills polished.”

      “Use it or lose it,” Matt murmured.

      They turned down the hallway that led to Jones’s bedroom and eased the door open. Matt shook his head when they came upon the former Marine splayed face down across his bed. The sour stench of alcohol wafted to them and he abruptly realized why Jones was utterly unaware that his home had been invaded. He’d apparently had a bit too much to drink that night.

      With the shake of his head, Matt pulled out a small, unmarked aerosol vial.

      “C’mon, let’s get this over with.”

      “You sure that’s going to cut through the haze?” Breeze said. “You might need something stronger if you expect to get anything out of him tonight.

      Matt sighed. Breeze was right.

      “Jack, reach out to Amanda will you? Ask her if this stuff’ll be effective on someone who’s shit-faced.” As an afterthought, he added, “And if there’s any harm in using the serum she gave us on a drunk.”

      “I’ll use mil channels, but the call will still be traceable if anyone suspects a breaking and entering at that condo,” Jack warned.

      “Better across the street than here.”

      “Copy that. Hang tight.”

      Jack’s presence disappeared from the team’s channel for a full minute, then he was back. “Give him a double dose and you’re good to go. The serum will induce anterograde amnesia—he won’t remember anything that happens while under the influence, and it’ll have metabolized out by the time he awakens tomorrow morning. She says, and I quote, ‘ought to give him one hell of a headache, but after what his company’s done, he deserves it.’”

      “Copy that.” Matt turned to Breeze. “Okay, let’s do this.”

      He crouched down beside Jones and studied his face. Breeze positioned himself behind Matt, his weapon aimed point-blank between the man’s eyes.

      Setting the block within easy reach on the bed, he uncapped the vial and held it under Jones’s nose, then waited for the man’s next inhale.

      A loud snore cut through the silence of the room, and Matt hastily reoriented, squirting the nanoencapsulated solution directly into his mouth. The man sputtered and coughed, spewing the serum back at Matt, the vapor coating the front of his balaclava.

      Dammit, Matt! Too heavy handed, he chided himself. You would have dosed yourself if you hadn’t been wearing a mask with a filter. And don’t complicate things by waking the target up before you’ve drugged him.

      Matt waited for Jones to settle before carefully angling the aerosol tip six inches from the sleeping man’s nose, then timing the next spray on his inhale. Jones twitched his nose, his hand coming up to swipe at it, but then he settled. Matt repeated the process twice for good measure, then set the vial aside and stood.

      Dipping inside his vest, he pulled out a pair of zipties and a Faraday block. He shot Breeze a look. “Be ready. Here’s where things get interesting.”

      Breeze shifted to keep Jones in his reticle—and Matt out of it. “Copy that.”

      Matt bent over Jones and gently pressed the block behind his ear, activating it at the same time. The touch, though gentle, brought the man to wakefulness.

      “Wha…” he slurred, swinging his hand wildly about and knocking the vial across the room, where it clattered against the wall.

      Matt flipped the man over and ziptied his hands before turning him face-up on the bed. Breeze stepped in, drawing Jones’s attention while Matt secured his feet.

      Matt knelt beside the head of the bed. “Jones. You with me?”

      Jones reared back, blearily trying to focus—an impossible task, given the camo Matt wore. “Who the hell are you?”

      Matt ignored the question and got straight to the point. “Who paid BlackRiver to kidnap Sergeant Joe Kovacs?”

      Jones tried to fight the effects of Amanda’s serum but any counter-interrogation training he might have once had was long gone. The man now a softened entrepreneur. A civilian in every way that counted, despite the closet full of BDUs Matt spied in the corner and the sculpted biceps peeking out from his short-sleeved tee.

      He could tell at a glance that those muscles had come from a gym, or perhaps through genetic alteration. Certainly not through grueling training and the kind of repetition that built kinetic muscle memory. No warfighter would have flailed around like a fish the way Jones was doing, no matter how drunk he was.

      “Names, Jones. I want names.” Matt hauled him up to a seated position, shook the man lightly, and leaned over. In a soft, threatening tone, he murmured into Jones’s ear, “Who sent you to pick up Kovacs? If I ask again, you’re not going to like what happens next.”

      Breeze cut off a muffled curse as the astringent smell of urine permeated the room. But the threat worked; Jones began to talk.
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      Matt dipped into his vest for a box cutter to remove the zip-ties binding Jones. “That’s it. We have what we need.”

      “I’ll say.” Breeze lifted a sealed medical patch that would render any subject unconscious within seconds. “Ready for this?”

      “Do it.”

      Breeze arranged the unconscious BlackRiver executive into a position that emulated natural sleep while Matt completed their idiot check, making sure they’d left no evidence behind to indict them.

      “Incoming!” Jack’s warning cut through the silence.

      “Report,” Matt ordered, bending to scoop up the vial Jones had knocked across the room.

      Behind him, Breeze made one last adjustment before misting the area with a colloid cloud of deoxyribonuclease enzymes. The tiny, insoluble particles remained suspended in air until an outside force, like the room’s air handling, acted upon them.

      Airflow conveniently deposited them in the same spots where Matt and Breeze had stood, their DNase coating breaking down DNA wherever they landed, erasing any forensic evidence the two men were ever there.

      “Not sure what tripped the warning. Maybe a missed check-in. Or someone manually checked the sensors. I bypassed the AI monitor but can’t do anything about random eyes that might see.”

      “Copy that. We’re on our way out now.”

      “Not the front exit. They’ll be at the door by the time you get there.” Jack’s voice was clipped as he wrapped up his own gear. “Rooftop. Go west, to the end of the block. There’s a car parked there, belongs to the convenience store clerk. I’ll move west, too, and cover you from this side of the street.”

      Matt sent him a two-click as he raced up the stairs, Breeze two steps behind him. By habit, he headed for the window where the sapper had dropped the rappelling line, but reversed his movement in the next instant as his brain reminded him that window faced the entrance.

      “Rope,” he warned as he raced for the window at the other end of the loft.

      “Taken care of,” Breeze replied. “Already sent the command for it to retract.”

      You gotta love smart gear, Matt thought, thankful to special forces command for including rudimentary AI commands into even the simplest things, like rappelling studs that spooled out line.

      He unlatched the window, easing the pane up. “Jack, you got eyes on the back of the building?”

      “You’re clear.” Jack sounded slightly winded. “Okay, I’m nearing the end. I’ll be set up to cover you in five.”

      Breeze had pulled a grappling gun from his ruck and handed it over. Matt ducked through the window and braced himself on the sill, leaning out as far as he could while Breeze braced his legs, counterbalancing him.

      Aiming for a spot at the base of the chimney, he fired. The grapple soared upward into the night air, connecting with a soft chunk. The gun’s app, which had initialized on his HUD the moment his gloves touched it, showed solid contact, the grapple’s intelligent metal sinking several additional strands of carbyne nanowire into the brick-like ceramacrete facade. The app flashed a green light at him and he tugged on the line, testing it.

      Breeze tapped his leg to get his attention, holding out an ascender. “Go,” he urged. “They’re inside.”

      Matt took the ascender and attached it to the line. Balancing on the windowsill, he activated the grapple. Its small but powerful motor kicked in, pulling him skyward.

      A tug on the line told him Breeze had attached his own ascender. Minutes later, he reached the roof and hauled himself over, rolling out of the way to make room for Breeze. The sapper landed beside him, reeling the line in after him. Matt scooped up the grapple and they both started running.

      “Closed the window with my foot. No way to lock it,” Breeze reported between breaths. “Won’t fool them for long if they’re any good.”

      Gaps between the buildings were short, three meters at best, and easy to leap. They closed the distance between Jones’s condo and the end of the block in a matter of seconds.

      “Talk to me, Jack.”

      “Fire ladder, northwest corner.”

      “Copy.” Matt made the final leap, then angled for the far corner.

      “You’re clear,” Jack said. “Oops. Spoke too soon. They just found the unlocked window.”

      One glance told Matt the ladder was a straight shot, three stories down. He backed onto the first rung, then wrapped hands and feet around the rails and slid, fireman-style, the rest of the way down.

      The car was parked beside the employee entrance. Matt headed for it. Behind him, he heard the soft crunch of gravel as Breeze’s boots hit the dirt. The sapper rapped the hood with his knuckles as he raced around to the driver’s side. Curling his fingers around the handle, he let his lockpick app do its thing. With a snick, the door slid open and he popped the hood.

      Matt was ready; he reached for the latch. “Get it started. I’ll bypass the transponder.”

      Calling up the AI SERE program embedded in the data partition of his implant, Matt ordered it to identify the transponder’s location for this model of car. A schematic appeared as a transparent overlay on his HUD, the circuit highlighted. He located it quickly, thanks to the boost the suit gave to his optics’ night vision. He wedged a hand into the gap and yanked, unseating the board.

      Lowering the hood, he rounded to the passenger side. “Jack, we’re rolling.”

      “About time. They’re circling the condo now on the outside. They’ll see you when you pull out,” he warned.

      “Can’t be helped. Far as they know we’re just another late-night customer.”

      Jack made a rude sound that cut through Breeze’s strangled laugh.

      Yeah, I wouldn’t buy it either.

      “You up for a little tactical driving?” he asked Breeze. To Jack, he added, “Get ready. I’ll have the back door open on my side as we pass by.”

      “I’ll be ready.”

      

      Following protocol, the trio ditched their stolen vehicle for an aircar half an hour into the drive. Two short hops and an aircar swap later, and they were back at the Farm—or almost. Breeze had brought the aircar to a hover just short of their destination.

      Matt leaned over the back seat and peered down at the compound. “What are we seeing?”

      Jack shook his head. “They’re either spinning up for an all-hands mission, or someone important just landed unexpectedly.”

      “Landing strip’s lit up pretty good. And that’s one expensive-looking aircraft,” Breeze murmured. “Registered to the United Terran States Congress.”

      “Shit.” Jack pointed. “Is that Holden?”

      Matt blinked his optics to their maximum magnification. The wash of light at both runway and the outbuildings prevented full use of night vision, so Matt cycled the implant into hybrid mode, boosting the signal to 18 dB to compensate.

      The shadowed area around a trio of men lightened, the resolution grainy. The major was instantly recognizable. Matt blinked a command, and pins landed on the two men flanking him as his implant ran facial recognition against the military’s intelligence database.

      “That’s one of Wallace Russell’s aides. The other guy’s name is redacted but his ident redirects to Protection Services.”

      “Shit,” Jack repeated. “What now? Do we stop them?”

      Breeze turned an incredulous look on the sniper. “Did you forget Posse Comitatus, or have the past few hours not had any impact on you at all?”

      Jack returned Breeze’s look with a shrug. “What’s that old saying about pennies and pounds? They can only arrest us once.”

      “They can only court-martial us once, and I’d prefer that they not do it at all.” Matt pointed. “Can you set us down by the trees lining the far side of the runway without being seen?”

      For answer, Breeze banked the aircar and lowered its nose. Minutes later, they were crowded behind a stand of trees surrounded by thick bushes, their suits once more set to active camouflage, their balaclavas rolled up like watch caps on their heads.

      “Last chance,” Breeze whispered, lifting his pulse rifle and aiming it where the three men stood at the runway’s threshold.

      Before Matt could order him to stand down, the distinct whine of a snub-nosed DEB charging came from behind them. To his right, the muzzle of a pistol emerged from the foliage, and another a meter beyond.

      They were surrounded.

      “Drop it, Sergeant. Now. I won’t say it again.”
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      Matt, Breeze, and Jack froze as the unmistakable voice of Sergeant Major Dixon sounded behind them. Matt spun to face her.

      Dixon’s muzzle snapped up. “I said drop it.”

      Matt lowered his weapon. “Sarge-major, what the fuck…”

      Amanda, Ramon, and Chaos melted from the bushes. They were followed by the two operators from telecom Matt had met—geez, was that earlier today? He gave Jeff and Alvarez a curt nod before turning his attention back to the sergeant major, reinforcing his ‘what the fuck’ statement with a what the fuck look.

      Dixon returned it with her own—don’t mess with me. “You don’t have all the information.” Her voice was low, but the dressing-down in her tone still carried.

      “I know the one on the right is one of Russell’s people,” Matt shot back. “I’m guessing the protection agent’s one too.”

      “You’d be guessing wrong,” Alvarez said. “He’s working undercover for the general.”

      “So why—”

      “Quiet.”

      A moment later, Matt understood why Dixon had cut him off. A dozen or more men and women, dressed in tactical gear, emerged from the perimeter, jogging to catch up with the aide escorting Holden.

      An icon appeared in Matt’s periphery, indicating an incoming signal. When he accepted it, the conversation between the aide and the leader of the tactical team went from an indistinguishable murmur to crisp clarity, and a window popped up with a feed that showed the two conversing.

      When Matt shot a questioning look at Dixon, the sergeant major silently deferred his inquiry to Alvarez.

      Alvarez’s finger twirled in the air. “Surveillance drone,” she mouthed.

      The man Dixon had identified as the general’s undercover agent was briefing Russell’s aide. “…can’t find them anywhere. They were here, that much is clear, but no one seems to know where they went. The command sergeant major responsible for their training said they were called away on a mission.”

      The aide turned to Holden. “What mission?”

      “Afraid I can’t say.”

      That pissed off the aide. “We’ll see about that once you’re under oath.” He turned impatiently back to the undercover agent. “Well? Round up your people and let’s go. We don’t have all night.”

      The agent didn’t bother responding, but from the look on his face, it was clear he held no respect for the little politician.

      Those observing from behind cover waited while the aide and Director Kim’s agent posing as a member of Congress’s protection detail escorted Holden inside the aircraft. The leader of the paramilitary team followed, the last one pulling the hatch closed behind her.

      Once the aircraft had departed, Dixon stood. “Follow me.”

      Alvarez filled them in on their way back. A flash briefing had arrived, sent by the undercover agent posing as part of Russell’s protection detail, but the warning had come a mere hour before their arrival.

      “Didn’t give us much of a chance to put anything in play,” Alvarez said.

      “In the end, the major decided that the best way to redirect Russell’s attention was to give him something for his efforts,” Dixon explained, taking up the tale. “So he stayed, but ordered the rest of us”—she waved a hand that encompassed herself, Amanda, Ramon, and Chaos—“to make ourselves scarce. He’d stay behind, in plain sight, and would go back with them to Concordia—if that’s what they intended.”

      “Turned out it was,” Alvarez finished.

      “That bastard,” Jack muttered.

      “Connolly, General Kim’s aide, estimates the major will be back later on today, since he’s small potatoes and not who Russell’s gunning for. They’ll take his statement, hoping he’ll say something under oath that they can use against the general, then cut him loose,” Dixon predicted.

      Breeze grimaced. “Knew there was a reason I sidestepped OTC.”

      They came to a stop at the entrance to the general’s underground office complex. Dixon waved the Unit operators inside. Alvarez and Jeff paused at the threshold.

      “This is as far as we go,” Alvarez said.

      “We’ll keep you updated if anything comes through on our end,” Jeff added.

      “Wait,” Matt said. He turned to Dixon. “I think they’re going to need to hear what we learned tonight.”

      Dixon appeared to consider it, but then she shook her head. “Give us fifteen,” she said to Jeff. “Then ping me. If I think it’s worth your time, I’ll tell Connelly we’re expecting you.”

      “Copy that,” Jeff said. He and Alvarez strode away into the darkness.

      Once inside the general’s situation room with the door closed and a fresh pot of coffee between them, Matt sketched in the details of their visit to Jones’s condo. “We have a name, and you’re not going to like it.”

      “Who?” Dixon said. “Who hired BlackRiver to kidnap Kovacs? Was it someone from the FFS?”

      “If this guy’s an FFS agent, then we have some serious issues at the highest levels of the Terran government. I’m talking major security breach. What happened here tonight is nothing, compared to this.”

      “You’re shitting me,” Dixon said, a shocked look crossing her face as she made an impossible—yet accurate—leap of logic. “Are you telling me Russell is behind all this?”

      “I am. And no, he’s not FFS. He wants that implant removed from Joe’s head. And now he wants Ana too. He plans to force her to give up everything she knows about its origins on the grounds of national security.”

      “His end game is one of the oldest in human history,” Breeze said. “And it has nothing to do with security. It’s greed, plain and simple. He plans to hand the implant to a military contractor to reverse engineer… and collect an under-the-table royalty for every unit they make.”
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      Wallace Russell was extraordinarily pleased with himself. He might not have Kovacs or the girl—yet—but the man who had spirited them away was en route to Concordia and would soon be under his thumb. He sat back, treating himself to two fingers of a single malt, the ice clinking softly in the bottom of an authentic Glencairn whiskey glass, along with a splash of water to accentuate the spirit’s fine flavor.

      His driver today was the same man from Protection Services who had rotated in a month earlier. Russell found he liked this one. He was smart enough to remain unobtrusive without being obsequious about it. Tapping the button on the arm of his chair, he initiated the dampening field that would ensure his conversation remained private, sequestered from the ears of the two riding in the front.

      From where he sat, he had an excellent view of the woman riding shotgun. She was even newer to his detail, having arrived yesterday. Russell always asked for one of each, male and female, under the pretext of diversity and equal representation. The reality was somewhat different. He enjoyed his private ogling. Those who served in the Protection Service were always fit and trim, and most of the women were easy on the eyes. This one was a willowy blonde, and though she might not be as well-endowed as he preferred, he had to admit she had a nice ass. He decided he’d keep her around.

      He chuckled to himself. Good thing no one’s yet invented a device that reads minds. He admitted to a twinge of concern when his informant had first smuggled him the report, but Frank Kim had made it abundantly clear that it was a prognostication tool, nothing more. It was scarily accurate in predicting said events, with an ability to infer patterns from exiting data.

      Or maybe those aliens found a way to time travel in small hops, he mused. He’d read some fringe paper long ago about how time branched out into many possible futures. Maybe this thing could somehow tap into them all. The more he thought about it, the more the idea appealed to him.

      Just think of what that kind of tool could do in the right hands. Predicting the next move an enemy nation might make. What tactics your opponent will use against you in the next election. Hell, which stocks will rise and which will fall!

      He allowed himself a secret, satisfied smile at the thought of taking Frank Kim down a notch or two. The man had always been a boy scout, untouchable. Russell relished the thought of smearing that untarnished reputation.

      His attention returned to his surroundings as the driver turned into the underground parking garage beneath the Capitol building and pulled to a stop beside the security entrance. The man hopped out and came around to his door—a tradition that had been rendered unnecessary once transport designs had embraced doors that retracted with the touch of a button.

      Russell popped a breath mint—it wouldn’t help his reputation if some gossipy Marine smelled alcohol on his breath at 7:00 A.M.—and stepped from the car. He was half in and half out when the retractable door began to close. The driver responded with gratifying speed, hooking one hand around the nape of his neck and the other grasping his arm. He yanked Russell free of the transport, just as the door snapped shut behind him.

      “Sorry, sir,” he said, releasing him immediately upon seeing Russell was steady on his feet. “I’ll get this checked out immediately.”

      With so many around him standing as witness, Russell couldn’t light into the man as he might have liked. Instead, he plastered a smile on his face and nodded judiciously. “Good idea. Thanks for the save.”

      The driver dipped his head briefly. “Just doing my job, Senator.”

      When Russell’s aide came rushing forward, the driver stepped aside, melting into the background.

      “Kim arrived three hours ago. They dropped him off at his residence just off the beltway. I left a message for him, letting him know you expect him in your office at 8:00 A.M. sharp.”

      Russell immediately forgot the incident with the transport. “Excellent.”
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      The agent posing as Russell’s Protective Services driver slid back behind the wheel. Turning to his new partner, he said, “Think you can cover him alone for an hour? I’d like to get this over to the motor pool and have them look at that door.”

      “No problem.” She exited, her hand automatically going to her waist to check her holster as she stood. He followed her progress, noting with some disgust how Russell’s eyes drifted over her body as she approached.

      As he started the car and eased away, he pulled a small device from his pocket, pleased to note the Sieve he’d just planted on the back of Russell’s neck was already active.

      “Let’s see what you’re up to now, Wallace Russell,” he murmured as he swiped the controls, sending the code that would initiate the conformal program. Upon receipt of these instructions, the tiny liquid metal machines would transform themselves into a nanoscopic thread, capable of burrowing undetected through the senator’s skull. Once at their destination—Russell’s neural implant—the program would would direct the liquid metal to reassemble into a neuromorphic accelerator the exact same size as the comm unit in Russell’s skull. Its 2D, crystal lattice construction allowed the accelerator to remain undetected as it molded itself to the unit, insinuating itself into the senator’s conversations.

      The nanothread extending out through his skull connected to another thin film that worked as a transmitter that scanned for nearby repeater stations. These were ubiquitous in the Capitol building—all over Concordia, actually—which made the Sieve the perfect espionage tool. Possibly the best one the Advanced Research Agency had ever designed.

      Not that the agent cared. It was enough to know the thing worked and was undetectable. And as Russell fielded his first private call of the day, the agent’s thoughts were immediately drawn back to the mission.

      The first call came from Darwin Cox, the man who had ridden with Russell just a few days earlier. The agent had spent some time trying to figure out the connection between the two. Now, he knew.

      “…I told you, stay out of it. The last thing we need is for someone to find out we’re half brothers. That would call into question my motivation. Do you want this thing or not?”

      Though interesting, there was nothing technically illegal about it. The senator could hide his relationship with Cox all he wanted to, citing privacy concerns.

      While he waited for the motor pool to issue him a new transport, the agent eavesdropped on Russell’s conversations. He silently urged the senator to give him something more substantial—something the general could use to take the slimy weasel down.

      It was as if his plea had been heard. The next call was an eye-opener.

      “Hello, Angus Reynaud. To what do I owe this pleasure?”

      As the two men exchanged pleasantries, the agent recalled what he knew of the man on the other end of the conversation. Reynaud’s name had come up recently in a briefing… He straightened as realization struck. It wasn’t Angus Reynaud who had been included in a briefing a month earlier but his son, Malcolm. He was an Agency man, one of the many who embedded with the military. The kind who invariably appropriated the ubiquitous moniker of either Smith or Jones. This particular ‘Smith’ had been outed as a double agent who worked for the FFS.

      He didn’t have long to wonder if the father was aware of his son’s loyalties.

      “You heard the news about Malcom?” Angus’s voice.

      “I did, and the less said the better. You know how I feel about the FFS.” That was Russell.

      “I do, indeed. But you and I both know that war is good for business. And what my son told me has the potential to negatively impact both our business interests. Now, do you want to hear my news or not?”

      “Go on.”

      “My son tells me the Terran military has perfected a device that can read minds.” Angus talked over the scoffing noise Russell made. “I admit, I was skeptical at first, but Malcolm assures me there’s no other possible way the Sabre Squadron he was assigned to could have seen through his cover.”

      “I’m already aware of the implant, and your son is wrong,” the senator replied sharply. “It doesn’t read minds.”

      “Do you have an account of it, from someone who experienced it firsthand? Because I’m telling you, my son is not prone to exaggeration. If he says this thing can read minds, then it can. And you and I both know how much this will impact the balance of power in the solar system.”

      “What are you suggesting?”

      “That we get our hands on it as quickly as possible, then leak it to the Federated Free Socialists.”

      “Hmmm.” Russell’s tone turned thoughtful.

      “You see where I’m going with this?”

      “I do.”

      “If this remains solely in the hands of the United Terran States, there will no longer be parity between the nations. I don’t have to tell you what that means for my businesses—and your interests. War is good for business.”

      “I’m well aware of that.”

      “Then you also know this will shift the balance of power, giving Earth clear superiority and an unobstructed playing field. And that cannot stand.”

      “Don’t worry. The intelligence committee questioned Frank Kim this morning and he stonewalled, claiming Kovacs was on a mission, exact location unknown. The committee will claim he’s a security risk and order him pulled from active duty. After that, we’ll have the device removed from his head. Once it’s in my hands, it’ll cease to be an obstacle.”

      The agent glanced at his chrono and cursed silently. The committee was already back in session, the general out of pocket. He saved the recording and cut the feed.

      As part of the senator’s protection detail, the agent had access to Russell’s schedule; the committee had a three-hour recess planned from eleven to two. Knowing Frank Kim, the general would retreat to his office at the NSA for the interim rather than subject himself to prying eyes. The agent would be there when he arrived.

      Striding over to the man seated behind the motor pool desk, he said, “You got a replacement ready? I have to be somewhere soon.”

      “Sorry, sir. It’ll be another half hour.”

      That was longer than he cared to wait. “I’ll be back in two to pick it up.”

      With a wave of his hand, he was out the door and headed toward NSA headquarters. He knew he risked his cover by doing so, but this intel was too important, too time sensitive to trust to any of the cutouts he and Kim had set into place.

      The general needed to hear this—and he needed to hear it now.
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      Two days after their abrupt departure from the Farm, Joe and his small, handpicked team arrived back inside the Dome. Wanting to keep as low a profile as possible, they opted to cover the distance from the dock to the proving grounds on foot. Ganymede’s fifteen percent gravity kept the hike a tolerable one even for Ana, a civilian unused to long treks.

      They came to a stop at the foot of a long runway that sliced through the center of the proving grounds. Joe stared down the long row of hangars that fronted its far side and shook his head.

      “Didn’t think I’d be back here any time soon.”

      “I can’t believe we’re actually going to see what’s inside that thing,” Scott said, his eyes on the large, unmarked hangar at the end. He gave Joe a sidelong look. “Who knows? Maybe the rumors are true.”

      “You mean the rumors about the agency studying alien corpses from a crashed starship found in a crater on Europa?” Dee’s sardonic tone clearly telegraphed her opinion on the matter.

      “Why not? We sure as hell know alien tech exists,” Scott said, jabbing a finger Joe’s way.

      Ana boots kicked up a lazy cloud of dust that swirled gracefully in the moon’s fifteen percent gravity before settling. “You don’t really believe that’s what’s going on in there, do you?” she asked the medic.

      “I don’t know. Maybe? I mean, that’s the Hangar Fifty-One. Of all places on the Dome, it’s the most secure. And it’s where all the Research Agency’s projects are developed and tested. So yeah, who knows?”

      Ana pressed her lips together to hide a smile. “You’re about to find out. Come on. Let’s go.”

      The hangar’s smaller side door was open, the echo of voices and the clatter of tools carrying to them as they neared. As they stepped from the golden hue of Jupiter’s overhead glow into the brightness of artificial lights, Joe spotted Cass Anders standing amidst a small group of men and women, her wild auburn hair caught up beneath a ball cap. The team was gathered around a portable launcher that housed a bullet-shaped space probe.

      Cass looked up at the sound of their footsteps ringing against the grease-stained ceramacrete surface. “Over here!” she called out, waving them toward her.

      “The general said he was sending people my way. Military intelligence and medical to oversee this kata jump. That’d be you two?” she asked, waggling a finger at Scott and Dee.

      “Yes ma’am,” Scott answered. “I’m medical, she’s intel.”

      Cass made a hrmpfing sound, then squinted at Joe. “So, why are you back? Don’t have room for any dead weight.”

      Scott smothered a laugh.

      Dee jammed an elbow in Joe’s ribs. “Dead weight. That’s a new one.”

      “Can it,” Joe growled.

      “Does this have anything to do with why Ana got pulled from the program about a month ago? Rumor has it she reappeared on a ship with a bunch of you Sabre Squadron types.”

      “Cass…” Ana looked around. “Can we take this somewhere more private?”

      The redhead nodded toward the back. “Conference room.”

      They followed her, no one speaking until the door sealed them in.

      “Is any of this going to affect my crew, or endanger this program?” Cass asked.

      “No, nothing like that,” Joe said. “Doctor Sanchez has been working on something that the NSA wants tested in kata space. General Kim also wants you to know that this information is classified, compartmented. Your staff is not cleared to know about it.”

      With her auburn hair and hard-ass manner, he’d half expected her to fight him on that, but she didn’t.

      “Gotcha, Sergeant.” She turned back to Ana. “That must be why my cargo area’s been turned into your lab.”

      “It is.” Ana glanced at Joe. “There’s one more thing we can tell you. The device is an optical implant that is showing some hyperspheric similarities.”

      “And since the whole Hangar Fifty-One project is about hyperspheric drives…”

      “Exactly. So I don’t need to tell you how experimental it is. Joe—Sergeant Kovacs—volunteered as a test subject. He’s far from dead weight. He’s the reason we’re here.” Ana’s expression grew grim. “Remember the day Cox ordered me to his office? It was because he’d heard a rumor about the device, and he tried to interfere.”

      Scott made a rude sound. “Is that what you’re calling it? The asshole tried to steal your work and publish the research under his own name.”

      “That might be true, but the important thing to know is that the general shut him down—fast. So, keep this to yourself, for the sake of the program, okay?”

      Cass lifted her hands. “Message received.” She nodded Joe’s way. “Far as I’m concerned, he’s still dead weight.”

      Dee swallowed a laugh and Joe shot her another hard look.

      “Well let’s get you loaded up,” Cass said briskly. “What do you need from us?”

      “Just a few things from my lab,” Ana said. “Is everything still where I left it?”

      “For the most part, yes. We did transfer your tunnel mapping program over, but your equipment’s untouched.” Cass opened the conference room door and they exited back out into the hangar.

      “Good. I won’t need much, just my console and a few pieces of monitoring equipment.”

      When Ana started for her lab, Scott followed. “I’ll help.”

      Dee turned to stare at the spacecraft, which glowed a muted gunmetal gray under the hangar’s lights. “Is that the ship that’ll get us there?”

      “It is.”

      Joe studied at the ship’s profile. Something about its shape reminded him of… “Looks a bit like a pregnant Raptor.”

      A smothered laugh greeted Joe’s observation. One of the men had stepped away from the group of engineers. Cass scowled at him, but it had no effect.

      “Haven’t heard her described quite like that,” the stranger told Joe, “but now that you say it, and as a former Raptor pilot, it kind of fits.” He held out a hand for Joe to shake. “Tom Bowers.”

      “The project’s test pilot,” Cass supplied, “and my biggest headache.”

      Tom flashed her a boyish grin. “Aw, Cass, you love me and you know it. All kidding aside, you’re right.” He gestured to the ship’s aft section as he explained. “It is a modified Raptor frame. Pathfinder’s wider through the middle because she’s equipped with two different drives—a standard fusion drive and our experimental one. They needed to expand the propulsion cavity to accommodate it. That gave her a bit of a belly, and also a fat ass.”

      Adroitly, he sidestepped the punch Cass aimed at his shoulder, telling Joe this was an old joke between them.

      “Fat ass,” she muttered sourly. “Like it’s going to care about its shape in a vacuum. You have a good eye, soldier boy, but don’t let looks deceive you. Despite what smartass here says, Pathfinder’s far from sluggish. We even kept her MDPs, so she’s highly maneuverable.”

      Joe was surprised by that. The MDPs, or magnetoplasmadynamic afterburners, were traveling wave plasma accelerators that allowed a ship to quickly alter its velocity. Joe had no idea what made them work, but he knew all too well that they did work. They delivered the kind of punch fighter pilots loved. Those afterburners had left Joe feeling like a pinball being bounced around inside an arcade on many a past mission. Such maneuvers were critical in combat. He was surprised Cass and her team felt it was a necessary capability for an exploration vessel, and an experimental one at that.

      Cass accurately interpreted his expression. “This ship is headed to an area of space farther than recent tech could begin to imagine. We have no idea what we might encounter out there, and we intend to give it every advantage, so that it returns safely and in one piece.”

      “Not going to argue that, Doctor.”

      “No one calls me that.”

      “Yes ma’am,” he course-corrected smoothly.

      “Come on, then. We don’t have all day. Our launch window’s going to open in two hours.”

      She led them over to the ship. Up close, Joe could tell that Pathfinder had already lost its fresh-from-the-factory look, which meant it had already been on one flight. Its hide had taken on the sheen all spaceframes did once they had transited the tunnels and been exposed to the relativistic particle stream known as ‘the rapids.’

      “How has she performed so far?” he asked.

      “Like a champ,” Cass said, slapping its surface, her fingers trailing its leading edge. She came to a stop before the ship’s open hatch and extended ramp, where a small cluster of men and women stood huddled over a holoprojection of a schematic Joe had no possible chance of understanding.

      In the distance, Ana and Scott exited her lab, a maglev cart between them, laden with equipment. As they approached, Tom called out to her. “Hey, doc, you ready to experience kata space?”

      “About as ready as anyone can be, I suppose,” Ana murmured with a swift glance Joe’s way as they came to a stop in front of the ramp. “We saw the footage. Are you experiencing any adverse effects since you’ve been back?”

      “Nope. A little disorientation, but that goes away if you focus on the feed we altered to visually translate 4D space into something we can grasp.” He hooked a thumb toward the ship. “Let’s get your gear loaded into cargo and move this back into the conference room, where we can bring you up to speed and prep you on what to expect.”

      They transferred the gear quickly, then met up with Cass at the team’s conference room. Tom and Ana chatted amiably as they fell into step behind Cass. Joe trailed behind, taking a moment to study the project manager as she turned aside to speak to one of the engineers in a low tone.

      “Seems competent, if a bit on the hard-ass side,” Dee said in a low tone. “You sensing anything we should know about?”

      “You mean potentials? Blue shifts? No, nothing like that. I’m just a bit surprised she’s not more…”

      “Worried?” Scott cut in, eyeing the redhead as she gathered two more people along the way. “Considering what that probe captured out there at Tyke?”

      “Engineers can be very single-minded.” Dee’s voice was musing. “My guess is, she’s compartmentalizing just like we’ve been trained to do in a crisis or on a mission.”

      Joe grunted noncommittally. “Maybe so.”

      Dee’s guess turned out to be spot-on. Cass entered the conference room with the energy of a whirlwind, sealing the door behind her and engaging a noise-suppression protocol that had Joe’s ears popping. Her next words told him she took the matter very seriously, indeed.

      “I’m not going to question the director’s decision to include you two,” she said, pointing at Scott and Dee, “but that ousts my team’s medic and one of my engineers. That means the rest of us will have to pick up the slack.”

      Joe winced internally. “Ma’am, I assure you we have a very good reason for this—”

      Cass sliced a hand through the air. “Hold your horses, hotshot. I’m not complaining. Well, actually I am. But I know the director. He’s not like most of those assholes in positions of power back on Earth. If he says you need to be on that ship, then I’m not going to argue. I’m just stating facts.”

      She turned to the two people she’d brought in with her. “Meet the rest of your team. Ana, you want to do the honors?”

      Ana gestured to the lean, dark-skinned man, who perched at the end of the conference table. “John Davis is one of our engineers. He’ll be along as crew chief, to troubleshoot and hopefully fix any issues that we might encounter.”

      Davis rapped his knuckles lightly against the table. “Knock on wood we won’t need me.”

      The woman beside him snorted. “That’s not wood, John.”

      “And that’s our astrophysicist, Priya Manu. Since I’ll be tied up in back, Priya will be monitoring the tunnel navigation. She’ll make sure we get where we’re supposed to go… and back again.”

      While Ana exchanged introductions between the two newcomers and the Delta operators, Cass had been fiddling with the console. Now she brought up a holographic image.

      “Here’s what you need to know about this mission. You’ve seen the Tyke footage. Since then, we’ve sent out a dozen probes in different directions, some to stars this side of Tyke, others three hundred light-years or more beyond that system. Take a look at what we found…”

      The feed began with the probe transitioning from kata space back into a magnetic tunnel, the rapids catching it and spitting it out into a red dwarf star system. Its velocity, as indicated by the telemetry scrolling at the bottom, was 0.75c.

      “That sucker’s really moving along,” Scott observed in a low tone.

      No one bothered to answer; they were all too busy watching the probe pass through an asteroid belt filled with Triton-sized planetesimals, on a trajectory that would take it past the red dwarf. As the probe exited the asteroids, alarms blared. The probe reacted instantly, veering wildly toward a nearby magnetic tunnel.

      In the next instant, everyone watching could see why. The star began to fluctuate; it dimmed, then flared, and—in a repeat of the Tyke footage—the sensors went to static, overwhelmed by the force of the star as it exploded violently outward.
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      “Holy shit!” Scott exclaimed.

      “When did this happen?” Dee asked.

      “Yesterday, at 0230, Terran standard.”

      “Okay,” Scott said, “so we now have on-site recordings of two different novas—”

      “Five.” Cass’s harsh voice effectively silenced the medic.

      “Five? You have recordings of five novas?” Scott sounded boggled.

      “They’re novae, not novas,” Priya offered.

      “Five novae,” the medic corrected himself absently. “But… aren’t they rare?”

      “Not as rare as you think,” the astrophysicist said. “A supernova is rare, every fifty years or so. But we’ll see a dozen or more standard novae every year.”

      “Yes, but that’s across the observable universe,” Ana protested. “These are all clustered in one area.”

      “You’re right. They’re in an area about fifteen hundred light-years across, as far as we can tell,” Cass said.

      “I’m guessing that’s pretty small on an astronomical scale,” Joe said.

      Priya nodded. “Very.”

      “Did the feed from the others tell you anything?”

      Cass sighed. “Nope. Pretty much rinse and repeat.”

      “So, is that where we’re taking the ship, then? To investigate?”

      “Yes.” The feed cut out to be replaced by the Milky Way galaxy. With a swipe, Cass inverted the image. The star map was now rendered as a spiral of black dots on a white field. Spreading her fingers caused the image to enlarge. The partial star map showed a slice of the Sagittarius, Orion, and Perseus arms.

      “This is the trailing edge of the Orion Arm. The back half of it.” Cass gestured, and on the far-right side of the image near the bottom, a tag appeared, a green line encircling one of the black dots. “That’s us. We’re near the middle of the arm, close to the inner side—the one that faces the galactic core.”

      “To give you some perspective,” Priya added, “what you see here represents a little less than ten thousand light-years of space from edge to edge, and two thousand light-years across. The novae are happening closer to the trailing outer edge, the side facing the Perseus Arm.”

      Cass gestured again; tags dropped on various stars. As they marched across the screen, it became evident there was a progression.

      “When we mapped the novae, they fell in a rough line. We’ve extrapolated where the next few would occur if the trend were to continue.” A line appeared, passing through the tagged stars. Where it extended beyond them, it became a dotted line. “The window has passed for at least one nova since the last probe returned, but it’s too many light-years away for us to know if it was affected without sending a probe there through kata space. I intend for us to be in position to see the seventh one as it happens.”

      She turned to face them, her expression grim. Pointing to the door that led out into the hangar, she added, “And we’re prepping that probe, loaded in the launching cradle, to travel to the ninth projected location. It’s leaving right after we do.”

      “You’re suggesting there’s some sort of intelligence behind this,” Dee said.

      Cass shrugged. “Maybe. Not going to rule it out just yet.”

      “That’s a bit of a leap, isn’t it?” Dee pointed. “Look. There are stars along that line you drew that didn’t go nova. So it must be random, or at least naturally occurring, right?”

      “Hold on. Do red dwarf stars even go nova?” Ana asked Priya.

      “No, they don’t. They’re very cool compared to our own star. Their lifespan outlasts our own sun by several factors. Our star only has another seven or eight billion years left. That star should have lasted trillions.” Priya pointed to the holo. “And when it reached the end of its life, it should have expanded into a red giant first, before collapsing into a blue dwarf, eventually ending up as a white dwarf.”

      “In other words, nothing we know about the life and death of stars suggests anything as dramatic as what you just saw,” Cass added.

      “So you are suggesting that someone or something made that happen,” Dee said.

      “Not necessarily. Just because we’ve never seen a red dwarf do what it did doesn’t mean that there’s not a perfectly logical explanation for it,” Priya said. “Maybe it collided with a primordial black hole. Or maybe a series of black holes.”

      “Yes, but once you plotted them, they all fell into a line. That’s too regular to be natural. Which means there’s someone behind it,” Scott said.

      “I disagree. Regular doesn’t have to mean there’s intelligence behind it,” Ana said. “Lots of things happen in nature that are regular. Pulsars, for example. They’re considered the most accurate natural clocks in the universe. So much so that conspiracy theorists have long believed that pulsars are actually some form of alien communication system.”

      “Conspiracy theorists. The bane of an intel analyst’s existence. No one clutters up an inbox like those people can,” Dee quipped.

      Priya gave a sympathetic smile. “Which is why a good scientist doesn’t jump to any conclusions. Just because something out of the ordinary is happening to stars doesn’t rule out an entirely natural origin.”

      “Or… maybe it does,” Cass said. “While it’s true that not all the stars along that line went nova, there’s one piece of information you need to know.” She turned back to the map. “Every untouched star along this line is either in a binary system, is a star with extremely high metallicity, or is one that is magnetically very active.”

      “So?” Dee asked.

      “Omigod!” Ana’s sharp exclamation drew the eyes of both Dee and Scott.

      “What? What is it?”

      “The ones that went nova…” Ana’s voice trailed off.

      Cass shot her a knowing look. “Goldilocks stars. Stable, main sequence, with planets in habitable zones. And every one of them had the potential to produce life.”
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      Cass’s words stunned the room into silence for a long moment. Joe broke it by slapping the conference table lightly with the palm of his hand.

      “Okay, then. So we go investigate, find out what’s really going on. When do we leave?”

      Cass blanked the holoprojector. “We have forty-five minutes until our launch window opens. Will that be enough for you to get everything set up for that super-secret experiment of ours?”

      “Should be, yes.”

      “Then let’s get you moved in.”

      

      Joe found Pathfinder’s interior to be a bit more cramped than the average Raptor, but that was no surprise considering the amount of room the hyperspheric drive took up. He estimated that crew capacity had diminished by about fifty percent. That meant their complement of nine would comfortably fill the area.

      John settled into the crew chief’s station, pivoting his seat to face the cockpit as he booted his console and began running through systems checks.

      Priya settled into a new station just aft of the gunner’s console. She would be monitoring the ship’s sensors as they transitioned back into realspace, looking for telltale signs of instability in the star they approached—signs that it was going to go nova.

      A woman Cass introduced as Lenora was seated at the gunner’s console. She was wearing a Terran military uniform, her insignia showing a name patch—powell—and bars that indicated she was a first lieutenant. The LT gave them a distracted smile, quickly returning her attention to her holoscreens as they trooped past. The holoscreen at her station displayed the ship’s weapons status.

      Joe exchanged a pointed look with Dee. Cass, bringing up the rear, noticed it.

      “Lenora’s on loan to the Hangar Fifty-One project from Prometheus,” she explained.

      That made sense, since Joe seriously doubted anyone on the Hangar Fifty-One team was trained to operate a Raptor’s weaponry. Prometheus was one of the Terran military’s largest spaceships; the carrier was the flagship for Task Force Jupiter. It was stationed at Callisto Base, the massive station that anchored the region known as the Jupiter Military Operations Area.

      “You left Pathfinder’s weaponry intact?” Joe asked.

      “Mostly,” Cass said. We don’t anticipate any trouble, but we also don’t want to be unprepared if it finds us.”

      “Mostly?” Scott asked.

      Lenora looked up at that. “Everything’s still here. We’re just operating with thirty percent fewer munitions. For an exploratory ship, it’s probably considered overkill, but I prefer it that way.”

      “Right there with you,” Joe said.

      He moved past the crew stations into the cabin proper. Bunks still lined the main cabin, folded neatly above the seats that lined both sides of the fuselage; hammocks for overflow personnel were stowed above them. A small galley was tucked between the cabin and cargo, stocked with enough supplies to last a month. Across from it was a head that, while compact, was still fully serviceable.

      They spent the next hour reconfiguring Pathfinder’s cargo bay into a lab similar to the one they’d used on board Cerberus, one of the special operations spaceships used by Delta’s Sabre Squadrons. Dee appeared, tablet in one hand while the other traced a line along the bulkhead that only she could see. “Hey Ana, you wanted a feed from ship’s sensors?”

      “Yes.” She pointed to her console, which Scott had just finished securing to the starboard bulkhead. “We need to be able to track external events in case the device reacts to kata space. I want to be able to pinpoint exactly when it happens, and what Pathfinder was doing at that moment.”

      Her words gave Joe a slight sense of unease. “You think that’ll happen?”

      “I don’t know. There’s no reason why it should. The human mind extends into kata space, and we’ve already established that implant does too. Otherwise, you wouldn’t have been able to call a blue shift during the attack.”

      “Not going to forget that any time soon,” he reminded her.

      “Right. Well, if some sort of spike were to occur—and I’m not saying it will—then I want to be ready.”

      Dee ran her tablet over an access panel, and a schematic popped up, a line highlighted in green. “That’s your feed right there, doc. John says a simple tap will get you what you need.”

      “Thanks.” Ana detached a centimeter-thick disc similar to the one she’d used to anonymously communicate with Joe months earlier. She pressed her thumb against its biometric scanner, then affixed it over the plate Dee had indicated. It attached to the bulkhead with a metallic snick. “That ought to do it.”

      Ana returned to her console, her fingers dancing over the interface. She made a pleased sound. “We’re in. And”—she passed her palm over a sensor and the console dimmed—“I’m done.”

      “Good. Just in time too. Cass is getting antsy about leaving.” Dee backed out of the cargo hold. “I’ll tell her you’re ready back here.”

      “Copy that.” Joe motioned to the newly installed crash seats. “After you.”

      “Oh no you don’t.” Ana hooked a hand through his arm. “Come on, Scott. For this, we’re going to want front row seats. We’ll move back here once we transition into the tunnels.”
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      As they entered the cabin, Cass pointed to the seats that folded down and ran along each side of the fuselage. “Web in. Our launch window opened fifteen minutes ago and I’m not going to be the one to tell the director we missed it.”

      She retreated to the cockpit and slid into the copilot’s seat beside Tom. While she webbed in, Tom nosed the ship out of the hangar and out to the runway’s threshold. Ana could hear the space traffic controller announcing the airlock was now slaved to the spaceship’s transponder and they were cleared for departure. Well aware that the ship she was in was experimental, she gripped the arms of her chair tightly, unsure what to expect.

      In the next moment, they were airborne, slicing through the two-kilometer-high atmosphere held in by the Dome, and arrowing straight for a massive airlock embedded in the thick silicon glass overhead. At what felt to Ana to be the very last second, the doors slid open and the ship shot through.

      “That was exhilarating.” Dee’s dry comment elicited a rough laugh from Scott. Like Ana, their attention was riveted to the port side window where, just moments before, the airlock nearly grazed the ship’s sides as they passed.

      Tom’s voice filtered from the cockpit. “All systems nominal. She’s handling beautifully.”

      “ETA, thirty mikes,” Cass responded.

      The next thirty minutes passed in relative silence, the crew busy running last-minute systems checks to ensure Pathfinder was operating nominally. Joe and the rest of the team respected their space, their own thoughts caught up in the mission. What little talk there was, tended to be brief, and carried out in low, murmured tones as Pathfinder arrowed for the nearest outbound tunnel.

      “Tunnel ahead,” Tom announced.

      The view out the airlock window showed nothing but the black void of empty space, no discernible features marking where the magnetic tunnel began. Joe knew this would change once they were inside, as objects in the solar system red- and blue-shifted, their inertial reference frame steady while Pathfinder was subjected to the acceleration imparted by the relativistic particle stream.

      “Brace for transition… now!”

      Joe was shoved back in his seat as the converted Raptor dove into the tunnel, the stream of relativistic particles catching special electromagnetic fields along the spaceship’s trailing edges and ‘pushing’ it forward. Pathfinder ‘rode the rapids,’ the particle stream increasing at a steady rate as the EM fields modulated and stretched, ‘scooping’ more and more of the particles, allowing the ship to increase its speed at a rate the humans inside could withstand without being torn apart.

      Even so, the acceleration increased rapidly, imparting several gs to those inside. Joe strained and grunted, the carbyne reinforcing his skeleton. His internal organs were protected by fibers much like those embedded in Ana’s skin that glinted when they caught the light, protecting soft tissue and vital organs.

      Still, there was only so much these reinforcements could do against such forces, and the edges of Joe’s vision grayed—until the ship reached equilibrium abruptly, their velocity now exactly matching the relativistic stream of particles they were immersed in.

      He blinked and shook his head, sucking in air to stave off the residual effects as the harness that had, only seconds earlier, cut into his body now kept him from floating away in zero-g.

      “Configuring hyperspheric drive,” Cass announced.

      “Wait!” Ana fumbled her harness in her haste to free herself.

      “Here, let me.” Decades of practice lent Joe a nimbleness that had him floating free within seconds. He helped Ana unweb, then reached out to catch her.

      She shot him a dirty look. “Zero-g I can handle. Military equipment, not so much. I was raised on a mining platform, remember?” Pushing against the fuselage, Ana arrowed for the open cockpit door with a grace that demonstrated her words.

      “Give us ten minutes to get back to cargo, please, Tom? I’ll ping you once we’re situated.”

      “Copy that, doc.”

      With a quick flip, Ana braced her feet on the bulkhead that separated cockpit from cabin and went sailing back toward the cargo area. “Come on. What are you waiting for?” she called as she passed them.

      “Lady’s got a point, Top.” Scott grinned, then kicked off and followed her.

      “Let me know if you need anything,” Dee said before moving to a seat where she could monitor both the feed from the cockpit and the data streaming across Priya’s station. Joe noticed her position would allow her to see the gunner’s station too.

      Dee caught the direction of his gaze. He gave her a thumbs up and signed, call for help if needed.

      Good copy, she returned.

      Ana already had her console up and the mirroring program running when Joe pulled himself through the door. He quickly averted his eyes, the holoimage faithfully transmitting what his visual cortex saw, causing a feedback loop that made him nauseous.

      “You sure that’s really necessary?” he asked as he secured the door.

      “We don’t know what we don’t know,” Ana replied. “Humans haven’t been to kata space before. Well, except for Tom, that is. Who knows what’ll happen?”

      “What do you think will happen?” he countered.

      Ana’s considered his words. “I think we might find the implant makes more connections. Integrates even more completely with your brain. I’m guessing better efficiencies. You’ll probably be able to call a potential faster, find it easier to filter the information.”

      “Filter…”

      “Our brains are adept at filtering things out; they do it all the time. Think about what it’s like when you focus on a target. Your ears don’t suddenly stop hearing the things going on around you, but you do stop noticing them. Whether it’s the hum of environmental systems or the drone of conversation in the distance, it all falls away because your brain has told you to ignore it. That’s how focus works.”

      Just then, Cass’s voice came across ship’s speakers. “Hyperspheric drives online and ready to engage. What’s your status back there?”

      Ana made a last adjustment to the program, pulled a tablet from the console’s drawer, and then floated over to join Joe and Scott. “Webbing in right now, Cass. Give me two minutes.”

      Joe extended a hand, silently offering to hold on to her tablet while she webbed. She handed it over, then gracefully sank into the crash seat between the two Delta men. Webbing in went much more smoothly than her earlier attempt to release herself.

      “Ready!” she called out.

      “Stand by. Engaging hyperspheric drive… now.”

      “Whoa,” Scott murmured as the walls of the ship seemed to melt. It was as if they could see the ship’s interior, its superstructure, and its gray metallic outer surface all at the same time.

      Though he couldn’t have heard Scott’s comment, Tom must have anticipated their reaction. “You’re seeing the effects of the magnetic wormhole punching through from the tunnel. Hang tight… everything will stabilize once we’ve crossed over into kata space.”

      The pilot’s voice continued. It was oddly distorted, sounding weirdly as if he was speaking from inside Joe’s own skull. “Bringing FTL comms online. Pathfinder to Roswell, how copy?”

      “Pathfinder, Roswell. Reading you five by five,” the engineer back at Hanger Fifty-One responded. His voice, too, sounded as if it were coming from inside Joe’s skull.

      “Here we go!”

      Tom’s cheerful pronouncement was the last thing Joe remembered before his world turned inside out. Reality became a cacophony of information, each thing vying for dominance across his vision and within his brain as, in an instant, the device inside Joe’s head fed him everything, everywhere, all at once. Images kaleidoscoped across his vision, potentials in every shape and form from humans across the entire star system.

      The physical images seen through his eyes were even more incomprehensible. Ana sat next to him; intellectually, he knew that. But the story his eyes told him was completely different.

      Internal organs extruded from her body, glistening in the ship’s light. They doubled back inside her in a strange, mobius-like twist. Energy-like fields shimmered and pulsed around everything, both animate and inanimate objects, ghostly bands looping in on themselves in impossible shapes.

      He shook his head to clear it, but that was a mistake. A pressure behind his eyes had been building so slowly, he’d been unaware. It abruptly spiked, sending a wave of agony knifing through his skull. He doubled over, dry heaving.

      “Joe!” He heard the snap of Ana unwebbing, felt his own webbing come undone. Her hand settled on his knee as she knelt beside him.

      “Top!” Scott’s voice came from his other side. “Doc, what’s wrong with him?”

      Joe forced his eyes back open, only to see a grotesque parody of Scott bending over him.

      “Aaaagh!” He squeezed his eyes shut and jolted to his feet, but the image remained. He tore at his eyes with clawed hands, desperate to find relief, but someone pulled at them to stop him. His response was instinct, borne from the kinetic memory of a trained killer. He pivoted, countering his attacker with a move that would—

      “Joe, no!” Dee’s voice cut through the haze.

      He pulled back, but it was too late to keep the blow from landing. His hand connected with something soft and pliable, and in the next instant, he heard the sickening thud of a body hitting the bulkhead.
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      “Dammit, Kovacs!” Dee’s furious voice moved away from the cargo bay entrance as she ran toward the person he’d struck. Joe staggered back, falling to his knees as it registered exactly who had cried out.

      Omigod. Ana. “Ana!”

      “Doc, don’t move,” Scott called out.

      Joe fought against the vertigo and the pain, driven to go to the woman he’d harmed but was stopped by a hand on his arm.

      “Stay put, D-boy,” a female voice said. “Scott, I’ll be right there.”

      “Faulkner?”

      “Yeah,” Dee said. “You were making a racket, and the folks up front got a bit worried. It’s okay, though. Scott’s got it under control.” Then she was gone.

      Joe fought to focus past the disorientation and the headache knifing its way into his brain. He heard a murmured exchange against the far bulkhead, too soft and indistinguishable for him to pick out the words.

      Footsteps neared, came to a stop. He felt the displacement of air as someone crouched beside him. It brought with it a mild floral smell he recognized as the shampoo Dee used. She placed a hand on his shoulder.

      “Scott gave me two syringes, said I get to pick. So, which one will it be, Top? The analgesic or the sedative? From what I saw when I came through that door a minute ago, I’m leaning toward sedative.”

      His hands were still gripped tightly around his head, as if those ten fingers could keep his skull from flying apart. He realized he was rocking, the slight back and forth a subconscious attempt to interrupt the messaging his pain receptors were sending to his brain.

      It wasn’t working. And he didn’t dare open his eyes. “How bad is she?”

      “She’ll be fine. Scott says she has a couple of cracked ribs. Better than the alternative.”

      Joe dropped his chin to his chest in relief. Guilt flowed in its wake, hitting him hard and fast.

      Dee pitched her next words so that only he could hear. “Good thing you redirected that strike, or we’d be loading her into stasis until we got her body to an emergency room that could resuscitate her.”

      “Shit.” He’d come dangerously close to killing her. And all because of this damn thing inside my head. An alien device that was still playing crazy tricks on his mind, shoving images at him that were impossible to process.

      Cool pressure against his neck startled him, made him realize his efforts to fight past the pain and remain alert weren’t as successful as he’d thought. He tried to jerk away but it was too late. Dee had made the choice for him.
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      “What the hell’s going on back here?” A furious voice sounded from the cargo bay doors.

      Ana inwardly flinched at the question Cass fired at them. Thankfully, she sounded more concerned than irritated.

      “Sergeant Kovacs had an adverse reaction to kata space,” Scott said as he bent to rummage in his ruck. The soft snick of equipment snapping into place told Ana he’d just donned his medical bracer.

      “Why? And what’s with Sanchez?”

      Scott bent his head over the back of his hand as he swiped through the controls. Ana saw a flicker as the scanner embedded in the bracer’s palm initialized, then he was passing it over her chest and abdomen. “She’ll be okay,” he said after a moment. “Just a chest contusion.”

      “A—What the fuck?”

      Ana panted lightly, keeping her breaths shallow to minimize the discomfort. “I’ll be fiii—” The effort cost her. The words cut off in a gasp as her chest exploded in a sharp, fiery pain.

      “Don’t talk, doc. Hang tight.” Scott squeezed her shoulder.

      “She’ll be fine,” Dee lied glibly from where she knelt beside Joe. “She just had the wind knocked out of her is all.”

      “Yeah, right.” Cass wasn’t buying it.

      In a fast undertone, Scott whispered, “Brace yourself. I’m injecting Fastheal into those ribs. It’s going to sting…”

      Ana’s eyes widened as she got her first taste of battlefield medicine. ‘Sting’ didn’t quite cover it. Her eyes watered and she fought to keep from crying out as the nanoencapsulated rapid healing gel cemented the fracture, knitting the bone back together.

      “Well, that was bracing,” she managed to gasp, eliciting a smothered laugh from the medic.

      “Can’t say I’ve heard that description used before. Guys I work on are usually either unconscious or cussing a blue streak at me.” He passed a scanner across her ribs, then dialed in an analgesic and injected her. She blinked, then cautiously took a breath as the medicine kicked in.

      “I need to examine Joe—” she started to say.

      “Nope.” Scott cut her off, smoothly countermanding her. “You’re going to sit in a crash seat while Dee and I handle him.”

      A thought occurred and her head snapped around to the console which had, up until Joe struck her, showed a disconcerting view of his optic nerve.

      “No worries, I turned it off.” Scott pitched his words so only she could hear. “Damn glad I did too. Hell, no wonder he reacted.”

      Scott led her over to the crash seats and she gingerly lowered herself into one while the medic moved to Joe. Something that had been nagging at her subconscious ever since they’d made the transition snapped into sharp focus. She spun to face Cass, then winced and clutched at her bruised abdomen.

      “We’re experiencing gravity!”

      “We are.”

      “How?” Nothing Ana had ever studied about the fourth dimension suggested such a thing.

      “I think we’re experiencing proof that string theory was right all along,” Priya said from behind Cass. “You know, the one that posits that the reason the gravitational force is so weak in our three dimensions is because it ‘leaks’ into higher dimensions.”

      Ana concentrated on the pull she felt. “It seems to be downward and a little that way.” She pointed. Seeing the discarded tablet resting in Scott’s seat, she lifted it, testing its weight. “And it’s what? About a quarter of a g?”

      “That’s what I estimate. We have no real way to measure it, at least not yet.” Priya leaned against the jamb of the door. “Gravity’s always been the inexplicable holdout of the four fundamental forces. It’s everywhere, so we can’t localize or isolate it like we can with the other forces. And it’s impossible to renormalize—”

      Cass held up a hand. “Not now, Priya. We have a situation here.”

      “Sorry.” The astrophysicist didn’t seem at all chastised. “Anything I can do back here?”

      “No. I’ve got this.”

      “Good. Because the readings I’m getting are wild. You should come look when you’re done here.” With a shake of her head, she was gone.

      Cass pinned Ana with an assessing look. “You sure you’re okay?”

      “Yep.” The word came out a bit strong. Hearing the impatience in her voice, Ana tempered her next words. “Really, we’re fine. Go do your thing.”

      “My thing? First order of business is to report this,” she said, looping her finger in an arc that encircled the cargo area and everyone inside, “to the NSA and hope they don’t order us back to the Dome.”

      Ana winced. “Right. General Kim. Tell him a response like this was anticipated. Entirely understandable. The sergeant will be back on the job within a few minutes.”

      Cass glanced over at Joe, then shot her a look that clearly said, ‘don’t kid a kidder.’ Ana chose to ignore it. Thankfully, Cass let it go. “The general’s unavailable. His aide’s handling it, along with Major Holden.”

      “Ah. Well then, tell the major everything’s fine.”

      “I’ll do that. You know why? Because I sure as hell don’t want to be the one to explain what just happened here.” Cass pushed away from the open door. “We’ll hang inside the mouth of the tunnel until you tell us you’re ready. Then we’ll proceed.”
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      The analgesic Dee had injected Joe with had brought blessed relief, the icepick inside his head subsiding to a dull hammering. His hands lowered. Without thinking, he opened his eyes. And immediately slammed them shut again.

      He groaned. “Oh, that is not good.”

      Dee squeezed his shoulder in silent warning. He kept his mouth shut until the door slid shut behind Cass.

      “All right, we’re clear.” The medic wrapped a hand around Joe’s biceps. “Come on, let’s get you up.”

      “Bring him over here so I can examine him,” Ana said.

      “C’mon, Top. Marching orders.” Dee nudged him forward. He shuffled blindly over to the crash seats, eyes still firmly shut and body slightly off-balance due to the weird pull of gravity.

      When his shins bumped into a hard surface, he bent to find the cushion of the crash chair. “Got it.”

      Scott’s hand settled on his head, the composite material of his medical bracer cool to the touch. “You good, bro?”

      “Yeah.”

      Scott made a dissenting sound as the bracer traveled around to the back of Joe’s skull.

      “Took me by surprise is all.”

      “Mm-hmm. I saw. That’s one hell of an unpleasant surprise.”

      Joe laughed. “What can I say? I’m a master of understatement.”

      “I want to recalibrate those electrodes inside your head,” Ana said. “We need to study what you saw. Why you’re reacting so strongly to it.”

      Joe shook his head, an action he immediately regretted. “No, Ana. You really don’t.”

      Dee shifted. “I should probably get back to my station…”

      “We’ll be fine,” Ana said. “He’ll be fine… as soon as he gets the hang of the information stream he’s being fed.”

      “Yeesh. No offense, Top, but based on your reaction, it sounds like you’re living out one of those horror flicks my ex used to drag me to.” She turned for the door. “Hated those things. Never understood why someone would want to watch gore like that. We experience it all the time in real life.”

      Joe started to respond, but Holden’s voice interrupted him.

      “Is Sergeant Kovacs going to be okay?”

      His response was automatic. “Yes sir. Just a little disoriented is all. I’m good to go.”

      Scott’s voice, filled with confusion, cut across the major’s reply.

      “Who the hell’s he talking to?”
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      Before Ana or Scott had a chance to say anything about Joe’s surprising new capability, Dee did: “Oh shit! I need to get out there and cover for you.”

      “Why?” Ana wasn’t tracking. She turned to Scott. “Cover for what? Who’s Joe talking to?”

      “If I’m right, Major Holden.”

      “You don’t hear him?” Joe sounded surprised.

      “Oh, shit. More woo-woo implant stuff?” Dee guessed. She pointed to Ana’s console. “May I?”

      Ana gave her a ‘be my guest’ wave.

      Dee swiped through the interface faster than Ana could follow. “Top, that thing in your head just tapped into an encrypted feed between the ship’s communication system and the National Security Agency back on Earth. Cass is going to want to know how you did that and we can’t tell her. Hang tight… Okay. I’m in.” Dee turned to face Ana. “How do you want to play this?”

      Joe remained silent, his eyes squeezed tightly shut.

      “Well,” Ana sighed. “The implant is the reason we’re here. Tell her it’s part of the experimental new tech, and that we’ve shut that part of it down for now. We’ll try to keep any surprises contained inside the cargo bay for the remainder of the flight.”

      “That’ll work,” Dee said.

      “Thanks for covering for us.”

      “No prob.” With a fast wave, she was gone.

      Scott turned to scan Joe once again with his bracer. “How’s the headache?”

      “Still pounding but manageable.”

      “You still magically talking to the major?”

      “Naw, just listening in. Not that I can help it,” he muttered. “There doesn’t seem to be an ‘off’ button.”

      “Do you think this happened because we removed the Faraday block when we first boarded?” Scott asked Ana.

      “Maybe, maybe not.” She rose carefully to her feet, the quarter gravity making the move much less painful.

      Either that or FastHeal’s pretty miraculous stuff. Guess that makes sense. It wouldn’t be of much benefit if it didn’t get soldiers mobile again very soon.

      She gave Scott’s question a bit more thought. “You know, actually, I don’t think the Faraday block has anything to do with it at all. It never stopped him from seeing potentials. The implant is alien, created by people I’m pretty certain are four-dimensional beings. If that’s true, then we were hardly doing anything at all to limit the device’s capabilities. It’d be like… trying to put restrictions on a cube in two dimensions. You might be able to lock down one side of the cube, but the other five sides would be unconstrained, as would the cube’s volume.”

      “Huh. Hadn’t thought about it like that, but you’re right. So now what?” Scott said.

      “I want to boot up our program again, take a look at what Joe’s seeing.”

      “Still think that’s a bad idea,” Joe muttered.

      “How else are we going to help you?”

      “How about not sending me into kata space?”

      Scott huffed a laugh.

      “Well, that’s not going to bring you any relief right now,” Ana told him, moving over to her workstation. “And we still have another three hundred plus light-years to travel, each way. I’d like to see if we can’t find you some relief.”

      “Not gonna say no to that.”

      “Okay, just… keep your eyes shut.” Ana’s finger hovered over the icon that would call up the program. “I want the electrodes to have a baseline first, without the information your retina’s capturing.”

      He grunted. “Not like I have a real choice in the matter.”

      “Hey, D-boy, we’ll get through this, don’t worry.”

      Standing at her workstation felt strange in this weird gravity, but a few seconds after the program was up and running, she forgot all about it. “Joe… are your eyes closed?”

      “Oh yeah. Tightly.”

      She ordered the console to project what it saw onto the holo so Scott could see it. Ghostly afterimages skated across the back of his eyelids, which came across in the cargo bay’s bright light as a magenta-tinted brown. The images were clearly of her, Scott, and Dee. Potentials, blue and red, of the actions they’d just taken or were about to take.

      “Why didn’t you tell me you were seeing a constant stream of potentials?”

      Joe shrugged. “What difference did it make? Not like I can shut it off. The whole blue-shift… signal, I guess? It seems stronger here than in regular space.”

      Ana turned his words over in her head.

      “More fourth-dimensional-being stuff?” Scott asked.

      “Yes, I think so. Okay, think you can open your eyes for a few seconds?”

      “Without puking?” Scott added jokingly.

      “Asshole.” Joe blew out a breath and appeared to brace himself. “Yeah. Hang tight. Here goes.” He stared straight ahead, focusing on the seam between the bulkhead and the deck.

      A few seconds passed, then—

      “Yep, you win,” Scott said. “That’s the weirdest shit I’ve seen in a long time.”

      Ana ignored Scott as she stared in fascination at the grotesquely misshapen images, her brain trying to make sense of what she saw. Something about them called up memories of some of the proofs she’d worked with in higher mathematics…

      “Wow,” Scott breathed, pulling her from her attempt to grasp at elusive memory. “That’s what you’re seeing?”

      “Yeah, asshole. Want to trade places?”

      “You called me that already. Game’s getting lame, Top.”

      “Fuck off, Morris. Want to see what it’s doing to your body?”

      He turned his head and stared at Scott for the briefest moment before groaning and slamming his eyes shut once more.

      “Shit,” both men said simultaneously.

      Then it hit Ana. “Tesseract. You’re seeing a tesseract. And I think I know how to fix it. Joe, look at the bulkhead again, but this time, with only one eye.”

      “A tesseract… that’s another name for a four-dimensional object, right?”

      “Correct. Now open your eye.”

      “One eye?” he said in a doubtful tone.

      “Just… try it, okay? I think part of what’s happening here is you’re suffering from vertigo. Your brain’s not wired to see things in 3D.”

      “You mean 4D,” Scott prompted.

      “No, I mean 3D. Our eyes don’t actually see in three dimensions, “Ana explained. “We see stereoscopically. Two flat pictures of the same image, seen from two different positions—the distance between our eyes. Our brains take those two images and extrapolate depth, rendering what we’re looking at into something that conforms to the three-dimensional world we move through.”

      Scott looked intrigued. Joe’s eyes were still firmly shut but was mulling over what she’d said.

      “So in theory, whatever I see with one eye is the distance between…” Joe said.

      “Between the 2D space your one eye sees and the image the device in your head ‘sees,’” she finished.

      “Yeah, but wouldn’t that only work if the implant sees in 2D?” Scott asked.

      “Yeah.” She sighed. “That’s the flaw in my logic. We don’t know what it sees. It’s like Joe has a third ‘inner’ eye that takes our three dimensions—up, down, left, right—and adds the 4D directions of ana and kata to it. If we eliminate one input, I’m hoping it’ll minimize what Joe’s brain has to contend with. Worth a try, at least.”

      Joe let out a gusty sigh. “Okay. Here goes nothing.”

      On the holoscreen, an image appeared. As Ana had hoped, it was far less… complicated, she decided was the word that fit best. But it was still no less strange than before. The bulkhead was there, but it looked as if—

      “Kind of looks like we’re simultaneously seeing it from the side and from above. A cross-section of it,” Scott said.

      “Yeah, that’s how it feels to me too.”

      Ana pounced on Joe’s words. “Let’s run with that. Focus your attention and energy on the image you see with your right eye, but don’t consciously try to force the cross-section image away.”

      “Why not?”

      “Ever try to tell someone not to think of polar bears?” Ana asked dryly.

      Scott snorted a laugh. “I usually use a blonde in a bikini on a beach, but sure, polar bears. Let’s go with that.”

      “Fine. You get my point. The minute you tell your brain not to think about something, that’s all it wants to think about.”

      Joe leaned forward slightly, shoulders hunched, as he focused on the bulkhead. “It’s working.”

      “That’s good news! Now here’s the bad news. That’s a muscle you’re going to have to develop, and it’s going to take time.”

      Joe let out a low curse.

      “Hey, you know this better than anyone.” She looked around at the mostly stripped-down cargo area for something that would help her get her point across. Her eyes landed on the portable decon station, which looked like it massed more than fifty kilos. “It would be like me dropping to the deck to do pushups for fifteen minutes, then thinking that made me fit enough lift that thing. All I’d do is wear myself out, then I’d be even less likely to move it. Muscles, including mental ones, take time to develop.”

      “We don’t have months, doc,” Scott warned.

      “No, but I’m guessing if you work at it, you’ll gain some measure of control. In the interim, Scott, do you have anything in that medic’s bag that would work as an eye patch?”
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      Joe felt ridiculous wearing the patch, like he was a pirate dressed for Halloween. But at least it allowed him to function.

      In the end, that’s all that matters, he reminded himself.

      “Ready for me to give Cass the go-ahead?” Ana asked him.

      “Yeah, let’s do this.”

      Moments after Ana pinged the cockpit with the all-clear, Tom sent Pathfinder across the magnetic wormhole’s ‘bridge,’ a jump that spanned more than seventy light-years in a matter of seconds. Joe reminded himself to be amazed later, when his world didn’t look so freaking strange.

      “That was fast,” Scott said.

      “Did the transit feel any different to you?” Ana sounded concerned.

      “You mean more weird than usual for kata space? Nope.”

      Tom came over the intraship channel once more. “Okay, folks, web in. We’re ready to cut the hyperspheric drive and drop back into 3D space.”

      Though the transition still produced a feeling of everything melting and oozing around him, once they arrived inside the tunnel, Joe’s issues resolved entirely. He shed the eyepatch fast—and with no small amount of relief—then joined Ana and Scott in the main cabin.

      “We still have two more kata bridges ahead of us, so don’t lose that,” Scott murmured, pointing to the patch as Joe stuffed it into his pocket. “Or… I mean,” he closed one eye and leered, “Arrrr, matey. You’ll ‘cross that bridge when you come to it.’”

      Joe shot him a disgusted look. “Shut up, Morris.”

      “Eh, don’t be so hard on him,” Dee said as he fell into the seat next to her. “Chaos isn’t around. Someone had to take up the slack.”

      The doors separating the cockpit from the cabin were fully open, allowing them a generous view of the main and secondary screens. The smaller screen displayed slices of three different star maps, a green line cutting through all of them. “That’s our route,” Ana said.

      “Looks like three different maps, kludged together.” Joe also noticed that, going from right to left, the maps became less detailed.

      “That’s exactly what it is,” Tom called out from the cockpit. “We’re building waypoints as we go, kind of like they did in the twentieth century back on Earth, to help aircraft navigate. Guess that makes us star pioneers. Pretty cool, huh?”

      “Uh-huh.” Scott sounded about as enthusiastic as Joe felt.

      Tom wasn’t fooled. “Trust me. You folks are going to need them if we ever detect a threat that requires your unique skills,” he predicted darkly.

      “Great, now you’ve just jinxed us,” Davis said in a far-too-cheerful tone from the crew chief’s station. His fingers were in constant motion, checking the experimental ship’s systems, post-kata. “Structural integrity is nominal. Hyperspheric drive’s running a bit hot, boss. Advise we spend more time conditioning it before the next runup.”

      “Copy.” Cass sounded distracted, her gaze fixed on the readings at her copilot’s console.

      “So, what’s next?” Scott asked. “I kind of feel like that’s my role on this trip, to ask that question repeatedly. That, and keeping Joe from seeing weird shit.”

      “We’ll stay in this tunnel, riding the rapids for five more hours until we intersect with one going the right direction,” Tom said. “Might as well grab a bite or get some sleep.”

      “Just like the military,” Joe said.

      The gunner from Prometheus grinned, then finished the thought for him. “Hurry up and wait.”

      That earned a hooah from the three Unit warriors.

      Scott stood. “Well, seeing as I’m playing the part of Chaos on this mission, I’ll be the first to say, ‘I’m hungry.’ Anyone else want some food?”

      Tom raised a hand. “Roast beef on rye, provolone, hold the horseradish.”

      Joe’s stomach growled.

      “Is that a ‘yes’?” Scott asked.

      “Hell yes. I’ll help.” Joe followed the medic aft to the galley.

      The rest of the crew called out orders, and for the next half hour, the two operators functioned as deli cooks, building and doling out sandwiches—with and without horseradish.

      “So,” Dee asked the crew, “how’s it feel to be farther out than any human has ever gone before?”

      “Pretty badass,” Lenora admitted as she took a big bite out of her turkey club. “At first, I thought being assigned to a research ship was lame, but now I’m glad my name was at the top of the roster. No way I’d give up this gig.”

      “I’m used to communication blackouts on missions,” Dee said thoughtfully, “but we’ve always known that if we absolutely had to, we could reach someone. We weren’t truly cut off from home like we are here. I mean, we’d all be long dead before anyone intercepted an SOS from us the traditional way.”

      “But we’re not,” Cass said. “The team back at the hangar launched a probe half an hour after we did. Passed us by just like that”—she snapped her fingers—“once we left kata space, but it’ll still be close enough to cut communication time down from a hundred and fifty years to a few hours. At least for a little while.”

      The crew spent most of their time reviewing data they’d recorded while in kata space. Ana joined them. Joe and the other two Unit operators alternated between resting and eating.

      Their objective was a star the Hangar team had dubbed Engee. They hadn’t had time for mundane questions prior to the launch, but now Joe wondered.

      “Hey, Cass, why Engee? What’s that mean?”

      Tom snorted a laugh.

      Cass shrugged. “Just kind of evolved. Engee’s a helluva lot easier to say than NGV2-720-033L.”

      Joe couldn’t argue that.

      When Tom announced their arrival at the next tunnel, Ana beckoned Joe and Scott back to cargo. Once webbed into their crash seats, she pinged the cockpit. “Ready back here.”

      “We hope,” Joe muttered. Eyepatch once more in place, he braced for what was to come.

      The initial shock wore off quickly this time, and he found he was better able to manage his funky new eyesight. They’d agreed there was no reason to delay, so Tom immediately took Pathfinder across the bridge that compressed kata space. Within seconds, they were back in regular space, riding the particle stream at near light-speed.

      The process repeated a third time, except at the end, Tom brought Pathfinder to a stop at the far end of the bridge, hovering in kata space just outside the Engee system.

      “Idiot check time,” Cass called out. “Now’s the time to make sure we have everything configured for Engee.”

      “Cockpit, check,” said Tom.

      Davis was next. “Systems, check.”

      Priya echoed his call.

      “Weapons online,” Lenora added.

      “Cargo, you good?”

      “We are,” Ana said.

      “All right, then. Tom, take us in.”

      “Cutting hyperspheric drive… now.” Joe felt the ship lurch as the drive was taken offline. “Brace for high-g deceleration. Transitioning from the tunnel in five…”

      Joe, Ana, and Scott were shoved forward against their restraints as the ship left the magnetic tunnel and Tom brought it down from its relativistic velocity to something more manageable in realspace.

      Once the g-forces subsided, the pilot announced, “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to Engee.”

      “We’re holding steady at a 1-g accel,” Cass announced. “You’re free to unweb.”

      The words had barely cleared her mouth when the snick of retracting webbing sounded and Scott was headed for the door. “Come on. Let’s go see this on the big screen.”

      Engee was a class-G star, not unlike Earth’s own. Closer telescopic scans from the Tyke probe showed an inner, or ‘hot,’ asteroid belt orbiting half an AU from the star, a gas giant at the twenty-five AU mark, and an ice giant around fifty AUs.

      The rest of the star system’s mysteries were for Pathfinder to unlock.

      “Headed for Engee-Three,” Tom said, pointing the ship’s nose in the direction of an inbound magnetic tunnel.

      “Nice little star system. I’m picking up two rocky planets in the Goldilocks zone. Designating them Engee Alpha and Bravo,” Priya said, highlighting them on her screen. “Cass, take a look at these readings. Alpha definitely has an atmosphere. It has moons too—”

      Her voice cut off as a flash appeared on the main screen, as bright as Engee’s pinpoint of light.

      “What the hell—”

      Klaxons cut across Cass’s exclamation. On the secondary screen, warnings flashed as numerous red dots appeared. Joe tensed, gaze pinned to the screen, his hand instinctively checking a nonexistent thigh holster. Scott’s aborted move suggested much the same.

      “Contact!” Lenora sang out. “Multiple contacts!” Her fingers flew across the gunner’s console, coaxing every bit of data she could from ship’s sensors.

      Davis gaped at her. “Are you saying…?”

      She ignored him. “I’m showing them half an AU from the star, just beyond the hot belt. Nav, confirm.” Lenora’s voice cracked like a whip, a weapons officer in the zone.

      “Boosting the feed now,” Tom replied. “Stand by.”

      “Time to nearest tunnel?” Cass asked.

      “There’s an outbound nearby, thirty seconds.”

      “Be ready to get us out of here.”

      “Copy. Nav confirms. They’re at half an AU—and drifting closer to the star,” Tom said.

      “Not drifting.” Lenora’s head snapped up, a hard look in her eyes. “These things are maneuvering.”

      “Like ships?” Joe said sharply.

      “Just like ships, moving into formation.” Lenora looked up expectantly. “Throwing visual up on main screen.”

      “Tom…” Cass’s voice held an urgent tone.

      “Hang tight,” Tom said. “Slipstream in ten seconds…”

      Joe followed Lenora’s gaze to the main screen…

      The implant inside his head went nuts.

      Jarring alien script scrolled across his optics, the words at first indecipherable but abruptly resolving into legible text.

      Urgent text.

      Warning text.

      Potentials formed rapidly, the blue shift overlaid with jagged spikes laced with an immediacy he could not ignore. He heard a hoarse cry and some part of him understood the voice was his own. He lunged for the pilot’s seat.

      “Danger!” That was the last coherent word he recalled. Foreign words tumbled from his lips, sounds both in and outside the range human ears were meant to hear. A two-word phrase repeated on a loop, followed by garbled alien words.

      “Retreat! Kata!”

      Hands pulled at him. He doubled down. Must. Get. Away.

      “Retreat! Kata!”

      There was a hiss, an injector pressed against his neck.

      “Top!” Dimly, he registered Scott’s voice.

      “Sergeant, stand down!” That was Dee. Both operators slammed into him, taking him to the deck. Joe fought the drugs coursing through his system, but the battle was a losing one.

      Tom’s “Brace!” was followed by Pathfinder slewing into the tunnel’s particle stream. The three operators went skidding across the deck, crashing into the aft bulkhead.

      “Get us the hell into kata space. Now!”

      The deck beneath him twisted grotesquely as the wormhole formed, but Joe hardly noticed, his inner eye fixed with dread upon the star, Engee.

      The ship surged forward. At the same time Pathfinder entered the wormhole’s bridge, the star behind them flared impossibly bright.

      It was the last thing Joe registered before he lost the battle, the sedative dragging him into the abyss.
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      Ana was shoved back into her seat with a force much stronger than anything they’d experienced on the way here. Her air was stolen by the elephant crushing her chest. She fought to stay conscious as her vision tunneled under the high gs. Try as she might, it was impossible to move. Checking on Joe and his teammates was out of the question.

      “Joe!” she called out, but it came out breathless and soft.

      Then it was over, the ship reaching equilibrium with the tunnel’s particle stream. Ana sucked in a breath and twisted to get a glimpse of the trio lying unmoving against the cargo bulkhead.

      “Joe!” She reached for the latch to unweb.

      “Stay put, doc. No one moves.” Tom’s voice held a hard edge, a warning. “Status!” The easygoing guy she’d come to know at the hangar was gone, replaced by the military aviator who’d spent years captaining a Raptor.

      “All systems nominal,” Davis called out.

      “Lenora?”

      “No signs of pursuit, or indication we were spotted.”

      “Good. Bringing hyperspheric drive online… Brace, we’re going in.”

      Ana was once again overtaken by the weird sensation of being able to see both the inside and outside of the ship at the same time.

      The moment things settled into what was ‘normal’ for kata space—and before Tom could protest—Ana was out of her seat and racing aft, the weird gravity causing her to feel like she was running along the side of a hill.

      “Lenora?” Tom’s words cracked like a whip behind Ana.

      “Nothing. We’re clear,” the gunner said. “Pretty sure any stray EM we emitted would have been at a background level anyway. Far too low for those things to have picked us up, especially considering what they were giving off.”

      Ana helped Dee to her feet. Scott was bending over Joe, running his hands over the sergeant’s body to check for breaks.

      “Don’t forget the spike from the nova,” Priya told Tom. “That happened right as we transitioned. There’s no way they could have spotted us through all that.”

      “You’re assuming their tech is only as good as ours,” Cass said.

      “It’s a risk we’ll have to take. We need to report back.”

      Scott rose. “He’s good. Let’s get him into one of those crash seats.”

      Tom glanced back at them. “Make it fast.”

      Dee slapped the door plate while Scott hooked his hands beneath Joe’s armpits. The door slid open and Scott hauled Joe through. Ana raced after, moving ahead to configure one of the seats into a reclining position.

      “I’ll stay back here with him,” the medic said as he and Dee lifted Joe onto the couch. “You two ride up front and do damage control.”

      “Good idea. Come on,” Dee said, leaving Scott to web Joe in and giving Ana a gentle push toward the door.

      Ana’s head reeled at the speed with which all this had taken place. “Your movements are almost choreographed.”

      “Comes from years of training,” Dee said shortly. “And living the adage that ‘no plan survives first contact with the enemy.’ Given what we saw back there, it’s appropriate, don’t you think?”

      They took their seats, and the moment they were safely webbed, Tom announced, “Stand by. We’re crossing the bridge.”

      Their environment subtly shifted, an ineffable sense of moving in an impossible direction pulling at Ana’s insides. Then, as fast as it began, it was over.

      “Cutting drive.” That was all the warning they got before the ship fell back into the tunnel. It was followed by, “Brace for decel!” Ana was thrust forward against her harness as Pathfinder shuddered hard.

      The moment things returned to normal, Cass swiveled her seat around, eyes sweeping those aboard. “What the hell did we just witness?” Her gaze landed on Ana. “And don’t you think for one minute I’ve forgotten about that sergeant of yours flipping out on us. Priya, Lenora, talk to me.”

      Tom cut in. “Two hours to inbound tunnel. Whatever you need to hash out, make sure you’re finished by then.” Sliding past Cass, the pilot moved aft toward the head.

      “Wow, he’s… different,” Ana said in a low tone.

      Davis overheard her remark. “He’s an aviator. He’s been deferring to Cass because there’s been no reason not to. And when we’re on the ground, she’s the boss. But aerospace law is clear; ‘the pilot in command has full control and authority, without limitation, while in flight.’”

      “Focus, people.” Cass rapped sharply against the arm of her chair, directing her next words to Priya and Lenora. “I want answers.”

      The astrophysicist looked pale and shaken, reaction to what they’d just gone through setting in. Lenora saw it and took over.

      “The ship’s AI is interpolating the data our sensors captured on those objects.” She made a few adjustments on her console, then looked up. “Sending it to the main screen now.”

      Their current surroundings were replaced by a view of the star system they’d just left.

      “Enlarging,” Lenora said.

      The image jumped. Small, oddly shaped silver blobs appeared, but the resolution wasn’t good enough yet to make out any details.

      Lenora zoomed in. “Enhancing.” The blobs resolved into objects that were roughly cylindrical, but with protrusions that bent back in on themselves.

      Ana abruptly realized what they were looking at. “That’s a kata ship.”

      “Has to be. Geometrically, it fits.” Priya had found her voice.

      Lenora’s tone was grim. “Watch.”

      The ships exited the asteroid belt and fanned out. Ana counted a dozen of them.

      “They’re spacing themselves precisely the same distance from the star, a little under nine million kilometers. It’s an odd number.”

      Priya was bent over her console, studying it intently. “Eight point nine five seven nine five two million. Interesting. I wonder…”

      Her hands played across the console, then she looked up. “That’s a base-twelve equivalence.”

      “That’s a strong argument for an intelligence operating behind this,” Ana murmured.

      “As if we needed it at this point,” Dee said under her breath.

      “Here’s where they maneuver into a diamond formation,” Lenora said. “Watch what happens next.”

      The ships, evenly spaced millions of kilometers apart, all rippled in unison, as if some giant, invisible hand had just jostled them.

      “What the fuck was that?” Cass whispered. “Did they just twitch?”

      “Kind of looks like what my wife’s cat does when you try to stroke her back,” Tom said from behind Priya.

      Ana considered his words. “You know, you might be on to something,” she said. “It’s possible they’re reacting that way because something’s acting on them we can’t see—something in kata space.”

      Tom grunted noncommittally as he moved back to the cockpit.

      Lenora pointed. “Look. Here’s where it gets spooky.”

      The ripple seemed to have loosened something. Thin strands ejected from the nose of each ship, the ends forming a loose circle.

      “Distance?” Tom asked sharply.

      “The cables are another three million base-12 kilometers closer to Engee,” Priya replied.

      “What the hell are they doing?”

      Ana’s eyes widened as a thought occurred to her. She turned to Priya. “Collimator?”

      The astrophysicist nodded once.

      “Translate for us space jockeys, please,” Tom said.

      Ana shot him an apologetic look. “A focus ring.”

      “That doesn’t sound good. What, did it focus some kind of beam that destabilized the star?”

      “Yes,” Priya answered, “but not in the way you think. It didn’t fire on Engee.”

      “The hell it didn’t. Look at that.”

      The ring brightened, obviously powered by some unseen source.

      “No. It didn’t. Wait for it…”

      Slowly, an organized ejecta emerged from the star, the stream of plasma snaking out toward the eye of the ring. Where it connected, it simply disappeared.

      “What you’re seeing right now is a star being stripped of its matter until it destabilizes. That’s the reason Engee went nova.”
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      Orientation class was held in the main building. The room was small, yet plenty big enough to accommodate the two former Delta teams. Matt was acutely aware of Joe’s absence. With Dee and Scott gone as well, the classroom felt positively expansive.

      He did his best to focus on the lecture, but his thoughts kept straying—to Joe, the Dome. Russell and the general. An experimental ship, carrying humans farther than any had gone before.

      Ordinarily, he’d be seated up front, attentive and fully absorbed. Information was a weapon just like any other, making classroom work just a different type of training—mental instead of physical. What was taught here would improve his skills. It was one of the tenets he emphasized whenever he was asked to serve a rotation with the instructor cadre.

      So, why aren’t you taking your own advice, dumbass? With a sigh, he brought his attention back to what the agent was saying.

      When an alert popped up on his overlay, he dismissed it, annoyed that yet another thing had fragmented his concentration. It began again a few seconds later, this time flagged with an ‘urgent’ tag.

      If blinks could stab, his would have. The action unpacked the notification, which unfurled in a transparent window.

      

      
        
        Report immediately to major holden,

        general kim’s office.

      

      

      

      Matt realized that the agent had cut off his presentation and was staring his way. His gaze then cut to Amanda.

      “Whitaker. Gruwell. Dismissed.”

      Breeze’s head snapped around as the agent called Matt’s name.

      “Holden,” Matt mouthed.

      Later, Breeze signed.

      Matt gave him a curt nod as he shoved to his feet.

      Amanda met up with him at the door. “Think it’s Joe?”

      “Pretty sure it has to be.”

      They crossed the compound in silence. Knowing the drill by now, he had his everyday carry out and ready to place into the weapons locker when they arrived. Amanda did the same.

      Dixon was there to greet them when the lift doors parted. “Pathfinder is on its way back.”

      “Everyone okay?” Matt asked, falling into step beside her.

      Dixon’s expression shuttered. “Save it for the SCIF.”

      The situation room door was open. Holden waved them in and Dixon sealed the door. The moment they were seated, Holden resumed the holotank’s feed. The NSA seal disappeared, replaced by a ship’s cockpit. Dee was there, with a woman Matt didn’t recognize.

      “Doctor Cass Anders,” Dixon murmured. “Head of the Pathfinder Project at Hangar Fifty-One.”

      On screen, Dee shot Cass a questioning look. “You’re sure this is secure?”

      The redhead looked too shaken to be truly offended. “Yes,” she said almost wearily. “No one can intercept a transmission from kata space. No one has the equipment to do it.”

      “No human,” someone muttered from offscreen. Matt recognized Scott’s voice.

      “No human?” Amanda whispered. Matt held up a palm, not wanting to miss anything that was said.

      “Start from the beginning and tell us what happened,” Holden said.

      As Dee and Cass sketched in the details, Matt went from skeptical to incredulous to—

      Admit it, Whitaker. The thought of those things finding our own solar system scares you shitless.

      Holden’s words echoed his concern. “Are you sure, absolutely certain, that they didn’t know you were there?”

      “As sure as we can be, sir,” Dee said.

      Matt could hear the uncertainty in her voice.

      A third face came into view. “Doctor Priya Manu, Astrophysics. And yes, I have high confidence that we remained undetected. We were nearly at Engee’s heliopause, more than two hundred AU from the star. We did initiate an acceleration burn but light lag at that distance exceeds twenty-eight hours. By the time they would have received visual confirmation of Pathfinder’s existence, we were long gone.”

      “Would have received?” Dixon questioned.

      “Those ships were positioned far too close to that star. None of them could possibly have survived the nova they caused.”

      “You don’t know that,” a new voice interjected. The feed widened, to reveal a man in the pilot’s chair.

      “Captain Tom Bowers, retired.” Cass made the introductions. “He’s a former Raptor pilot.”

      Dixon fiddled with the controls at the center of the table and a window appeared with the pilot’s military record. When Matt saw Bowers had served with the Special Operations Regiment, his cred went up several notches.

      “Care to expound on that, Captain?” Holden asked.

      “Doc Sanchez said those ships owe their unusual shape to the fact they exist partly in kata space. We’re in kata space right now. It’s possible that what we saw of those ships was only an extension—a disposable part they were willing to sacrifice to get the job done.”

      Matt tried to follow Tom’s line of reasoning. “And you think, if they survived in kata space, they might have some way they can see your ship… from within kata space?”

      By the expression on Tom’s face, he hadn’t gotten that far. “Actually, I was thinking more along the lines of a way to scan the system for our realspace transit, but what you said makes sense, and makes me even more uncomfortable than I already am.” He hunched his shoulders as if the alien ship had Pathfinder in its sights at that very moment.

      But Priya was shaking her head. “What we know of higher dimensions suggests light doesn’t work that way. Light is a three-dimensional construct. Photons have a speed limit they can never exceed; they exist squarely within our three dimensions of spacetime.”

      “As far as we know,” Cass prompted.

      “As far as we know,” Priya conceded. “But I don’t think it really matters. They would have to know we were there first, and the signal of the nova was so strong, it would have swamped any signature left by Pathfinder.”

      Holden cut to the chase. “Is it safe to return? Any concerns about leading them here?”

      “None,” Cass said promptly. “On that, we’re all agreed. Priya’s right. Engee’s nova was a cataclysmic event and would have buried any trace of our presence there. Besides that, our path home is far from direct.”

      “Very well, then. Everyone aboard that ship will be sequestered at the Dome once you return. I understand Lieutenant Powell is aboard?”

      “Yes.” Cass glanced off screen. “Lenora was loaned to us from Prometheus.”

      “Put her on.”

      A young brunette appeared, hair pulled back into a tidy bun, and lieutenant’s bars gleaming in the ship’s light. She straightened to attention when she saw Holden. “Sir.”

      “Lieutenant, you’re TDY to Hangar Fifty-One at the Dome until further notice. I’ll notify your command.”

      “Welcome to the dark side,” Amanda said, so softly Matt could barely hear.

      “As of this moment, you’re under a gag order. Everything you saw while aboard Pathfinder is to be close-held. You will not discuss it with anyone other than your shipmates, the people around this table, or General Frank Kim. Understood?”

      “Yes sir.”

      “Report back as soon as you arrive. Holden out.”

      The image in the holotank faded away.

      Matt turned to Holden. “What now?”

      “Now, we have what we need to circumvent Russell and recall the general.”

      Dixon was already working the console. “On screen now, sir.”

      Holden swiveled to face the tank as an unfamiliar face floated into focus, the seal of the Terran Congress behind her. Annoyed at the interruption, Russell’s aide opened her mouth to speak, but Holden beat her to it.

      “Pursuant to Title Fifty of the Terran States Code, General Frank Kim is recalled to duty with the National Security Agency, effective immediately.”

      “But… you can’t…” the Senator’s aide blustered. “He’s in an Intelligence hearing and cannot be—”

      “The general has already been informed,” Holden said, making a slashing gesture off-screen. “We’ll take it from here.”

      Dixon cut the signal. “Already pinged Connolly. She’s getting the message to him now.”

      “Good.”

      Matt was still coming to terms with the speed with which events were taking place. He was used to rapid-fire action on a mission, but politically, not so much.

      “What do we do about Joe, sir?” Amanda asked.

      The satisfied look on Holden’s face disappeared. “Afraid that’s above my pay grade. The general will have to make that call.”
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      Murmured conversation intruded on Joe’s consciousness. He drifted, let the indistinct sounds wash over him. For a brief moment, the murky fog lifted enough for his mind to make out words.

      “He’s stable. Vitals are strong.”

      The soft beeping of equipment was familiar. Joe associated it with unpleasant things.

      “Good. Continue reversing the sedative.”

      He recognized that voice—Ana. He tried to reach for her, but his hand was insanely heavy, thwarting his every attempt.

      “Increasing by ten percent.” Scott was close enough for Joe to touch—he was sure of it—yet no amount of effort could make that happen.

      The beeping picked up speed. “He’s coming around.” The voice was female, not one he knew.

      “Another ten percent.”

      Joe’s head cleared and he found he could move, the strange paralysis broken. “Wha…?” he slurred.

      “Hey,” Ana said gently. “Don’t open your eyes just yet, okay?”

      Joe swallowed, then nodded.

      “Hey, Top, it’s Scott. You experiencing any nausea, brother?”

      “Yeah.” Joe forced out. “Head’s pounding too.”

      “Hang tight. This should clear it.” Scott’s words were accompanied by the cool press of a syringe against his neck.

      The vise around his head slowly eased. “What happened?” he managed.

      “You experienced extreme sensory overload,” Ana said. “We had to restrain you to get you to calm down. Do you remember?”

      Joe felt good enough to risk opening his eyes—and immediately wished he hadn’t. Angular, foreign lettering appeared, assaulting his vision. His lids slammed back down in an instinctive bid to rid himself of the alien script. It didn’t work.

      “What the hell is that?” he rasped.

      “Is he referring to…?”

      He slitted his eyes open long enough to identify the voice’s owner. The woman was dressed in scrubs and wearing the caduceus and stripes of a medical staff sergeant. She pointed to something above Joe’s head.

      He looked up… and immediately wished he hadn’t.

      “Dammit.” Before vertigo set in, he averted his eyes from the feed that saw what he saw. “Yeah, that’s exactly what I’m referring to.”

      “Hey, look at the bright side,” Scott joked. “At least your funky kata vision’s gone. Gotta tell you, that was some freaky shit.”

      Memory came flooding back. Joe jackknifed up, the movement oddly difficult in the low gravity of…

      “We’re back in the Dome?”

      “Yes. The infirmary,” the staff sergeant volunteered.

      He groaned. “Again? No offense, but this is not my favorite place.” Too many life-changing events had occurred within its walls in the past few months.

      “None taken.” The woman’s expression remained bland, yet curiosity sparked in her eyes.

      Sorry, Sergeant. If you don’t know, I’m not going to enlighten you.

      Ana ignored his remark. “What do you remember?”

      “Everything. We need to talk.” He turned to the sergeant. “Alone.”

      “Sergeant Hollister’s cleared for this,” Ana said.

      He raised his brows. “All of it?”

      “If you’re referring to that alien implant in your head, then yes.” Hollister’s tone was brisk and professional. “There was some discussion about whether it should remain inside your skull after what happened at Engee, but the point quickly became moot.”

      “I’m not following.”

      “Joe…” Ana drew closer. “You’ve been out for a full day. Pathfinder returned here yesterday afternoon, with the news about what we found. We’ve shared what happened with the major and General Kim.”

      “Including how you flipped out,” Scott said.

      “I wasn’t the one who flipped out.”

      Joe stopped when he realized what he’d just said. Fearful Hollister might misinterpret his words and report that he was a danger to the Dome, he backpedaled. “I’m not saying the chip flipped out either. I mean, it did, b-but…” he stumbled to a stop.

      “You seem to have control over it now.” Ana phrased her words as a statement, but he could hear the question woven into her tone.

      “Yeah, I do. I’m not saying this weird text flowing across the bottom of my vision isn’t annoying as hell, but it doesn’t seem to be triggering any potentials like kata space did.” Recalling Hollister’s comment, Joe asked, “What did you mean when you said that removing the chip was a moot point?”

      “Uhm.” Ana shifted, and something akin to guilt flitted across her features.

      “You have something to say to me, doc?” Joe said sharply.

      Ana picked her way cautiously through her words. “The implant reacted rather… strongly… to what we saw in Engee. There was some concern that the ships we saw may have triggered a program, or brought the implant more fully online.” She expelled a hard breath, then blurted out the rest. “So we tried to remove it while you were out.”

      He’d begun to suspect as much during her reluctant admission, but hearing her say it aloud flooded him with an outrage he didn’t bother to hide.

      Ana stepped back, her eyes widening as she blurted out, “But we didn’t!”

      A twitch of his hand sent the covers flying back. Joe swung from the bed, uncaring that he was dressed in nothing more than a hospital gown. One step brought him nose to nose with Ana.

      “What,” he said softly, his tone low and dangerous, “gave you the right to cut into my brain again without my permission?”

      “Sergeant. It was an order from the Dome’s director,” Hollister interrupted.

      Joe’s head snapped around. “Cox?”

      Ana’s hand landed on his arm. “He’s been replaced, remember? Colonel Ingle is a friend of the general. She’s good people.”

      “Not if she authorized digging around in my head without my fucking permission.”

      Ana stood her ground. The analytical part of Joe’s brain admired that. He’d seen grown men—soldiers—shrink from his wrath. She met his rage head-on.

      “The colonel had Dome security to worry about,” she shot back heatedly. “Hell, Joe, based on what we saw, we have a whole lot more than that to consider. We have the entire human race to worry about!”

      Her words hit him like a bucket of icy water. She was right. He looked down at the hand that rested on his arm and recalled how close he’d been to making that small act impossible. He’d nearly killed her. Would have, if Dee hadn’t called out a warning at the last second. Guilt flooded him. “Sorry.”

      He wasn’t sure who he’d directed the apology to, but it was Ana who responded. “That device has been busy. Or maybe your brain has. Possibly both. You have literally thousands of new neural pathways forming inside your head. The implant is now completely integrated into your brain. There’s no way to remove it without causing you permanent damage. Blindness would be the least of it. It could kill you.”

      Her words creeped him out a little. He wasn’t sure he was comfortable knowing that he was now inescapably linked to something made by alien creatures they knew nothing about. “That’s a little unsettling.”

      Ana sighed. “Don’t jump to any conclusions. There’s a lot of neuroplasticity in the human brain. I would have expected nothing less.” She patted him on the arm. “Get dressed. The general’s standing by. We’ll wait for you out in the hall.”

      

      Joe dressed quickly, exiting the room to find Hollister standing there holding a sandwich. He suddenly realized he was ravenous. As if on cue, his stomach growled.

      “That for me?”

      “Yes. Figured you might want”—she paused as he snatched it out of her hand and began wolfing it down—“food.”

      “Come on, brother,” Scott said. “Walk and eat. Walk and eat.”

      Joe made a shooing motion with his free hand, his mouth full. Hollister took the lead, but instead of walking in the direction Joe was certain led toward the main hallway, she turned down an unfamiliar corridor that led deeper into the infirmary.

      “We’re going the wrong way. Conference rooms are on the main level.” He turned to point, and saw what he’d missed earlier—a glowing outline that suggested either a stasis or retaining field. Two Marines stood guard on the other side.

      He ground to a halt, the adrenaline flooding his body bringing him to instant readiness.

      “Am I a prisoner?”
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      “What? No! Of course not!” Ana’s protest died off under the force of his glare.

      He jabbed a knife-edged hand in the direction of the Marines. “Then what are they doing here?”

      “They’re here to protect you, Top, not the other way around.”

      Joe turned his glare on Scott.

      “Okay, fine. A little of both.”

      “Great. That’s just great.”

      Scott shot him a sharp look, part anger, part disappointment. “You forget what you did on Pathfinder, brother? You’re a fuckin’ team leader, Top. Start acting like one instead of some butthurt triggered pansy.”

      “Look, all we have to do is prove the chip is safe,” Ana said, appeasement in her tone.

      Frustration welled once more. “Oh, yeah? And how are we going to do that?”

      Scott stepped in front of Ana. “Based on your reaction, I think it’s safe to say whoever made that thing in your head isn’t the same as the ones who built those ships.”

      “We have no way of proving that.”

      “We might,” Ana snapped impatiently, “if we can decipher that script scrolling across your optics. Now, come on. General Kim’s waiting.”

      Joe stared after her retreating figure. “How come she’s not scared of me?” He turned to Scott. “How is it that I can scare an E-4 shitless and that little thing bosses me around like…”

      “Like she’s the boss?” Scott snorted. “She’s a doctor. I thought you knew. All docs think they’re God.”

      Hollister, who had remained quiet during the exchange, smothered a laugh.

      Joe turned to her. “Where are we headed?”

      “There’s a break room up ahead, next to the medical offices,” she said. “Colonel Ingle had it converted into a SCIF.”

      “Bet the medical staff just love me,” Joe muttered.

      Hollister just shrugged. “If the colonel tells us to start quarantine procedures, we quarantine. Simple as that.”

      “Quarantine,” Joe said in a flat tone. “That’s how you’re selling this.”

      Hollister cut him a hard look. “Yes.”

      “Why are you here? You draw the short straw?”

      Hollister’s expression didn’t change, but her words remained calm and measured. “I volunteered.”

      It was obvious that she was used to dealing with irritable people. It made sense; soldiers made lousy patients. He inclined his head, accepting Hollister’s silent censure. The staff sergeant was only doing her job.

      He turned to Scott. The medic was a teammate. Joe could badger him all he wanted. “How long am I stuck here?”

      Scott didn’t get a chance to answer. Apparently, Joe had used up all the goodwill Ana was willing to dish out.

      “Forever if you don’t get your ass in here so we can get this call started.” Her voice edged toward the acerbic.

      He gave in and held up his hands. “Fine. I’ll cooperate.”

      “You don’t have a choice, soldier,” Hollister muttered under her breath.

      Joe chose to ignore it.

      Hollister remained outside. Scott paused to seal the door. “SCIF protocols are active.”

      Ana activated the holoscreen. “Let’s get Dee on the line.”

      Joe blinked at the mention of the intelligence sergeant’s name. I’m really off my game. Didn’t notice she was gone until he mentioned it. “Where’d she go?”

      “She’s been running interference with Special Operations Command,” Scott said.

      Dee’s face appeared in the tank, alongside that of another woman. The stranger was of medium height and build, and well into her fifth decade. He could tell by the way she carried herself that she was either current or former military.

      “Sergeant. I’m Sharon Ingle, Director of the Advanced Research Agency.” A wry smile ghosted across her lips. “Frank tells me you had a run-in with my predecessor, Darwin Cox.”

      “Frank…” Joe let his voice trail off in question, though he was pretty sure which ‘Frank’ she meant.

      “Frank Kim. The general and I went through the academy together. The old ring knocker had the nerve to threaten me with active duty again if I didn’t take this position.” Her tone was laced with affection. “He has a way of altering career trajectories that is impossible to ignore.”

      “He does that a lot,” Dee responded.

      Joe caught sight of Ingle’s nametag. He’d guessed right; the doctor was a full bird colonel.

      “Well, then. Let’s get Frank online, shall we?” She motioned and a second window opened in the tank. Joe recognized the situation room back at the Farm, with Kim, Holden, and Dixon at the table.

      The general got right to the point. “Sergeant, I hear there was an incident aboard Pathfinder.”

      Though seated, Joe snapped to attention when addressed. “Yes sir. There was.”

      “We’ve seen the footage, and the feed from that chip in your head.” His eyes bored into Joe. “I’d like to hear what happened from your point of view.”

      Swiftly and succinctly, Joe outlined everything he could recall. Though half afraid it might damn him, he was brutally honest. When he finished, there was silence.

      “That was one hell of a reaction you had at the end, son,” Holden said finally.

      “It looked to me like you were reacting to a life-or-death situation.” Kim shot him a questioning look. “Was it, Sergeant? Was that thing in your head reacting because it saw a threat… or because it recognized its makers?”

      The general’s question hit its mark, pinging off Joe’s own secret, deep-seated fears. His hands, hidden in his lap, clenched into hard fists as he fought to wrest his emotions under control.

      A long moment passed before he felt he could speak evenly again. He inhaled, a slow, deep breath, and forced himself to consider the comment objectively, ignoring the inner voice that taunted him, calling him a threat to his own kind.

      The alien script, seemingly triggered by his first glimpse of the machines, continued to flow in a never-ending procession. Instinctively, he knew that wasn’t true, though how he knew escaped him. There was a pattern in the message it conveyed, looping again and again. A warning. He was sure of it. He tried putting it into words.

      “What I’m getting from the chip isn’t a phone-home vibe, sir. It’s the opposite, in fact. Whoever designed this thing in my head really, really doesn’t like those guys out there.” He pointed at the small window floating off to the side, which held a freeze-frame of the ships in question.

      “How would you know this?” Ingle’s question wasn’t confrontational, like her predecessor’s surely would have been. The colonel was genuinely curious.

      “I… can’t really say, ma’am. I just do.”

      “Sir, if I may?” Ana said. “Sergeant Kovacs hasn’t seen the recording of himself yet—of what happened on Pathfinder. It might be worth showing it to him.”

      Joe was confused by this. “I was there, doc. I know what happened.”

      “Do you, really, though?” Dee interposed. She shook her head. “I’m not so sure. You were pretty out of it.”

      “She’s right,” Scott muttered too low for the mics to pick up. “Hell, you were speaking in tongues, brother.”

      “I was what?”

      “Play it,” Scott said.

      A third window popped up in the tank. Joe looked on in increasing disbelief as the scene progressed and his frantic warnings flipped from his native tongue into complete gibberish.

      And then the words abruptly turned intelligible.
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      “Shit!” Joe’s chair screeched as he shoved away from the table.

      Ana stood too, an alarmed look on her face as she stared down at her tablet. Scott rose to join her, unfastening the cuff of his shirt to expose his medical bracer.

      “You want me to scan him, doc?” he asked.

      Realizing the scene his actions had caused, Joe raised his hands. “I’m good. That feed just took me unawares is all.” He moved to retake his seat.

      Ana’s next words, and her odd tone of voice, stopped him cold. “Why don’t you tell them what just happened, Joe?”

      Abruptly, Joe realized Ana’s head had never lifted from her tablet. Even now, her gaze remained fixed on its readout. A pit formed in Joe’s stomach. She knows.

      “Sergeant?”

      Kim’s voice drew Joe’s attention back to the holotank. He righted the chair he’d tipped when he’d abruptly left it, using the action to buy him a few precious seconds to organize his thoughts.

      Seated once more and with no other recourse but to address the question, he let out a slow breath and took the plunge.

      “When the recording began, that language sounded as foreign to me as it did to you. But as it continued…” His words faded and he resisted the urge to shift uncomfortably.

      Meet it head-on, soldier. You’re Delta.

      “Toward the end, they began to make sense. Or at least, I think the chip in my head deciphered it for me.”

      Ingle cocked her head, an intrigued look crossing her features. “You’re referring to the words scrolling across the bottom of your vision.”

      He nodded. “When the recording reached the part where I started to—”

      “Speak in tongues,” Scott prompted.

      Joe kicked him under the table. “—speak gibberish,” he continued as if the medic hadn’t interrupted, “the alien script disappeared, and in its place was a translation of what those words meant.”

      “What did it say?” Dixon asked.

      “Danger, Starkillers detected…” He quoted from memory as he refocused his attention on the string of characters—only to find they’d reverted to alien script. He frowned. “Translation’s gone now.”

      “Let’s try something.” Ana played the part of the feed where he’d spoken the alien words.

      “What are you—”

      “Concentrate,” she urged.

      He did, and again, the words morphed into something understandable. “Danger, Starkillers detected, retreat to kata space immediately.” He paused as the words started over again. When they’d repeated three times, he looked up and gave a small shrug. “That’s it. Same thing, over and over again.”

      “Doctor Sanchez, you have an explanation?” Holden asked.

      “I have a theory. Before the first visual came through, all we had was radar contact. We knew something was maneuvering around Engee, but it took a few seconds to get visual confirmation. The device didn’t react until Joe saw the feed. The visual is what triggered it. And I think it unlocked a new capability.”

      “You mean, like an early warning system programmed into the chip?” Dee asked.

      “Exactly.”

      Dee’s head went down, her hands swiping through an interface just out of sight. Joe wondered what it was she was working on.

      “Great,” muttered Scott. “So we’ve basically stumbled into the middle of a war between two alien species.”

      Ingle shook her head. “I’m not sure we can conclude that. We only have the two data points, the alien implant and those… Starkillers, you called them? We’re inferring that the species who created the chip in the sergeant’s head are good and the ones behind those ships are evil. But what if we’re wrong?”

      “What if it’s not two different species at all?” Dee countered, looking up at the screen once more. “What if they’re just different factions of the same species? If human history’s taught us anything, it’s that both good and evil can spring from the same root.”

      Kim nodded. “You have a point.” He turned to Dee. “Sergeant, what are you working on? A translation of their language?”

      “I am. The Rosetta program needs a bit more than eight spoken words to go on, though.” She made a wry face. “Besides, we have no way of knowing if what Joe said is the same as those symbols scrolling across…”

      Joe lost the rest of what Dee said, the word ‘symbol’ causing him to jerk back out of reflex, as it dawned on him why the alien script held such an elusive familiarity. “Not words. Numbers!”

      “What?” Ingle asked sharply.

      Joe held up a hand, forgetting for a moment the hierarchy in the holotank. Instead, he concentrated on the alien script, the symbols in red reforming before his eyes into sets of numbers. Not daring to tear his focus from the stream scrolling in front of him, he asked Ana, “Are you getting this?”

      “Yes!” She sounded excited. “They look like… coordinates. I think.” Her voice faded into uncertainty.

      The alien numbers bled an angry red, the feed repeating once, but then—as if his comprehension had broken a dam—the scroll ended. Seconds later, the angry red numbers were replaced by a different series, these in a cool green.

      “Doc…” He didn’t dare blink. “Why red and green?”

      Her voice sounded dubious. “It would be too much of a coincidence for an alien culture to appropriate the concepts of red being a warning color and green an all-clear.” She paused. “Having said that, though, it’s entirely possible that the implant is being filtered through the parameters of your mind. And those do associate red with danger and green with safety. Hold on; I’ll forward the feed to the tank so everyone else can see.”

      The numbers continued to march on until they, too, began to repeat. When nothing new appeared, Joe squeezed his eyes shut, realizing for the first time a headache had begun to form at the base of his skull.

      He opened his eyes. “So now what?”

      Ana hummed thoughtfully. “I’m going to need to plot these against our star charts, and I’d really like to bring Cass and Tom in on this, but I’d swear these are coordinates.”

      Kim nodded. “Permission granted.”

      “Sergeant,” Ingle said, “it would help if you could find a way to access more of that language so the Rosetta program has more to work with. I’m beginning to suspect that chip has an alien database associated with it. If so, we need to know what it contains.”

      “Agreed.” Kim leaned forward. “That’s your assignment, son. Get inside that thing. Find out what it can tell us about those ships.”

      “Sir, I’m a soldier, not a scientist.”

      “Right now, you’re the best chance we’ve got to crack this and possibly find out what kind of danger those ships may someday pose to Earth and our solar system.”

      Joe nodded reluctantly.

      Ana shot him a speculative look. “You know, each time you’ve had a developmental breakthrough in the past, it’s been when you’re asleep, or just about to drift off. I wonder…” She turned to Ingle.

      “You’re thinking of putting him in a sensory deprivation sim?”

      “Yes.”

      Ingle cocked her head. “Would a regen tank in a dark room with a sound dampening field work?”

      At Ana’s nod, the colonel lifted a finger. “One moment… Ah, Sergeant Hollister will have one transferred into quarantine for your use shortly. I’ve also cleared Pathfinder’s crew to come and go as needed.”

      That was as good a segue as Joe was going to get, and he ran with it. “Speaking of quarantine, what’s the story on that?”

      “It was the most expedient way to control who comes and goes,” Holden said.

      “Is there a reason to be concerned about that?”

      Anger flickered in Holden’s eyes. “Whitaker and the others are investigating the attack outside Grand Central. We’ll catch you up on events soon. Let’s just say we have reason for concern and leave it at that.”

      Something passed between Holden and the general. Kim nodded. “Thank you, everyone, for the update.”

      When they rose to exit, Kim added, “Sergeant, a moment, please.”

      Joe sat back down. The others exited the room and the feed from Ingle’s SCIF cut out before anyone spoke.

      “Sergeant. I understand you’re angry at Doctor Sanchez for trying to remove the device from your head,” Kim said.

      His tone of voice was drill-sergeant hard. Years of training kicked in; out of reflex, Joe felt himself straightening to attention.

      Kim wasn’t done. “She was under my orders. So if you have a problem with them, you direct that anger toward me, not her.”

      “Sir, I—” Joe floundered, fishing for words. “I thought that order came from Major Ingle.”

      “Who reports… to me. So, you have a problem with that, you take it up with me,” he repeated. “Are we clear?”

      The sting of reprimand wasn’t over. Next, it was Holden’s turn.

      “Joe, how long have you served in C Squadron?”

      “Sixteen years, sir.”

      “When you enlisted, you signed a contract that said your ass was ours. You know the creed. ‘I will do all that my nation requires of me. Well do I know the hazards of my profession.’ Now, I understand the circumstances we’re in are unique. Do you think they exempt you from that creed?”

      Joe’s face heated as embarrassment flooded him. “No sir.”

      “Then quit acting like it.”

      “Copy that, sir.”

      Holden held his gaze for a beat. “I think we’re done here. Dismissed.”
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      Joe went in search of Ana to offer her an apology. He found her with Scott; the two were clearing hospital equipment from a room to make space for the regen tank. He stood by impatiently as Hollister floated it on a maglev dolly and she and the medic got to work setting it up.

      The second time he offered to assist, Scott burst out laughing. “Geez, Top, stand down and let the professionals do their jobs, will ya?”

      Joe stepped back. “Fine. I’ll just hang out in the break room, then. Ana…”

      She looked up. He hated the wariness he saw in her eyes, hated being the one responsible for putting it there.

      “Can I see you for a minute?” He inclined his head toward the door.

      “Be right back,” she told the others.

      Once in the hallway, she folded her arms and stared at him with raised brows. “Well?”

      The brief flash of hurt he felt at her subtle hostility surprised him. Joe was used to navigating his way through life with confidence. This was uncharted territory. Frustrating. Uncomfortable.

      He cleared his throat. “Just wanted to say I’m sorry for getting mad at you. For the way I acted earlier.”

      Her arms remained crossed. “You should be.”

      They stared at each other in silence for a long moment. Joe wasn’t sure if she was done, didn’t know if it was his turn to say something. He took in a fortifying breath and prepared to say—what, he didn’t know—when she punched him in the arm.

      “You know me better than that!”

      Nope. Not my turn to talk.

      “After everything we’ve been through, the months we’ve spent working together, and this is what I get?”

      He waited.

      She cocked her head impatiently.

      Okay, now it’s my turn.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “Damn straight you are,” she muttered.

      “Really, Ana. I am. It’s just… waking up back in the infirmary again sent me to a bad place for a minute.”

      Her anger evaporated. Her hand came out once more, but this time to stroke his arm, not to punch it. Not that they felt much different. She hit like a girl.

      “They should be ready by now. Let’s get you inside, okay?”

      After a quick lesson on how to calibrate the tank’s temperature, Joe all but pushed them out the door. Hollister and Ana headed for the exit; Scott stayed behind to administer a drug.

      When Joe asked what it was, all Scott would say was, “Something that’ll make you more receptive,” before waggling his eyebrows suggestively.

      Ana rolled her eyes ceilingward, and Joe could swear he heard her mutter, “Boys,” under her breath. She paused at the exit. “Don’t forget to turn the lights out and set a sound dampening field.”

      “I’ve been using audio chaff in combat for decades. I think I can handle this.”

      She made a face at him. “Fine. Just remember, you need to relax. You can’t force something like this. It’ll come when it comes.”

      “Yes, Mother. Now, scoot.”

      With the room empty, Joe wasted no time. Stripping to his skivvies, he set the light controls to respond to his voice, then activated a sound-canceling screen. As he settled into the tank, he wondered how long the drug Scott had administered would take to kick in. Despite his sarcastic response to Ana, Joe knew she was right; nothing would come if he remained as wound up as he currently was.

      As he lay there in the dark, doubts resurfaced. What if I’m wrong? What if it’s not warning me about aliens on a genocidal warpath, but instead I’m somehow tapping into their extermination plans?

      His arms stirred restlessly in the neutrally buoyant gel, wishing he could talk this over with someone he trusted. Someone like Zachary Holden.

      “Sergeant?” As if conjured, the major’s voice sounded inside his head. “Is there a reason why you removed that Faraday block and pinged me?”

      “Sir?” Joe pushed against the bottom of the tank, righting himself. He reached a hand up to touch behind his ear. “The block’s there. I didn’t remove it.”

      “Then how the hell—” Holden made a startled sound. “Son, this channel isn’t going through my implant’s comms.”

      Joe checked. His own comms were still dead. “No sir. It’s not.” Memory surfaced, of the moment before he lost consciousness on Pathfinder. He realized this wasn’t the first time he’d heard Holden’s voice without the benefit of communications equipment. He hadn’t been tied into the ship’s FTL feed that time either.

      “Sir… I think this is the chip’s doing.” He filled him in on what had happened while in kata space. “If I had to guess, I’d say it’s taken your military implant’s ident and location and mapped a channel to it through kata space. But I’m just a grunt. Ramon might be able to verify that. Ana or Cass definitely could.”

      Holden made a humming noise. “We’ll come back to that later. For now, since you managed to hunt me down in the middle of my rack time—”

      “Sorry, sir…”

      “—and I’m wide awake, why don’t you tell me what’s on your mind, son?”

      It was what Joe wanted. Holden had been his CO for more than a decade. He’d led the squadron through hell and back many times. Joe trusted Holden with his life, and in return, Holden had trusted Joe’s leadership, intuition, and expertise on any number of occasions.

      Trust was a two-way street, and theirs had been forged in the fires of many a battle. Hell, I trusted him with the news about this implant, and how many COs in my past could I have said that about? Not many.

      He let out a long sigh. “Sir, it’s just… Maybe they were right to try to remove this thing from my head.”

      “You heard the doctors. They tried. They stopped because there was significant risk to you.”

      “Maybe they could try again. Maybe it won’t kill me. And even if it does… it’s worth the risk, don’t you think, if it endangers Earth? Hell, the whole human race? What’s one man compared to trillions?”

      On the other end, Holden remained silent. At length, he spoke.

      “Sergeant, are you quitting on me?”

      “Sir, no!”

      Another pause.

      “Has that thing ever steered you wrong?”

      “No… Yes! I only saw one bomb at the refinery. There were six.”

      It was Holden’s turn to let out a sigh. “Son, we’ve been over this. Those potentials could very well have been showing you more than one bomb, and you know it. What you saw were flashes of a bomb from various angles. That type of bomb has a very specific profile; they would all look alike.”

      “So, what you’re saying is that the reason thousands died was because of human error.”

      “Been that way since the beginning of time.”

      “Yeah, but this is the first time someone’s ever been forced to interpret signals from an alien source. I don’t need to point out those aliens are on our doorstep—galactically speaking.”

      Holden’s voice sharpened. “You think those ships out there are the chip’s creators?”

      “No. I’m getting distinct ‘may contain peanuts’ vibes. This thing does not like the creatures… entities… whatever behind those ships. But who the hell knows?” He let out a frustrated sound. “How do we know I’m interpreting this right?”

      “We do what we do with any source. We analyze it. Run it through the pipeline. Then we make the best decision we can with the information we have.”

      Joe knew the major was right. Hell, Kovacs, you’ve said much the same to soldiers you’ve commanded in the past. Still. “This shit’s…” His voice trailed off.

      “A bit more than you bargained for?” Holden’s next words were flavored with the dry wit Joe knew so well. “You telling me you didn’t sign up to be the Savior of Sol?”

      Joe smothered a laugh. “Oh hell no. All I ever wanted to be was a Unit operator.”

      “We’re better with you than without you.” Holden grew stern. “So stow all this doomsday talk. We clear?”

      “Crystal.” Joe shook his head. “Funny. That’s what all this text feels like—doomsday scrolling.”

      “That’s why we need you. Now, you have a job to do. We good?”

      Holden was done with the conversation; Joe could hear it in his voice.

      “Yes sir. We’re good.”

      As abruptly as Holden’s presence appeared in his mind, it was gone, the chip somehow intuiting, or his own mind subliminally signaling, that the talk had come to an end.

      Joe settled back into the warm gel. He spoke a command, and with a slight displacement of air and the slightest whiff of ozone, the noise suppression field came online. Ordering the lights off, he rested his head on the edge of the tank, determined to give himself over to the darkness.

      Only now, as his body floated in the pitch black, did he realize a subtle difference in how he felt. His hands no longer fisted in reflex. The tension thrumming through his body had retreated. Whatever Scott had given him had taken effect.

      He let his mind wander, scudding along the surface of recent events, touching on them without any conscious mental effort. Potentials formed. As he’d practiced, he took control of the focus, shifting the perspective to above the plane and widening the view until the characteristic curve of the galaxy’s pinwheel emerged.

      He ‘felt’ for his own location—Ganymede, Jupiter, the Sun. Centering it in his field of view, he cast outward, seeking the swath of blackened husks that were once stars. Focusing brought them closer. Alien script appeared, curling around each one. He didn’t try to interpret; he simply waited, receptive.

      The potentials came fast, one after the next. Blue-shifts of star systems: G-type yellow stars, cooler K-types, a few benign red dwarfs, each with Earth-sized planets in Goldilocks zones. Oddly shaped vessels dropped from kata space, maneuvered into position, and formed a focus ring, siphoning off mass until the star went nova.

      One, however, was different, the ships abruptly breaking off to investigate—

      A chill raced down Joe’s spine as he realized why. Shit! The probe that departed just after we did. It left something behind…

      Gel splashed over the sides of the tank as Joe struggled to sit up, but a strange lethargy, caused by the drugs coursing through him, or perhaps the blue shift itself, held him and would not let go. He tried the team’s channel, but his internal comms were offline, thanks to his Faraday block. In his muddled state, it didn’t occur to him to try to reach them directly through kata space.

      He watched helplessly as one of the alien drones vanished, only to reappear a moment later… on top of the object the probe had left behind.

      The potential changed, the starfield replaced by the break room-turned-SCIF. Ana was there, Cass’s image facing her in the holotank, her team clustered around a workstation behind her.

      “The ships reappeared,” the redhead said in a taut voice, reeling off a stellar designation Joe had never heard but instinctively knew was the star in his vision. “They’re forming up—”

      “How do you know this?” Then Ana’s face paled. “Omigod, Cass, the probe! What have you done?”
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      With Scott and Hollister busy setting up Joe’s regen tank, Ana found herself at loose ends for the first time since they’d returned to the Dome. The Hangar Fifty-One engineers had delivered her equipment from Pathfinder’s cargo bay, so that’s where she headed.

      The maglev cart still sat in the unused room two doors down from Joe, exactly where she’d parked it earlier in the day. She moved the console over to a configurable workspace built into the wall and booted it up, transferring the data she’d captured from her tablet onto the workstation. A thought occurred, and she pinged Scott.

      “What’s up, doc?”

      She shook her head, a wry smile forming despite the tension of their situation. There was always that one person who had to use the old line.

      “Ask Joe if we can inject a second set of electrodes into his skull, will you? I have a feeling this sensory deprivation sim is going to produce some interesting results. It’d be nice if we could monitor his visual cortex with greater resolution while he’s under.”

      “Sure thing, doc.” Scott paused, then came back online. “He said yes. I’ll send you the feed once it’s done.”

      “Thanks.”

      A few minutes later, a knock sounded on the door jamb and Scott stuck his head in. “Electrodes are online, and he’s in the tank.” The medic hooked a thumb over his shoulder. “I’m gonna go get something to eat. Want anything?”

      Ana waved him off. “I’ll grab something soon. Thanks, though.”

      He sent her a sloppy salute, then disappeared down the hall.

      It took little time to incorporate the new feeds into the program. That done, she refreshed its connection to her tablet and stood. Cass and Tom were next on her list, and she hurried back to the break room to contact them.

      Anticipation thrummed through her and she made a mental wager with herself on how quickly they’d come to the same conclusions she had. There was no doubt in her mind that the alien script was feeding Joe stellar coordinates.

      Cass answered. “Yeah?” It was obvious her attention was elsewhere.

      “Just wanted to say thanks for having my equipment delivered, and to ask you and Tom to look at something for me.”

      Cass looked up at that, her attention caught. “Look at what?”

      “A data file. A set of numbers, encrypted.” Ana kept her words vague. “I have pretty good idea what they might be, but I don’t want to bias you.”

      “Sure. Send it over—ah, got it.” Cass looked up with a wry smile. “You didn’t waste any time, did you. This important?”

      “Very.”

      Cass straightened and looked off-screen, where Ana knew Tom liked to work. The engineer pursed her lips and let out a piercing whistle, then made a rolling motion with her arm.

      She turned back to Ana. “We’ll get right on it. Want to stay online while we give you our first impressions? Unless you’re busy with something else…”

      “That’d be great,” Ana said, relieved. “Thanks.”

      It took very little time for the engineer and pilot to come to the same conclusion. Both agreed they were stellar coordinates. When Cass mapped them, she turned a jaundiced eye on Ana.

      “Where’d this come from? Your boy wonder and that super-double-top-secret implant I can’t know anything about?”

      “Cass…”

      The engineer held up a hand. “Don’t bullshit a bullshitter. Besides, you’re lousy at it anyway. I don’t need you to confirm it, anyway. I have the telemetry from the probe to give me that.”

      Her words made Ana uneasy. “Cass…”

      A shout came from behind the redhead, where Priya and several of the engineers had gathered around a different workstation.

      “Hang tight…”

      Cass’s voice was muffled as she turned to address them, but Ana heard the urgency in her voice. Her expression was grim when she turned back around to face the feed.

      “What’s wrong?” Ana asked.

      “It’s those damn ships. They just appeared in the system the probe visited,” the redhead said in a taut voice. “They’re forming up—”

      “How do you know this?” Ana cut in, then she realized there was only one possible way Cass could know. Ana felt the blood drain from her face as she considered the implications. “Omigod, Cass, the probe! What have you done?”

      Cass cut her a hard look. “You did not just insult me by suggesting I didn’t think things through.”

      Ana growled, frustrated that Cass hadn’t run the plan by her, though, logically, she knew the engineer was the one in charge of the Hangar Fifty-One project, not the other way around.

      “Did you or did you not have that probe drop sensors throughout that system?” she demanded.

      “Passive ones, Ana. Do you have any idea just how small those things are? Those sensors are this big.” She held up a hand, her finger and thumb spaced ten centimeters apart. “They’re passive and they’re shielded. Zero energy leakage. Relax, they’re like little black holes.”

      Another face joined Cass—Priya.

      “I can understand your concern, but if those ships target that system, they’ll appear less than an AU away from the star. Those sensors are scattered inside an asteroid belt ten AU away. And the belt itself is more than ten million trillion cubic kilometers in volume. Those aliens would have to be psychic to find—”

      “Or natively equipped to see in four-dimensional space,” Ana snapped. “Cass, Priya, think. A two-dimensional being would be completely unable to take in the full contents inside a cube at one glance like we can. They’d have to examine it, 2D slice by 2D slice. In the same way, it’d be child’s play for a creature with 4D vision to see everything in 3D space all at once. A sensor literally could not hide from it.”

      Cass grew very still before letting out a colorful string of curses. “Dammit, Sanchez. You should have led with that.” She exploded into action, whirling to face her crew. “Priya! Self-destruct—”

      The astrophysicist’s fingers were already flying through her console’s interface. “On it.”

      Ana watched tensely as Cass jabbed viciously at a tablet. When a window appeared in the tank, the engineer having shared the feed, Ana realized with a start that there were others who needed to be brought in on this—now. She sent an emergency notification to Ingle, then to those back on Earth.

      Holden’s image popped up first, the man looking remarkably alert for someone who’d been awakened in the middle of the night, Earth-time. Dee and Ingle appeared next. The general took a beat longer, but he, too, looked alert.

      In quick, broad strokes, Ana filled them in. Seconds later, Cass’s alarmed call cut across her explanation. One glance at the feed told her why. The ships had frozen, mid-maneuver.

      “What the hell are they doing?” Holden asked.

      Cass shook her head. “Don’t know.”

      “You don’t think—” Priya’s whispered comment broke off as one of the ships blinked out of existence, only to reappear practically on top of one of the feeds.

      “Fuck.” Cass exploded into action, reaching for a tablet. “Send the self-destruct code, now,” she ordered.

      A feeling of dread welled inside Ana as she looked on helplessly, knowing what would come next and praying she was wrong.

      The alien ship filled the screen as it closed on the tiny sensor platform… and then the screen went black. A tone sounded, an error code flashing in angry red letters: FEED LOST.

      “Priya!” The word ricocheted like a gunshot

      “All other sensor platforms confirm receipt of self-destruct,” the astrophysicist said into the quiet. “Except that one.”

      “Are we sure they took it and didn’t destroy it?” The question came from behind her. Ana turned to see Scott standing there. He looked from her to the tank, waiting for someone to answer him.

      It was Priya who spoke. “The other platforms had time to register an energy spike and scan for debris at that platform’s location. There was nothing. The sensor—and the ship—just… disappeared.”

      Those on both sides of the holotank stared at each other in a horrified silence.

      “So now they know there’s another sentient race out there somewhere,” Holden said.

      “But they don’t know where, right?” Scott asked. “They can’t track us with just one of those. Right?”

      “One might be all they need to track us,” Ana replied softly.

      “Why? How?” the general asked.

      “Any number of ways, I suppose. They could take apart the transmitter and learn the frequencies we use. We have to assume they have some sort of capability, like our spectroscopy, that would allow them to determine the metals in the sensor platform. The absence or presence of certain trace elements could eliminate certain star systems.”

      Ana let her voice trail off. Her hands suddenly cold, she pressed her palms against her thighs and realized they were shaking.

      “And when they’ve done this?” the general asked.

      Ana swallowed. “Then that narrows their search considerably. As for what they’ll do next,” she added softly, “I’m afraid our best bet finding that out is lying in a regen tank two rooms over.”

      Letting out a long, slow breath, Kim nodded. “Understood. And I agree. Don’t disturb him unless you must. I have a feeling we’re going to need every bit of information he can give us.” He paused. “Anything else to report?”

      “Actually, yes,” Priya said, her gaze seeking Ana’s. “Those numbers you sent us. You were right; they’re coordinates. The ones in red match the stars that have gone nova. The ones in green…”

      A sick feeling swam in Ana’s stomach as Priya paused. “The star those sensor platforms were monitoring. That was the first green number, wasn’t it?”

      Priya nodded. “When I plotted the rest of the list, they form a trajectory that exactly follows the heading our computer models project for the stars those ships will target next.”

      “If Kovacs gave you those numbers…” Cass let out a harsh breath. Shaking her head disbelievingly, she murmured, “That’s one hell of a prognostication tool.”

      Kim straightened decisively, his gaze sweeping the holotank. “Sharon, it’s time Cass and Priya are fully read in. You’re authorized to bring in whoever else you deem necessary. Keep me informed.” Looking grimmer than Ana had ever seen him, the general pushed away from his desk. “If you’ll excuse me, I think it’s time I briefed President Clarke.”
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      Joe could have warned them. He tried to warn them. But the implant inside his head had other plans. While panic surged all around, Joe lay unmoving in the regen tank, trapped in the throes of what he could only describe as a kaleidoscope cascade.

      Potentials flooded his mind—red shifts, blue shifts, and every wavelength in between. Each transparent image was limned with an ethereal glow that trailed behind it, like the tail of a comet. Only this was no tail.

      Tunnel-like ribbons of pure energy surrounded each potential, the visions streaking into myriad light trails as they were sucked inside. The ropes crossed, joined, separated once more, forming a nexus he knew was the implant’s version of the cosmic web.

      He learned the hard way not to focus on any one of them for too long. To do so provoked a response so powerful it bordered on the violent, the ribbon of light whipsawing like a living thing as it yanked him toward the vision’s maw.

      Several times, he was forced to wrest back control, retreating to a safe distance until he could reframe the focus and try again. The effort cost him. He found himself tiring. Frustrated, he railed against the device in his head.

      What do you want from me!? Show me what I need to see!

      Instantly, the maelstrom calmed. Though it still seethed in the distance, it was a safe distance now and no longer threatened to swamp him. He reached cautiously for a single strand. As it had in the past, the rope felt like a solid, tangible thing within his grasp. He let go, fearful of being sucked in once more.

      On one level, he remained fully cognizant of the events transpiring around him. Of the sensor platforms seeded throughout a distant star system. Of the Starkillers pausing mid-formation, abandoning their mission to comb the system, zeroing in unerringly on the sensors.

      He knew the lone sensor would be discovered, knew also that the rest would be denied to the aggressors, thanks to the rapid response of the Hangar Fifty-One team and the tiny platforms’ self-destruct systems.

      He saw these things before they occurred yet remained unable to sound the alarm. Something bigger held him in thrall. Something far more important. This he knew, though how he knew, he couldn’t say.

      His mind was now fully engaged, rifling rapidly through a cascade of multihued potentials. Seeking… something.

      In some places, the visions were thickly layered atop one another, each a possible outcome of a single event. Other events were simpler, more certain. These contained basic red and blue shifts, the kind he’d become so adept at handling in recent months.

      Urgently, he sought the ropes that led to his teammates, to those he called brothers, sisters. The commanders he served. With monumental effort, he drove a mental stake into the very fabric of spacetime, anchoring a small portion of his awareness to them.

      The anchor functioned as a sieve of sorts, siphoning off every blue shift that held one of these people as its focus. The potentials ribboned out, each at the mouth of a rope-like tunnel, and he set one part of his mind to monitoring them for imminent threat.

      Satisfied he’d done what he could to protect them, Joe turned himself over to the implant, letting it take him where it willed, keeping at the forefront of his mind the alien ships and any threat they might pose to humanity’s existence.

      A series of potentials arose, the same and yet different from any he’d seen before. Scrolling atop the transparent overlays were the jagged, runelike characters that formed the alien script.

      He’d had the forethought to set the room to record on all EM bands. Any sounds he might make, within the range of human hearing or otherwise, it would capture. When the voices began whispering to him, the sounds papery thin and reedlike, he was ready. He repeated aloud the words the alien tongue spoke.

      Slowly, the foreign intonations reformed themselves into words both coherent and chilling. One specific potential centered itself in his view. It was the Sun, as seen from the bridge of a ship, midway between Earth and Mars.

      The dread not his own returned.

      One by one, alien drones blinked into existence, just inside Mercury’s orbit. He realized with a dawning horror that the potential was tinted blue. The future most likely to happen.

      NO! he mentally cried, tearing with fury at the multihued shifts buried beneath the blue, other versions of the same event. In each one, the Starkillers appeared. Sometimes, they were met with a wall of battle; in others, the system was caught unawares.

      Joe tore through them all… until he reached the end. There was exactly one possible path forward, one potential future in which humanity did not perish.

      It was the least likely. The red shift.
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      A fear, unlike any Joe had ever known, gripped him. He seized the red shift—how, he had no idea—and plunged himself into its timestream. Turning his inner eye against the current, he moved backward in time, one agonizing step after another, tracing the sequence of events that had led to this one sliver of hope.

      Something caught his eye, a characteristic of the overlay he’d never before noticed. Miniscule, glittering points of light emerged as he worked his way toward the present. He touched one and felt it shift beneath his fingers. In his periphery, the tunnel of light behind him changed, ever so subtly.

      They’re acting like Bezier anchors, he thought. He placed his hand on the bright spot again, deliberately nudging it while watching the curvature of the rope.

      It moved.

      Hope flared.

      They’re like decision points. Critical moments of influence. If I can map this path, manipulate events to favor this one outcome, then we have a chance. Determination gripped him. There is no ‘if.’ I have to succeed. I can accept nothing less.

      Systematically, but with renewed energy and an urgency fueled by the dread emanating from the chip in his head, Joe raced ahead. He backtraced the timestream, stopping to investigate every crystalline dot with meticulous care. He made note of every incident that led to that lone, positive outcome.

      One anchor gave him pause. He worked with it, nudging it this way and that, seeking a means by which he could bypass this particular sequence of events. The more options he tried, the clearer it became that this must play out as shown in the timestream.

      Its necessity sickened him. He balked, unwilling to allow such a thing to happen when it was within his power to stop it. It went against everything he stood for…

      The words of his creed echoed through his mind.

      

      “I seek only to safeguard my nation. I will not fail those whom I serve. I will never surrender though I am the last. I will leave no one behind.

      I will honor the memory of those who came before, who fought to win, and would rather die than quit…”

      

      In the face of the choice he must make, the disaster he must allow to unfold for humanity to survive, those words curdled in his stomach. But Joe Kovacs had never shirked responsibility. He’d dutifully served, and he would do so now, no matter the cost.

      It was as if the implant had been waiting for him to come to that decision. Abruptly, Joe found himself freed from his frozen state.

      He wasted no time. Scrambling from the tank, he raced for the door, uncaring that he was dripping a trail of clear goo behind him.

      “Morris!” he bellowed. “Sanchez!” Bare feet slapped wetly against the corridor as he barreled toward the break room, pausing briefly in every doorway as he went. It didn’t occur to reach out mentally for them; that particular skill was too new, forgotten in his haste.

      The Marines posted on the other side of the restraining field snapped to attention, their weapons up and tracking his progress. One of them murmured unintelligible words, most likely reporting a crazed Unit operator on the loose.

      “Top! What the fuck?”

      Joe spun at the sound of Scott’s voice, closing on the medic in two swift steps. “We have big problems. Where’s Ana?”

      “Here.”

      He caught sight of the grave expression on her face and knew he was too late. What the blue shift predicted had already come to pass.

      “The sensors?” he asked.

      She sent a surreptitious glance toward the guards.

      “Never mind. We have bigger problems,” he said grimly. “Much bigger.”

      She stopped beside him. “Blue shift?” she asked in a low tone.

      “Red shift.”

      “But… that’s good, right?”

      “Not really,” he gritted, mindful of listening ears.

      Without a word, she spun and headed for the break room, her dark hair fluttering behind her. Joe turned to follow but Scott’s hand on his shoulder brought him up short. “Hold up.”

      Joe knocked his hand away. It came back, this time with a towel.

      “Thanks.” He grabbed it and began swiping away the bigger gobs of goo as he walked.

      “Bro, seriously. You want to parade your ass around in wet boxers, that’s your business, but—”

      Joe shot him a black look. “Not the time, Morris.” He ran the towel across his chest and flicked the wet excess aside. It landed with a wet smack against the wall.

      “Sergeant!” Hollister was on an intercept, a spare set of scrubs in her hands.

      “Thanks.” Joe shoved still-damp legs through the thin material, then resumed walking. He finished dressing as they crossed the threshold.

      Holden was already on the screen. One eyebrow climbed into his hairline as he caught sight of Joe’s state. “Where’s the fire, Sergeant?”

      Joe took a moment to mentally organize what he needed to say. Without conscious thought, he reached for the potentials that lay before him, the action as natural to him as his next breath. Swiftly, he gauged who should stay and to exclude.

      He turned to Scott. “Sorry, brother. I need you to take Hollister and go fetch Cass Anders.”

      Scott studied him for a moment. Joe’s gaze flicked briefly over to Hollister and the medic’s eyes widened slightly in understanding.

      “Sure thing. C’mon, staff, we’re wanted elsewhere.”

      Joe turned back to the holotank.

      “Who else should be included?” Holden asked.

      “Dee. Matt. Dixon. I know the general’s otherwise occupied, so you’ll need to fill him in.”

      “Dee’s on her way,” Ana said.

      Holden nodded. “I’ll get Dixon and Matt.”

      Joe stepped out into the hallway and waited impatiently, watching the blue shift of Dee’s arrival merge with reality.

      “What’s going on?” she murmured, sliding past him into the room.

      Joe activated the SCIF, then motioned for Dee and Ana to take a seat. Too wound up, he paced restlessly behind them. The moment Dixon joined Holden in the Situation Room and the feed showed both ends were secure, Joe launched into his explanation.

      “The sensory deprivation sim worked. And I think I have enough of their spoken language for you to be able to match it up to the doomsday scrolling marching across my optics.”

      He turned to Dee. “I’ve routed you the file. If you need to bring others in on it, tell them you’re working on a previously undiscovered dead language. The ruse won’t last forever, but it’ll hold long enough for our purposes.”

      Holden dead-eyed Joe. “An extinct alien language didn’t set a fire under your ass, son.”

      “Or not so extinct,” Dixon murmured beside him.

      “Oh, they’re gone. They saw their own fate and failed to find a path out.”

      “They what?” Ana gaped at him.

      “Your friends who created this thing in my head had a name, but it’s unpronounceable to us. In their language, the direct translation would be ‘bodily presence,’ but it basically meant ‘humans.’”

      “Odd.” Ana’s voice held a tone of bemusement. “When I think of the existence of aliens, I’ve always mentally labeled them as ‘not human,’ but really, what does that word mean?”

      “Originally?” Dee said. From the way her eyes tracked back and forth, Joe could tell she’d called up the answer from one of her databases. “It means ‘from the dust.’ Kind of universal, I suppose. We all come from stardust in one form or another.”

      Holden brought the discussion back on track. “Why couldn’t they save themselves?”

      “Oddly enough, because their invention didn’t mesh as well with their own minds as it does with ours. We have more processing power dedicated to vision than they had. From what I saw, they could read the potentials, but they couldn’t do so with any degree of clarity. And they found it impossible to control them.”

      “Control them?” Holden looked dubious.

      Ana’s eyes widened. It was as though a puzzle piece had clicked into place in her head.

      Holden noticed. “You have something you want to add, Doctor?”

      “Of course. It all makes sense now. Most people don’t realize it, but a full fifty percent of our brain’s capacity is devoted to vision. Eyesight is a lot more involved than just light entering the eye and hitting the retina.

      “Light doesn’t remain ‘light’ inside our heads. It’s converted to electrical action potentials—information sent by neurons. But that information has to be interpreted by our minds. Several sections of your brain weigh in on this interpretation until, finally, the end result lands at your visual cortex.”

      Joe stepped in before Ana’s enthusiasm could take them down paths they really didn’t have time to explore.

      “So we rolled the interstellar dice and got lucky?” Dee asked Ana. “Your father just happened to discover the thing embedded in a rogue asteroid, then you got your hands on it? Then, out of all the occupations a girl from a mining colony would choose, you decide to study neurophysics?”

      Her tone was laced with heavy skepticism. “And don’t forget, by your own admission, you never would have figured out how it works if you hadn’t had a chance encounter with an imaging device on Mars—because the damn thing’s unscannable. Then you decide to apply for a position with the Advanced Research Agency. A job that lands you here in the Dome, at the exact same time our team is running exercises.”

      She held up a finger. “But wait! I’m not done! Darwin Cox, the asshole Colonel Ingle replaced, resented the fact that his project was passed over in favor of yours, so you got stuck working on the feedback suits we used in the exercise, which caused Joe to go blind because of a genetic mutation no one knew about.

      Dee sucked in a lungful of air and continued the litany.

      “Cox blames your work and threatens to send you packing if you can’t restore Joe’s sight. Out of desperation, you throw a Hail Mary and, deciding you have nothing to lose and the implant’s done a damn fine job of impersonating an optic chiasm, whatever the hell that is, you stick the thing inside my team leader’s head. Did I miss anything?”

      There was a beat of silence following Dee’s recitation.

      “Wow. Put that way, it sure seems like a long string of coincidences,” Ana said uncomfortably.

      “It’s no coincidence,” Joe said.

      All eyes turned to him.

      “Care to explain that, son?” Holden asked.

      “All this doomsday scrolling in my head is a message from them to us. A warning, so that our fate doesn’t follow theirs.”

      Ana blinked, a stunned expression on her face. “Are you saying…?”

      “They foresaw that the alien drones would find Earth. It came in a blue shift, a potential. Just like they saw their own demise.”

      “You’re telling us we have alien benefactors,” Holden said carefully.

      “Pretty much, yes sir. I can’t tell if it was altruistic on their part, or their version of a final ‘fuck you’ to the aliens who took out their star and wiped them out.”

      “Guess it doesn’t much matter, if it spares us in the process,” Dee murmured.

      “While we’re talking about coincidences…” Joe paused, uncomfortable with this next bit of information. “They read the potentials. They knew I’d go blind.  Knew the feedback from the experimental suits would strip the, uh…”

      “The myelin sheaths from around your optic nerve,” Ana supplied.

      “Yeah, that.”

      “Sergeant, are you saying that implant in your head was designed for you, specifically?”

      Joe cleared his throat. “Yes sir.”

      There was a beat of silence. Joe resisted the temptation to reach for a blue shift to see if they believed him. In the end, it didn’t matter, so long as they bought into the very real danger humanity faced.

      “Okay, then. Let’s bottom line this,” Holden said. “We have benefactors in the form of an extinct alien species. They foresaw the alien aggressors would sweep through this arm of the galaxy, and when they did, they’d find us. And the friends in your head both found a way to warn us and give us a fighting chance to survive.”

      Joe winced inwardly at Holden’s ‘friends in your head,’ but nodded agreement.

      “Oh God, “Ana gasped, her face pale. “Joe, you said red shift. That means they’re going to succeed, doesn’t it? Red shift—that’s the least likely outcome. And that’s our only chance of survival.”
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      Dixon had remained silent up to this point. Now, she leaned in, her expression carefully neutral. “Help me out here. We’ve used your blue shifts in mission planning frequently over the past few months, but I don’t recall you saying much about red shifts. Why is this a bad thing?”

      “In astrophysics, we talk about stellar objects ‘dopplering.’ A red shift indicates they’re slowing down, a blue shift means they’re accelerating,” Ana said. She glanced at Joe. “We think it’s the chip’s way of communicating the concepts of ‘most probable’ and ‘least plausible.’”

      “When a potential appears, it’s like several transparent films have been overlaid on top of my vision at once,” Joe explained. “The blue potential is the one rapidly approaching reality, while the red shift is slowing down, unlikely to occur. If I hold onto them while the event plays out, the blue shift eventually merges with the present, and the red shift fades away, now an impossibility.”

      “So,” Dixon said slowly, “when Ana said you saw the only favorable outcome as a red shift, you mean…”

      “We’re screwed.”

      Holden shot him a disbelieving look. “I’m not buying it,” he said harshly.

      The major’s tone scraped across Joe’s nerves like broken glass, the words unexpected. He stopped pacing, rocked back on his heels.

      “What?” was all he could think to say.

      Holden squinted one eye at him. “You’re not a quitter, son. And you wouldn’t be standing in that room, pacing like a trapped wolverine, if you hadn’t worked the problem and come up with a solution.”

      Something inside Joe’s chest eased. “You’re right. But it’s not an easy one. What I’m about to tell you will be a hard sell. And some of it’s going to downright suck.”

      “Why don’t you lay it out for us. Let us decide how much suck we’ll have to embrace.”

      “All right.”

      Joe stared down at the floor, bare feet poking out from a pair of blue scrubs that clung to his legs in large, wet spots, debating how much to say. He could walk them through the recording of the red shift, how he’d discovered that minute adjustments could influence its path. Deciding the initial explanation didn’t need to be that granular, he summarized instead.

      “We know which stars they’re targeting. We choose one, get there ahead of them, and lay down a minefield right where they’ll appear.”

      “So they show up, set off the mines, and they’re now short, what? A dozen ships?” Holden looked skeptical. “I don’t see how that solves our problem. They’ll just send more drones.”

      “Not if the minefield doesn’t destroy them.”

      “You lost me there.”

      “The mines we’ll set aren’t kinetic. Technically, it’s not even a mine. It’s a parasitic web. Wherever it intersects with one of the drones, it’ll inject a computer virus that targets its core processor.”

      “A parasitic what?” Dee asked.

      Holden held up a hand. “Hold that thought. I want to understand this first. What, exactly, will the virus do?”

      “Ana theorized that the drone ships extend into kata space. She’s right. But there’s more. The spacecraft we saw are based on a parent ship that never leaves kata space. Everything’s interconnected. Each parent ship is tied directly back into the aliens’ homeworld. Once we introduce the virus, it’ll spread systemically throughout their network.”

      “How does crashing their computer systems save Earth?”

      “The virus won’t crash the system. It rewrites guidance, navigation, and control. The aliens don’t use pulsars for their galactic positioning system like we do. Theirs is based on the tunnels’ magnetic fields and particle flow.”

      “So you’re proposing we hack their GPS. Won’t they figure it out?”

      “Not if we use it to change the coordinates for our solar system to that of a black hole.” Joe looked over at Ana, waiting for her to make the connection.

      She stared back at him and then her eyes widened in comprehension. She let out a low, vindictive laugh. “Oh, that’s devious.”

      “Care to fill us in?”

      Still staring at Joe, Ana responded to Holden’s prompt. “What do you think will happen when those drones form a focus ring at the event horizon of a black hole… but they don’t realize they’re at a black hole?”

      “Nothing good, I’d imagine,” Dixon said.

      “Exactly. If they truly are mindless drones, carrying out a preset protocol, they’ll begin the process of siphoning off the mass of what they think is a G-class star. Our star.”

      “But in actuality, they’ll be trying to suck a black hole into kata space,” Joe said. “I can’t tell you the physics behind it, but in the potential I saw, those drones are no match for something that massive. Gravity is so strong there that it’ll even pull the parent ship out of kata space. The red shift’s unclear, but it looks like even more ships will follow.”

      He struggled to find words to describe what he’d seen. “It looks like the worst traffic jam you’ve ever seen. They’re all piled up, right at the edge of the hole, and they just remain there, frozen. At the same time, they look like they’ve been crushed by some sort of galactic trash compactor.”

      Ana’s eyes darted from side to side, her brows drawn down in concentration as she thought through what Joe had described. She nodded slowly.

      “That makes sense. Gravity is unimaginably strong at the event horizon of a black hole. So strong that time slows and matter is compressed to virtually nothing.” Her attention swung back to the holotank. “Yes. This could work.”

      “All right, then we’re back to Dee’s question,” Holden said. “What is a parasitic web, where do we get one, and who’s going to create the virus?”

      “Yeah, this is the part you’re not going to like.” Joe knew what was going to come next, but he had no choice in the matter. “It’s going to take the entire solar system to pull this off.”

      As he knew they would, they all stared back at him with varying levels of consternation.

      “By solar system, you mean…” Dee prompted cautiously.

      He didn’t mince words. “The FFS has the virus, or they will after the Red Hand finishes developing it for them. The Mining Consortium has the delivery system. And we have the military force and manpower to deploy it.” Crossing his arms, he waited for the shit to hit the fan.

      Dee made a disgusted sound. Dixon looked like she’d just tasted something incredibly foul.

      Holden scraped a hand wearily across his jaw. “You’re right. That’s one hell of a hard sell, Sergeant. Not just to the FFS or the Consortium. Convincing command authority here on Earth that we can’t solve this on our own?” The major shook his head. “I’m not sure where to begin.”

      “What if we sent in teams to steal what we need?” Ana asked. “You went into Kuiper once; couldn’t you go again?”

      “Too risky, and the red shift tells me it’ll fail.”

      “What if we use that implant of yours to read the code?” Dixon suggested. “Then we could copy it. Recreate it on our own, bypassing the FFS altogether.”

      Joe shook his head. “That’ll take too long. Plus, there’s an aspect of the virus that we can’t duplicate. It has something to do with the way the FFS first developed artificial intelligence.”

      “They did it the same way we did,” Dee objected. “They began before they even left Earth to colonize Mars.”

      “I know. The user interface might look the same, but the substructure and framework are different. Look, I don’t know jack about computer code, so this probably won’t make sense, but it has something to do with neuronal networking…?”

      He shot Ana a questioning look, wondering if he’d used the right phrase. When she nodded, he continued. “The way they built their framework, they left a lot of old, deprecated code in the codebase, and just commented it out to avoid regression errors.”

      He was using words he didn’t really understand, things he recalled seeing in the red shift. Though they were foreign to him, he was banking they’d make sense to Ana and Dee. Some of the tension flowed from him when they both nodded their agreement.

      “To answer your question, yes, we could replicate the virus,” he told Dixon. “But what we created wouldn’t be built on a centuries-old codebase. For whatever reason, the FFS’s computer systems align more closely with the alien code. It has something to do with an error from way back that will trigger an acceptance response in the alien ships’ core processors.”

      “Then just identify the error and include it in ours.”

      “Code doesn’t work that way,” Dee told Dixon. “Besides, with over a hundred years of code to comb through, it would take too long to isolate. Something tells me we don’t have that kind of time. Then there’s the risk of not incorporating it properly. My guess is we only have one shot at this, am I right?”

      “You’re right.”

      Holden held Joe’s gaze for a moment, then abruptly nodded. “Very well. I’ll bring the general up to speed on this. Sergeant, your orders are to draw up a detailed mission plan that’ll make that red shift turn blue. You copy?”

      “Yes sir. And sir… we need to speak. Privately.”
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      Joe ignored the searching looks the others sent his way as they cleared the room. Once he and Holden were alone, Joe pulled out a chair and, ignoring the soft squelch that came from his wet backside, took a seat.

      Holden gave him an expectant look. “What’s on your mind?”

      “You were right about this being a hard sell,” Joe told him. “General Kim will try, but he’ll fail. He’s going to keep my identity close-held, citing plausible deniability with the president. That only makes sense; no one’s going to take the word of a Delta master sergeant over the Joint Chiefs. As it is, his military advisers will use their collective expertise to convince him to try it their way first.”

      He braced his elbows on his knees and dropped his head. Staring down at his clasped hands, he added, “There’s something else too. The president isn’t going to want to go down in history as the person whose idea of first contact was shoot first and ask questions later. He’s going to want to try to communicate with them, establish dialogue.”

      When Holden didn’t immediately reply, Joe looked up at the holo.

      The major let out a long, slow breath, then nodded. “I can see that.”

      “Shit, sir. You can’t blame him. Under any other circumstances, I’d feel the same. I’d be a hell of a lot less trusting maybe, but…”

      Holden swiped a hand down his face and closed his eyes, unutterable weariness appearing there for the briefest of moments.

      Joe spoke softly. “They’re going to try. They’ll launch a small envoy, a comm buoy that broadcasts a basic, universal message. Symbols that represent mathematical progressions, atomic masses, universal things.”

      “Will it work?” Holden asked curiously.

      “Oh yeah. The aliens will seize the buoy and dismantle it. They’ll jump to kata space and find the FTL probe holding the RF wormhole open. We’ll cut the feed before they can trace it back to Earth, but the damage will be done. They’ll know we’re out there and they’ll abandon their systematic destruction of Goldilocks stars to devote all their energies to tracking us down.”

      “How long will we have?”

      “Sir…”

      “How long?”

      “Nine months.”

      “Fuck.” Holden’s head rocked back, and he stared up at the ceiling.

      “We have time. Just barely. But the first battle will be… bloody.”

      Holden’s head dropped back down. “I’m listening.”

      This was the most difficult part of the plan. “General Kim will be outvoted. The combatant commanders will appeal to national pride. They’ll paint a rosy picture for the president, of the United Terran States as the Saviors of Sol. They’ll argue that the political capital a win like that would bring is worth the risk. The president will agree.”

      “And they’ll fail.”

      “Epically,” Joe said. The knowledge of just how spectacular that failure would be and the number of lives it would cost weighed heavily on his mind.

      “I’m guessing the reason you didn’t want the others to hear this is because that thing in your head is telling you the only way for humanity to succeed is to let that big mistake ride.”

      “Yeah.” Joe looked down at his hands, swallowing hard as he got his emotions back under control. “It’s going to take a firsthand account by the survivors for them to realize just how completely outclassed we are in firepower. It’s the only way I could find that’ll get them to agree to negotiate with the FFS and the Consortium.”

      “Now, we’re getting to the suck,” Holden murmured.

      “How do you do it, sir?” Joe asked. “Send men and women off, knowing the probabilities that some, possibly all, might not return?”

      Holden’s mouth twisted, the faint smile ironic. “The implant didn’t tell you?”

      Joe’s laugh held no humor. “You know how it works. I can only see possible futures, not read minds.”

      “Well.” Holden sighed. “It’s not easy, and it never gets better, I can tell you that. You learn to come to terms with it, because we all swore an oath to do whatever it takes to stand between our nation and those who would do it harm.” He straightened and peered intently at Joe. “And when there’s no way to go but forward, there’s no use in putting it off. Now, tell me everything the general’s going to need to know…”
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      The slap of footsteps coming his way had the undercover agent on Russell’s protection detail reaching for his weapon. He dropped his hand when he recognized the senator’s aide. Her stunned look, in a face bleached of color, had him reaching for an entirely different weapon—an intelligence weapon.

      He stepped forward, solicitously pressing the comm panel next to the senator’s office door.

      “Your assistant is here to see you. Looks urgent.”

      “Send her in,” came the curt response.

      The agent pressed his palm against the pad, his biosignature bypassing the lock. As the door slid open, he stepped aside for her, one hand on the door jamb to keep it open. She swept past him, ignoring him as if he were just another stick of furniture.

      He counted on that invisibility for his next move. The palm he placed on the inside wall was coated with a sticky film—a listening device he’d not yet employed, unwilling to risk it without good reason. He figured now was the time.

      “Let me know if you need anything,” he said as he leaned in, the action covering the momentary press of his hand to facilitate the transfer of the thin film bug.

      Neither paid him any mind. He was counting on that. Satisfied, he retreated to his position in the hall.
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      “Frank Kim just contacted the president,” the aide said. “He’s requested an immediate, emergency session with the National Security Council in the Situation Room.”

      “Why?” Russell sounded annoyed.

      “Your inside source says he claims the Hangar Fifty-One project out at the Dome has discovered a potential major threat. Not just to Earth but to the entire solar system.”

      “What is it now? A primordial black hole?” Russell’s voice dripped with disdain.

      “He said it was of alien origin, sir. And sir… Joe Kovacs’s name came up.”

      “Kovacs! So that’s where he’s been.” Russell’s voice turned thoughtful. “General Stowall’s still the commander of Jupiter Station. He owes me a favor. Tell him we need Kovacs returned to Earth. Throw the Intelligence Committee’s weight behind that. See if Sanchez is there too. Seems wherever the sergeant is, the doctor’s not far behind.”

      “Sir, there’s one more thing…”

      “What?” The word, spoken irritably, cracked like a whip, sharp and hard.

      “The message Kim left suggested Kovacs was in some way responsible for the discovery. But that makes no sense, unless—”

      “Unless my half-brother’s right, and that implant really can foresee the future. And if that’s true…” Russell’s voice grew pensive. “If that’s true, then he’s in possession of a formidable weapon, and it’s imperative we bring him under our control.”
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      The agent nodded politely to the aide as she stalked past him, the action a waste of time as he was ignored, per usual. The moment she disappeared around the bed, the agent pinged his partner.

      “Hey, O’Bannon. I need to piss. Can you cover for me for fifteen?”

      “Damn,” the woman drawled. “And here I thought you were house-trained. Don’t get your knickers in a twist; I’ll be right there.”

      The agent couldn’t help but smile at her quirky sense of humor. This assignment had seen its share of tedium, but recently the pace had begun to pick up.

      Speaking of pace, he thought as the lift chimed and she sauntered through its parted doors, I’d better get going. The general’s going to want to know about this, stat.
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      A pounding on the barracks door snapped Matt to his feet. It was followed by the Command Sergeant Major’s voice, bellowing, “Situation room, on the double! ThreatCon just moved up from Double Take to Round House. This is not a drill!”

      Matt had his pants zipped and was pulling on his socks when Breeze rattled the knob of his door. “Open!” he called out.

      The sapper stuck his head in. “You heard?”

      “Yeah. The others?”

      “Checking on them now.” He disappeared, leaving the door open.

      Matt stuck his head into the hallway. All doors were open, everyone awake and dressing. “You heard it, people. We’re at ThreatCon Three,” he shouted. “We’re officially at deploy readiness. Grab your gear!”

      His words were met with a round of hooahs. Taking his own advice, Matt stuffed a spare pair of socks inside his ruck and swung it over his shoulder. His gear, as usual, was already packed.

      When he stepped back into the hall, Ramon and Amanda were waiting. Breeze popped out of his room next, followed by Chaos and Jack. Both snipers had their rifles shrouded in soft cases that rode high on their backs.

      “All right,” Matt said. “You heard the man; let’s go.”

      Outside their temporary housing, the scene was one of orchestrated chaos. The whole Farm was in full muster. Whatever was going down, it was big.

      Has to be, for them to take us to Round House, he thought. “C’mon, hustle.”

      They reached the main building to find Holden waiting, his expression one Matt had seen only a handful of times.

      Breeze saw it too. “Looks serious.”

      Holden motioned them inside. Matt wondered fleetingly if it had anything to do with Joe’s mission. Fifteen minutes later, his question was answered. As the major sketched in the details for them, Matt found himself torn between shocked disbelief and amazement.

      Aliens. Clear and present danger. Hello shit, meet fan.

      Holden wrapped up his briefing with the announcement that they were headed to Concordia. “The general wants us close by. A QRT available at a moment’s notice.”

      QRT—quick response team. It made sense.

      “You may have noticed the entire compound’s been activated. A contingent will accompany us to Concordia. They’ll pose as increased security for the general but will be ready to deploy if needed. You’ll receive a more thorough briefing once we’re there.” The major rapped his knuckles on the table and stood. “Let’s load up.”

      The flight from the mainland to Concordia took several hours—longer but a lot less harrowing than the one that had brought them to the Farm in the first place.

      Matt was fine with that. He liked his stomach to stay right where God intended it to be. Nothing against the Marauder pilot who’d flown them there, nap-of-the-earth, at breakneck speeds. He just preferred a flight crew that didn’t have a death wish.

      As they exited the terminal into Concordia’s tropical sunlight, Matt spied Connolly standing beside a small fleet of sleek, armored aircars with the NSA’s logo programmed into their back bumpers. The general’s aide waved them over to the first one; Alvarez, Jeff, and a phalanx of Farm operators piled into the rest.

      The trip from the airfield to the National Security Agency took less than five minutes, the driver expertly weaving between air lanes. Concordia’s well-groomed urban landscape was obscured by the bland, unrelenting surface of gray ceramacrete when the aircar landed and entered underground parking. They pulled to a stop beside a lift guarded by a pair of Marines.

      At the car’s approach, the Marines’ weapons had moved from parade rest to the low-ready. The driver lowered his window, permitting one of the guards to send a security bot inside. Humming quietly, the small airborne device made a circuit of the interior before darting back out.

      “Clear,” the Marine announced, stepping back, but keeping his weapon active.

      They relinquished their weapons, passing through several security checks before Connelly stopped in front of a pair of solid oak double doors. They opened to reveal a large office, carpeted in a thick, plush taupe. A desk sat at the far end, facing the door.

      They had just taken their seats when the door opened again to admit the tall, spare form of the general. They rose to greet him.

      Moving to a hidden door inset in the paneling, the general waved them into a smaller version of the Farm’s situation room. He held the door open for the two latecomers—Jeff and Alvarez.

      Once they were all seated around the table with the SCIF active, Kim took a moment to sweep the table with a grave look. Murmured conversation abruptly ceased.

      “Zachary tells me he’s given you a high-level recap. I’m here to fill in the details.” He paused. “And to give you your orders.”

      He pressed the button that activated the holoprojector embedded in the center of the table. Two jackets floated in the air, one labeled ‘Pathogen,’ the other, ‘Parasite.’

      “Medical terms?” Amanda murmured.

      A thin smile touched Kim’s lips. “Not quite. Both Pathogen and Parasite are missions to acquire tools we’ll need to combat the alien threat that Major Holden briefed you on.” He tapped on the jacket labeled ‘Pathogen’, and a new window opened. The headshot of an older man looked vaguely familiar.

      “Those of you who were on Cerberus for the mission to the refinery on Triton know Malcolm Reynaud as Smith, a senior field agent for the Agency and a mole for the FFS. This,” he gestured to the image, “is his father, Angus.”

      “The owner of Reynaud Shipyards?” Ramon asked.

      “One and the same. Angus travels with a personal physician on board his yacht. That man will soon be called back to Earth to deal with a family matter. You, Amanda, will take his place. The rest of the team will be determined by which of you Smith is most likely to recognize.”

      “You want him to recognize us?” Matt clarified.

      “Oh, we’re counting on it.”

      “Well, sir, he’s seen us all,” Ramon finally said. “But Chaos and I might be more memorable. We pulled Joe off him when he tried to escape Cerberus. I’m pretty sure he’s not going to forget that any time soon.”

      “Very well. Operation Pathogen will be Ramon, Chaos, Amanda, and Jeff.”

      “What are our covers?” Jeff asked.

      “Ramon will rotate in as a communications specialist on Angus’s yacht.” Kim’s finger wagged between Jeff and Chaos. “You two will join the security team at the Mars plant.”

      “Orders?” Ramon asked.

      “Your job is to get Smith on board that yacht by any means possible. Fabricate a message from Angus to his son. Once he’s on board, do whatever it takes to convince him the alien threat is real. He doesn’t leave that ship until he agrees to help you obtain a computer virus they’ve been developing with the Red Hand, code named Marburg.”

      “And if he refuses?” Jeff asked.

      “Then you retrieve it the hard way—by infiltrating the FFS and acquiring it from the inside. But if Joe’s read on the future is to be believed, Smith will come through for us.”

      “And Parasite, sir?” Matt asked.

      “The Mining Consortium has developed a high-tensile nanowire mesh they’re calling a parasitic web. The net is a hybrid of nanowires and specific 2D materials whose properties cause it to adhere to asteroids of varying compositions. We need that technology. And you four…” Kim’s gaze encompassed Matt, Breeze, Jack, and Alvarez. “…are going to get it for us. Carmen’s uncle is a vice-president in the Mining Consortium—he’ll be your ticket in. Any questions?”

      There were none.

      “Very well, then.” Kim rose, spared an oblique look Holden’s way. “I have a message to deliver to someone who needs a little more convincing, so I’ll leave you to your planning.”

      On that cryptic note, he exited.
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      Wallace Russell waited patiently inside the lift while his protection detail exited and secured the area. When given the all-clear, he stepped out into the lower-level garage and magnanimously thanked the two agents.

      The look of surprise that flared in their eyes amused him. Breezing past, he tossed the female agent a one-credit chit, fully aware of the implied slight.

      A public servant didn’t tip protection agents assigned to keep him safe. Assigning such little value by assuming the job warranted little more than a single cred piled insult on top of injury.

      “I won’t be needing your services tonight. Take the evening off; go have a little fun.”

      The agent’s anger was quickly banked, but Russell saw it. He also caught the warning headshake her partner sent her way, silently ordering her not to react. The entire exchange amused him.

      “Have a good evening, Senator,” the agent holding his door said stiffly. He stepped back, the door slid shut, and the vehicle pulled away.

      Russell’s petty amusement—he was willing to admit to himself, at least, that it was petty— fled when he noticed the file folder lying on the seat beside him. Curious, he flipped it open.

      He blanched when he saw the face of the man who ran BlackRiver staring up at him. His eyes skimmed over the words beneath the head shot, the first two lines telling him everything he needed to know.

      He slammed the folder shut just as a sound from the front seat caught his attention. The limo’s privacy screen had dropped while he studied the file, revealing a familiar face.

      “Hello, Wallace.” Frank Kim had a smile on his face, but it was not a nice smile. “I see you found my gift.”
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        * * *

      

      Frank suppressed a smile at the look on Russell’s face. He wasn’t surprised when the senator quickly recovered. The man had been in politics a long, long time.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing, Kim? This is an invasion of my privacy!”

      “Just doing my job, Senator.” Frank kept his tone mild. “Ensuring the security of this planet. You, on the other hand…” He nodded toward the file beneath Russell’s hand.

      The senator’s flinch was subtle, but it was there. Kim had to give him points for tenacity; he forged ahead, his outrage, no doubt, quite real.

      “Get the hell out of my car. I’ve already notified—”

      “Cut the crap, Russell. You’ve done no such thing.” Kim leaned across and tapped a finger against the folder. “Now, let me tell you what you will do. You’ll stop going after Kovacs and Sanchez. If you don’t, this confession from Jones and BlackRiver gets handed to the president. It’ll also land in the hands of several prominent reporters. You follow?”

      There was a pause.

      “You wouldn’t.”

      “Using your political influence to acquire experimental tech developed by the military, for the military, is a serious thing, Wallace. As is colluding with a businessman whose son is a known spy for an enemy state.”

      Russell’s head jerked back in shock. “Malcolm is one of the Agency’s top field agents.”

      “Not any longer.”

      The senator swallowed hard. “When?”

      “He was arrested a few weeks ago.”

      Russell stared back at him. “But… I didn’t know.”

      “Do you think your public will believe you were unaware of this? You’re a politician, Russell. Every time you open your mouth, you lie. You know it. I know it. Even the people who voted you into office know it. Yet remarkably, they still helped you win your seat in Congress.”

      The trapped look in Russell’s eyes mingled with a searing hatred.

      Frank waited.

      For all that he was a mercenary bastard, the senator was both cunning and astute. Frank knew the instant Russell made the connection.

      “You didn’t do this just to enjoy the look on my face. I have something you need.”

      “Smart man. I need Kovacs. Actually, Earth needs him; Sanchez too. But I wouldn’t expect you to understand that kind of patriotism.” Frank drilled Russell with an icy stare. “Let me be clear; what they have will not be monetized by you, or by Angus Reynaud, or by anyone.”

      “Go on,” Russell said tightly.

      “Reynaud’s personal physician will soon be called away on urgent family business. You will use your friendship with Reynaud to recommend a few new hires. In exchange, you get to keep your Senate seat. Renege on this agreement, and that folder will be released to the news outlets. Are we agreed?”

      Russell sat in silence for a long moment, then jerked his head down in a sharp nod.

      “I need to hear you say it, Senator. For the cameras.”

      Russell’s eyes jumped to the header where he’d had his own cameras installed, years ago… for different purposes entirely.

      “Senator,” he prompted.

      “Yes,” Russell rasped. “You have my word that I’ll stop trying to acquire the tech inside Kovacs’s head.”

      “And…”

      “And I’ll recommend your people to Reynaud.”

      “Excellent. His physician is going to resign this evening. I’ll send you the dossiers on the people you’re to recommend soon after.”

      Frank signaled the driver, and the limo pulled to a stop. The driver stepped out; Frank followed, dipping his head inside the car to deliver one last line. “I’d say it was nice doing business with you, Wallace, but we both know that to be a lie. Good evening.”
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      Kim’s first meeting with President Clarke unfolded exactly as Joe predicted. Immediately after delivering the news, the president called an all-day strategy session.

      When Ana asked who was involved, Ingle gave her a list of people she’d only ever seen in news feeds: the secretary of defense, the Joint Chiefs, and the generals in charge of Fleet, Marines, and Special Operations. A few hours later, everyone gathered to hear Holden’s update.

      “How did they respond to the news?” Joe asked.

      “Initially, with doubt and disbelief—until he showed them the Engee footage.”

      “And?”

      “It played out just like you predicted. The president insisted we try to dialogue with the aliens first. He doesn’t want to go down in history as the president who fired the first shot.”

      “I didn’t take him for a pacifist,” Dee murmured.

      “He’s not,” Holden said. “He also ordered the military to draw up a battle plan, in case the aliens turn hostile.”

      “Which we know they will. What about letting the FFS and the other colonies in on it?” Ana asked.

      Holden shook his head. “The general tried. He was shot down. The plan will not include any of the other nation states.”

      Ingle was looking down at the report he’d forwarded. “It looks here like the Joint Chiefs lobbied hard for the chance to handle the threat on their own.”

      “SECDEF too,” Holden answered. “He argued the discovery was too new, and that we shouldn’t jump to the conclusion that the aliens would find a planet more than three hundred light-years, or in his words, three quadrillion kilometers away based off one tiny sensor platform. He thinks we have time. We can handle it on our own. Doesn’t see any need to involve a foreign power.”

      “Yeah, that one’s going to be difficult to refute without revealing our secret weapon,” Dee murmured. The comment earned her a glare from Joe.

      “It’s hard to visualize what a quadrillion anything looks like,” Ingle agreed. “A large number like that? It’s too much for them to wrap their heads around.”

      They quieted as Holden played the SECDEF’s speech. Ana might not know politics, but she could read people fairly well. His words were the coup de grace.

      As he painted the picture of the Terran States single-handedly neutralizing the aliens and the political currency it would gain Earth, an almost feverish greed lit their eyes. Not all. Some still retained a healthy skepticism or harbored deep concerns; it was plain on their faces. But enough of them threw in with the plan that it swayed the president, exactly as Joe had said it would.

      

      The next day, and in the days following, the Dome turned into a warren of frenzied activity as orders came through for Cass and her team to fast track the production of hyperspheric drives—enough to refit a small task force. Ganymede’s skies lit with the drives of ships landing and departing at all times of the day and night.

      Cass’s test pilot, Tom, found himself recommissioned and placed in charge of the Hangar Fifty-One team. The reporting structure change had the entire hangar off-kilter until Tom, now a newly promoted major, assured Cass he had no intention of usurping her role. She was the project lead, and it made no sense ‘upsetting the applecart,’ as Priya put it, especially during a time where intense pressure was being felt by everyone.

      A territorial struggle arose between the General of the Fleet and the Advanced Research Agency, the general claiming the Terran military on a wartime footing, and appropriating Hangar Fifty-One as his, declaring it off-limits to Ingle. The whole internecine battle had Ana tiptoeing everywhere she went, afraid of being cornered by one faction or the other.

      Three days later, Ana slipped into the conference room adjacent to Ingle’s office without being accosted. Cass and Dee were already there. The engineer was busy scowling down at her tablet, her finger jabbing viciously at something only she could see. She looked like she’d bit into something incredibly sour. Ana could sympathize.

      Dee grinned knowingly as she slid into a seat beside her. “Those fleet officers getting to you?”

      Ana narrowed her eyes at her. “If by that, you mean this whole pissing content between General Aggarwal and everyone else, then—” She bit off the rest of what she was going to say when Ingle stepped into the room.

      The colonel activated the SCIF, then claimed her seat at the table. “Off the record, you’re not the only one tired of that contest. But right now, we have more important things to deal with.” She turned to the holoscreen. “General, good morning.”

      Frank Kim got straight to business. “I hear Aggarwal’s co-opted your team, Cass.”

      The engineer tossed her tablet onto the table in disgust. Gesturing to it, she said, “He’s ordered us to fit his ships with hyperspheric drives. All of them. I’ve told him the designs are experimental, but he won’t listen.”

      “I thought you’d taken the drives into mass production the moment you returned from Engee.”

      “We did. Our factory just east of the Dome is 3D printing a dozen hyperspheric drives a day. Our second factory will go online in a week; that’ll take us up to fifty. But they’re all one size—the smaller size. They’re for FTL comms, not travel.”

      “Can you pivot? Switch to the larger drives?”

      “It’s not just a matter of scale,” Ana said. “Well, it is, but not the way you think. The size of a wormhole changes the entire equation.”

      “I’m not following.”

      “The smaller drives open a wormhole that tightly constrains exotic matter right at the threshold.” Cass drew a circle in the air to demonstrate. “And the bridge it creates within kata space isn’t larger than a pinhole. It’s just big enough for a radiofrequency signal to pass through.”

      “RF has no mass,” Ana added. “That’s why signal lag is negligible, no matter the distance. Did you ever wonder why it took Pathfinder so long to get to Engee and back?”

      Kim looked thoughtful. “I guess I assumed that had something to do with having to switch magnetic tunnels at the different nodes.”

      “Well, that didn’t help any,” she admitted. “But that’s not what I meant. The bridge the drives generated, the one that folds spacetime and allows us to cross fifty light-years in a very short amount of time, took considerably longer to cross. That’s due to Pathfinder’s tonnage and cross-sectional area.”

      Cass shook her head. “Bottom line: we don’t have time to scale, so we’ve had to come up with some creative solutions to make it work with what we have.”

      “What we have,” Kim repeated. “You mean probe-sized drives?”

      “Yes sir. We’ve found a way to get the smaller drives to work in parallel. We’ll ring the ships with them, tune and synchronize them to work in concert with each other. Problem is, that’ll change the wormhole’s parameters.”

      “In what way?”

      “Essentially—and skipping over a shit-ton of science here, pardon, sir—the kind of wormhole that a ring of smaller drives can hold open isn’t going to get you there in a few hours. Best estimate? Bridge transit will be increased to a hundred hours or more.”

      “That’s more than four days!”

      Cass nodded wearily. “And for each leg of the trip too. Best we can do, General. I’m sorry.”

      Kim’s gaze turned inward as he processed what Cass had just dropped on him. After a moment, he looked up. “Does Aggarwal know this?”

      “Oh, yes.”

      Her dry riposte brought an unwilling smile to Kim’s lips. “You let me handle Aggarwal. Run this past Sergeant Kovacs, make sure this falls in line with the red shift we’re working to change, then start 3D printing and squirrelling away the drives we’ll need for that final mission. In the end, that’s what matters.”

      “What about Operation Envoy?” Ana voiced the concern that had been lurking in the back of her mind all week, as the launch deadline for the mission to establish contact with the alien ships drew ever closer.

      Kim’s smile dropped. “The team of linguists, scientists, and diplomats that the security council assembled have finalized the communications package. They’ll load it into the buoy’s transmitter tomorrow for testing. I’ve been told it’s been stripped of anything that could connect it to this system. It’ll be ready for the launch window in three days.”

      “Did the president agree to let us take it from there?” Ingle asked.

      Kim shook his head. “No. He insists on a feed being patched through to the Situation Room so the experts can watch in real time and adjust the message on the fly if needed.”

      “That’s not going to work,” Dee said. She looked over at Cass and Ana. “If they detect the feed, isn’t there a chance they’ll be able to trace it back to us?”

      “Yes,” Ana said, and she could hear the tension in her own voice. “Yes, there is.”
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      Joe finally convinced Holden to lift the quarantine the day Operation Envoy launched. He decided to watch it from the hangar simply because it got him out of the damned headquarters building and allowed him to stretch his legs. He’d never been claustrophobic, but after a few weeks confined to one corner of the infirmary, he was more than happy to see the last of it.

      Cass greeted him. “They finally sprung ya, huh?”

      He grinned. “I done my time like a good soldier, ma’am.”

      She shook her head in amusement, then motioned toward the planning rooms. “Ana’s at her workstation. I’m staying right here,” she said, slapping the side of the probe’s cradle, “until this baby’s safely launched.”

      “Copy that.” He studied the probe. It looked a little fatter than the last one he’d seen resting there. He motioned to its bulbous nose. “Is the buoy already loaded?”

      Just like that, her playful tone dropped. “Yep.”

      “You have the emergency override switch installed, like we talked?”

      “Hell yeah. Those jokers back on Earth might be fool enough to dismiss your warnings, but I’ve seen you in action, kid. We’re not taking any chances. First sign they’re onto us, this thing goes up like a Roman candle.”

      Joe smiled at the redhead, partly in relief and partly because he couldn’t recall the last time someone called him ‘kid.’ He dropped a hand on her shoulder and squeezed. “Thanks.”

      “Hey, if Aggarwal doesn’t know, he can’t get his panties in a wad over it, right?”

      Joe laughed. “Right.”

      He found Ana stared intently at a small, portable holoscreen, nibbling at her thumb.

      “Hey. What’s up?”

      She jumped. “Joe!”

      “Sorry. Didn’t mean to break your concentration.”

      “It’s okay.”

      The symbols marching across the screen were familiar. “Is that the translation program?”

      “Yes. Dee sent it over. It’s not perfect by any means, but we’re getting an increasing number of matches as we work our way through it.”

      “Anything interesting?”

      “Not yet. But I’m hoping it’ll eventually lead us to their homeworld.”

      The thought startled Joe. He’d not considered the possibility they could pinpoint the origin of the creatures who’d designed the alien chip. A chip, if his time in the sensory deprivation sim was to be believed, that was destined specifically for him. Still a creepy thought.

      Tom’s voice came over the hangar’s intercom. “Heads-up, folks! Mission launch is T-minus thirty minutes.”

      Everyone gathered around Tom’s station where the holoscreen showed the probe’s cradle positioned on the runway just outside the hangar.

      At T-minus ten, Tom opened the line to Jupiter Station. “CentComm, this is Mission Control. All systems are go.”

      Aggarwal’s voice came across the feed. “Mission Control, CentComm. Proceed.”

      The countdown reached zero, and the probe launched into the Dome’s atmosphere, arrowing for the massive airlock. Fifteen minutes later, the onboard AI had transitioned it into an outbound magnetic tunnel. Though autonomous, the probe had a remote backup crew of three: Tom was pilot in command with Lenora on weapons, while Priya scanned the sensor feed.

      “Bringing hyperspheric drive online,” Tom said.

      The screen with the probe’s telemetry abruptly disappeared, then reappeared as a dotted line approximating the small craft’s position in kata space.

      “Holding at the mouth of the bridge.” Tom slid a look Priya’s way.

      The astrophysicist nodded. “All systems nominal. We’re go for transition.”

      At Aggarwal’s signal, the probe entered the bridge. One hour later, it exited and the star map refreshed. The ticker beneath it flashed the distance: three hundred eighty-seven light-years away.

      Tom did something to the controls. “Probe holding station at the drop zone. Initial scans of the system show it to be unoccupied.”

      “Concur,” Priya said.

      “Concur,” Lenora echoed. “Deploying sensor platforms now.”

      Another tense hour passed as the platforms maneuvered into position. Images began populating a screen that, up until that moment, had remained dark.

      “Telemetry is live,” Priya said. “Confirming initial scan. The system’s clean. No sign of any ships.”

      General Aggarwal’s voice came over the feed. “Very good. You are cleared to drop the buoy.”

      “Copy that,” Tom’s said. “Buoy is deployed. Repeat, buoy is deployed.”

      Joe felt Ana’s eyes on him and knew what she was silently asking. He focused on the small moving dot that had just dropped out of kata space. As he did, a blue shift formed. Green, yellow, and orange layers dropped between him and the blue, and he mentally shuffled them to one side, willing the blue shift forward.

      In the potential, the alien ships popped in, one by one. The buoy began to transmit. The ships shuddered to a stop. As one, they winked out to reappear on top of the buoy.

      Joe refocused his attention on his immediate surroundings, but kept a light mental touch on the blue shift. There was a collective inhale as reality merged with the vision, the alien ships appearing one by one.

      “Here we go,” Cass muttered.

      The universal greeting piped through the hangar’s speakers, and as he’d foreseen, the Starkillers froze, pivoting on their axes to face the buoy, several hundred thousand kilometers away.

      They winked out of existence.

      Joe held his breath as one of the ships reappeared. One deployed a thin metallic thread—much like the threads they used to form the focus ring.

      “Stand by,” Joe said sharply to Tom. The moment the tendril connected with the buoy, Joe felt an electric jolt through the blue shift. It moved through him as if he were the buoy, up through the top of his head, out into space, toward kata space and the probe…

      “Blow it! Blow the probe. Now!”

      Tom’s hand stabbed down on a button. The final frame sent from kata space was the silvered tip of an alien tendril snaking rapidly toward the probe.

      Ana gasped.

      Lenora jerked back from her console. “Shit!” Her voice was shaky. “They nearly got us.”

      Priya spun her chair to face Joe. “Were we in time?”

      “Barely. But yes.”
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      Fallout from the near miss was dramatic. Aggarwal demanded answers from the hangar team. The Joint Chiefs, in turn, demanded answers from him. On one point they were all agreed: the Starkiller ships posed too much of a danger to leave unaddressed.

      Yet still they refused to take Kim’s advice. They did not read the FFS or any other nation states in on the threat. Instead, orders were cut to outfit a small task force and send them to the ships’ next anticipated target with orders to eradicate them.

      Two Special Operations spacecraft were chosen. These would be fitted with a ring of drives. Aboard each vessel were two space assault companies. Each company was made up of various medium and heavy assault ships, including fifteen Void Raptors modified for covert direct action, plus their flight crews and associated personnel.

      The two ships that would receive the upgrades had been placed in spacedock at the Jupiter Station space yards. All personnel were moved off ship for the refit.

      Each one of Cass’s engineers fell into the role of pit boss, directing the maintenance and construction crews assigned to the installation of the hyperspheric drives. Brackets were welded into place in anticipation of the drives’ arrival from Ganymede. The Hangar Fifty-One team recruited heavily from those stationed at the Dome to help transport the drives over to the yard as they came off the factory floor.

      Somehow, the names of the ships assigned to the mission were lost in the flurry of activity—until one afternoon, two weeks into the pre-deployment runup…

      

      Ana arrived at the hangar to find a fresh crop of military officers had arrived. They were standing in a tight knot around Pathfinder. As she drifted closer, she could hear one of Cass’s engineers giving the standard speech about how the drives functioned.

      Recognition stopped Ana in her tracks. She turned to Priya. “What’s Captain Vesey doing here?”

      “Who?”

      She pointed toward the small group standing beside the ship. “Black hair, graying at the temples. Captain’s bars.”

      “He must be from one of the ships we’ve been working on over at the shipyard. Davis said they were bringing the bridge crew over for a briefing today on how the drives worked.”

      “Wait. What?”

      Priya looked surprised. “Is something wrong?”

      Ana backpedaled quickly. She’d forgotten Priya was unaware of Joe’s prediction. The general had ordered the information about the mission’s failure to be close-held. “No, I was just surprised to see someone I knew, that’s all.”

      “That’s right,” Priya said. “You were stationed on Cerberus with Sergeant Kovacs weren’t you?”

      Ana nodded, unable to form words around the hard lump that formed in her throat.

      “Go over and say hello,” Priya suggested, unaware of Ana’s internal struggle. “I’m sure he’ll thank you for rescuing him from General Attaboy.” She rolled her eyes for effect.

      Ana forced the smile she knew Priya expected to see. None of the hangar team liked Aggarwal, and the list of snide nicknames they’d come up with were creative. A little corny, but creative.

      She looked over at the engineer, who was miming how the drives punched a hole through to kata space. “I’ll say hello later. I’m needed back at Headquarters anyway.”

      Priya waved absently, her focus already back on her work. Ana slipped from the hangar, her insides shaking. The realization that people she knew would soon head out on a suicide mission slammed into her, hard. Good people were going to die on this fool’s errand because the powers that be refused to listen to what General Kim had to say. As she headed away from the proving grounds, she used her implant to contact Joe.

      “You knew,” she accused the moment he answered. “Are you going to tell them, or should I?”

      Joe and his teammates used Cerberus as their forward operating base. The Unit soldiers had longstanding friendships with the crew. Learning they were the ones to be sent out was going to cut deep.

      There was a sigh on the other end. “I wish to hell it didn’t have to be this way.”

      “Can’t we at least warn them? Give them a fighting chance?”

      She walked in silence, waiting for Joe to respond, feet kicking up small pebbles along the graveled path. The silence lasted so long, she wondered if the connection had dropped, but when she checked her optical overlay, the ‘call in progress’ icon was still flashing.

      At length, Joe let out another sigh. “I just ran the red shift again. It has to be Cerberus. Believe me, if it were possible for things to play out any differently, you’d know. The general tried. Asked them to reconsider.”

      “What was the response?”

      “That the SOAR pilots who flew the Direct Action Raptors assigned to those ships were the military’s finest.” Joe laughed harshly. “Aggarwal threw the general’s own words back at him. Said that surely a threat of such magnitude deserved the very best, and that meant Cerberus and the attack ships based there.”

      “But they… won’t make it back.” Ana’s voice was barely above a whisper.

      There was immense sadness in Joe’s voice. “Sometimes, we send good people into harm’s way for the right reasons. It’s the oath we all swore. To stand guard over the innocent. Fight evil in all its forms. Then there are times, like now, when you know that those above you are making the wrong call, and there’s not a damn thing you can do about it.”

      He fell silent. Ana waited as the silence stretched between them.

      “I wish I had a solution, and I wish I could stop it,” he said finally. “But I don’t. And I can’t. I’m sorry, Ana. I truly am.”

      This time, the silence came from her end. Her vision swam, eyes filling with tears. She dropped her head, letting them fall to the dusty pavement.

      “So am I,” she whispered as she ground to a halt. “So am I.”
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      Word spread rapidly about Cerberus’s involvement. Everyone on the team protested strongly. Sending Captain Vesey and his crew on what amounted to a near-suicide mission without any warning about the outcome Joe had foreseen was something none of the former Delta operators could stomach.

      In the end, the general agreed to let Holden speak to Vesey and his XO, Evans—off the books, and only if it didn’t impact the red shift. He also ordered the teams to launch Operations Pathogen and Parasite immediately.

      Amanda wondered if this last was to keep someone on the teams from interfering—and screwing with Joe’s already tenuous timeline. She’d been sorely tempted to reach out to Evans herself. She hadn’t, but it had been a close thing.

      She blinked open the file the NSA had worked up for her, a cover complete with backstops that would verify her fake identity. Reynaud Shipping was one of the largest shipbuilders in the system; she had no doubt HR and security had investigated everyone on the Pathogen team.

      They’d been en route to Mars for a week. This short hop from Mars’s Free States Capital Spaceport was their final leg. The shipyard loomed large on the shuttle’s forward screens as they neared. It was impressive, a central station flanked by a field of cage-like constructs that held ships in various stages of completion. Each rotated independently on an axis of their own making, one that fit the parameters for its particular manufacturing stage.

      Amanda studied it, looking for a pattern.

      “Don’t bother trying to make sense of it,” advised the Reynaud shuttle pilot. “If there’s a method to their madness, it’s known only to the construction supervisors.”

      “As long as it makes sense to them, I guess that’s all that counts,” she said lightly.

      Ramon leaned around her. “How many are stationed here?”

      “I don’t know.” The pilot glanced over at her copilot. “What would you say, Brad? Ten, twelve thousand?”

      “Roughly that, yeah.” He stifled a yawn. “Turnover’s pretty high in the port proper, but not so much out in the 'yards.”

      “Why’s that?” Chaos asked.

      The pilot glanced up into the mirror she’d hung above her glass cockpit—the low-tech object an anachronism Amanda had seen in many a ship in her lifetime—and met Chaos’s eyes.

      “Most of the folks who work in the yards are FFS citizens. The kind of credits they could make dirtside are a tenth of what they make up here. These positions are coveted. Rumor has it the jobs are passed down through family members.”

      This caught Jeff’s attention. “How the hell does that work?”

      The copilot made a noise that could have been construed as disgust. “You think Reynaud’s going to look a gift horse in the mouth? These folks bring their kids up here to shadow them for months to learn the trade. That’s free labor, no training or onboarding costs involved. The poor sods are just so damn thankful to have the job, they consider it an honor to keep the position ‘in the family,’ as it were.”

      “So you’re saying Reynaud doesn’t employ indigenous people inside the port?” Amanda asked.

      “Oh, they do, but those are a different caliber. Or caste, I think the word is. And no, none of them are in positions that involve learning secrets of the trade. Reynaud’s no idiot. He’s not about to give the FFS the ammo to build a shipyard that would be direct competition. Hell, the only reason the yard’s here and not at the Moon is because the labor here’s so damn cheap.”

      “I see.”

      None of this was news to the team; it had all been included in the briefing Kim and his analysts had provided prior to their departure. Still, confirmation was always a good thing.

      “Better web in,” the pilot advised. “I’m cutting the drive and switching to thrusters for our final approach.”

      Half an hour later, they stepped out into Reynaud Shipping’s port, where a representative from Human Resources led them to where Angus’s personal yacht was moored and handed them over to the ship’s steward.

      “On behalf of our President and CEO, I’d like to personally welcome you to the Reynaud Shipping family.” The steward’s tone was friendly and professional, but her smile was fixed and the words rote, as if the task were one she performed multiple times each week. “You’ve been assigned personal quarters and your luggage has been routed there. We think you’ve made a wise decision in choosing Reynaud as your next career move.”

      They were directed to their various departments where they began the work of acquainting themselves with their surroundings, matching recorded data to field experience. At the end of the day, they met up in Jeff’s quarters for updates and to exchange information.

      Amanda went first. “I had Medical schedule a checkup with Reynaud’s admin. It’s three days from now. Best I can do. He’s out on business until then.”

      Ramon went next. “Smith—Malcolm—is working a desk job at the Intelligence Branch’s main office. Looks like he’s been benched as punishment for having his cover blown.” The commo’s voice held a note of satisfaction. “It won’t be difficult to get him up here. By every account, he’s pretty pissed at how he’s being treated by the FFS.”

      “Good,” Jeff said. “Chaos and I will map the yacht for dead zones. If there’s not a good spot to stash Smith while we convince him to help us, we’ll make one.” He stood. “You have your orders. Get some sleep. In three days, this goes down.”

      The morning of the third day, Angus Reynaud showed up in Medical for his appointment. He was exactly as the analyst’s profile suggested: brusque, driven, a man who could not be bothered with an exam—until Amanda showed him the ‘concerning results’ she’d manufactured.

      Reynaud’s focus changed in an instant. “Do whatever it takes to fix this,” he ordered. “I have too much on my plate to die now.”

      “Of course, sir.”

      After he left, she sent the fake report to Smith from the yacht’s medical office account, voicing concern about his father’s health.
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        * * *

      

      Since Jeff was the only team member Smith hadn’t met, he took on the job of intercepting the double agent when he arrived. Two hours into his security shift, he intercepted a call from Ramon.

      “Smith took the bait. He’s on his way up.”

      Jeff snorted. “Jumped at the opportunity to escape his planetside confinement, did he?”

      Ramon laughed. “Looks like it.”

      “Copy that. Round up the team. I’m on my way.”

      Jeff dropped a quick ping to his supervisor with a manufactured excuse to slip away from his post. Ten minutes later, he stood waiting in the yacht’s boat bay as Smith’s shuttle docked.

      “Mister Reynaud.” Jeff held out a hand, which Smith ignored. He let it fall, stepping into his path. “I’m here to take you to your father.”

      Smith shot him a derisive look. “A security escort to see my old man?” He sneered. “I don’t think so.”

      He moved for the door; Jeff moved to intercept.

      “You misunderstand. The doctor asked to see you first.”

      That stopped Smith. After a moment’s hesitation, he said, “Fine.”

      Jeff waved him into the corridor. “This way, sir.”

      Smith was no fool. He also knew his father’s yacht. When Jeff pressed the down button on the lift, Smith reached past him, slamming his palm down on the button to halt its progress.

      He rounded on Jeff. “Medical’s three decks up. What the hell you trying to pull?”

      Jeff affected a bored, long-suffering tone. “Nothing, sir. There’s construction on Level C. We can’t get there from here. Fastest route right now is to take Level E forward to the next lift.”

      Smith nodded curtly. Once they were on their way, Jeff blinked open a text box and messaged the others on the team channel.

      
        
        En Route. ETA three mikes.
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        * * *

      

      Like the others, Amanda could see Jeff’s progress as a blip on the moving map of her optical overlay. She stood just inside the cargo bay they had chosen for their location. Ramon and Chaos were in full camo, using the organogel fibers in their gloves and boots to cling invisibly to the corridor’s walls. The fibers operated on the same principle that allowed geckos to cling to walls, a trait she’d seen Chaos use a number of times when he needed to stand overwatch and no platforms were available.

      As Jeff and Smith came abeam, they dropped to the deck, one in front and one behind. Amanda palmed the door open just as the two operators rushed him, shoving him into the room. Jeff followed, and Amanda sealed the door behind them.

      Ramon and Chaos tore off their balaclavas. The moment Smith got a good look at them, he tried to bolt.

      Jeff blocked his way. “Hold up there, hoss. Where you going in such a hurry?”

      Denied an easy getaway, Smith blustered.

      “I don’t know what you heard from those two, but whatever they said, it’s a lie.”

      “You mean the whole traitor to Earth, double agent for the FFS thing?” Amanda asked.

      “Yes! I retired from federal service—”

      Ramon guffawed.

      “—when some people tried to smear my good name.”

      “Try selling that to someone who’ll buy it, asshole.” Jeff crowded him, pushing him back against a crate.

      Smith dropped the act fast. “Look, I don’t know what they told you, but my dad is worth a lot of money. I can—”

      “Oh, for fuck’s sake,” Chaos muttered. “As much as it pains me to say this, we’re not here to roll you up and take you back to Earth,” he glared at Smith. “Even though you really, really deserve it.”

      The fear in his eyes was displaced by a flash of disbelief before a crafty look crossed Smith’s face.

      “You want something from me. No,” he corrected himself. “You need something.”

      Jeff deliberately shoulder-checked him on his way to the crate where Amanda’s tablet rested. “Got something to show you, asshole. Then you’re going to help us.”

      The double agent laughed. “Right.”

      Jeff hoisted himself up onto a nearby crate. Motioning to the one across from him, he invited, “Have a seat.”

      Smith noticed Amanda for the first time. “You look familiar. You’re one of Holden’s operators.”

      Amanda stared back at him without responding.

      “So what’s your role in this whole charade, sweetheart? Is this a good cop/bad cop scenario and you’re the bitch who’s going to break me?”

      Amanda slapped the tablet onto the crate beside her with a little more force than was strictly necessary. “You remember Sergeant Kovacs?”

      Joe’s name visibly shook Smith. “Keep that creepy son of a bitch away from me, or I’ll break his fucking neck.”

      “Sounds like you’re scared of him,” Jeff said mildly.

      Smith made a scoffing noise. “And you’re a fool if you don’t realize how dangerous he is.”

      “Word has it you think Joe can read minds. What else do you think he can do?”

      “I don’t think. I know. That fucker can read the future.”

      Jeff turned to Amanda, a silent order to play the Engee feed.

      Smith misinterpreted it. “They’ll back me up. So will they.” He jerked his chin in Chaos and Ramon’s direction, “If they have any balls.”

      “Shut up, Smith.” Amanda pressed ‘play’ on the tablet’s holoprojector.

      As he watched the Engee feed, Amanda watched him. Smith remained stoically silent from the moment the Starkillers appeared, all the way through the focus ring deployment and the siphoning of Engee’s star matter. But his microexpressions gave him away.

      The man was spooked.

      Then the feed switched from Engee to a recording of the blue shift they were so desperately trying to avert. By the time the recording reached its end and the Sun went nova, engulfing Venus and stripping the atmospheres from Earth and Mars, Smith was a believer.

      He swallowed hard. “What did I just see?”

      Jeff answered. “The first star went nova three days ago. We had probes there. They recorded the event. The second recording is what happens if you don’t cooperate.”

      Smith’s jaw worked as he stared at the frozen image of the destruction caused by a Sun gone nova. Then he shook his head as if to clear it. “First things first. Were those ships I saw?”

      “Yes. Not human made.”

      “You’re sure of this,” Smith asked sharply.

      “Oh yes. Very.”

      “And whoever they are, Kovacs thinks they’re headed our way.”

      “Again, yes.”

      “How accurate are his forecasts?”

      “He’s never been wrong,” Amanda said.

      “Never?”

      Amanda shook her head.

      “And you’ve found a way to record what he sees. Interesting.”

      Ramon interrupted. “Look. We have one chance, one shot, at stopping this.”

      “And you need something from the FFS to pull it off,” Smith hazarded.

      Well, we never said he was stupid, Amanda thought.

      “Yes, we do. A virus.” Quickly and succinctly, Jeff summarized the neuronal program that would allow the FFS to hijack any ship’s navigational systems. “Kovacs said it was on something called a biomimetic chip.”

      “If I do this, what do I get in return?”

      “You go free. You can never set foot on Earth again, or you’ll be tried for treason,” Jeff said.

      “Not good enough.”

      Amanda saw red. “You get to live, you prick. You have the chance to save trillions of lives. Yours. Your father’s.”

      “Save it,” Chaos said in a bored tone. “A mission like this is too difficult for him.”

      “Difficult?” Smith laughed harshly. “Those assholes down there can’t find their own dicks half the time.”

      “Then you won’t have any trouble getting your hands on that chip,” Jeff said.

      Smith ignored that last. “If I get to go free, then I need something that’ll prove I’m a valuable asset to the FFS. Right now, they have me doing shit jobs. I want the tech in Kovacs’s head.”

      “Not happening.” Jeff’s tone left no room for debate.

      Smith crossed his arms, a challenging light in his eyes. “Then no deal.”

      Amanda laughed disbelievingly. “You’re going to die, too, you know. Mars and Earth might not be crisped like Venus when the Sun goes nova, but it’ll certainly strip the atmosphere and its ejecta will make both planets unlivable.”

      “There’ll be pockets that survive. Trans-Neptune. Kuiper.”

      “You won’t. If you won’t help us, then we’re dragging your ass back to Earth,” Amanda said. “You either help us, or you die along with everyone else.”

      “Well. When you put it that way,” Smith smiled tightly, “how can I refuse?”
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      It took Team Parasite nine days to get to mining territory. The Consortium was located in the Kirkwood Gap between the inner and middle main belt, roughly two and a half AU from the Sun.

      The copilot’s seat gave Matt an unobstructed view of their approach lane and the guidance beacons that lit them. They spiraled inward like a lightshow tunnel at a carnival. PAPI buoys—precision approach pathway indicators—held station on either side, shifting from white to red if they strayed too far from the glide path. Alvarez handled the ship with a confidence that told Matt she had more than a passing familiarity with this sector of space.

      “Fancy,” he said.

      “Flashy, you mean.” Her tone was neutral, but the disapproval was clear. Matt took that to mean she didn’t approve of its unnecessary showiness.

      The Talisman was a small, private cruiser procured for them by one of the NSA’s shadow corporations. It was identical to the ones her family owned. The onboard AI was top-of-the-line.

      Alvarez was supremely competent, maneuvering in and out of magnetic tunnels with ease. Breeze sat behind them, reviewing the NSA’s files on the Consortium. Jack was napping in back.

      The Consortium’s Space Traffic Controller’s voice broke into the silence. “Talisman Seven-Niner, you’re cleared for the option.”

      “Cleared for the option, Seven-Niner,” Alvarez responded smoothly.

      Breeze looked up from the files. “What option?”

      Alvarez smiled. “This one. Hold on!”

      With the flick of a finger, she disengaged the autopilot and sent them into a dive. They broke through the spiral of white lights, the PAPIs switching instantly from cheerful white to a warning red. An alert sounded, indicating they’d deviated from the glide path. She shut it off with a swipe.

      “Hope you know what the hell you’re doing,” Matt muttered.

      “Oh, I do. That’s for commercial flights. For family, well,” she said, giving a dismissive wave, “we come in the back door.”

      Alvarez put the Talisman into an arc that would take them below the belly of the central station. Once clear of the larger structure, a smaller habitat was revealed. Its hub-and-spoke design was newer than those they’d passed on their way in. It bristled with weaponry.

      Matt whistled. “There must be fifty defense lasers mounted on that thing. Is it really that much more dangerous, living inside the asteroid belt?”

      “You’re marginally more likely to be struck by micrometeorites out here, but those lasers aren’t there for that. They prevent hostile takeovers and discourage corporate espionage.” She spared him a jaded look. “The Consortium might be the third largest governmental body in the solar system, but at heart, it’s a corporation. Its overriding mission is to protect its assets. My uncle is one of those assets.”

      Matt had seen the NSA’s file on Ding Muñoz. There wasn’t much there. Anecdotal stories, mostly. Tales of a man known for ruthless business tactics. According to Alvarez, she saw him occasionally on family holidays, nothing more.

      Matt shook his head. “And I thought the cold war between Earth and the FFS was bad.”

      “What can I say? It’s home sweet home.” The words were flat. As they neared the hub, she entered a code and the dock’s doors parted to admit them. She guided the craft into a slip; the ship settled gently into its moorings and she powered down.

      “This is it.” She stood. “Come on. Time to meet the fam.”

      It was immediately obvious that the level of security inside the residence wheel matched that of the exterior. Security guards were everywhere, dressed in BDUs that perfectly blended with the gray of the hub’s walls. They stood attentively at every entrance, automatic rifles in their hands.

      One nodded at Alvarez as she approached the lift, her steps careful in the hub’s ten percent gravity. “Good to see you back, ma’am.”

      Alvarez gave him a brief smile, then submitted to the AI scanner for identification. Indicating the others, she said, “They’re with me.”

      Matt, Breeze, and Jack logged their biometrics and followed her inside the lift.

      The lift was unique, made entirely of clearsteel, with tracks painted an ultra-black material so matte that it made them disappear against the equally black interior walls.

      Matt had just enough time to wonder fleetingly about its construction when Alvarez spoke.

      “Brace yourselves.”

      The lift plummeted. Instinctively, Matt pressed his palms against the clearsteel wall as they passed through the hub, seeming to freefall toward the wheel below.

      “Fuck!” Breeze said, lunging for the handrail.

      “Damn spokes are painted ultra-black too.” Jack’s voice sounded a bit strangled. “Kind of like doing an EVA insertion without the suit.”

      That brought a chuckle from her. “Guess I should’ve given you more warning. The Consortium tends toward the dramatic.”

      “No shit,” Matt said.

      His weight increased as the lift braked. When it came to a stop, they were back to standard gravity, imparted by the wheel’s rotation.

      The doors parted to surroundings that could only be described as opulent. It was in stark contrast with the security contingent that met them. They looked rough; barroom brawlers, spit-shined and polished. All were dressed in business suits, their jackets cut to allow room for concealed weapons without causing the fabric to bulge. Their watchful eyes followed Matt as he trailed Alvarez from the lift, Breeze and Jack falling in behind.

      One particularly burly man stepped forward into Alvarez’s path.

      “Munson, you’re in my way.”

      “Boss is waiting for you.” Cold eyes flicked over Matt and the others. “And your friends.”

      Alvarez made an impatient sound. “What are you waiting for, then? Lead on.”

      If Matt thought the entrance from the lift into the wheel was opulent, he was forced to revise that estimate as they progressed further into the residence. Lavish fountains were ringed with lush green foliage. Some of the trees sported massive trunks; they stretched eagerly toward the ring’s clearsteel inner wall where a synthetic sun shone, powered by a small fusion reactor. Classical music wafted softly on an artificial breeze, accompanied by the perfume of exotic plants.

      As if she knew what their reactions would be, Alvarez murmured, “They also have a fondness for the finer things.”

      “Good,” Matt responded sotto voce. “That gives your uncle more reason to fight to protect it.”

      They stopped in front of an elaborately scrolled iron gate that led into a private portico, where they submitted once more to security scans.

      Alvarez proceeded down a terraced, tree-lined path, the cobblestones beneath her feet dappled in the sunlight. She led them to the front door, which opened as they neared to reveal a man who was clearly a relative.

      “Carmen! Welcome.” He opened his arms and she stepped into them, to receive kisses on either cheek.

      He stepped back to survey the three operators behind her. “Co-workers,” he guessed.

      “Teammates,” she corrected.

      “Ahhh. Any friend of my Carmen’s is a welcome guest.”

      Matt and the others waited patiently through introductions, a formal dinner, and after-dinner drinks before Alvarez broached the topic they were here to discuss.

      “Uncle. We need to talk. Privately.”

      Ding Muñoz did not get to where he was without a healthy dose of savvy. He studied them for a long moment before abruptly nodding. “My office,” he said, then rose.

      They followed him inside, where Alvarez flipped open a case and let loose a security microdrone to tally all the monitoring devices Muñoz had installed. When her uncle sputtered a protest, she just smiled.

      “This is too important to risk getting in the wrong hands, Uncle. We do this completely off the books or not at all.”

      Muñoz glowered at her, then jerked a nod. “Mayordomo,” he addressed his office AI, “stop all recording and turn off both video and audio feeds.” With an exaggerated look at his niece, he said, “Satisfied?”

      Alvarez flew one more circuit with the microdrone, then recalled it. “Yes. Thank you.”

      “What is it that has you so skittish over security, cielo?”

      Alvarez showed him the Engee feed. His face remained impassive as he took in the ship’s telemetry.

      “Dios, Carmen,” he murmured with a side glance her way. “Three hundred light-years? That’s a game-changer.”

      “More than you know, Uncle.”

      He returned his attention to the feed. The man had impressive control. When the alien ships appeared, there was just the faintest eyelid flicker, nothing more.

      Then the ships began siphoning the star’s matter. “¡A su mecha!” Muñoz breathed. “What are those things?”

      “We don’t know, but they’ve already taken out at least seven stars. All of them are systems with viable planets in Goldilocks zones. They’re targeting habitable systems, wiping out all life that might be forming there.”

      “How do you know this?”

      “Classified. But you know what this means, Uncle. They’re hunting us—or civilizations like us.”

      Muñoz swore. “Then we hunt them. Take them out before they can do that here.”

      “Glad you agree. Because to make that happen, we need something you have…”
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      After their meeting, Muñoz’s men escorted them to a ‘cottage’ Matt privately thought was more like a five-bedroom resort rental. The adjacent infinity pool boasted a floor-to-ceiling view of an asteroid-studded starfield.

      “Nice.” Breeze did a slow three-sixty, taking in the elegant furnishings.

      “Too bad we’re on the clock. I could get used to this,” Jack said.

      Alvarez shrugged. “A gilded cage is still a cage.”

      With that cryptic comment, she turned and headed for one of the bedrooms. She paused at her door and looked back at them. “I swept the rooms and neutralized the bugs. We’re clean—until they try to drop a fresh batch on us tomorrow. Get some sleep. I’ll let you know if I hear anything.” She disappeared into the room.

      Matt stood. “You heard her. Sack time.”

      

      Five hours later, he was roused by Alvarez pounding on his door. “Get up!” she called out. “The board overruled my uncle. We’ll have to get the parasitic web the hard way.”

      “Steal it, you mean.” Jack’s voice filtered through as Matt tossed the covers aside. Already fully dressed, he made it outside in time to hear her response.

      “Yep.” She glanced over at Matt. “Steal it.”

      A file appeared on his overlay. He blinked it open.

      “Same battle plan we worked out on the flight over?” Breeze asked.

      “Yes, same plan. The web’s in the Central Hub lab, just as we war gamed it. Suit up. We leave in half an hour.”

      None of this was a surprise to Matt. Joe had called to warn him about it just before they left. He’d warned him about something else too… With a small shake of his head, he banished the memory and turned to grab his gear.

      Thirty minutes later, four operators left the cottage, clad in active camouflage. The suits they wore were tunable to the environment and used transformation optics to scatter light, hiding them from view.

      After playing dodge-the-muscle with the overabundance of security the Consortium employed, they made it back to the hub. Alvarez crouched behind a pallet labeled ‘fragile—handle with care.’ All Matt could see of her was a green-tinted shadow. She pointed silently toward a supply shuttle, and words appeared on his HUD.

      

      
        
        Empty supply shuttle, bound for central station.

        we’ll hitch a ride on her.

      

      

      

      He gave her a thumbs-up.

      Alvarez waited for a trio of security guards to stroll past before crossing to the ship’s open cargo hatch. Matt fell in behind her. Jack brought up their six.

      The ride was brief and uneventful, the autonomously flown shuttle landing, then powering down for the night. Alvarez cracked the aft cargo door wide enough for Jack to launch a pair of surveillance microdrones.

      “Standard security,” he said. Tapping the five-centimeter screen strapped to the inside of his wrist brought up a small floating holo. He flicked a finger through it, switching between drone feeds.

      “You’ve got cameras here… here… and here. Not a factor. Our suits will defeat any visual scan or IR sweep,” Jack told them. “We’ll need noise-canceling chaff to cover our steps, just in case.” He turned to Alvarez. “They have sensor plates on each door. We’re going to need a bypass for that.”

      “Hang tight. Sending an update for your lockpick apps.”

      An alert chimed on Matt’s overlay and he unpacked the incoming file. “Got it.”

      “Good. Those codes should get us through any automated security.” She reached for the balaclava that sat like a watch cap atop her head and pulled it into place, the mask’s smart threads synching with her suit. “Let’s do this. Text over the team channel or hand signals from this point on.”

      Her words were met by a chorus of soft hooahs.

      The loading dock was shadowed, smart lighting illuminating only the small pockets where humans worked. This late at night, there were very few that were activated. The team crossed to the doors. Alvarez stopped in front of the control pad and pressed her gloved palm against it.

      Matt knew what she was doing; he’d done it himself countless times. The smart fibers in her glove were working as a conduit for the lockpick app that was stored in every Unit operator’s database partition. They waited a few tense seconds as the app worked to defeat Central Station’s algorithms.

      He let out a silent breath when it turned green and the door slid open. One by one, they followed her out into the station.

      Then they were back to dodging security as they worked their way inward. The closer they came to the lab, the tighter security became. Ahead of him, Alvarez’s green-limned shadow stopped and lifted a fist.

      Text appeared on his HUD’s lower third.

      

      
        
        Lab’s two floors directly below us.

      

      

      

      She pointed at a bank of lifts some three meters ahead.

      

      
        
        There’s an access hatch that runs vertically, parallel to those lifts. follow me.

      

      

      

      Breeze fell in behind her, then Matt. Jack’s sniper rifle, coated in the same camo, inscribed arcs in the air as he covered their six.

      Alvarez laid her palms flat against the meter-square access hatch, paused, and then pulled back. The hatch came with her, the metal door sticking to her palms like glue thanks to the thousands of tiny organogel fibers that coated her gloves.

      One by one they stepped inside the hatch, Alvarez securing the access panel behind them.

      Microdrones down the hatch, Jack texted, sending the tiny machines into a controlled freefall. His shadowed form turned to face Alvarez. Pressure plate in front of the hatch on the lab level

      Alvarez nodded back. I go first. stay on the ladder rungs until i give you the all-clear.

      Wrapping her hands and feet around the ladder’s rails, she slid the two levels, coming to a stop beside the second hatch. Leaning forward, she pulled a small cylinder from a pocket and flipped open the top.

      A Sieve, Matt thought. The NSA agent paused, canister in hand, and he knew she’d interfaced with the app that controlled the liquid metal. Carefully, she poured a small amount of the metamorph nanomachines onto the pressure-sensitive plate, then waited.

      Okay, we’re good. Alvarez stepped down, resting the open canister on its side. From his position just above her, Matt was able to see the silvery thread as the app that controlled the Sieve recalled the liquid metal.

      He’d expected her to cap the cylinder and repocket it, but instead, she turned her attention—and the Sieve—on this second hatch.

      Audio monitor, i’ll bet, Jack sent. Like i used on Jones’s condo.

      Agreed.

      After a moment, she recalled the Sieve and opened the hatch. This level was nothing like the others. Bright white and sterile, it held none of the trappings of wealth that were the Consortium’s hallmark.

      A map appeared on Matt’s HUD with their destination highlighted.

      Lab 214, up ahead on the right, Alvarez sent.

      They jogged down the corridor, no overt security in sight. When he commented on that, Alvarez grunted.

      It’s there. the scientists complained that the guards cramped their style, so they resorted to ai and tech instead. don’t worry; i looped the feeds.

      Breeze turned to Alvarez.

      How long before they notice? he asked. that trick won’t hold for long.

      Alvarez’s response was terse. Long enough.

      When they arrived at the lab, Alvarez worked the Sieve once more and they slipped through into a world filled with high-tech equipment. Matt couldn’t begin to guess the purpose of any of it.

      Here. Alvarez marched over to a shelving unit sealed behind reinforced clearsteel. A top-of-the-line, encrypted lock secured it. Her face screwed up in frustration. We don’t have time for this.

      Before Matt could protest, she’d pulled a carbyne knife and plunged its monomolecular bladed edge into the clearsteel, bypassing the lock and making her own entrance into the case.

      You just tripped something. Jack warned. the microdrones I left topside are showing activity.

      Alvarez hand-signed not now, both hands sawing at the thick clearsteel as she made the final cut. Breeze was right there beside her, waiting to take the metal plate off her hands. None of them agreed with her actions, but they were a team, and the objective now was to get the hell off this station as fast as they could—with the parasitic web in hand.

      Got it, Alvarez sent.

      Guys… They’ll be on us in thirty seconds.

      We’re not going to make it, Breeze sent. Going to have to engage.

      Matt’s mind went into overdrive at Jack’s warning. He scanned the room as a plan formed. Find a case similar in size to the one we’re taking.

      Jack pointed. There.

      Matt raced across the lab and seized it.

      He motioned for her to swap containers. Go. I’ll hold them off.

      Top, you can’t. They’ll catch you.

      Matt stared Jack down.

      Get the hell out of here. That’s an order, Sergeant. i’ll lead them away from you, then i’ll double back.

      Alvarez raced for the lab entrance, then paused and stared back at him. The message she sent next was sent to him on a private channel.

      If you don’t make it to the fallback point…

      Ten seconds! Jack text-shouted, unaware of their private exchange.

      Alvarez’s head turned. The General will negotiate for your release. Then she was gone.

      Matt leaped into action, grabbing the now-empty case and racing down the corridor in the direction opposite where the team was headed. Another bank of lifts loomed just ahead. He sidestepped into an alcove as the pounding of footsteps sounded behind him. Three guards, weapons drawn, ran past. He waited for them to turn the corner, then jogged toward the lifts. He tried to call a car, then cursed mentally when nothing happened. The lift had been locked down.

      He raced further down the hall, seeking an emergency exit. Skidding into a cross corridor, he made it three meters before he slammed into an invisible barrier. The impact caused him to drop the empty case.

      Hands shoved against him and he felt the cool, hard surface of a weapon pressed against the base of his skull.

      “Hands behind your back, asshole, and lose the camo.” Matt twisted to look back at the guard. The man shoved him forward against the wall, putting him in a rear wrist lock.

      “Move and I’ll shoot. Got it?”

      Matt nodded. The guard grabbed the top of his balaclava and yanked it off. Matt felt the cool metal of cuffs encircling his left wrist.

      “Other hand,” the guard instructed.

      It was now or never.

      Matt pivoted, sidestepping the weapon digging into the back of his skull. At the same time, he brought both palms up, one on either side of the barrel. Bringing both hands together in a lightning-fast move, he twisted inward. The man’s hand spasmed as his thumb broke and Matt experienced a moment of excruciating pain as the bullet exiting the gun superheated the barrel he held in his hand.

      Pushing that aside, he spun—and came to an abrupt halt as he faced down a second weapon held by the guard’s partner.

      The man whose hand he’d broken grinned unpleasantly as Matt slowly lifted his hands, the injured one already blistering. “Hurts like a son of a bitch, doesn’t it? Hey, good news. It only gets better from here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            FORTY-NINE

          

          

      

    

    







            PULLING STRINGS

          

        

      

    

    
      Today’s the day.

      The thought looped in Joe’s mind as he paced the tight confines of the infirmary. Cerberus and Typhon had left a dozen days ago for the star they’d marked as their battlefield. Soon they’d arrive, to take on a foe they had no hope of defeating.

      Anticipation, combined with a sick dread, curdled in Joe’s stomach. His body intuited his state of mind and reacted accordingly, flooding his system with adrenaline he had no use for, preparing him for a war he could not wage.

      Joe caught himself against the door frame, slapping a palm against the wall in frustration. Hate quarantine. Hate feeling so fucking helpless. Most of all, he hated that the mission could only end one way.

      He mentally calculated the time of day back on Earth, then pinged Dixon and asked if the major was available to talk. He was already out the door and headed for the break room when she told him Holden could see him in five.

      Holden looked as weary as Joe felt. “No kata space connection this time, eh?”

      Joe paced restlessly in front of the holoscreen. “Sorry, sir. It just felt like this conversation should take place face-to-face.”

      He stopped in surprise when Holden let out a soft chuckle.

      “Don’t they have anything there you can use to burn off some of that energy?”

      “They do. It’s just—” Joe broke off.

      “It’s okay, son. I’m punch drunk and you have a lot on your mind. We all do.”

      Joe stopped. “There’s a list. It’s in your inbox. We need to go over it.”

      “Okay, hang tight. Let me pull it up.” Holden looked down, hand swiping through a tablet Joe could not see. “All right. Got it.”

      Joe waited for the reaction he knew would come next. Holden didn’t disappoint. The major let out a low whistle.

      “That’s some list you have there for me, Sergeant. Granular too. Sixteen dozen pounds of Séoclaid dark chocolate? Delivered to the supply chief on the Greer?”

      “I know the things on that list may seem strange, but each one hinges on the other. The supply chief’s going to barter that chocolate to an armorer on Farragut for an extra five hundred rounds of ammunition that the Greer will need. And they have to be the metal-jacket Speers, not the substitutes the military’s going to try to pawn off on them instead.”

      “Yes, but… chocolate?”

      Joe ticked off the potentials he’d seen, one by one. “The armorer’s in deep shit with his wife for forgetting to buy the chocolate like he’d promised. It’s for his daughter’s wedding reception and the company’s all sold out. When the supply chief pings the armorer about the ammo, he’ll learn it’s been reallocated to a task force heading out to patrol Kuiper. He’ll remember the armorer needed the chocolate and will use it to barter for Greer’s ammo.”

      “To stay out of the doghouse with his wife.” Holden’s tone was deadpan.

      “Yes. The Kuiper task force will be fine with the off-brand ammo. Our mission, however, will not. We’ll need those Speers.”

      “And you figured out a way to get them. Consider it done.” Curiosity edged Holden’s voice. “Everything on this list have a story like that?”

      “Pretty much, sir. In order to pull this damn red shift forward until it turns blue, a lot of minor corrections to the timeline like this need to happen.”

      “What’s it look like today?”

      “The red shift?” Joe dropped his head and called the potential, shoving aside the multiple hues that were sandwiched between the blue and the one they needed to make happen. “It’s orange, trending toward yellow. But we still have a long way to go, and very little time to make it happen.”

      “Still. That’s encouraging, knowing our actions have already made a difference.”

      “Yeah, but it’s damn tiring. The whole thing feels…”

      “Surreal?”

      Joe huffed a laugh. “I think the word I was reaching for is Machiavellian, sir. I feel like a damn puppeteer.”

      “I can live with that if it keeps humanity afloat. I’ll get the ball rolling on this list of yours.” Holden leaned back, a bemused look crossing his face. “Feels a bit like a treasure hunt.”

      “Only instead of a prize, there are worlds at stake.”

      “Take a breath, son,” Holden advised. “When was the last time you had a good night’s sleep?”

      Joe had to think about that. “I… um…”

      “Get a solid six, then report back.”

      “That’s getting close to transition time for Cerberus and Typhon.”

      “Transit is in eight hours. There’s nothing we can do in the interim, and you need the rack time. That’s an order.”
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      Charles Vesey stood on the bridge of the ship he captained, his eyes on the small bank of holoscreens, center front. To limit visual distortion, the full sweep had been shut down.

      He hadn’t been happy to learn the smaller hyperspheric drives required a longer transit time. No one had. On the other hand, it gave everyone on Cerberus and her sister ship, Typhon, time to acclimate.

      So far, their first venture into kata space had been strange but uneventful. By the time they entered the second four-day leg of the trip, he felt comfortable enough to order his section chiefs to run combat drills. To no one’s surprise, they had a rough start.

      This is not a place humankind was meant to be. The thought skittered across his mind.

      A row of smaller screens sat beneath the center holos. One held CentComm’s crest. Another showed a star map overlaid with colored lines; these represented the track, course, and heading of their tiny, two-ship task force.

      They were nearing the end of the second transit leg. In minutes, they’d arrive at their objective: the star most likely to be targeted next by the alien fleet.

      Anticipating this, first watch had returned to duty two hours earlier after mandatory downtime prior to engagement. Second watch was on standby. Third had used the two hours to catch a quick nap and were in their quarters, on call if the need arose.

      His XO, Evans, glanced over. “Wormhole exit in five.”

      “Thank you, Commander.” Two steps in the weird, off-kilter gravity of kata space brought him to the captain’s chair, where he pressed a button that would allow him to interface with Argos, Cerberus’s AI.

      “Ping Commander Rudd.”

      A chime confirmed his order. A soft pulsing light emanated from the tiny holoscreen, soon replaced by the image of a short, stocky woman with an abundance of freckles scattered across her cheeks and nose. It lent her a pixielike look, completely at odds with her no-nonsense personality.

      Sandi Rudd was the Space Boss, commanding the two space assault companies in Cerberus’s cavernous ship’s bay. She ran PriFly, the Primary Flight Control deck that overlooked the Raptors, Shrikes, and other ships that were hangared there.

      “Captain,” she said crisply.

      “Ready room, please. Ten minutes.”

      “I’ll be there.” The channel went dead.

      His eye on the telemetry screen, Vesey waited. The minutes ticked off as Cerberus’s icon marched toward the end of the line. And then they were out, the effects of kata space no different outside the wormhole than within.

      “Nav, hold station in kata space at the 2 AU mark,” he said.

      “Yes sir.”

      Vesey glanced over at Patel. “Lieutenant, you have the bridge.” He turned to Evans and gestured to the ready room. “Commander?”

      Rudd was already there when they arrived, no mean feat considering the distance between PriFly and the ready room.

      Vesey waved her to a seat. “Sitrep?”

      “Shrike crews are in position and ready to launch.”

      Shrikes were uncrewed aeronautical vehicles with payloads that varied from highly sensitive reconnaissance packages to precision strike weaponry. Like their namesake, they had a surgical brutality about them, and a reputation for taking down prey much larger than their diminutive size.

      The UAVs had onboard attack AIs that could maneuver on their own or could operate as a cohesive swarm with seamless, agile fluidity. Each one also had a dedicated three-person crew—mission commander, pilot, and payload specialist—who sat in virtual cockpits that lined PriFly’s back wall. Human intervention was as simple as grasping the yoke in the cockpit’s sim.

      “Good. And the Raptors?”

      “Alpha Squadron will launch after the Shrikes. They’ll remain inside the dust belt, full stealth. If the aliens jam the Shrike feeds, they’ll be there to capture the engagement up close.”

      “What about the modified Raptors?” Vesey asked.

      “They’re on standby with Bravo. All crews have been briefed. If we call Paul Revere, they’ll know what to do.”

      “Any resistance?”

      Rudd shrugged. “Of course, but they’ll follow orders.”

      “Remind them this operation is about more than stopping an aggressor. We know nothing about the intelligence behind those ships. Why they’re driven to kill stars. Why they see these systems as a threat. And next to nothing about their firepower. Getting intel back to Earth is crucial.”

      Rudd nodded. “Understood.”

      Vesey stood, indicating the meeting was over. “Extend our thanks, and Godspeed.”

      “Will do.”

      After Rudd departed, Vesey turned to Evans. “Be ready on those hyperspheric drives. I want them kept online, like Holden suggested.”

      Evans stared back at him for a moment. “You believe him?”

      “Do I believe those alien ships are going to see through our best stealth as if it isn’t even there? Yeah. I do.”

      When Evans didn’t immediately respond, Vesey shot him an assessing look. “Have you ever known Holden to exaggerate?”

      Evans shook his head.

      “Neither have I. The man gives it to you straight. But this isn’t about that. You know what happened during the Triton and Kuiper missions?”

      “You’re talking the rumors about Kovacs and that Dome researcher, Sanchez.”

      Vesey nodded.

      “You believe the rumors? That he can see the future?” There was a trace of skepticism in Evans’ voice.

      “We’ve both been around long enough to see some crazy things the Research Agency turns out. My God, they bent space and time to send us three hundred light-years away. Is it that much of a stretch to think they’ve found a way to predict the future too?”

      One side of the XO’s mouth lifted in a half smile. “Well, when you put it that way…” He turned serious. “You know, if we keep those crazy drives spun up and ready to go, it’ll compromise our stealth.”

      Vesey sighed. This was the part he didn’t like about the plan. “Yeah, I know.”

      “You told Miller this?”

      “I told her we were advised, off the record, to keep the drives hot and not stray too far from a tunnel. She tried to talk me out of it.”

      “I’ll bet she did.” Evans dropped his head in thought. After a moment, his eyes cut to Vesey. “You know what this will look like.”

      Vesey had anticipated this. “Cowardice, you mean.”

      The XO just looked at him, his expression carefully neutral.

      “If we’re faced with overwhelming firepower, there’s no shame in strategic retreat. And you know as well as I do that someone needs to get word back to CentComm.”

      “I thought that’s what those two Raptors with the special drives were for.”

      “That was Aggarwal’s call. Let’s call this a backup plan.”

      “Based on Holden’s word.”

      “Or Kovacs. You in?”

      Evans came to a decision. “Yes sir.”

      

      Patel swung to face them when they returned to the bridge. “FTL link to CentComm is live, sir. Holding on screen two.”

      On a lower tier screen, the feed from Typhon’s bridge appeared. Her captain, Kelsey Miller, nodded a greeting.

      “Ready?” she asked.

      “Let’s do this.”

      He motioned to Patel and a moment later, CentComm’s sigil was replaced by the war room on Jupiter Station, Aggarwal at its center.

      “Report,” he ordered.

      Both Vesey and Miller reported readiness. “Sensor sweeps of the area show no signs of Starkillers,” he added.

      Aggarwal’s head dropped as he studied something on his tablet. He pursed his lips. “Very well. Operation Golden Rule is a go.”

      “Copy that, sir. We’re green for Golden Rule.”

      With that, operational command officially transferred to Vesey and Miller. Vesey looked over at Evans and gave him a nod.

      The XO opened up an all-ship channel. “Brace for transition to tunnel in five… four…”

      Vesey tugged discreetly on his webbing to confirm it was secure as the count hit one.

      On the main screens, the image of kata space distorted, shivered, then remade itself. Vesey was shoved back in his seat as the weird gravity of kata space disappeared and Cerberus was shoved forward, caught up in the tunnel’s relativistic particle stream.

      Evans spoke again. “Dropping to realspace… now.”

      This transition was smoother—and much more familiar. Vesey glanced down at the telemetry screen in time to see Typhon complete its transition.

      “All systems nominal,” Patel reported.

      “Very good. Tell Rudd to hold for launch on my mark.”

      As the lead ship, their drones would launch a full minute before Miller’s.

      Evans murmured something into his comms, then gave Vesey the thumbs-up. Vesey turned back to the screen and caught Miller’s eye. He lifted a hand, then dropped it.

      “Mark.”

      On the telemetry screen, a stream of tiny green dots poured from Cerberus, each Shrike accompanied by a floating icon that identified the UAV before fading away to minimize visual clutter.

      The Shrikes arrowed toward the G-type star. Their tracks wobbled where onboard AIs swerved to avoid debris from the warm inner dust belt at the one AU mark. Once through, they fanned out, diving spinward below the plane.

      A minute later, a cloud of tiny blue dots—more Shrikes—erupted from Typhon. These came to rest in positions anti-spinward and above the plane.

      “Nav, set course for outbound tunnel,” Evans said. He gestured and an icon flashed on the telemetry screen, just behind the dust belt. “Intercept here.”

      Nav confirmed, and Cerberus’s track altered, the dotted line showing its course intersecting the blinking icon.

      “Very good. Rig for silent running,” Vesey ordered.

      He heard Miller order the same. On the telemetry screen, Typhon’s radar return winked out of existence. The two ships were now as stealthy as humanly possible. Vesey prayed it would be enough, but in his heart knew it wouldn’t.

      Rudd’s voice came across the open channel to CentComm. “Raptors dropping… now.”

      “Godspeed,” Vesey said. Recalling Holden’s words suggesting a superior foe and insurmountable odds, he added under his breath, “and God help us all.”
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      Typhon’s Raptors joined the dozen attack craft unleashed by Rudd. The Cerberus ships slowed, allowing the Typhon ships to shoot past and take the lead.

      The two Raptors modified with hyperspheric drives swung wide, arcing toward the nearest tunnel. This was different from the tunnel Vesey had earmarked for Cerberus. This one was inbound; it cut straight through the area experts predicted the alien ships would appear.

      It was a risky gamble, but one the smaller, more nimble Raptors were better equipped to handle. Their smaller profiles meant the drives could open faster wormhole bridges. They could afford an escape route that jinked in various directions, including those that led away from Earth.

      With every ship in position, it now became a waiting game. If Holden’s source was to be believed, the wait would be a short one.

      It felt as if the entire bridge was holding its breath. Vesey’s gaze shifted to the chrono. T-plus fifteen minutes and counting. He looked back down and caught Patel watching him.

      “Here we go,” she murmured.

      He nodded silently in response. As he began a silent mental count of his own. One… two… three… four… On ‘five,’ strange, silvery objects popped into existence, maneuvering into position around the star. Any doubt Vesey had about the reliability of Holden’s intel vanished. It was accurate, down to the minute.

      The Shrikes responded, repositioning themselves into a diamond echelon attack pattern.

      “Shrikes have begun their strafing runs,” Patel reported. “Estimated intercept time—oh, shit…”

      The alien ships ‘blinked,’ there one instant, gone the next, then back again. The formation in which they reappeared resembled a sphere, if the sphere had deadly spikes extruding from its surface.

      The ships shivered, and though not visible to the naked eye, the telemetry registered a spherical energy spike.

      “Rudd…”

      “I see it. Shrikes! Evasive!”

      The shock wave swept through the uncrewed fleet at relativistic speeds, impossible to outmaneuver. Vesey tensed, anticipating a collision that never came. Inconceivably, the wave passed through the Shrikes.

      Everything he knew about space, the laws of motion dictating the way ships moved, told him that the kinetic energy in that wave should slam into the Shrikes, breaking them into chunks as it sent them spinning outward in all directions. Instead, Vesey found himself staring, uncomprehending, at a wasteland. In the exact spot where more than a hundred Shrikes had once been, glittering clouds of fine metallic particles were now suspended in space, all that remained of the drones.

      Vesey jammed his finger down on the override button. “All Raptors, engage!”

      “What the hell was that?” Aggarwal demanded over the CentComm feed.

      “Patel!” Vesey’s voice cracked like a whip. He made a slashing motion with his hand and the excited chatter from CentComm went silent. “All stations, Condition Zebra.”

      “Yes sir.” The LT sent the order out and throughout the ship, compartments reconfigured, ensuring a maximum state of readiness and survivability.

      “Distance to tunnel, fifty thousand klicks and closing,” Evans said. “Initial estimates suggest the attack was a displacement wave from kata space. Molecular deconstruction.”

      “Shit,” Nav said in a low voice.

      “Sir.” Patel’s voice was urgent. She pointed to the screen. A collective inhale followed her call when all twelve Starkillers winked out of existence. Each one reappeared in front of a Raptor. The direct action ships responded instantly, jinking and diving to avoid the Shrikes’ fate.

      “Paul Revere! Paul Revere!” Rudd’s voice called out. The two modified Raptors jumped into the tunnel, using the hyperspheric drives to disappear into kata space.

      The rest didn’t stand a chance. They were vaporized instantly.
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      “Launch scout drones!” The XO’s voice cut through the stunned silence. “Scan for survivors.”

      “Belay that,” Aggarwal cut in. “Send in the second wave.”

      Vesey and Evans exchanged a grim look. No one in their right mind countermanded local command in the heat of the fight. Centuries of battlefield wisdom had proven time and again that only those with boots on the ground could accurately call the shots. Aggarwal knew this; he just chose to ignore it.

      Evans lifted his brows in silent question. Vesey shook his head. He’d handle the bastard himself.

      “Sir, we can’t afford to lose any more good people. Recommend we retreat and observe.”

      “Denied. Implement second wave. Scramble escort drones to protect the FTL probe, then execute Fallout.”

      That stunned everyone into silence.

      Vesey’s jaw worked in an effort to bite back the words he knew would likely end his career if they slipped past his lips. Miller came to his rescue.

      “Second wave, aye sir,” Typhon’s commander said. “Executing Fallout.”

      “Orders, sir?” Evans said softly.

      Vesey’s gaze cut to telemetry. Sure enough, Typhon was maneuvering into position for the attack pattern they’d war-gamed for Fallout.

      “Execute Fallout.” The order stuck in his throat. But as distasteful and as damned wrong as it felt to send good people to fight the unwinnable, Holden had been right. Vesey wouldn’t be of help to anyone if he was in the brig. If things played out like Holden said they would—and so far, the man was batting a thousand—Vesey needed to stay the course.

      This is it. Fallout was the code word for the operation where both battleships joined the fray, bringing all weapons to bear in an all-out assault on the alien ships.

      Vesey turned to Evans, who was speaking quietly to Cerberus’s engineer on a secondary screen. The XO gave him the ‘ready’ sign and Vesey breathed a little easier, knowing that when the shit hit the fan, those new drives would be spun up and ready to get them the hell out of there.

      He hoped.

      Holden had been vague about exactly what would happen after that…

      

      What happened next could only be described as a slaughter. The remaining Raptors spilled from both battleships, fanning out into attack formation. Cerberus and Typhon assumed pincer positions above and below the Raptors.

      The coordinated attack unleashed the full fury of the Terran military against the enemy vessels. Directed energy weapons lanced out, and though telemetry reported the beams speared the space the Starkillers inhabited, they passed harmlessly through without scoring a single hit.

      Kinetics—something neither the Raptors nor the Shrikes had opportunity to unleash against the aggressors—had an entirely different effect. The two battleships lobbed thousands of twenty-centimeter metal-jacket Speer rounds. They were shockingly effective against the weird alien metal. Cerberus landed three hits; Typhon scored twice.

      The extent of the damage was widely unknown, and with no time to explore why they were effective, Vesey could only order the massive guns to fire on the ships again and again.

      Whatever damage they’d done had apparently rendered inoperative the aliens’ deadly spherical pulse. Vesey didn’t even have time to feel grateful for the small mercy. Cerberus was too busy evading, as was Typhon. Both battleships engaged in a desperate, erratic dance, corkscrewing and diving through space.

      Four of the ships abruptly vanished, reappearing in an eyeblink in front of Typhon. The ships were grouped tightly together. At their center, a rainbow of coruscating light formed, radiating outward—a beam of pure energy the battleship could not evade.

      Air exploded from Vesey’s chest as Cerberus’s sister ship dissolved in a flare of intense energy… all hands lost.

      “Evans, now!”

      The XO was ready, fingers swiping through a pre-programmed sequence. Cerberus shuddered, an unearthly whine screaming through bulkhead and hull as a ring of drives that were never intended to fire outside the magnetic containment of a tunnel came suddenly, fully, online.

      Reality bent, twisted, reformed itself. From the CentComm screen, he could hear Aggarwal yelling at him, but his gaze was fixed on the main screen, where four alien shapes had just materialized in front of them.

      “Evasive!” Vesey snapped.

      The keening changed pitch as Cerberus’s massive fusion drives swung them hard to port. The Starkillers mirrored the maneuver.

      “Evans…”

      “I see it. Drives at ninety-five percent… come on, come on…”

      Vesey silently echoed his XO’s chant, praying this would work, praying Holden knew what the hell he was talking about.

      A bright light began to form at the nexus of the four ships. His grip on the chair tightened.

      “Full power,” Evans shouted. “Brace for transition!”

      A hole opened before them. Cerberus lurched toward it.

      Too small, too small! Vesey’s mind gibbered at him—just as Cerberus breached the threshold.
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      Frank Kim didn’t relish this meeting. Not only was it an unpleasant topic, but telling the president of the United Terran States ‘I told you so’ wasn’t exactly the best career move he’d ever made. He sat quietly in the anteroom just outside the State Office, awaiting the arrival of SECDEF and the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs.

      His hand crept to his jacket pocket. He felt for the encrypted data chit that lay inside, flipping it between thumb and fingers. The repetitive action was the only outward evidence of the tension vibrating through his body.

      This moment was quite literally life or death, not just for him but the whole human race. The unflappable exterior he’d cultivated for decades threatened to crack. He dipped his head so none could see, eyes tracing the lines of the ornate rug at his feet.

      “Frank.” SECDEF’s somber voice at the door had him looking back up. The man inclined his head in the direction of the State Office. “He’s ready for us.”

      President Clarke’s expression was grave as he shook Frank’s hand and motioned them all to take their seats.

      Frank didn’t waste time. Pulling the chit out, he handed it over.

      Clarke’s brows winged up. “What’s this?”

      “Date- and time-stamped proof that we could have prevented all this if you’d listened to me in the first place.”

      The president blinked, shock registering briefly before his expression returned to a studied blankness. “That’s… quite a claim.”

      Inwardly, Frank winced. Sugarcoat it, why don’t you, he admonished himself.

      SECDEF looked at him askance. “You’re not pulling any punches today, are you?”

      “I wish I had time to, but I don’t. We don’t.” Frank gestured to the chit. “Mister President, please.”

      Letting out a sigh, Clarke leaned forward, inserting the chit into a reader. “This recording is classified Top Secret. Secured, Compartmented, eyes only,” he said for the benefit of the others in the room. He looked over at Frank. “Dated the fifth of November, one month ago.”

      Clarke pressed play, and an image sprang forth. A blue shift, one that predicted, blow by blow, the events of the day before. Kovacs’s voice spoke over it, bringing detail and context.

      The president stopped the recording as the two Raptors jumped to kata space, leaving the remains of one battleship, the shattered hulls of four dozen Raptors, and a metallic dust cloud that was once over a hundred Shrikes behind.

      As one, the alien shops turned on the lone remaining battleship. In a last, desperate act, Cerberus powered its hyperspheric ring, a move experts agreed was not survivable outside a magnetic tunnel. It disappeared in a brilliant flash, all hands assumed lost.

      Clarke suspended the recording.

      SECDEF leaned forward. “I recognize Kovacs’s voice. That was a vision that alien implant gave him, wasn’t it?”

      “It was.”

      “So he’s responsible for their deaths.”

      “On the contrary. I shared this with Captain Vesey in confidence, prior to his departure, and let him come to informed conclusions during the heat of battle. As you know, they executed a maneuver Rudd called Paul Revere. That wasn’t in Aggarwal’s playbook. It was something Vesey and Evans contrived after I shared Sergeant Kovacs’s warning. Had they not, we would have been denied any firsthand account of what went down around that star.”

      Frank motioned to the data chit. “There’s another file on there. A list Kovacs sent me weeks before the two battleships departed. In it, you’ll find a list of backchannel requests, all for the sole purpose of diverting Speer-branded metal jacket ammunition from a task force headed to Kuiper.”

      He lapsed into silence, waiting for the others to make the connection.

      SECDEF spoke first. It made sense; he’d begun his career as a ship’s gunner. “Those 20-mil cannons were the only weapons that touched those damned ships.”

      “They were.”

      “So you’re saying…” the Chairman began.

      “I’m saying Kovacs wasn’t responsible for the deaths. He’s the only reason anyone survived. And he’s in possession of the intel we need to defeat these bastards, once and for all.”

      The president speared the SECDEF with a long, squinty-eyed look, then appeared to come to a decision. “You’ve made your point. What do you need us to do?”
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        * * *

      

      Holden was in the analyst’s bullpen when Frank returned to NSA headquarters. The general paused at the entrance and jerked his head toward his office.

      Holden held up a finger, murmured a response to the agent, then wove his way through the sea of desks to join him.

      “How’d it go?”

      Frank headed down the hall. “Better than I expected. I was afraid it’d be a tough sell, so I led with a fast ball.”

      Holden grunted. “Came on too strong?”

      Frank slid him a sidelong look. “Careful, Zachary. You may be my godson, but I still outrank you.”

      The ghost of a smile played about Holden’s lips. “Noted.”

      Frank paused just inside his office suite and stuck his head inside Connolly’s office. “I’ll be on ‘Do Not Disturb’ for a while. If there’s an emergency, come get me.”

      “Yes sir. We just received word—the Pathogen team has arrived at the Dome with the package from Mars.” She paused. “We still haven’t heard back from Alvarez.”

      “Her team had farther to travel,” Holden said.

      Frank grunted noncommittally. “Ping me when they report in.”

      “Will do, sir.”

      Frank stepped into his office and motioned Holden to a seat. “President Clarke called an emergency session with the Intrasystem Coalition to bring all the nation-states up to speed on the alien threat. He’s given the NSA command authority.”

      “Bet that went over well.”

      Frank gave Holden a thin smile. “They saw the blue shift. They’ll play ball. I don’t envy Clarke, though. He gets to run interference with the FFS, Venus, the Consortium…”

      “Bottom line, it worked. That’s what matter—” Holden cut off his words, an arrested look on his face.

      Frank didn’t have time to wonder what might have caused it, when he received a mental knock of his own.

      “Kovacs?” he mouthed to Holden, who nodded. In the next instant, the sergeant’s unique kata-space comm channel sprang into being.

      “Sergeant. Is there something we need to know?”

      “Yes sir. Two things, actually. Alvarez will be messaging you soon. They have the package, but they…” Kovacs paused, and when he spoke again, his voice held a bleak note. “They lost Matt in the process.”

      Holden’s head jerked up. “By lost, you mean…”

      “Not dead, sir. Alvarez tripped an alarm.” Kovacs’s voice remained neutral, but Frank detected a note of censure there. “Guards were closing on their location. Matt lured them away so the rest could make their escape. He’s being held by the Consortium. Sir, could you…?”

      “I’ll reach out to them today,” Frank assured him. “Don’t worry, Joe. We’ll have no trouble negotiating his release.”

      “I know.” There was a heaviness to his tone now. “They’ve roughed him up good. It’s not pretty.”

      Frank felt a hot burn of anger at Joe’s words. He understood the need for interrogation, but some ways were more civilized than others. “Thanks for telling me. I’ll use that as a bargaining chip. We will get him back.”

      “I know.”

      Of course you do. Frank had momentarily forgotten the obvious.

      “Was there anything else?” Holden asked.

      “Actually… yes. I know you’re about to begin mission planning. I have some recommendations on who to send. It might be a little unorthodox.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “The FFS will demand representation. Let them have it. A courier ship… with Smith along as witness.”

      “Sergeant—” Holden began. Frank held up a hand and he stopped with a sigh and reframed his words. “Right. What else? Or should I say, who else?”

      “Me, sir. I need to be on that ship too.”
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      Joe crossed over into the proving grounds and stopped at the end of the runway. A light breeze chased away the stink of the nearby canal, rippling through the strip of dry grass that ran between the taxiway and the hangars. He looked up at the clearsteel Dome, two kilometers above his head, enjoying the feeling of open space.

      That quarantine lasted far too long. Even as he thought the words, he knew that wasn’t technically true. It had lasted exactly as long as it had needed to, to help nudge the red shift into the blue. But damned if it didn’t feel like it had stretched on forever.

      Raised voices filtered out to him from the open hangar at the far end. Someone’s pissed, he thought with amusement as he recognized Cass’s angry tone.

      He broke into a light jog, leaning his body weight into the low gravity to maximize his speed. As he came to a stop beneath the hangar’s raised doors, two tight clusters of people came into view, facing off against each other.

      Cass, Davis, and an engineer whose name he couldn’t recall stood across from a trio of dignitaries escorted by Dome security. They were from the FFS. The central figure was a familiar face.

      Smith.

      “Don’t give me that shit,” Cass said hotly. “I know exactly who you are, asshat. And the answer is no. You’re not permitted anywhere near here, and you’re sure as hell not going to be allowed on any ship we send out.”

      “You misunderstand.” The man standing to Smith’s left raised a calming hand. “We’re not here to… ‘hitch a ride.’” The way he said the words suggested he was parroting back an accusation Cass had first flung at him. “We’re here to request you refit one of our ships with your new drives, per your agreement with our agent.”

      And there’s my cue.

      Joe stepped forward. “Hello, Smith.”

      He had to work hard not to let amusement show at the double agent’s unease. Joe didn’t give a rat’s ass that Smith was creeped out by what he thought Joe could do… as long as the prick cooperated.

      He turned to Smith’s handler. “No. You don’t get any drives. What you do get are a nice set of magnetic clamps that will allow your ship and a small crew to ride along and observe. You’ll get to experience kata space for yourselves. And you’ll get front row seats to the mission.”

      “What?” Cass was livid. “Nuh-uh. No freaking way.”

      “Unacceptable.” This came from the woman standing on Smith’s other side. She stared coldly at him, her expression hard.

      Joe shrugged. “Take it or leave it. We no longer need you, but you do need us.”

      He walked away, leaving Cass sputtering and the trio from the FFS complaining loudly.

      He grinned to himself. That went well.

      He found Ana as standing in one of the back rooms, her gaze fixed on a blank screen. Or, rather, a screen showing nothing but the blackness of space.

      “How’s it going?”

      She spared him a quick glance. “Fine. We’re doing a test run on the powder coating so we’re ready when the web arrives from the Consortium.”

      Joe had debated whether to tell Ana about Matt’s status, or to leave it for a later time. He decided it would wait. “Looks like a lot of nothing out there to me.”

      She shot him a wry smile. “You think nanofibers are going to be seen by the naked eye?”

      “Point.”

      Her focus returned to the screen. “You’re the one who insisted we bury the web in space dust, not me.”

      “Technically, it was your dead alien friends who insisted,” Joe corrected.

      Ana’s smile widened, but she didn’t take her eyes off the feed. “Point.”

      He saw she’d split her attention between the visual and a data screen that steadily updated. “Magnetic bottle?” he guessed.

      “Yep. Only way to contain the cloud of micrometeorite dust and the nanothreads.”

      Her fingers danced across the display, adjusting, fine-tuning, faster than he could keep track.

      “Here we go…” One finger controlled a virtual slider. As she moved it up, something on the feed caught the light, the dust cloud becoming less diffuse. “And… touchdown. Now to see if the fibers are coated well enough by the dust to disguise them.”

      Joe focused on the magnetic bottle and reached for the red shift he’d spent more than a month manipulating. It had moved from yellow to green. “It worked.”

      “Good. Now all we need is for Matt and Breeze to get back here with the real one.”

      Guilt assailed Joe, but he remained silent. Now was not the time to divide her focus. “What’s next?”

      She pointed to an electron nanoscope that had been brought in from one of the headquarters labs. “Priya ran a test this morning, planting the virus on a standard carbyne filament.”

      Curious, he studied the machine—looked into the eye loops and saw nothing. “I’m almost afraid to ask; where’s the chip get the power it needs to transfer the information to the alien hull?”

      “TENGs. Triboelectric nano generators. They capture the electric current generated when two materials come into contact with each other.”

      “So when the Starkillers fly through the dust cloud and the web latches onto their hulls…”

      “They’ll power the very chips that deliver the virus,” Ana finished for him. “Kind of poetic, isn’t it?”

      The smile on her face was vindictive. His little scientist had a fierce side to her. He liked that. Tagging her around the waist, he placed a gentle kiss against the side of her head. Inhaling the scent of her shampoo, he whispered, “Thank you.”

      Reluctantly, he released her with the mental promise that as soon as all this was done, he’d take her somewhere they could talk, and he’d learn if this attraction he felt for her went both ways, or if it was the concern of a doctor for her patient that he sensed.

      He could have called a potential to find out, but somehow that felt like cheating. Joe didn’t want to do that with her. He wanted the complete experience, to see how things worked out without the help of some meddling alien chip.

      With a sigh, she stepped back. “Guess I’d better get back to work. I have time to run one more test before they get here with the web.”

      “There’s news?” This was the first Joe had heard of Alvarez’s team reporting in.

      Ana’s expression changed, and abruptly, Joe realized he didn’t need to tell her about Matt. She already knew.

      “You heard.”

      “The major told me this morning. He said the general’s already in talks about his release. He should be back by the time we return from this mission.”

      “We?”

      “Damn straight ‘we.’ You think I’m going to risk anything going wrong that I could fix if I were there?”

      “Ma’am, no, ma’am,” he said, giving her a sloppy salute. “Guess I’d better let you get back to it. I hear they’re nearly done mounting the drives on Morpheus.”

      A look of immense sadness crossed her face. “Morpheus. Is it awful that I wish it were Cerberus they were working on instead?”

      “We all wish that, doc.” He walked over to the door before he did something foolish like pull her into his arms again. “I’ll let you get back to work. See you soon.”
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        * * *

      

      Two days later, a shuttle carrying Joe, Ana, and Dee lifted from Ganymede’s surface. The pilot broke orbit, banking toward the shipyards at Jupiter Station. Joe kept an eye on the forward screens as they neared the spacedock, looking for Morpheus, wondering what the Special Operations battleship would look like with all its modifications.

      “Whoa, someone needs to go on a diet,” Dee murmured as the spacecraft came into view.

      Morpheus had lost its sleek lines. A small courier ship had been magnetically clamped to its belly, and a ring of twelve hyperspheric drives encircled the ship, just aft of the midline.

      Scott tilted his head, eyeing the ship critically. “Damn, with that FFS ship, she kinda looks like a pregnant whale in a tutu.” He paused, then added, “For fuck’s sake.”

      Ana frowned at them. “That’s one observation I’d keep to myself, if I were you,” she advised. “I don’t think either the Hangar Fifty-One team or Morpheus’s crew would appreciate hearing that.”

      Scott flashed a two-fingered salute her way. “Copy that, doc.”

      

      Holden and Dixon were waiting behind the demarcation line when the shuttle came to rest in the ship’s bay. Joe grabbed his ruck and led the way down the ramp.

      “Welcome to Task Force Blue,” Holden said as they neared.

      “Blue?” Ana asked.

      Dixon smiled. “Well, it seemed fitting, since our goal is to pull off the impossible.” She glanced at Joe. “And turn a red shift blue.”

      “Ah.” Ana nodded her understanding.

      The Morpheus crew had converted a cargo bay just off engineering into a combination working lab and war room for their use. Holden led the way.

      Cass and her team were already there. She, Davis, and Priya were in deep discussions with a team of officers Joe recognized from years back, when he’d been attached to a different squadron and Morpheus had served as their FOB.

      “Final preparations,” Dixon said. “Push back is scheduled for nineteen hundred.”

      Joe’s gaze flicked briefly to his optical chrono. “That’s just three hours from now.”

      “That’s right.” An icon blinked a notification. “Quarters assignment. Drop your gear, then get back down here. The general’s standing by to see us off.”

      “Copy that.” Joe dropped a hand on Ana’s shoulder. “Want me to drop off your things so you can dive in?”

      Ana shot him a grateful look. “Thanks.”

      He caught up with Dee and Scott in the corridor. “Need you two to do something for me.”

      “They have guards stationed at the airlock where that FFS ship’s joined to us,” Scott said. “I checked.”

      Joe shot him a sardonic look. “You think that’s enough?”

      “Hell no.”

      “You know Smith. And you know the FFS. Do you really think they won’t try something?”

      “Blue shift?” Dee asked.

      “Common sense. And the fact I don’t trust his ass. Smith’s always been out for number one.”

      “You don’t think the team convinced him the threat was real?”

      “Didn’t say that either. People talk themselves out of shit all the time. I’m not willing to risk this mission on Smith’s questionable altruism.”

      “So, you want us to guard the guards,” Scott said.

      “Remotely, but yeah.”

      Dee nodded. “I’ll plant listening devices. The kind that won’t get picked up on ship’s scans. Anyone slips through that airlock, we’ll know.”
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      Morpheus departed Jupiter Station without fanfare. The battleship transitioned immediately to an outbound tunnel, then spooled up the hyperspheric ring. Less than an hour after leaving spacedock, the refitted ship had made its first jump into kata space.

      With Ana’s help, Priya had developed a VR sim of kata space for Morpheus to use during the refit. The crew had been running drills with it for the past month. The benefit was immediately apparent; it took them less than a day to adapt to the strange, twisty visuals and the weird, off-kilter gravity.

      The first two legs of their journey passed without incident. When Morpheus exited the second wormhole bridge, they were ninety-seven light-years from the Sun.

      That evening began like any other. One hour shy of the dog watch, in the middle of ship’s night, things changed. The dream began like all dreams did, brief flashes of disjointed scenes. It was a standard dream, the brain’s version of a disk defrag. Events were catalogued, memories filed away—both implicit and explicit—clearing the mind to receive fresh input the next day.

      Then they changed. Took on a blue tint, edges glowing bright as they trailed away into ribbons of light. Joe’s mind registered the shift, nudging him from a deep sleep into a lighter state of unconsciousness.

      Potentials emerged, fragmented into glittering shards of color, then reformed, their vividness startling. A blue shift appeared, pushing all others aside. Urgency tugged at him from somewhere deep within and he transitioned into a form of lucid dreaming.

      At some level he realized the implant was responding to a subliminal message, one he didn’t recall planting. The early warning system alerted him to the blue shift floating insistently at the forefront of his brain, an imminent threat to the red shift he fought to change.

      He startled awake as if doused with a shock of cold water. He jackknifed up, his feet hitting the floor. Forgetting the strange gravity, he overcompensated, catching himself against his bunk.

      “Dee!” He reached mentally for the intel sergeant. “Sensors are down.”

      “What?” Her voice came back seconds later, confused. “No, they’re not.”

      Joe shook his head, blinking away sleep. “Sorry. Not the sensors at the airlock. The ones on the aft hull by the hyperspheric drives. Gonna need you to wake Bowers.”

      “Cass’s pilot? Why?”

      Palming the door open, Joe raced for the lift. “Because you and I are going EVA to stop Smith from stealing one of those drives. We’ll need a spotter. Tom will pilot the recon drone. He’ll suit up but remain in the hatch.”

      Joe didn’t wait around for her response. He pinged Holden and Dixon next with the same message.

      “Where are you now?” Holden asked.

      “Heading for the EVA lockers. Smith’s got a robotic arm with a magnetic grapple and a pair of mechanic’s drones. They’re slicing through the welds on one of the drives now.”

      “What the hell is he going to do? Grab it like some arcade claw snatching at a toy?” Dixon sounded furious. “And when he drops it, then what?”

      “He strands us all.”

      Joe pulled at the first locker. The door resisted his attempt, so he applied his ID token. When that didn’t work, he sicced his lockpick app on it, growling silent frustration at the delay.

      “For the record, sir, he doesn’t plan to drop it.”

      “I figured that much, Sergeant.” Holden’s tone was dry. “How do they plan to escape with it once they winch it into their cargo bay?”

      The door sprang open, and Joe hauled the first EVA case onto a nearby maglev cart. “Smith’s been a busy boy. He’s been in constant contact with his dad and through him, Darwin Cox.”

      “That son of a bitch…” Dixon muttered.

      “They told him the courier ship only needed the one drive to get back to Mars.”

      “Fat lot of good that’ll do if Morpheus fails to stop those ships,” Holden said. “Did they think of that?”

      Dixon made a disgusted noise. “Fucking idiots.”

      “FFS engineers assured Smith Morpheus could still carry out its mission with the remaining eleven drives.”

      “Can we?” Holden asked.

      “Not likely. There’s a high probability the wormhole the remaining drives form will be too small for us to pass safely through. If we don’t make it to that star before the alien ships arrive…” Joe let his words trail off.

      “Then we won’t have time to deploy the parasitic web,” Holden finished the thought. “And we miss our one shot at taking them down before they find Earth. I get it. What do you need us to do?”

      “Dee and I are going EVA. Tom Bowers will spot us, but he’s going to resist. You outrank him, sir. I need your help to convince him to do this.”

      “On my way.” Holden dropped from the call.

      “Anything else?” Dixon asked.

      “We have a mole on this ship. Someone turned off the hull sensors around the drives. We need to neutralize him or her before they can do any more damage.”

      “On it.”

      Tom was already there when Joe arrived, and he didn’t look pleased to see him.

      “What’s this about an EVA, Sergeant?”

      Ignoring the censure in Tom’s voice, Joe hefted the first EVA case from the cart and handed it to Dee. In fast, economical words, he summed up the situation.

      Tom stared at him. “Faulkner said as much, but I didn’t think she was serious.” He broke off, shaking his head. “You trying to get us all killed?”

      “We have to neutralize that robotic arm before it damages any of the other drives. No one over there has taken into account the weird gravity. They’re treating this like conventional spacetime. That grapple’s going to overshoot, undershoot, hell sideways shoot, before they snag the drive their drones have nearly cut free.”

      “Nearly cut free?”

      “Think about what happens if they succeed,” Holden said from the entrance. “Right now, that drive’s traveling along the same trajectory because it has the same momentum as the rest of the ship. But if it’s loose and that arm strikes it…”

      “Shit. It could go floating off into—” Tom waved a hand as if groping for the right word. “Kata land.” He grabbed the case Joe handed him and, without further protest, began suiting up.

      “Sir,” Joe turned to Holden. “You’re going to need to brief the captain and the two of you confront the envoy on that ship.” He lifted his chin in the direction of the FFS vessel. “They’re going to claim Smith was acting alone. Oddly enough, they’ll be telling the truth, though if he’d succeeded, they would have been more than happy to turn tail and run away with the prize.”

      “Of course they would,” Tom muttered, sealing his suit and reaching for his boots.

      “Another thing. Smith’s not stupid, nor does he have a death wish. That means he’s somehow acquired the knowledge to install and operate that drive.”

      Tom’s head jerked up. “No one on our team would talk.”

      “It’s not them. He bought off one of the mechanics on the spacedock installation team. They sold him the instructions on how to tie the drive into ship’s nav.”

      “This keeps getting better and better,” Holden said.

      Joe was suited up. He turned to do a buddy check on Dee, who did the same for Tom.

      “Nearest airlock’s this way.” Dee pointed. Looping an arm around her helmet, she headed out the door.

      “I’ll alert the captain,” Holden said as they parted ways in the hall.

      They crowded into the airlock, donning their helmets and running one last integrity check on their suits. Then Tom cycled the outer door and Joe braced for the disorientation of raw, unfiltered kata space.

      “Damn,” Dee said.

      “Remember the gravity,” Joe warned. Transferring his tether line to the outer hull, he stepped outside.

      The pull at this position was away from the hull and slightly to port. The latter worked in their favor since they’d exited Morpheus just starboard of the courier ship. Joe elected to bypass the suit’s magnetic soles; instead, he let his legs dangle in kata’s weird gravity and used the handholds to traverse the distance like a kid swinging across monkey bars.

      He spied movement to his left; it was the recon drone under Tom’s control. There was a shimmer, then the drone disappeared. At the same time, it reappeared as a faint green shadow, tagged as Seeker 1 on his overlay. It sped forward toward the ring of drives.

      “They’re deploying the arm,” Tom warned as they neared the courier’s aft end.

      “All right. Dee, you take this side. I’ll come up from the other side.”

      “Copy.”

      Joe spooled out a second tether, securing the first to the handhold where he clung. He sent the line slithering across Morpheus’s belly where the clamps holding the courier to the ship’s hull terminated. The smart tether could be controlled using blink-commands; when it reached the courier’s opposite side, Joe activated the magnetic grip plate at its end. He tugged twice to make sure it held, then eased across, hand over hand, on his belly.

      He was nearly there when Tom called out, “They just fired the grapple. Dammit!” The drone’s green shadow jinked upward. “Nearly tagged me. Did tag one of the other drives.” The drone darted in to inspect the drive. “Outer casing has a couple of deep grooves in it, but I think it’s unharmed. Not sure it’ll remain that way if they strike it again.”

      “Joe,” Dee said urgently. “They’re reeling back in for another try.”

      “Almost there.”

      “The suits are stealthed. Any reason for them to suspect we’re out here?” Dee asked.

      “Other than standard FFS paranoia? No.”

      “They’re ready to fire again. I’m going to take a whack at it, spoil their aim.”

      “Dee, wait—”

      Joe rolled in time to see Dee shove at the grappling arm just as the cable went flying. It worked; the grapple fell wide of the mark, but the arm rebounded, slewing sharply into Dee. She flew from the hull, arcing into kata space.
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      “Tom! Her tether!” Joe barked.

      “Got it. She’s secure.”

      “I’m fine.” Surprise caused Dee to breathe more heavily than usual. “Reeling back in. Finish the mission.”

      “Copy.”

      Joe’s position put him nearly face-to-face with the underside of the courier. An idea formed. “Hey, Tom, are you familiar with the make and model of this FFS ship?”

      “Fair to middling, Why?”

      “I’m thinking there might be a maintenance hatch nearby.” He touched a seam, tracing it. Scooting forward, he looked closer. There was a recess handle on one side, likely coded to an FFS ID token. He sent Tom the image. “Just wondering where that leads.”

      The pilot took a moment to study it. “Exterior maintenance tunnel. There’s usually cargo access. You thinking of breaching?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Hang tight. The FFS envoy gave us codes to bypass the ship’s defenses when we attached that clamp to their hull.”

      A notification popped up on Joe’s HUD. “Got it. Thanks.”

      He transferred the code to his lock-pick and reached for the handle. When the ship challenged for the code, the app completed the handshake and the door slid aside, silently retracting into the hull.

      Joe hauled himself up, easing carefully between two hydraulic actuators as the door slid closed behind him. His suit registered atmosphere now; he could take his helmet off if he wished. He decided against it, not trusting the status to remain quo. His eyes fixed on the narrow channel that led to the pressurized cargo bay. It was going to be a tight fit.

      The weird gravity left him with the impression he was sliding headfirst down a well. As he worked his way toward the narrow slit of light, he realized with dismay that he wasn’t going to fit.

      Think, dammit!

      Setting his jaw, Joe worked his hand around until he could reach one of his suit’s utility pockets—not an easy feat in such tight quarters. While suiting up, he’d stored a handful of smart grenades inside, along with a canister of the liquid smart metal.

      It was the metal he needed, if he could just ease the cylinder free…

      There. His gloves made contact. The action triggered the app that controlled the Sieve’s metamorph capabilities. Setting it to create a sensor that would penetrate the cargo bay door and scan the area, he worked the canister free and pressed it against the seam of the door. Seconds passed as the smart metal formed itself into a passive scanner, then began transmitting data.

      “Okay, Smith’s got one guy with him, the one posing as personal security for their envoy,” Joe said. “I have a couple of grenades in my pocket—EMP and stun. Will the EMP take out the grapple?”

      A new voice joined the channel—Ana. “Not likely, but it will take out cargo’s comms.”

      “Whatever you do, do it fast,” Tom sounded urgent. “They’ve dented another drive and are ready to try again. You’re carrying, right?”

      Joe’s hand shifted to the weapon holstered by his side. “Yeah, a DEB.” That gave him an idea. “Stand by.”

      Pulling both grenades from his belt, he pressed his gloved hand against the compartment door. It shifted beneath his palm. His suit’s speakers picked up a slight click. He froze, watching the feed. The men were too absorbed in their task; neither looked up.

      Gently sliding the door open far enough for his fist to fit through, Joe armed the two grenades. Stun was on a two-second delay; the EMP he set to four. Lobbing them through the hole, he slid the door shut, then shoved backward as fast as he could, mentally ticking the seconds off in his head.

      Two whoomps sounded, one after the other. As he’d feared, he’d not retreated far enough to escape the EMP. His comms went dead. Reaching for that strange connection the implant gave him, he connected with Dee and Holden.

      “Grapple’s offline. Two tangos in cargo are down. Go!”

      Joe scooted back down the maintenance hatch as fast as he could maneuver, bumping hard against the hydraulic arm in the process. His suit sounded an alert, the overlay blinking yellow to indicate a tear in his left leg. He pushed on, trusting the self-healing material to mend it.

      He exited onto Morpheus’s hull and toggled his tether to reel him back in. He bumped roughly along the belly of the ship until he got to the handhold where he’d terminated his first tether. He transferred over and hit the retract button. He went careening toward the airlock.

      Tom braced to catch his speeding figure. “Geeeee-zuz, you Unit operators are nuts,” he gasped as the impact sent them crashing into the far wall. He slammed a fist against the airlock controls, sealing them in.

      Joe righted himself, holding out a hand to help Tom to his feet. When he looked up, Dee’s face peered out from inside. Once atmosphere was restored, she keyed the door, admitting them back into the ship.

      “FSS ship is secure. Smith’s in the brig.” Dee’s expression darkened. “And this time, he won’t escape.”
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      One week after their EVA, Morpheus emerged from the final wormhole bridge. Despite the increased danger, crew morale increased noticeably when the ship dropped out of kata space. Their target lay ahead of them, a yellow dwarf with a magnetic tunnel that skirted the star a mere seventy-five million kilometers away.

      The battleship rode the inbound particle stream, relativistic speeds placing them a little under two hours to target. The entire ship was on alert, with Raptors deployed as vanguard.

      Transition from the tunnel into realspace went smoothly. Morpheus came to a stop just inside the warm dust belt that ended at the half-AU mark. Four tugs launched, working in concert to project a magnetic confinement field. At its center was the meteorite-encrusted parasitic web.

      The tugs followed a flight plan that carefully mimicked the orbit of the dust belt. The intent was for the encrusted filaments to look like a natural occurrence, should the alien ships notice them at all. The team had taken great care to ensure the web’s coating exactly matched samples of the belt’s composition, brought back by probes that visited the system in advance.

      With the web deployed, the tugs retreated to the ship, stopping only to drape a single passive sensor across a preselected rock at the dust belt’s leading edge. Like the web, its coating perfectly matched the asteroid upon which it rested. Task complete, the tugs returned to the ship and Morpheus retreated to the heliopause.

      Safely back in kata space, Holden and the team joined the ship’s officers in the CIC and waited for the Starkillers to appear.

      “How long do we have?” Captain Stafford asked.

      “About two hours,” Joe said.

      “How will we know if they’ve flown through the web, or if it’s adhered to their ships?”

      Ana pointed to the holoscreen. “We programmed the virus to shed the web’s coating once it successfully infiltrates the alien core. That sensor we dropped will pick it up. Unfortunately, we have no way of knowing how fast the virus will spread.”

      “Why does that matter?” Bruce, the ship’s XO, asked.

      “Well if it happens quickly, then it’s possible the ships will think they arrived at the wrong star. They could break off their attack.”

      “And if they don’t?”

      “Then we wait. The virus won’t just rewrite the aliens’ navigational system, it’ll also plant information that identifies where that sensor platform of ours that they took came from.” She held up a hand, forestalling their protests. “Not really. It’s a red herring. Instead of the Sun, they’ll show up at a black hole.”

      “They’ll know immediately that’s wrong. That someone’s messed with their program.”

      “Not if they don’t know it’s a black hole. The virus spoofs sensors into thinking they’re at a G-class star. If they take the bait, they’ll show up and move into formation to deploy their focus ring. Only when they try to siphon matter off a black hole…”

      The XO let out a low whistle. “That won’t end well for them.”

      “No. It won’t.”

      

      An hour into the wait, the captain excused himself with instructions that he be recalled at the first sign of activity. Holden asked to borrow the ready room and motioned for Joe and Ana to follow.

      “How’s that red shift looking?” he asked, motioning them to take a seat.

      “Hasn’t been a red shift for weeks, now.” Joe braced his hands on the back of one of the chairs and closed his eyes to study the potential. He didn’t really need to; he’d held it in the forefront of his mind continuously since they’d departed Jupiter Station. But it never hurt to confirm.

      The image flickered somewhere between blue and green but was clearly leaning blue. He smiled. “Almost there, sir. It’s looking good. More blue than—”

      It disappeared.

      He stumbled to a stop.

      “Sergeant?”

      “It’s… gone. The damn thing disappeared on me.”

      Ana’s hand landed on his arm. “What? The blue shift?”

      “Yes, dammit.”

      The ship’s klaxon cut through his response.

      “Contact! We have contact!” The announcement sounded over the ready room’s speakers. Joe compartmentalized his alarm over the vanishing potential and raced through the door on Holden’s heels, Ana one step behind.

      Oddly shaped silvery forms dotted the black landscape between the dust belt and the yellow star. They materialized one by one, until there were twelve in all.

      “Shit! They’re not in the right spot,” Davis muttered.

      Cass held up a hand. “Hang tight. They’re not done maneuvering yet.” Her words were calm and measured, but her voice vibrated with tension.

      Feeling impotent and helpless without the blue shift to guide him, and fearful of what that might portend, Joe turned wordlessly to Ana.

      “It’s okay. It only takes one,” she said.

      “What do you mean, Doctor?” Dixon asked.

      “The web was technically overkill.” She pointed to the ships on the screen. “The Starkillers are clearly in contact with one another. Once one is infected with the virus, it’ll spread to the others. They haven’t begun to move into position to form the focus ring yet—” She broke off. “Here they go.”

      Joe gripped the edge of the CIC table, silently willing the blue shift back. Nothing happened.

      A sensor tripped and a flashing red icon appeared in the holoscreen. A square appeared, isolating that area, then a window popped up, showing an enhanced, enlarged view. A puff of dust stirred at its center. One of Cass’s engineers let out a whoop.

      “We have positive lock!” Priya called out.

      Holden looked a question at Cass.

      “We programmed the web to shed its coating once it interfaced with the aliens’ onboard computers. We’re in.”

      “Yes!” The room erupted with congratulatory shouts. The cheers faded quickly when the Starkillers continued to maneuver into formation.

      “It didn’t stop them,” the XO said.

      “We weren’t sure it would,” Priya replied. “They’d already jumped into this system. The program attacks their galactic positioning system. It rewrites guidance and navigation. They’re already here, so…”

      Silvery, metallic cables snaked from each ship, their ends forming a focus ring. The ring began to glow. The star’s corona began to deform.

      “Holy shit,” the XO murmured. “How much power does it take to snuff out a star?”

      “Any idea what it’ll be like, riding out a nova in kata space?” the captain asked Cass.

      “No, but we’re about to find out—” Tom began, then broke off. “Hold up. They’re stopping.”

      “What are they doing? What’s going on?”

      The ships hovered in space, frozen. The cables that formed the focus beam retracted. Then, one by one, the ships winked out of existence.

      “Are they gone?”

      No sooner had the XO’s words been spoken than the ships popped back into realspace, but in various spots throughout the star system. This repeated for several long seconds, the ships popping in, then back out.

      “They’re searching for something,” the XO said.

      “Searching for us,” Stafford predicted grimly.

      “Kovacs…” Holden said.

      “I’m trying. I’m trying! Come on, dammit, come on!” No matter how hard Joe willed it, the blue shift refused to appear.

      Abruptly, the system-hopping search ended. As one, the Starkillers vanished.

      “What in the ever-living hell just happened?” Stafford’s voice cut through the silence.

      There was no answer. The seconds ticked by, one after another, then—

      “Contact!” Morpheus’s sensor tech sang out. “Sentinel reports multiple contacts at the black hole. They match the profile of the ships that were here!”

      The Sentinel probe, as carefully masked as the parasitic web had been, sat inside a tunnel five Schwarzschild radii from the black hole. It was far enough away to not be noticed; some had feared it would be too far to determine a positive outcome.

      They needn’t have worried. What happened next was nearly indescribable.

      The Starkillers maneuvered into position, apparently oblivious to the enormous gravitational pull of the collapsed star. Thin strands deployed from the nose of each ship, the focus ring reforming.

      A bright glow presaged its activation, the flash of light so brief Joe wasn’t entirely sure he saw it. In the next instant…

      It was like a rubber band snapped, as all twelve ships were yanked toward the black hole. Yet they never made it in.

      Their speed slowed and their lengths compressed. Exactly as Priya had predicted they would, all twelve piled up on top of each other. More Starkillers appeared. They slammed up against the others, wave upon wave of impossibly twisted alien forms, trapped by inescapable gravity.

      “Look!” someone called out.

      The view from Sentinel shifted to include the area of space above the plane of the black hole. It rippled and warped. A wormhole formed.

      From out of it sprang a ship larger than any Joe could have imagined. It was the size of a small planet. It went hurtling toward the black hole at an unimaginable speed—then it, too, slowed.

      A collective sigh went up as the kata ship accordioned in on itself, crushed by an immense force.

      “The mother ship?” Ana whispered.

      “Maybe.” Joe was not sure.

      The focus ring must have still been active. Wave after wave of ships appeared. Mother ships, Starkillers, ships in shapes the human mind couldn’t quite wrap itself around—they all went careening toward the black hole to join the rest of the doomed fleet.

      “Holy mother of God,” one of Cass’s engineers murmured. “How long will this last?”

      “Is this… Are we looking at…” Priya swallowed, then finished in a small voice, “Genocide?”

      “They’re the star killers, not us,” Holden said. “They started it. We’re just finishing it.”

      Unexpectedly, the Sentinel’s image was blocked, the feed filled with an unrelenting field of metallic silver. The probe automatically compensated, refocusing on the object much nearer to it than the black hole.

      Everyone jumped. “Shit!” Tom exclaimed.

      It was a Starkiller. It shivered, and a silvery tendril shot out, growing larger as it neared the probe.

      As abruptly as Joe’s blue shift had vanished, another appeared in its place, edged with a brilliant light that somehow conveyed its urgency. Or perhaps Joe sensed it. He didn’t have time to analyze, and he didn’t have time for explanations.

      “Dive!” he shouted, lunging for the quick-release the blue shift told him would disconnect the courier ship and send it floating away.

      “Do it!” Holden barked.

      Joe slammed his hand down on the emergency disconnect at the same moment the Starkiller appeared just off Morpheus’s bow. The silvery strand snaking toward them glanced off the magnetic clamps and struck the courier ship’s belly—in exactly the spot Morpheus had been mere seconds ago.

      “Holy—” someone started as the Starkiller retracted its cable, reeling in the courier ship.

      “Incoming from the FFS ship,” the LT at comms said.

      Smith’s panicked voice sounded over the CIC’s speakers. “Help us! Do something, dammit. You can’t just—”

      With the chop of his hand, the XO ordered the channel cut.

      “Keep diving!” Joe shouted. He clung to the workstation, his eyes fixed on the blue shift. When it merged with reality, his head snapped around, seeking the visual feed.

      There, in the weirdness of kata space, a wormhole formed. It pulled at the alien ship, its influence growing as the hole’s mouth enlarged. Once critical mass was reached, the alien ship elongated, then snapped out of existence, taking the courier ship with it. The wormhole collapsed, leaving Morpheus alone in kata space.

      Silence descended upon the CIC. It matched the silence inside Joe’s head. The chip had gone dormant once more.

      After a moment, Joe cleared his throat. “We gave the courier ship FTL comms as part of the deal, right?”

      “We did.” Stafford turned to the LT. “Raise them.”

      The comms officer tried. “No response, sir.”

      “Go for visual,” Joe suggested.

      An image coalesced in the tank, from the courier’s POV. Beyond the cable that bound the ship to the Starkiller the black hole could clearly be seen. Compressed bits of metal that once were ships hung suspended at its event horizon.

      The feed slowed as the Starkiller, with its courier ship prize, closed on the pile of twisted metal—until finally, it froze.

      The image cut out.

      “God keep their souls,” someone said in a quiet voice.
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      Morpheus was under orders to exercise extreme caution on their return. The trip back took twice as long, with the captain and crew performing the stellar equivalent of an SDR. When no surveillance was detected, Stafford ordered a direct route home.

      Once the communication blackout lifted, Holden and the team were kept busy briefing General Kim and CentComm on the mission. A month and a half after Morpheus departed Jupiter Station, it slid into spacedock at the military base anchoring Pershing Strand. Joe straightened his dress whites and headed down to the ship’s bay, where he and the others had been told to meet.

      Holden waited at the shuttle scheduled to deliver them to the military’s base on Concordia.

      “Sir.” Joe stopped in front of him.

      “Nothing new from the implant?”

      “No sir. All quiet up here.”

      Four days after the courier ship’s demise, the chip inside his head had come back online. It happened in a very non-spectacular way. Joe had gotten into the habit of checking for potentials every so often; one morning when he reached for them, they were simply there.

      Ana theorized that the device had gone offline to prevent the aliens from detecting their presence. “It’s not emitting any signal we can identify, but that doesn’t mean they couldn’t see it. Maybe it was a precautionary measure put in place to protect us.”

      As theories went, it was as good as any other. Chances were, they’d never know the real reason it had fallen dormant. Why it had taken several days to reboot was another hot topic between Ana, Cass, and the others on the team.

      There was no consensus, and the alien chip wasn’t talking.

      Holden sighed. “As long as it’s not showing any immediate danger, I can live with that.”

      “Me too, sir.”

      The descent into Earth’s atmosphere was every bit as breathtaking as the last time, more so since they’d come so close to losing it. An honor guard greeted them, an escort sent by President Clarke.

      “Looks like someone’s not willing to risk misplacing you this time, Sergeant,” Dixon said in her driest tone.

      “Nah, they just don’t want him shooting up the streets of Concordia like he did Grand Central,” a familiar voice called out from behind him.

      Joe spun to see Chaos standing next to Ramon, both men also in dress whites.

      “That’s some real shit, coming from you,” Dee drawled as she and Scott stopped next to Joe.

      Chaos grinned. “Oh yeah? Well—”

      Amanda whapped him on the back of the head. “Know when to quit, soldier.”

      Dixon muttered something about overgrown boys and strode off after Holden.

      Breeze came into view, ducking around the tail of the shuttle. “Good to see you, Top.” He lifted a chin in the direction of the Marauder idling just outside the hangar. “Jack and Matt won’t be there today. We’ll catch up with them later.”

      A soft exhale came from the hatch. Joe looked up to see Ana, her gaze on Breeze. “How is he?” she asked, walking down the ramp to join them.

      “He’s rough,” Breeze said. “He won’t open up to anyone about it. Not even Jack, and they were battle buddies.” Guilt was clear in the sapper’s voice. “Shouldn’t have let Alvarez talk me into leaving him behind. We do not leave team behind. Ever.”

      “Not your fault,” Joe reminded him. “You were under orders.”

      The look Breeze sent him spoke volumes. “Yeah, I’ll be sure to tell myself that every day for the next twenty years.”

      “But—” Ana protested. She subsided when Joe reached for her hand and gave it a warning squeeze.

      “It doesn’t matter. Just prepare yourselves. He looks a lot better than he did when we got him back, but he has a ways to go.”

      The conversation terminated when Holden’s head popped out of the Marauder, waving them forward.

      Chaos slapped him on the shoulder. “Time to go meet the Big Man.”

      

      The State Office was the president’s formal working space and the place where he often met visiting dignitaries. Joe had seen feeds of the office growing up. It was the first time he’d been inside its stately walls. The office was spacious, with a retractable floor-to-ceiling clearsteel wall that extended the room to the terraced garden that surrounded it. The view was stunning, a valley of lush greens dotted with bright pops of color framing a breathtaking waterfall.

      At the sound of General Kim clearing his throat, Joe’s gaze swerved back to those inside the room.

      “Mister President. May I introduce you to Task Force Blue?”

      The man whose face was as familiar to Joe as it was to everyone in the solar system rose to greet them. Clarke waved them to an area ringed with sofas. “Please, have a seat.”

      The meeting was both formal and, as it was an official briefing from one of the Terran States’ clandestine operations, completely off the books. Joe received a medal he’d never be able to wear, nor admit to owning. The rest of the team—including Ana, Cass, and Tom—did as well. Matt also received a purple heart, which General Kim accepted on his behalf.

      The affair was over in less than an hour. Joe loosened the top of his suit as a limo took them from the Capitol Building over to NSA headquarters where their gear awaited them.

      A white jacket went flying past Joe’s head. “You’d think, after hundreds of years of practice designing dress uniforms, someone would be able to figure out how to make one that doesn’t suck,” Chaos complained.

      “Embrace the suck,” Scott and Ramon responded in unison.

      Chaos gave them a one-fingered salute in reply. “What next, Top?”

      “The general wants an in-person hot wash. Then we get to change and grab a bite. After that, we’re on liberty for the next few…”

      Cheers drowned out the rest of his words.

      

      As promised, the touch-base was brief. Afterward, they gravitated into small groups, planning how to spend their leave, planetside.

      Ana came to a stop beside him. “Got any plans, D-boy?” she asked.

      He turned to face her and caught a flash of… something in her eyes. Up to that moment, he’d made no concrete plans. He didn’t need a blue shift to tell him what to say next.

      “Actually, no.”

      Her smile was slow and wicked. She tucked her hand into the crook of his arm. “You do now.”
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      The last person Frank Kim expected to see at NSA headquarters was Wallace Russell. He didn’t bother to hide his surprise when Nissa Connolly ushered him into his office.

      “Didn’t expect to see me here, did you?”

      “I think we both know the answer to that,” Frank replied, waving him to a seat. “To what do I owe this”—he couldn’t call this a pleasure—“this visit?”

      His aide returned with coffee, which Frank gratefully accepted. Russell waited until the door had closed behind her before he spoke. Ignoring the cup Nissa set at his elbow, Russell leaned forward and tossed a data chit onto Frank’s desk.

      Frank’s brows winged up. “What’s this?”

      “Everything you need to indict Angus Reynaud and Darwin Cox in the conspiracy to steal a top-secret drive during a mission no one will ever hear about. And thank God for that.”

      Frank’s brows lifted higher. “Angus Reynaud and Darwin Cox…”

      “My half-brother.”

      Frank’s brows climbed into his hairline. This, he had not expected.

      “I’m a businessman, General. And I’m a ruthless son of a bitch when it comes to politics. I play hardball, and my ways might seem unethical to some. I’ll make no excuses for it.”

      Russell leaned forward, and a fiery light came into his eyes. He jabbed a blunt-tipped finger hard against Frank’s desk. “But there’s one thing no one will ever accuse me of, and that’s not being a patriot,” he said fiercely. “Darwin crossed the line when he went after that tech. Whatever comes of the information on that disk, he’s made his own bed. Now, he gets to lay in it.”

      Russell stood and strode out the door, leaving a bemused Kim staring after him.
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      Ana had made dinner reservations at a famous restaurant inside Space Station One’s Armstrong Wheel. It was reputed to have a dynamite view of Earth’s southern hemisphere—and a damned decent chef too.

      There was just one final stop Joe needed to make. After agreeing to meet her topside in a few hours, he went in search of Matt. His battle buddy was somewhere aboard this station, but the guy refused to answer when pinged.

      Joe finally had to call a blue shift just so he could outmaneuver him. When Matt exited the hotel room he’d booked under an assumed name, Joe was there, leaning casually against the far wall.

      Matt stopped and glared. The effect was much less threatening than it would ordinarily be, the other man’s face gaunt and drawn from his time in a Consortium prison.

      “What part of ‘leave me the fuck alone’ did you not get? When someone ignores your call—repeatedly—it’s because they don’t want to talk.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “No, you’re not.” Matt started walking. There was a slight hitch to his gait that smoothed as he worked to conceal it.

      Joe fell into step beside him. “Not talking about the calls. About the other thing.”

      Matt swore. “You want to have it out? Fine.”

      He pivoted and marched back toward his room, the limp pronounced in his haste. Joe kept pace.

      “We’ll talk.” He shoved a finger in Joe’s face. “Once. Then that’s it. You copy?”

      “Five by five, brother.”

      They didn’t speak again until the hotel room door closed behind them.

      Matt stalked over to the mini bar. With quick, angry movements, he uncapped a bottle of whiskey and reached for two highballs. The harsh clink of glass against glass bore witness to his ire.

      “I’m sorry.”

      The clinking stopped. “You said that.”

      “If there had been any other way…”

      “You warned me. I knew going in it was a possibility. You’re absolved.”

      Joe studied his counterpart, someone he considered both a brother and a friend. Matt had been interrogated and tortured. Hell, he’d been killed more than once, only to be resuscitated so he could be interrogated again about the parasitic web theft. What he’d endured would have broken a lesser man.

      Joe dragged a hand through his hair, frustration rising. “Sometimes I really hate this thing.”

      Matt handed him a glass with two fingers of amber liquid. Joe took a sip, then tossed half of it back, wincing at the burn but grateful for the warmth that spread in its wake.

      Matt downed it in one swallow, grimaced, then reached for a refill. His hand shook as he lifted the decanter.

      “Fucking weakling,” he muttered.

      “Brother.” Joe leaned forward, willing Matt to meet his eyes. “You know the drill. We’ve both been there before. It takes time to recover.”

      Matt sloshed the whiskey into his glass. The bottle landed with a thud on the coffee table between them. He cupped the glass between his palms, stared morosely into its depths.

      “Frickin’ hate the mind games. There’s no way to win against it. Everyone breaks eventually. Everyone.” He took a drink, then eyed Joe balefully. “You didn’t tell me about that part. Physical pain, I can handle. But this shit…” He took another drink.

      “I know. Would you have really wanted to know?”

      Matt laughed harshly.

      Joe gave him a weary smile. “I didn’t think so.”

      They sat and drank, then Matt began to talk. He told Joe things no D-boy would ever share with a shrink, things only a battle buddy would understand. Things a battle buddy would keep close-held.

      Then Matt lapsed into silence. It was the kind of silence only brothers shared, a space where ghosts of friends lost and pain endured could inhabit.

      When the time was right, Joe stood. Matt rose and held out a hand. They clasped, forearm to forearm, then Joe drew him in for a hug.

      “Thanks, brother,” Matt whispered.

      Joe stopped at the door and turned back to face him. “Ana wants to know if you’re okay.”

      “Tell her I’m fine.”

      “She knows what fine means, brother.”

      That had Matt smiling. In unison, they recited, “Fucked up, Insecure, Neurotic, and Emotional.”

      Joe laughed. “I’ll pass it along.”

      

      Dinner did not disappoint. Afterward, Joe led Ana to the observation deck—a long, free span concourse with subtle lighting that drew the eye outward.

      They passed Chaos on the way. The sniper was dressed formally, his hair tamed, his shoes shined to perfection.

      “Who’s the lucky girl?” Joe asked with a grin, expecting to hear him describe a barracks bunny or some other flavor-of-the-week. Instead, Chaos shifted awkwardly.

      “Oh, you know, just a friend.”

      Ana tucked her hand through Joe’s arm. “Is he blushing?” she stage-whispered.

      Joe pretended to scrutinize his teammate. “I do believe he is.”

      Chaos flipped him the bird.

      Just then, Dee exited the ladies’ room in a dress that hugged her in all the right places and left little to the imagination. She smiled when she saw them. “Hey, guys. Have you already eaten?”

      Joe couldn’t pass up the opportunity to yank Chaos’s chain. “Yes, but I always have room for another dessert. We’d be happy to—”

      “Keep moving along is what you’ll do,” the sniper interrupted with a glare.

      “Are you sure?” Joe asked with mock innocence. “Because we’d be happy to join you.”

      Ana pulled at his arm. “Joe,” she hissed.

      Chaos slitted his eyes at him. “Fucker.”

      “Asshole.”

      Dee smothered a laugh. Ana cleared her throat awkwardly, still unfamiliar with that kind of byplay.

      He squeezed her hand. “It’s okay. We’re done saying nice things about each other. Promise.”

      As he’d hoped, his words pulled a laugh from Ana. They parted ways, Chaos and Dee heading for the restaurant.

      The observation deck was a popular spot, with small, cozy seating groups lining its transparent clearsteel walls. Joe selected a wine from a nearby kiosk, then drew Ana toward a pair of open seats.

      “What a spectacular view,” she murmured, settling into the chair. She accepted the wineglass, her eyes trained on the whorl of white clouds dusting the continent below.

      They sat there, not speaking, just enjoying each other’s company.

      “So, how’s it feel, knowing you single-handedly saved the human race?” Ana asked in a softly teasing tone.

      As tired as Joe was of talking about, thinking of, basically living and breathing the effects of the alien device inside his skull, it was Ana who was asking, so Joe would play along.

      He shot her a jaundiced look. “Single-handedly?”

      “Your visions—”

      “Screw the visions. I’d do anything to not have them.”

      Ana turned serious. “Do you really mean that?”

      Joe studied her. “If I say yes, can you remove them?”

      “I can’t. I’m sorry. The mind doesn’t work that way.”

      “Why not?”

      “Potentials aren’t a thing, not stored in a file somewhere up here.” She tapped his temple. “They’re intangible. They’re like…”

      She paused, reaching mentally for the right words.

      “Look, everyone knows where heartbeats come from. They’re a bodily process, your cardiac muscle fibers contracting. They’re measurable, they exist, but they’re not tangible. Same thing with memories. They have no mass, no substance.”

      “Okay, I’m with you so far…”

      “Your visions are similar. Like memories, they’re produced by physical objects—neurons. But just like a heartbeat, they can’t be held, contained, or removed.”

      “Well, damn,” Joe said softly.

      She tilted her head to one side and gave a soft, thoughtful laugh. “I guess you could say that if memories are the heartbeats of the nervous system, then potentials are the heartbeats of… time.”

      He grunted at that, and they settled back to enjoy the first peace he’d experienced in what seemed like forever.

      Joe found his mind wandering, his thoughts becoming hazy. He wondered idly where the aliens who had created the device in his head came from, and nearly spilled his wine when an image formed across his vision.

      “Oh shit,” he said softly, as the image morphed into another, and then another.

      He squeezed his eyes shut, willing them away. Dammit, can’t I have just one freaking week all to myself?

      “Joe? What is it?”

      He set the wineglass very carefully onto the low table in front of them. He buried his head in his hands and didn’t speak for a long moment.

      “I thought it was over. I was wrong.”
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      We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: Vision’s Gambit to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

      Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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      You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting www.subscribepage.com/AethonReadersGroup and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive three full books completely Free as our thanks to you.

      
        
        Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website

      

      

      Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors? Join our Discord server today and be a part of the Aethon community.
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        Looking for more great Science Fiction?
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        Power, politics, and intergalactic war... Admiral Stone just wanted to retire.
        
        Xenophobia and itchy trigger fingers nearly ended the Sol Alliance. War—avoidable yet inevitable—ensued with the Arcoenum, an exotic alien species with overwhelming mental abilities. The Alliance survived thanks to the quick thinking of a brash, young starship officer, Nick Stone.
        A half-century of peace followed, and Stone spends the rest of his life reluctantly accepting the endless accolades of a grateful humanity. Now, at 75, he’s not only ready to retire—he’s desperate to.
        “S-O-S. All ships and stations. My name is Alice Keller...”
        When a distress call goes out from Drake’s World, newly elected Alliance President Piers Bragg pressures Stone into one final mission: rescue the young girl marooned on the planet, then sail triumphantly into retirement.
        But when Alice demonstrates amazing psychokinetic abilities, everything changes. And Bragg will stop at nothing to exploit her abilities as he prepares for a war of revenge against what's left of the Arcoenum.
        The Expanse meets Star Trek in this military science fiction epic from award-winning author Chris Pourteau. How many times can we forget the lessons of history… before history decides to forget us?

      

      
        
        Get Legacy Now!
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        When the rules of war keep changing, fight for each other...
        Humanity has been banished to a distant star. Left to fight over resources rationed to them by mysterious machine-overlords known as Wardens.
        Commander Rylan Holt labors against inter-colony arms trafficking when an informant gives him horrific news. The ruthless cartel boss, Lilith, has stockpiled outlawed weapons of mass destruction.
        Worse, she claims to have permission from the Wardens to unleash them upon the system.
        When the battleship Audacity speeds to investigate Rylan’s discovery, operations officer Scott Carrick finds himself in a trap more deadly than he could have ever imagined. His only hope of escape may lie with their most junior crewmember, a nurse named Aila Okuma, who's never seen battle.
        As Rylan, Scott, and Aila struggle to survive a war where the rules keep changing, they must answer a terrible question: how do they win when it seems the Wardens intend for everyone to lose?
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            [image: Yesterday, he was a conman. Today, he's the universe's only hope.]
          
        

        A smuggler, a spy, a brewing revolution…and a rogue agent who could destroy it all.
        Perrin Hightower can fly a run-down freighter through the galaxy’s most dangerous wormholes blindfolded, a handy skill in her shipping business…and her smuggling enterprises.
        Special agent Tai Lawson dreams of leading the Ruby Confederation’s spy agency. But when his partner steals a top-secret list of revolutionaries and vanishes, Tai’s accused of helping his friend escape.
        When Tai seeks her navigation expertise, Perrin would rather jump out an airlock than help. But the missing person is her ex-boyfriend—a double agent she thought was helping the revolution. Her name’s on that list, and she’ll do anything to keep it secret.

      

      
        
        Get A Rogue Pursuit Now!
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        For all our Sci-Fi books, visit our website.
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        You can always find the most up to date listing of book titles on L.L. Richman’s Author Page.

      

      

      

      
        
        The Biogenesis War Series

        The Chiral Agent

        The Chiral Protocol

        Chiral Justice

      

      

      

      
        
        The Biogenesis War Files: The Early Years

        Operation Cobalt

        Ambush in the Sargon Straits

        The Chiral Conspiracy

        Sudden Death

      

      

      

      
        
        Audiobooks

        Chiral Agent/Chiral Conspiracy Publisher’s Pack

        Chiral Protocol/Ambush in the Sargon Straits Publisher’s Pack

        Chiral Justice/Operation Cobalt Publisher’s Pack

      

      

    

  







            ABOUT THE AUTHOR

          

        

      

    

    
      L.L. Richman has a diverse career background, having spent more than a decade working in radiation physics, and twice that as a director of film and video. An avid pilot and photographer, Richman can often be found flying a Piper Cherokee or photographing Deep Sky Objects (DSOs) late at night.

      

  




WANT UPDATES?

      Join the VIP Reader’s Group. You’ll get news of upcoming books, behind-the-scenes glimpses of life with a physicist, and views from the cockpit. And cats, because the feline overlords insist.

      

      Go to https://bit.ly/biogenesiswar and sign up.
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