
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
      
        [image: Ursa Major]
      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    
      
        ALSO IN SERIES

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

    

    
      
        Thank you for reading Ursa Major

      

      
        ALSO IN THE SERIES

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Acknowledgments

        

      

    

    
      While FIRST LIGHT was a decade-long labor, URSA MAJOR came together in two short years. I could not have done this without support, and I was fortunate to have lots of that.

      As always, my critique partners are essential. Michelle, Alannah, and Jonathan: your early feedback helped shape this book, and your willingness to field the most bizarre questions from me at the most random times is so appreciated. Thank you for calling me on my bullshit, and never letting me settle for something that’s only okay.

      I have exceptional beta readers: Baxter, Joseph, Michael, and Dave. Your feedback let me see my book with fresh eyes after being in the weeds for months. And to the whole Durham SFF writer’s group, thank you for digging into multiple drafts of my problem chapters and helping me uncover the heart of what I was trying to say. I always know I will come away from our meetings with a million ideas and the energy to see them through.

      To everyone at Aethon Books: thank you for helping me get this project out. James, my editor—I’m sorry for all the s’s, but I appreciate your attention to detail. Thank you for your thoroughness and your pointed questions. Rhett—thank you for fielding my questions and giving me insights into this whole process. Steve—thank you for working with me on the cover, and for trying different things when I couldn’t articulate what I wanted. It turned out gorgeous!

      To the 2021 Debuts group: thank you for keeping me sane, for shouting about my books, and for giving me your beautiful books to shout about. I came out of my debut year with new friends and such awe and appreciation for your many talents.

      I’m exceptionally grateful to all the family and friends who were excited about these books right alongside me. Your enthusiasm helped me power through the tougher bits, and your joy for me warmed my heart. I hope you love this sequel as much as I do.

      Justin, as always, thank you for being the best partner on this and all our other adventures. I love you.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For Liz,

        Who showed me that compassion is the greatest gift.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          ALSO IN SERIES

        

      

    

    
      
        
        FIRST LIGHT

        URSA MAJOR

        DARK STARS

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Observe the crowds that compass him around;

        All gaze, and all admire, and raise a shouting sound:

        But hov’ring mists around his brows are spread,

        And night, with sable shades, involves his head.

        “Seek not to know,” the ghost replied with tears,

        “The sorrows of thy sons in future years.”

        - Virgil, the Aeneid
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      Captain Jaya Mill crouched in the woods near their target, the loamy earth soft against her gloved palms as she steadied herself. It was quiet, the leaves above barely moving with the languid flow of the air. The sound of fidgeting colonists joined the soft, melodic hum of the forest in Jaya’s ears. Beside her, Lieutenant Commander Sal Azima turned his head, shooting a silencing look at their team.

      Their greatest limitation was supplies, not enthusiasm. After fleeing Argos, the remaining company of the First Light had searched the poorest, most remote Union colonies and had found widespread support. Suffering by the lower classes of the Union hadn’t been alleviated since Emory took power, and an alternative to the traditional passing of the leadership torch from wealthy elite to wealthy elite was appealing.

      Jaya and her crew had eventually set up a permanent base on an abandoned mining colony, but they still spent much of their time hopping from planet to moon to manufacturing station, recruiting and training. Recruitment wasn’t the hard part—it was supporting the new growth. Fighting a war on multiple fronts with a mostly volunteer force of previously untrained civilians took resources, and the Union controlled those carefully.

      Sal had intercepted some naval communications and identified this outpost as the delivery site for a shipment of new weapons and ammunition—supplies the resistance desperately needed.

      “I’m seeing movement,” Shea said, their voice hushed. They were perched a dozen meters farther along the forest’s edge to Jaya’s left, balancing in a squat and watching the horizon for signs of the convoy. “A small security team. I’m counting six heads.”

      Jaya nodded. “Lupo, any sign of Union activity in town?”

      It was a moment before Lupo replied. She was waiting in a settlement not far from their site. The First Light didn’t dare approach the Union-controlled space around this colony, so they had traveled from a friendly port in a borrowed civilian ship.

      “Nothing on my scans. But I don’t trust this ship’s range like the First Light’s.”

      “Just six?” Jaya mused to herself.

      “We have been hitting them on all fronts,” Sal said. “And they took out half of their own potential leadership a year ago with the purge. Maybe we’re finally stretching them thin enough to see it.”

      Jaya squinted at the horizon. The naval outpost was just visible far to her right. Even with her heightened vision, it was little more than a faint shadow obscured by the thick trees that bordered the area. She scanned back to the left, where the convoy would be coming from.

      Sal’s hypothesis was sound. It had been a year since there had even been a Sons of Priam video, but Jaya wondered if that was a strategic choice rather than evidence their opponent was stretched thin. Emory was now in charge of the Union at the highest level, and Jaya and her supporters were enemy enough to keep the wealthy and powerful of the Union firmly aligned behind him. There was no longer any need for stories about the Sons of Priam to terrorize the citizens of the Union—that role was filled all too conveniently now by Jaya. The newest public enemy number one.

      But what of the outer colonies? The earliest attacks and videos had pointedly targeted the poorest colonists, and Kier had been so adamant that his work was for the impoverished and oppressed. Jaya knew that the colonies suffered no less under Emory’s reign than they had before, so why had Kier suddenly gone silent? Had he realized his goals weren’t aligned with their father’s? Or worse, had he fallen completely in line, utterly loyal to Emory’s twisted philosophy?

      She had seen the shift in him—had watched it play out as he held Armstrong hostage on the bridge of the First Light, in its final days as the Avalon. She had seen the part of him that loved her and believed in her sputter and vanish in the same moment he ended Armstrong’s life.

      She didn’t understand how he had come to this. She didn’t understand a lot of things—there were enough gaps in her comprehension to make her uncomfortable. But in the past year, they had made incremental progress by just focusing on one thing at a time. One mission, one goal to accomplish. Then move on to the next.

      Tread water. Survive. It was all they could afford to do for now.

      Anger ate away at her, its bite acidic. They had fled Argos with nothing after Jaya had led them right into Emory’s purge, and now they were clawing their way back up far too slowly. While Emory had the resources to recover, the resistance’s growth at the bottom pushed the limits of those at the top. Command was little more than a skeleton crew, half a dozen naval officers, a handful of tired marines, and many enthusiastic but inexperienced colonists trying to learn the ropes.

      A cluster of those colonists waited with them in the woods, trying their best not to fidget and bring Sal’s wrathful glare upon them. Vargas and Rhodes had been training them over the past month and they were the most promising bunch. Today was their opportunity to gain some experience taking down a simple convoy. It was a straightforward exercise, as low risk as anything they dared to take on could be.

      Motion on the horizon to Jaya’s left snapped her attention back. The vehicle approaching was a standard design, aerodynamic and energy-efficient for long hauls in the unpredictable climates of recently terraformed colonies. It would be outfitted with protection as well, multiple layers of physical and digital walls to keep them out. Likely, in getting the weapons out, the vehicle itself would be damaged, gouged deeply enough to be useless to them—its final protection.

      Shame. They could use every piece of equipment available to them. But Jaya found it hard to believe that they would be able to convince any of the six hard-faced guards to give up the codes that opened the doors.

      The convoy—paltry as it was—was giving the woods a wide berth. Jaya sighed. All this would be much easier if their enemies were idiots, but Jaya knew the people who would have trained these soldiers.

      The figures grew larger in her vision as their path carried them closer to Jaya and the other rebels waiting in the trees. Closer, but not close enough. Four guards hugged the transport in their ATVs, another lagged behind to ensure their backs were protected, and the sixth swept the path ahead of them on foot for traps.

      Which they would find.

      “What’s the range on your device, Nguyen?” Jaya asked.

      “Around 300 meters,” the colonist replied. He was slight, leaning against a tree near the edge of their protective range. The rigorous training of the past few months had hardened the lines of his shoulders, but it had emptied the contours of his face. There was never quite enough food in the colonies, especially these days.

      Jaya eyed the distance between the man at the front and the rest of the convoy. He was bound to see the explosive—it was his entire purpose—but he was far enough ahead that they might not be able to do any more damage. They would have to hope that he didn’t spot it early.

      She swore, and Sal shot her a sidelong look. He had been doing that a lot lately, looking at her like she was someone different. Like this war hadn’t changed them all, only her. It annoyed her, and she glared back at him.

      He raised both eyebrows, frustratingly calm, and turned away.

      She took a deep breath, regret churning in her already. Sal wasn’t the problem. The Union was the problem. Her father was the problem.

      I’m the problem.

      She swallowed that thought, as bitter as the rest, and confirmed that each member of her team was in position.

      With only six people to take down, they could live with an imperfect plan. Sometimes it evened out, she reminded herself. Sometimes, they got a break.

      “Snipers, call your targets,” she said. “Get ready to shoot the moment we detonate. The rest of you, follow my lead.”

      Sal raised his rifle, calling out the guard at the back of the convoy. Two other rifles shifted in the colonist group, their owners checking their stance and posture methodically. Jaya remembered those early days, when she was never quite sure if her body was modeling what she had been taught in training.

      Those days had been before she realized her body understood what to do better than she did.

      There was a hitch in the step of the escort in front. A slight change in cadence—not quite a hesitation.

      “They see it,” she said. “Now.”

      The explosion sent small shockwaves back to them through the earth, the vibrations absorbed by Jaya’s muscles as she prepared. She rolled her shoulders, the motion easing some of the tension in her body. Then she fixed her attention on the pulse of blood through her veins, the electrical impulses of nerves stimulating muscle activity, the hum of everything happening beneath her skin. She breathed in. The crackle of three rifles ripped through the air and then quieted, and she leapt forward.

      Smoke from the explosion drifted back, settling over the convoy as Jaya approached. Shea and the rest of the squadron of colonists followed her as they had practiced. In the confusion of the explosion, they should be able to easily overpower the remaining few guards. If everything had gone perfectly, there would only be two left. If everything had gone wrong, there would still be six.

      Six was okay.

      It had better be. Because amid the smoke and the debris still hanging in the atmosphere, six bodies closed in on them with speed and intention. Her senses took over, the movements around her reaching her slowly, deliberately. Her awareness clocked the seconds like the beat of her heart as the wave of her team traveled inexorably toward the oncoming wave of Union security.

      “None down,” she announced. “They’re coming at us—Pereira, you’ve got the closest at two o’clock.”

      Pereira angled his body, leading with his rifle. He couldn’t see through the still-clouded air, but Jaya followed it all in great detail as the world slowed around her, swirling smoke flickering away in her enhanced vision while her team walked blindly through it.

      “Fire!” Jaya said. “Now, Pereira!”

      Pereira started at the force in her voice but let loose a beam into the dust. The guard stepped aside, and the beam scorched the transport behind him. The dust was settling now, dissipating, but still thick.

      He shouldn’t have seen it coming, unless—

      Shit.

      The guards were on them, unimpaired by the cloud. Pereira took a bolt to the head, his body kicking up more dust as he hit the ground. Blood came as almost an afterthought to the life already gone from him.

      “They’re enhanced.” She sent her words back to the snipers in the woods over the team’s open channel.

      “Fuck,” came Sal’s reply, and then the report of his rifle. It was risky to shoot toward this tussle, to chance hitting one of their own. But the situation had changed. Six enhanced Union guards would rip them apart without covering fire.

      What could the colonists do? They stood no chance against these soldiers, and running would only make their backs easy targets. She had led them not into a training mission, but a bloodbath.

      “Alpha team,” Jaya commanded, “everyone target the guard at my three. Bravo One, take your team and go for the one at the back of the convoy.”

      Shea acknowledged the command and led five of their colonist trainees at a run toward the man bringing up the rear.

      The other three escorts were farther away, two of them blocked by the transport itself. This was the best chance they had.

      While her team focused their fire on the guard to Jaya’s right, Jaya threw herself at the one to the left, who received her attack like an embrace and redirected her motion toward the ground. She pulled him with her, tangling with him in the dirt. His strength matched her own, his grip solid on her arm as she scrambled for her gun.

      Injuring them would do next to nothing. They would still press on. They would kill her companions, and they would heal. She had to ensure that each shot was a kill. Perhaps her only remaining advantage was that they would not realize the same was true of her.

      The one who had been at the front of the caravan was running toward them now, shooting into the press of her team as they surrounded his companion. He dropped before he reached them, a victim of Sal’s incredible aim. Five left.

      The one beneath her writhed, his strength pitching her about. She couldn’t get a good hold on her gun with his constant motion and his hand firmly grasping her right arm. She twisted, grabbing at his hand with her left and using the torsion of her upper body to shift his grip.

      It worked—his hand loosened. She wriggled free and pulled her gun. One shot, then two more for good measure, just to the left of his sternum.

      He stilled, and she leapt up. Four left.

      The guard to her right was on the ground now, the four remaining members of Alpha team finally prevailing. But he threw them off and jumped up. Another colonist fell victim to his gun.

      The two behind the transport were keeping their distance. Shea and the rest of Bravo team struggled to close the gap to the man in the back—his reflexes and speed kept him out of their grasp. His aim never faltered, and Jaya watched Shea judder forward, dropping to their knees.

      “Fall back,” Jaya ordered. “Azima, give us cover fire. All you’ve got.”

      The trees lit up with beams from Sal and his colonists, aimed above their heads, but thick enough to make pursuit difficult. Shea staggered behind, and Jaya circled back, warning the rest to keep running as hard as they could.

      As the remains of both teams limped back to the woods, Jaya called Lupo.

      “We need emergency exfil. On our way to the RP.”

      “Already revved up,” Lupo replied, and sure enough, Jaya heard the distant rumble of the transport like a snare drum as it shuddered through the lower atmosphere, screaming toward them.

      Jaya reached Shea and scooped up the junior team leader, heaving them over her shoulder as she turned back toward the woods. She began closing the distance, her legs burning from the strain of the extra weight.

      Their emergency pickup site was a small clearing just through the woods. If they could get into the trees, they might have a chance. Their pursuers might decide it wasn’t worth it and stay with their transport. Or they might hunt every last one of them down and kill them.

      At least in the trees, Jaya would have the opportunity to separate them. To fight them one at a time, perhaps. The potential burned in her veins, heady and powerful.

      She handed Shea off to two other members of Bravo team and looked back. Two of the remaining guards had decided to follow and were closing in fast. The final two hung back to protect the weapons.

      “Go,” Jaya ordered Sal and the other snipers. “I’ll catch up.”

      Sal was already storing his rifle, his hands moving smoothly through the motions he had practiced to perfection. “What?”

      Her body hummed with adrenaline. With rage. She was not going to let those two pursuers reach them.

      “I’ll handle these two,” she clarified. “Meet Lupo at the RP.”

      “Like hell.” Sal’s eyes burned dark in the sharp lines of his face.

      “I gave you an order, Azima,” Jaya snapped. “Get to the RP. I’ll catch up.”

      Sal latched his rifle case shut emphatically, but he turned on his heel and left.

      Jaya pushed into the trees, moving orthogonal to her retreating crew until she had a good angle on the approaching guards. A man and a woman, it seemed, and moving swiftly. They were approaching the tree line, and Jaya steadied her pistol in front of her. She shot.

      The man stumbled with the impact, clutching at his shoulder. Jaya shot again, taking out the woman’s left knee. They changed the arc of their path, bending it closer to her. Another shot slammed into the woman’s hip. She was falling behind, but her companion pushed harder, head lowered like a charging bull.

      Jaya holstered her pistol and sprinted back the way she had come. Up ahead, a low branch waited where Sal had spent the first hours of their stakeout perched like a bird. Jaya jumped as she approached it, grabbing it with both hands and pulling herself up and over. She straddled the branch, shimmied closer to the trunk, and found another grip above her, climbing until she disappeared into the leaves. She groped for her weapon.

      Below, the man broke through the trees. Jaya shot, and he dove to the side. Jaya dropped down on top of him, the shock of contact knocking the air from her chest. No matter. It had done the same to her target, who sprawled in the root-knotted earth.

      Jaya heaved for breath as she aimed. The man dodged her shot and clawed for his own weapon. Jaya fired another round, this one landing in the man’s stomach even as he writhed away and reached his gun. He spun, and Jaya rolled to the side as his beam threw chips of bark from the tree where it impacted.

      Up again quickly—her breath finally returning and filling her lungs with fire—Jaya shot once more. The man was already standing, weapon steady. He fired.

      The beam tore through Jaya’s shoulder even as she ducked to the side. She found safety behind a thick trunk, her breath coming in ragged gasps. His steps squelched in the muddy forest floor. He may have had all the same physical advantages as Jaya, but he hadn’t learned subtlety. Jaya was ready as he approached, listening carefully to each tread drawing closer.

      She ignored the fire in her shoulder, twisted away from the tree, and pulled the trigger. The man’s eyes widened just before his body thudded to the ground.

      Jaya followed, her knees sinking into the soft moss that carpeted the forest floor. She allowed herself a moment as pain fueled her growing nausea. Her heartbeat shook her ribs, the fury that had driven her still burning in her chest. She took one deep breath. Then another.

      It was silent in the woods. The man’s companion had made the wise calculation that engaging would lead to certain death and had not continued. The caravan was likely moving on already, taking those weapons the resistance so desperately needed.

      Jaya’s eyes stung, and she stifled her scream of agony as she clutched her shoulder. It was not the gunshot that hurt. It was everything else.

      Then she pulled herself up and made her way to the rendezvous point.
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      “What the hell, Jaya?”

      She hissed, half in reply to Sal’s question and half because whatever Sunny was putting on her shoulder seared her skin almost as much as the particle beam. Except this time, she had no surge of adrenaline to refocus her brain.

      “You could have been seriously hurt,” he continued. His curls were still in disarray, and he moved his hands erratically, like he couldn’t decide what to do with them. As always with Sal, his hands followed the motions of his thoughts, and they were as jumbled as she had ever seen them.

      “I stopped them, didn’t I?”

      Her reply was colder than it needed to be, and Sal’s hands dropped to his side. She looked away from his accusing stare, then tried again.

      “We didn’t have many options. We’d already lost Pereira and Sato. And Shea was down.” She glanced over to the bed to her left, where Shea slept deeply, drugged into painless oblivion. It would be a long time before that gut wound healed, before they were ready to be back in the field again. And Jaya didn’t have many people ready to take their place. She had a skeleton crew and a posse of enthusiastic greenhorns, underfed and overworked.

      And ordinary. No strength enhancements, sharpened reflexes, superhuman senses. She was the only one. And now they knew that Emory was going down his chain of command, providing these advantages more broadly, not just to those in strategic posts.

      Exhaustion swept her as she considered the scale of it.

      Sharp pain in her shoulder came again and she swore, rounding her glare toward Sunny, whose mouth set in a grim line and whose eyes blazed a challenge. Dr. Sun-mi Choi could be as intimidating as she was sweet, and Jaya took the warning to heart.

      Jaya apologized. “Wasn’t expecting that.”

      Sunny finished her tight wrapping of Jaya’s shoulder and sealed the bandage with a firm hand. She helped Jaya pull her shirt back over the injury and button it back up.

      “Give it twenty-four hours,” Sunny said, in a voice as steady as the First Light’s course, while checking some numbers on her palm drive. “Based on previous experience, that’s my best estimate for healing. But check back in twelve hours and I’ll see how you’re progressing.”

      Sal scoffed. “Please don’t tell me you’re running headlong into danger to give the doctors their data points.”

      The ferocity of Sunny’s look backed him down immediately, though he deliberately ignored Jaya’s.

      “I’m not criticizing you, doc,” he said. “Or Tynan. I know you’re just trying to keep everyone healthy. It’s her judgment I’m worried about.”

      Jaya slid off the table and stood tall, feeling the pleasant stretch in her spine and not-so-pleasant pull in her shoulder. “Sal, you know we have to take risks out there or we’ll never get anywhere. We were vulnerable, and I presented our best chance at escaping.”

      He shifted, crossing his arms across his narrow chest. “We have to take calculated risks,” he protested. “This felt more like a revenge fantasy.”

      The words were intentional, meant to twist at the guilt already seething in her.

      “It wasn’t revenge,” she said. Then she sighed and ran her hand through her hair. It came away gritty and slick at the same time, the mess of the day still thickly spread over her. She needed a shower.

      He followed her out of the med bay, but it wasn’t until they turned the corner into an empty corridor that she confessed.

      “I don’t know what I’m doing, Sal.”

      His hand grasped her uninjured shoulder, and she stopped walking to face him.

      “Don’t shut us out,” he said. “Me and Rhodes and Tynan. None of us has any fucking clue how to win a revolution, but I thought we were in this together.”

      She relented, letting him pull her into a hug, his familiarity soothing. But she was still roiled inside.

      “I need to shower,” she said, and he released her. She felt his gaze on her back as she left him standing in the hallway and returned to the captain’s quarters.

      She scrubbed herself raw, the water carrying her sweat and blood and the silt of the planet away into the recyclers. Droplets beaded on the waterproof bandage of her shoulder and ran in rivulets over her collarbone. When she was done scrubbing, she remained there, watching the swirls of diamond-clear water dance around the drain. Her breath felt ragged again, like she had only just leapt from that tree and tackled the guard.

      His eyes, the whites visible in his surprise at Jaya’s strength, were painted on the inside of her eyelids when she closed them and tipped her head up to the flow of water.

      She didn’t know how many people Emory had enhanced by now, but the numbers were growing. It was only a matter of time before they stood no chance of coming out of any encounter alive. Not without some way to tilt the balance.

      And Jaya was not ready for this. She might have been ready to be Armstrong’s first officer, if he had lived to promote her. She had expected to have more time to learn about what it took to have her own command. Strength and speed and agility were good skills for the battlefield, but meant nothing when it came to big-picture strategy. And even her power as a weapon was diminishing more every day. She was just one of many, now.

      The tightness swelled in her chest, pressing her lungs out, wringing her empty. She steadied herself on the shower wall and turned off the water, reaching for a towel.

      She sat wrapped in the towel on the edge of her bed, her shoulders bowed. Her hair was wet and cold on her neck, an icy droplet tracing a shudder down her spine.

      Sato. Pereira. She recited their names in her mind, every person they had lost in the past year. Every person whose death fell at her feet. From today, back to Thompson. And further. Armstrong.

      She threw all her strength into willing Shea to not join the list. As if Jaya could do anything besides rip holes in the galactic political equilibrium and add to the blood on her own hands.

      When she stopped shaking, when she could again draw a full breath, she opened her eyes, dressed in silence, and combed her wet hair into a tight braid.

      Then she returned to the bridge.
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      The piano sold a few weeks after he last saw her.

      Luka Tapahonso spent less time in his shop these days, but when he was there the vacancy drew his eyes as his mind ran through numbers. Not the store’s finances—he barely had time for those anymore. These numbers were ones he didn’t dare keep on any palm drive or console. These numbers were scrawled in grease pencil on metal surfaces and wiped away when the meeting was over. They existed in his mind and in one small notebook, written in a cypher that only he and five other people in the galaxy could read.

      There were advantages to selling ancient artifacts. A leather-bound book drew little attention in his store, tucked away amidst the colorful spines on the shelf above his console.

      He rested his weight on his palms, his shoulders burning with the hours he had spent hunching. He rubbed at his forehead with a hand, then continued the motion back through his loose hair, catching at tangles with his fingers.

      He was a mess.

      A message came through on his palm drive, and he sent it to the console to read. It was addressed to the nickname the Fox had used for him since their days in IRC.

      Tap, I’ve got a free minute this morning if you want to meet. Might have some leads for you on that painting your client was looking for. Meet me in the Forum in 10? Fox.

      Exhaustion already left his limbs heavy, and another round of anticipatory fatigue washed over him at the message. He let himself sink into that fatigue for just a moment, gave himself permission to be angry and tired and miserable all at once. For a time, there had been something like peace in his life, and he had let himself hope that the peace could continue. But now, Argos was tense with a war that raged just beneath the surface. Most citizens went about their daily lives with no sense of the disruption, but it was there. It sizzled like a stripped wire with the potential to shock, to burn, but most everyone ignored it.

      Sometimes he wished for the intentional oblivion of most of Argos’s population. To just live, without the burden of everything he couldn’t help but see.

      But he couldn’t begin to imagine that kind of ignorance, and so he resigned himself to this fact: he could not rest until he could do no more. Until the galaxy found some measure of peace, he wouldn’t be able to either.

      So he pulled his hair back tightly, rolled up the sleeves of his shirt to hide the worst of the wrinkles, closed up the shop, and headed for the Forum.

      It was still early, but the Forum buzzed with activity. While the tourists visiting the capital city-station of the United Human Nations were still asleep in the hotels lining the second level of the Forum, Argos’s locals were out in full force. The Forum advertised itself as a place for everyone—home to visitors and citizens alike, with a range of food and drink and entertainment not found anywhere else in the galaxy. And it certainly had a diversity of people passing through at any given point—buying their drink of choice for the morning commute or lingering over a meal after a busy day of sightseeing—but it wasn’t the full range of Argos’s population. There was more happening in the far-flung alleys and back rooms of the station than in this central hub where the security forces could keep a close eye: an entire economy of unregulated goods and services to keep the denizens of Argos happy.

      Luka and the Fox spent more time together these days than they had in a while, and though they both would have much preferred to have these conversations in the privacy of the back room of the Fox’s shop, there was a third party’s involvement to consider—one that required much more subtlety.

      Luka was the first to arrive at the coffee shop. It was one of the cafés frequented more by tourists than locals, so at this early hour it was nearly empty. The hiss of the steam wand punctuated the low chatter of the baristas, and the only other customers were an older man whose round face was buried in his data pad at a corner table and a slim woman speaking to someone on her implanted earpiece. When she looked up and saw Luka, she waved him ahead of her, then turned away, absorbed in her call. Luka stepped up to place his order at the counter.

      The woman finished her call as the barista handed over a steaming cup to Luka. He paid, found a seat in a cluster of empty tables across the room from the man, and watched the door.

      By the time the Fox had arrived, the woman had taken her tea to a table near Luka’s and was reading something on her data pad. The Fox ordered a drip coffee and joined Luka, letting out a loud sigh as he sat.

      Cyrus “the Fox” Davies was twenty years Luka’s senior. His expressions had only hardened more with age as deep wrinkles began to disturb the pockmarks and fine scars. He had been the senior enlisted on their team, Onyema’s trusted advisor, and his gruff voice and pointed face had changed little in the years since their time in IRC.

      “Nasty stuff,” he said as he drank the coffee. “But I’m too old to make it a full day without a stimulant.”

      “You know there’s pills for that,” Luka said mildly.

      “Yeah but I’d never leave my place if I didn’t have reason, so this suits me fine. How are you doing? You look like shit.”

      “Been better,” Luka said. “Business is running me ragged. Speaking of, you mentioned you might have a lead for me.”

      At the next table, the woman began talking into her palm drive again.

      “I have an update,” she said. Her voice was low, but it carried to their table. “Mother thinks it’s worth acting on.”

      Mother. Their code for Onyema, which she would have hated if they ever let her know about it.

      Fox kept his eyes on Luka, but his words were intended for the woman—Gemma Tanaka, another former member of Onyema’s team. “Where is mother dearest sending our brother this time?”

      “I’ll leave the coordinates,” Gemma said. She affected speaking into her palm drive still, holding one hand near her implanted earpiece and shielding her mouth with her teacup using the other. “She can tell you more when you arrive.”

      “How fresh is it?” Luka asked.

      “Brand new.” Gemma smirked into her tea. Luka remembered that smirk well, the way it sparked her cherrywood eyes. For a long time, he had believed he would never see that smirk again. He certainly had never imagined he would find himself conducting covert meetings, receiving instructions from her for new trips—new missions.

      When his IRC contract ended fourteen years ago, he had expected never to hear that word again, along with quite a few others. His life as a free man began that day, all of twenty-two years old, and in his naivety he had believed that freedom had no expiration date. Of the seven of them who had survived the mission that damaged Luka’s faith in the Union beyond repair, only Gemma had remained in the Navy any longer than she’d had to. Even Onyema had retired as soon as she could, but Gemma had stayed, rising through the ranks and returning to Argos for a desk job in intelligence. She had earned the trust of the higher-ups, and that trust had kept her safe when Emory purged the Navy of disloyal officers. It also meant she was their only set of eyes inside the military.

      Gemma had always been the most optimistic member of their team. The one who believed that just by existing in the broken system, she could fix it. Her brilliance and diligence won her promotion after promotion, and now her hope was paying off, as she had access they desperately needed to gain a foothold against Emory.

      When Onyema had returned, asking for their help, he fought against it. He had built a new life for himself. He had work that brought him joy and enough money to support his parents. He had enough peace to think he might fall in love again someday and a man in his life who made him believe he could be loved again in return. But Luka understood that his life had ceased being his own the day he’d enlisted, and any expectation of freedom when his contract ended had been a beautiful and false hope. For more than a decade, that hope had thrived. He traveled, each planet and moon he visited fresh and new and gorgeous. He sold things, simple and uncomplicated, and he went home at night without the tight grasp of fear on his heart. He’d thought those days of fear were over, for a brief, beautiful while.

      “Anything else I should know?” Luka asked Gemma, his eyes on his drink.

      “Just be your charming self,” she said. “And remember your training.”

      So it was a personnel mission. They had found someone they wanted him to turn, who they thought was susceptible to their message. A marine, likely, if they were sending him and not Santi. Santi could bond with the officers, share stories of his academy days—Luka had always just been a grunt. He had always also been good with people, unlike the Fox.

      There were so few of them. He found himself drawing on skills he had never been trained in. Things he had picked up over the years—creative ways to get the job done. More and more often, he was the only option.

      As Luka nodded his understanding, Gemma downed the last of her tea and stood, throwing her empty cup in the coffee shop’s recycling chute. A small stack of paper napkins remained at her table where she had left them.

      “Aw, fuck,” the Fox said, fumbling with his coffee. A great gout of it splashed out, spreading across their table. Luka handed the Fox his napkins and then reached for the ones left on Gemma’s table. He pocketed the one on top, handing the rest to the Fox to dab at the mess he had made.

      They finished their drinks and talked about a painting one of Luka’s regular customers had asked him to look for. A reproduction, but still surprisingly difficult to find. The Fox suggested a few places he had come across in his travels—Luka had already tried most of them, but he jotted down the new ones in his palm drive. They parted at the door, the Fox headed for his warehouse and Luka home. His apartment was on a side street near his shop, a small one-bedroom that he rarely saw these days except to pack and unpack. He stopped in the shop to retrieve the little leather-bound book from its place above his console.

      His cover wouldn’t last forever. There were only so many weeks an antiques dealer could spend away from his shop on fictional acquisition trips. Eventually he would have to let go of this last vestige of the life he had once hoped might be permanent.

      When he was alone in the privacy of his apartment, he took out the paper napkin. On it, written in their cypher, were the coordinates of a small moon—a Union settlement. He copied the cypher into his book and burned the napkin, letting it curl and disintegrate in the sink until none of the ink remained visible before flushing the pile of ashes down the toilet.

      Luka threw his bag together again, tucking the journal and a well-worn book of poetry in first. Most of the tools and weapons remained in the bag where he had left them to wait for his inevitable return. The clothing he had removed and washed, and he replaced it now in little neatly folded bundles. The simplicity of the routine hushed his racing thoughts. It left him washed out, the way he had felt as a child playing in the turbulent waves on the coastline near his home. The way he had felt after a day of fighting the violent, salty thrashing of water that pushed itself against his limbs and found its way into his ears, his nose, his mouth, the salt drying him to his core.

      He heaved a sigh, then hoisted his bag over his shoulder and made his way to the port.
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        * * *

      

      Onyema was waiting when he arrived. He guided the Atonement down gently, its controls smooth and responsive. Luka caught sight of Onyema’s sharp silhouette against the luminous clouds of the humid moon.

      He walked through the ship’s shutdown routine methodically, telling himself that he wasn’t stalling. It was a good lie—he had always been the kind of person to perform every duty thoroughly and with careful documentation. He wondered sometimes how long he had been using it as a silent protest.

      When there were no more checks to run, no more lights communicating the ship’s status, no more sighs of air from the vents, he exited the ship.

      Onyema held her arms close to her torso, one hand still clutched at her chest where a puckering scar and a hitch in her breathing—which she tried to hide—revealed the extent of the wound that had nearly killed her. She smiled when she saw him, deep dimples in her brown cheeks bringing the brightness of youth long gone to her otherwise stark face. Luka couldn’t help but smile back.

      “How was your trip?” she asked.

      He shrugged and drove straight to the point. “What’s our point of access here?”

      She laughed—once, low in her throat—and began to walk away from the landing strip, Luka striding alongside her. Ahead, a small settlement waited. The roofs of the buildings seemed to scrape the low-hanging clouds.

      “An IRC team has been here for a few weeks now,” she said. “Infiltration mission, very quiet. The locals don’t realize they’re not just peacekeeping forces. One of the marines has said some things in the past that make us think he might be a good candidate.”

      “The Union will be all over him,” Luka countered. “If we identified him, then surely they have as well.”

      Onyema nodded, the silver in her tight curls catching the light. “Of course that’s a risk,” she said. “But they’ve made no moves against him, and he has a long record with the marines. They have larger concerns than the political leanings of one gunnery sergeant.”

      The thing she left unsaid was that right now, they couldn’t afford to play it safe. Taking risks was the only way to drive their tiny wedge of resistance on Argos deep into the United Human Nations’ heart. They needed to expand their network, to draw more people into the fight. Luka swallowed the tightness in his throat and it became a pit in his stomach.

      Just another thing to worry about. All in a day’s work.

      And Onyema knew she didn’t even have to mention the work that Gemma was doing for them. How every moment she remained in the service, she risked discovery. Risked everything. Every lead she found deserved to be followed.

      “Okay,” he relented. “What do you need from me?”

      “Befriend him,” Onyema said, and continued with a sly smile. “You’re better with people than Cy.”

      Onyema was the only one who had never called Cyrus by the nickname everyone else used. Luka snorted at her suggestion.

      “Putting the Fox on this job would only end in disaster,” he said.

      She chuckled at that, but did not smile. “That’s why we need you. We have an identity set up for you. Itinerant repair specialist, just arrived here from Sancus. Luis Emani. Documents have already been uploaded to your palm drive profile, just set them as primary.”

      The grass lining their path thinned as they approached the farthest-flung buildings of the settlement. Onyema stopped.

      “I’m no longer your commanding officer,” she said in measured tones. “This isn’t an official military operation, and you’re not a marine anymore. If your heart isn’t in this, you’re free to leave.”

      Luka sighed and met her eyes. She wasn’t the enemy, merely a convenient scapegoat.

      “I know,” he said. “I’m committed. I’m just tired.”

      Her smile was gentle, the lines around her eyes deepening as she grasped his shoulder. “Aren’t we all?”
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t too difficult to locate his target. Luka had spent enough time in IRC to know which kinds of establishments the bulk of the force would patronize.

      Luka had been sitting at the bar for an hour when a cluster of marines walked in. His drink was nearly untouched; his hands, wrapped around the glass, had infused the beer with enough body heat to make it unappealing. He sat up straighter when they came in, a jolt of adrenaline sharpening his senses to their laughter and banter.

      They took a seat in a corner of the room and ordered a round on the table’s screen. Luka waited.

      He had grown very skilled at waiting over the years. He listened closely to the room, took in the sounds and observed the normalcy of it all. Itinerant workers in threadbare pants hoarded the cheap beer sold during the first hour of the evening, storing up their drunkenness for after the prices shot up and they could no longer afford a drink. He could tell the locals apart by their style of dress—carefully patched, water-resistant fabric kept the perpetual damp of the place from sinking into their bones—and they sat in comfortable clusters they had no doubt formed years before. Their conversations shifted in volume, a low murmur punctuated with barks of laughter and shouted orders at whoever was manning the table’s touchpad ordering screen.

      The group of marines ribbed each other joyously, their laughter coming at jokes so thickly private that Luka had no hope of teasing the references apart. Their banter was familiar.

      When their cups were more than half empty, Luka paid quietly for a refill. The drinks arrived and they cheered their anonymous fan.

      As the night wore on, they softened. Luka sensed it in the way their stories turned both grandiose and sappy. He grasped his half-drunk beer and swiveled on his seat.

      “I thought it stank like spoiled Navy meat around here,” Luka said. Their attention snapped to him, then wavered slightly. “But you’re not useless admiral wannabes. I know a marine when I see one.”

      He moved closer and raised his glass.

      “To family,” he said. “The siblings that fight with us.”

      “And the ones that died for us,” someone finished, and they all drank deeply.

      They waved him over, and he joined them at their table.

      “You just out?” one asked him.

      Luka shook his head. “More than a decade now. Feels like yesterday, though.”

      They all nodded, each with their own rhythm, their heads bobbing just slightly out of sync, like thick grass in a chaotic wind.

      Luka raised his glass again. “To all of you, for doing the hard work so the rest of us can live well.”

      They all drank. The man directly across from Luka frowned as he put his glass down, his thoughts far away.

      Over the course of the evening, he learned their names. Roger Bauer was quiet and thoughtful, and he held his drink better than the other two. Mo Callahan hated beer and turned her nose up at the others’ sloshing glasses, holding her whiskey close to her face as though to mask the smell of hops with the aroma of barrel-aging. And Cameron Zhao laughed the loudest, but his eyes clouded from time to time, just for an instant, before he found another joke to tell.

      Even if Luka hadn’t known his target’s name, he liked to think he would have identified Cameron from the rest. Luka knew that look well. He could follow those flickers of dark thoughts to where they had settled in Cameron’s heart. Luka remembered those thoughts—the first time he had begun to wonder whether the Union Navy was on the side of good.

      Gemma’s intel was solid. This might just work.

      As Luka walked back to the little hut he was renting at the edge of town, the thick clouds parted overhead for a moment, revealing a few stars twinkling against the black sky.

      She was out there somewhere: Jaya Mill and her company. He could never pick out exactly where from the reports, but she was stoking the fires in Union-controlled space.

      He just hoped that their efforts combined would be enough.
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      The heat and miasma of the Tailenn refugee camp pressed in on Mara as she sat in the temporary structure that housed the camp’s administrative offices. The pressure built just above the bridge of her nose as she struggled to take in the information the little hami seated across from her was conveying. The short alien’s stubby legs were crossed beneath him with impossible ease, his single large eye flicking between the two nareians: Mara and her advisor, Iseru, who sat beside her.

      Mara’s legs were beginning to cramp from sitting cross-legged in the small quarters, and the tingle of poor circulation was growing in her toes.

      “How long has it been since you received a payment?” She interrupted the small administrator, her impatience finally winning out. He smiled kindly, not a trace of annoyance in his face, which somehow irritated her all the more. She was certain he had already told her, but this important detail had been swept away in the deluge of other information and lost to her memory entirely.

      Iseru shifted beside her, and Mara avoided looking at the no doubt smug expression on his face. Charity work required an entirely different set of skills than bounty hunting, something Iseru rarely missed an opportunity to tell her. He, of course, was naturally gifted in those skills, and therefore was a pain in the ass most of the time. But he was useful. Or so she told herself every time he arranged his face into that frustratingly superior expression.

      “A full season,” the hami said. “That’s around seventy nareian standard days.”

      Mara swore vehemently enough that even the placid little monk-like hami startled. Now she could practically feel Iseru’s judgment smoldering on her neck.

      “The Empress’s support was supposed to continue at full levels for another dozen seasons,” Iseru said. “Before the scheduled ten-season ramp down. Did she give any indication of why she stopped sending payments?”

      “None,” the hami administrator said. “We have been unable to make contact with anyone in her treasury or the commission for foreign reparations.”

      Mara swore again, this time silently to avoid the supercilious arch of Iseru’s eyebrow. “What are the most pressing needs of the camp right now?”

      “Medical supplies are scarce,” the administrator said. “We’ve been able to acquire bandages and scanning tools from szacante nonprofits, but we’re in need of basic vaccinations and antivirals compatible with nareian biology. Those are difficult to find at reduced prices.”

      “We’ll start there,” Mara said. She stood, the rush of blood to her feet sending sharp pains down her calves. She suppressed a wince as Iseru unfolded his own legs and stood beside her. “And I’ll try to bypass the commission and get straight to the funding source. But it’ll take some time for payments to get to you.”

      The hami thanked them profusely, rising much more gracefully on his short legs than the two large nareians. After an unnecessary number of bows, Mara and Iseru found themselves outside in the orange-washed twilight. Around them, the buildings of the camp extended irregularly, forming cramped streets that wound with little logic through boxy shelters made from prefab panels and corrugated metal sheets. Light was starting to leak from gaps between the materials in some of the buildings as the sky dimmed. It remained hot outside the sweltering little administrative office, and Mara wiped away the sweat gathering on her forehead.

      “Another leak in the financial pipe,” Iseru grumbled.

      Mara’s head pounded from the heat and the stench, or maybe from the awareness of how much negotiating she was about to have to do with nareian officials.

      “No doubt someone thought the money would be better spent enriching their own family,” Mara agreed, starting the long trek back to the makeshift landing strip where they had parked their ship. The stretch in her legs was a relief, but the agitation in her blood continued its strong buzz. As they walked, the camp’s inhabitants looked up at them. Mara and Iseru seemed out of place here, even in their plain clothing. It was the weapons, likely. Mara’s knives were strapped to her thighs, and a plasma pistol sat on her utility belt alongside various other tools she might find useful. Iseru was less overtly armed, but without a jacket, his shoulder holster was clearly visible. It marked them as different from the residents of the Tailenn refugee camp.

      That, and the way they walked like they had somewhere to go.

      “Sounds about right,” Iseru said, matching her pace. “I’m sure you’ll be able to convince them to reroute the payments.”

      “Yeah,” Mara said. “If nothing else, I’m still real fucking convincing.”

      She could sense Iseru’s eyes on her, and she turned away from his prying gaze. They had been working together a few months now, and he had proven himself a valuable partner in her new venture. He had grown up in a refugee camp not unlike this one, eventually cast out for petty theft and violent outbursts. In the end, he’d wound up in the same network of hackers and bounty hunters and smugglers that had embraced Mara after she fled Narei as a teen.

      He was frustrating, but he had a soft spot for the despondent. Mara guessed she did, too, now. It was a strange and uncomfortable feeling, this soft underbelly. It had always been there, but it was still easier to pretend it hadn’t been—that this rawness was something new, not something that had been leaking out from her tough exterior since long before Tai’s death. Something she was just now allowing herself to think about.

      The curious glances from the residents turned into spreading whispers. Mara didn’t need to hear the words to know what they were saying. Since Emory had broadcast a picture of her to the entire galaxy, Mara hadn’t been able to escape the looks and the whispers. Before she had gotten tangled up with that aspiring dictator and his obnoxious red-headed underling, the population of Narei had held a different image of the lost princess: a gangly teenager with gray eyes and a face free of markings, shy and awkward in official appearances. Mara had never known what to do with a thousand eyes on her and billions more watching from screens. When she became a bounty hunter, she began masking herself with tattoos, and she had grown into her awkwardness. Grown into herself. She had stopped looking like royalty and started looking like any other reckless asshole on the fringe of the Empire.

      But now, when a nareian citizen imagined the crown princess, they saw her. Tattoos, glower, and swagger.

      The whispers grew. People ducked their heads in half-bows. Beside her, she sensed Iseru’s head still turned toward her, watching her as the camp began to recognize the presence of the lost princess of Narei.

      Mara picked up the pace. Iseru lurched to keep up and managed to stay by her side as they reached the ship and climbed in.

      Iseru took the copilot’s seat and began running through the preflight check as Mara stashed their supplies, ensuring nothing would come loose as they broke atmosphere. When she took her own seat, Iseru had finished his routine and was blessedly silent. Mara fired up the engines and programmed their flight path into the ship’s console. She paused when she was done, hands still on the controls. Iseru remained silent, his eyes on her.

      “What are you looking at?” she growled, without turning her head.

      He made a clucking noise between his teeth—somehow, even his wordless sounds carried thick undertones of judgment—but she saw him turn away in her periphery.

      Just because she was doing good for the galaxy now didn’t mean she had to open herself up to anyone who wanted to know what was inside. She still knew how that could be twisted against her, a knife in her gut.

      The goals had changed; the method remained the same.
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        * * *

      

      Urran was gleaming and beautiful in the early morning light as Mara set her ship down in the port of Narei’s capital city. She had left Iseru on their base on Lachta, a remote moon colony that was the headquarters of their operations. Mara had never been so involved in something this large-scale—or this official. At least, not since she’d left the palace.

      Behind her, her entourage was preparing to debark, pulling on lightweight nareian body armor and securing weapons in holsters. She had picked them up on a station not far from Narei, half a dozen mercenaries whose boss owed her a favor from nearly a decade ago. She was calling in a lot of favors lately, which made her uncomfortable. But Iseru had insisted she take protection, and she wanted guards who didn’t know where she slept at night. Lachta’s location was not something she was prepared to advertise.

      The crack of guns snapping into place and the low murmur of their voices pushed into her awareness. An entourage—that had been one of the first things she’d wanted to get rid of when she left the palace, and now here she was. Again not able to set foot in public without a storm cloud of bodyguards in gray armor trailing her.

      At least, not on Narei. Just one of many reasons she hated these trips home so much.

      “Okay,” she said, waving over the half dozen bodyguards. “Let’s get this over with.”

      The air in Urran was clear. The sun spread its warmth quickly through the city streets as it began to edge over the tops of the buildings. Cleaning up the capital city had been a major part of Mara’s great-grandmother’s reign, and the monarchs who followed were careful to maintain her legacy. Mara’s eyes were drawn to the statue of her ancestor and namesake that loomed over the port. It was impossible for anyone arriving in Narei by way of Urran’s central port to miss the hulking white marble idol of Empress Marantos the Fourth, most exalted of Narei.

      Mara spat on the ground, and her bodyguards shifted uncomfortably. Let the local police try to cite her for a misdemeanor. Urran could use a little grit.

      She sent one last dark look at the statue, as though her vicious thoughts could be transferred somehow from her ancestor’s stone skull into the luxury of the royal palace. Then she turned away from the landmark and began the walk to the building that housed the Nareian Legislative Assembly, her bodyguards heeling at her side. The city spread out warm and inviting in front of her, the sandstone buildings like burnished gold in the morning light. The outside was pristine, but the inside was soft and rotten, a beautiful fruit that would collapse in on itself with the first bite, leaving bitterness in your mouth. She almost longed for the stench of the refugee camp. At least what you saw there was what you got.

      The Legislative Assembly sat at one end of a long, open plaza in the center of Urran. The palace sat on the other, a vast stretch of verdant gardens spanning the space between them. Low walls, barely knee-height, formed a labyrinth that guided those wandering the plaza through a long and deliberate path showcasing all the native plants of Narei. At the center stood a gnarled and massive tree, thousands of years old. Legend had it this tree was where the first Empress of Narei had gathered her forces to conquer the last remaining city-state of the old world and unify Narei under one throne. The history books claimed it was Empress Hisantos and her military genius that eradicated the nations that had come before this one, but Mara would put money on the far more powerful forces of decay and stupidity to end an empire.

      As they approached the plaza, the gentle hum of aircars and murmur of voices gradually gave way to a rumbling sound. The hairs on Mara’s neck stood up, the rumble sending an uneasy itch into her fingers. She held her hands closer to the knives at her hip. The mercenaries following her shifted as well, their eyes intent and their muscles tensed.

      Mara rounded the corner into Imperial Plaza cautiously, and the source of the sound became clear. Hundreds of nareians clustered at the far end, facing the palace, shouting. There was an approximate unison to their shouts, with just enough chaos to make their words indistinct as they reached Mara’s ears. Holographic signs flickered around them, vanishing into their neighbors as their movements jostled them together. They were marching. A protest.

      “Fucking idiots,” Mara muttered.

      They would all end up getting themselves arrested for a demonstration that would be yesterday’s news tomorrow and utterly forgotten by the next day. There had been occasional protests at the palace in Mara’s childhood. Protests that failed to stir any sentiment in the broad, wealthy neighborhoods of Urran and the poor stretch of the colonies beyond. Mara doubted the colonies even heard of the protests.

      She turned away as the Imperial Guard surrounding the crowd inched in, closing the space slowly around the protesters. She wasn’t interested in finding out how much longer they would allow the shouting to continue before rounding up the offending citizens.

      Inside the assembly building, she was waved past the security screening. One of the few elements of her recognizable status that she was thankful to have, as most wouldn’t get away with arriving so heavily armed. She continued down the hall, long-legged strides carrying her quickly to the office of the offending legislator. The Assembly was in session—she had made sure of that. Five times a year, this otherwise absentee body convened to make a very public and dramatic show of serving the people of the Nareian Empire, and then they retreated back to their vacation homes and royal bribe-enriched accounts. The position of legislator was hereditary, with each noble family nominating one member each year to take the seat. It usually went to the youngest, least important member of the family. A dutiful box to tick, but one that barely interfered with the other occupations of their life.

      A life of leisure and excess that made them exactly how the Empress wanted them: soft and contented.

      As Mara approached the office, a young woman stepped out into the hall, cutting across her path. Mara’s bodyguards reacted swiftly, closing around her in an annoyingly protective fashion. As if she couldn’t handle herself.

      “Get the fuck out of my way,” she grumbled to the guard who had stepped in front of her. “She’s not a threat.”

      The woman raised herself to her full height—still a good deal shorter than Mara. Her mane was a dark charcoal gray, her face silvery white and free of markings. Unremarkable, except for ice-blue eyes, which she fixed, glaring, on Mara.

      “Is the royal family finally lowering itself to governing?” Her voice was a light soprano, as cold as her eyes.

      “My mother certainly isn’t,” Mara snapped. “She never learned to clean up her own messes.”

      The woman let out a scoffing laugh and turned away, tucking a data pad under her arm and retreating down the hallway. Mara watched her go for a moment, stunned. Scorn was not a reaction she was used to from members of the Legislative Assembly.

      She shook it off and pushed through her bodyguards. As irritating as that interaction was, she was here to see Legislator Morjad, not pick a new fight with some other noble playing politician.

      The legislator was seated at his desk when Mara burst through his door. He looked up, green-gold eyes blinking.

      “Your Imperial Highness.” He nearly choked on the title. People weren’t used to seeing the lost princess in their offices. His face twisted itself up in an attempt to find an appropriate expression. Mara was certain that his mind was grasping around in the dark, wondering how much weight her opinion actually carried and whether pissing her off would help or hurt his standing with her mother.

      “Was it a new vacation home?” she asked, leaning against the wall to block the path from his desk to the door. “A fancy yacht? Rare siltyr aged in the cloud of a nebula?”

      His mental grasping stopped entirely, his face blank. It was the most sincere expression she’d seen on his face yet. Good.

      “What?” he spluttered. “I have no idea—”

      “The money that was earmarked for the Tailenn refugee camp. There’s a leak in the pipe. I’m just wondering where that leak is going.”

      He shut his mouth, face turning suddenly calm. “You are mistaken, Princess.”

      Mara laughed. “I’m many things, Legislator Morjad. But I’m not mistaken about this. I’ve met with the hami your predecessor delegated this responsibility to. It’s bad enough that we can’t care for our own people, but now the payments have stopped and the hami have been frozen out.”

      He folded his arms and shifted in his seat. Mara pushed off from the wall and draped herself in the chair across from him. She crossed her arms in a mocking mirror of the legislator and waited for him to say something. Mara’s guards remained behind her like a wall of stone in their dark gray armor.

      “I’m not sure how the management of the Tailenn refugee camp is any of your business.”

      “It’s the business of any concerned citizen,” Mara countered. “And I like to shake things up. See what filth comes out of the shadows. This time, it was you.”

      Morjad blinked. “You’re one to talk about the shadows. I won’t sit here and actually entertain the wild conspiracy theories of a former assassin.”

      “Bounty hunter.”

      The legislator shrugged. “Does the distinction really matter? You’re a criminal, and I’m a trusted member of the nareian legislature.”

      “Trusted by other people in power,” Mara growled. “Your own people know they can’t count on you for anything.”

      “I live in the real world, Princess Marantos.” He stood, leaning his weight on his desk, drawing his face closer to hers.

      Mara took her knife out, her motion slow and careful. Morjad’s eyes flicked to the blade.

      “I’m not sure you really understand what the real world is, Legislator Morjad,” Mara said. “You see, I was born into what you think is the real world. I had to watch my back, but rarely literally. There were thick walls and the Imperial Guard to keep out anyone who might actually try to kill me.”

      She turned the knife thoughtfully in her hand, admiring the way it caught the light from Morjad’s windows and reflected it sharply onto the ceiling and then, as she turned the flat of the blade, softened into a gentle glow on the surface. Morjad’s eyes remained on her hands, his posture stiff, but he didn’t move.

      She stilled her hands, the silence sharp. After a moment, Morjad’s gaze traveled up to her eyes.

      “Sit down,” she said. “I have more to say.”

      She waited until he obeyed and then shifted forward in her seat, resting her elbows on her knees. “I made mistakes in this world that you call the real world. I didn’t watch my back appropriately, and I let myself be manipulated. I understand how that feels, I really do. It makes you question everything you believe.” Mara set the knife on the desk, blade edge lined up with the furniture’s sharp corner. “But it opened my eyes. I left. I saw the rest of the world, how it really is. I recognized that the walls that had protected me before were fragile. I was better off outside them. At least, once I learned how to keep myself alive. Because out here in the real world, Legislator, there are people lining up for your head. And I can pass between their world and yours.”

      She stood abruptly, snatching the knife up so quickly he jumped. She loomed over him, holding the blade just close enough to his face to make him sweat. When he did, she smiled.

      “Remember that I know how to watch my back in both worlds,” she said. “And I can always open the door. Show you what it’s actually like out here.”

      Mara turned to leave.

      “You don’t have the power you think you do,” Morjad said.

      Mara paused in the doorway, the space around her crowded with her bodyguards.

      “My power lies in knowing exactly how little I have,” she replied. “Very little stands in a person’s way when they have nothing left to lose.” She didn’t look back, but she hoped the words landed. She threw an order over her shoulder as she left: “I expect the payments to Tailenn to resume immediately. You don’t want to see me again. I promise.”
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        * * *

      

      Palva was waiting at her ship when Mara and her guards returned to the port.

      She had always been a handsome woman. Yanu had taken after her—the members of the Hydean clan were all amber eyes and purring voices and a strange, dangerous grace. Palva’s golden mane was now shot through with white and styled to show off those platinum strands, trophies of her age. There was a soft crinkle at the corners of her eyes, but her face was hard, angry.

      “I have no business with you,” Mara said. Palva stood between Mara and the ship, her own entourage of last-generation Imperial Guards fanning out in a mirror of Mara’s. Mara scowled at the picture. The last thing she wanted was to look like one of them.

      “You made yourself my business when you killed my niece.” Palva’s voice was cold, but there was a slight tremor to it. So Yanu had made herself a place in Palva’s life that went deeper than simple gratitude for ruining the reputation of the crown princess. She had actually won some affection from her haughty aunt.

      It was one of the few things Mara still believed was authentic, of everything that Yanu had told her while they were lovers: Yanu’s desire to be loved by her aunt. Most of the rest of it she now recognized was garbage, a mixture of lies with just enough truth to come across as sincere. Yanu with the quick, golden tongue. But Mara remembered one night, hot and sticky summer air holding them in a liminal place between wakefulness and sleep, when Yanu had shared her fear that Palva would never love her.

      Why do you care? Mara had asked. She’s just your aunt.

      She’s the matriarch, Yanu had whispered, after a long pause. Her opinion is the only one that matters.

      “Yanu tracked me down,” Mara snarled. “Not the other way around. All I’ve ever wanted was for you people to leave me the fuck alone.”

      Palva flinched at that—Mara wondered if it was the tone or the language that displeased her—and opened her mouth to say something else. Mara stepped forward, and Palva’s mouth snapped shut at the same instant her guard narrowed their semicircle. Mara’s guard responded in kind, and she brought her face close to Palva’s inside the tight ring of tensed muscle, half gold-clad Hydean guards and half gray-clad mercenaries.

      “If you hadn’t gotten involved, Yanu would still be alive.” Mara’s voice was a low growl. “I’m not taking the blame. That one’s on you.”

      She turned, pushing through the tiny gap between the gold bodies and the gray ones and making for her ship. Behind her, she heard the sound of padding feet as her mercenaries followed.

      “Sit down and strap in,” she ordered as she passed through the opening doors and took a seat in the pilot’s chair. “A couple of hours is too long to spend on Narei. Let’s get the fuck out of this place.”

      The mercenaries shuffled to the bucket seats and fastened the restraints over their armoring. Mara slammed the door controls and the ship sealed itself. She requested permission to depart, muttering a reflexive prayer to whatever nareian gods might still be listening to this wrecked galaxy that Palva didn’t use her influence to ground her.

      She breathed easier when the release came through, and they were in the black of free space. She initiated the jump sequence, not looking back as they lurched away from Narei.

      Mara remained at her seat, back turned on the mercenaries after they entered FTL speeds. She propped her feet on the console and held one of her knives in her hand, turning the blade over, the sharp edge kissing her fingertips.

      “I know how hard it is,” a voice said, quiet and close. One of the mercenaries had approached her. “To work so hard to improve the galaxy while others are just trying to slow you down.”

      “People are fundamentally selfish,” Mara said, not turning to see which mercenary it was.

      “You don’t really think that,” he said, “or you wouldn’t be working so hard.”

      That made her turn. The mercenary in question had removed his armor and was wearing a simple wine-colored shirt which stretched gently across the muscle of his chest and brought a copper glow to his golden eyes. He was pretty. Not much younger than Mara, but apparently quite a bit more naive.

      “You think you know me?”

      He shrugged. “I grew up with stories of you. I always wondered how much truth there was to them. Even the lost nareian princess has wants and needs and fears. Like the rest of us.”

      “What’s your name?” she asked.

      “Elya.”

      “Elya,” she repeated. “You’re cute, kid. But you’ve got some learning to do.”

      “That’s why I asked to be put on this assignment,” he said.

      Oh gods, he was going to call her the savior of Narei. Mara prepared to roll her eyes, steeled herself for another respectful half-bow of the head. “Why’s that?”

      “I like to be challenged,” he said, flashing a grin at her before he returned to his seat.

      She watched him go. She couldn’t help it.

      He didn’t look back at her as he took his seat, instead pulling out a data pad and reading something on it, biting the corner of his lower lip as he focused on the screen. Mara turned away.

      Her stomach was unsettled. She had technically accomplished her goal—send a message to Legislator Morjad and hope that her threatened return would be unnecessary—but everything about the day had gone just slightly wrong. She had to stop rushing into things half-cocked, with only a rough idea of what lay ahead of her. It had been too long since she had been on Narei—and also not long enough. The place made her skin crawl with memories. Its air was suffocating.

      The black of space was a welcome relief.

      When they arrived at Aris Station, where she had picked up the mercenaries, she left them at their head office and purchased a bottle of siltyr from a stand on her way back to the ship. Cheap shit. Any bar would be ashamed to stock it. But Mara wasn’t drinking it for taste right now. She just wanted to stop feeling so rotten.
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      Tynan Vasuda stared down at the petri dishes, stubborn anger holding him in place as the cells just as stubbornly remained unchanged.

      Min, his virtual assistant, hovered nearby. Her holographic projection frowned at the petri dishes with an expression that mirrored Tynan’s own. This work frustrated even a virtual intelligence. Min—like Tynan—was used to working with more resources than they had now. Her analytic capabilities were being pushed to the brink and starved for data at the same time.

      The medical bay of the First Light had changed little in the last year, although both Tynan and Sunny had seen their duties expand greatly. Sunny stood nearby, her head bent over Shea, checking the wound and deftly replacing the bandage. As they had recruited colonists and their engagements with the Union had increased, the number of injuries and illnesses had seen a corresponding increase. At the same time, Tynan had begun to spend more and more hours on this project—the desperate miracle they needed if they ever wanted to face Emory on level ground.

      “No change,” Min confirmed. As if he needed it.

      He sighed and closed the protective cover over the series of dishes. He waved a hand, and Min vanished. He didn’t need her to keep reminding him of their failure. The dishes contained cells, sampled from various parts of Jaya’s tissue and organs, subjected to every test they could think of. In the days that followed their escape from Argos, Tynan, Sunny, and Sal had spent long stretches with Jaya. She told them about the suspicions she’d harbored for years—how odd it was that she had taken so quickly to the most demanding role in the Navy. How that unease had followed her for years. She told them how she never seemed to need rest to recover from a grueling workout, how she could detect sounds no one else could hear.

      She told them also about Emory’s interrogation on Argos, and how singular that experience had been for her—when she tried to describe the way she had felt, she held up her hands in a helpless gesture.

      I was like a corpse, she’d said. A living, breathing corpse. It was like he flicked a switch and turned me into a useless body. Cold and heavy and tired. I’ve never been so tired.

      Jaya had demonstrated for them every time they asked a question she couldn’t answer in words, and she offered up her blood and cells for testing. Every time he needed more cultures, she willingly obliged. He supposed it didn’t cost her much, considering the rate at which she healed. Every biopsy, every needle prick, every milliliter of blood they drew had an impact in her body of seconds, if that.

      It was a virus that enhanced these cells, that much was clear. And it was synthetic, designed and built for this role.

      It was remarkable, but little good it would do them if Tynan couldn’t understand the specifics that made it so unusual. Until he could manipulate the cells in any reproducible, consistent, and useful manner, they would remain a miracle: fascinating and incredible, sure, but ultimately just a worthless curiosity.

      Sunny drew closer to him at his sigh, circling an arm around his waist. She said nothing—by now, after months of putting their collective biological, chemical, and medical expertise together, they both saw the exact same grim news in the cultures. And by now, after nearly a year of shared, quiet intimacy, she wouldn’t have needed to understand the message their work was sending to interpret the weight and tone of one of his sighs.

      Tynan wrapped an arm around her shoulder, resting his cheek on the top of her head. Her dark hair tickled his face.

      “It didn’t used to bother me,” he confessed. She looked up at him, and he answered her silent question. “How long it can take. I understand that science is few quick advances made on the back of many years of slow toiling. That sometimes it’s exactly when something feels impossible that a lightning strike of insight occurs. Breakthroughs aren’t magic, they take years of hard work.”

      “But now we don’t have years to build the foundation,” Sunny said, finishing his thought. She tightened the arm around his waist, reassuring him with her fierce grip and the strength of her presence. “I know.”

      He pulled away from her embrace and started cleaning the small laboratory space, wiping the counters with absorbent cloths in rhythmic motions and placing the glassware in a larger container so the main medical bay’s machine could wash and sterilize them. Freeing the small space of clutter and mess usually made him feel better, but lately the dread of failure sat heavy on him, and none of his usual self-soothing routines seemed to lessen it.

      Sunny stopped him, placing a hand on his and removing the cloth for a moment. He looked at her, and she gave him a rueful smile.

      “You’re doing everything in your power,” she said. “And so is Jaya. So is every member of this company and the colonists who are on our side. Don’t blame yourself for not being able to do the impossible.”

      He swallowed, his throat still thick with some mix of emotions he couldn’t name or untangle. Sunny stood on tiptoes to kiss him, and when she dropped back down to the flats of her feet, Tynan finally let himself relax in the comforting familiarity of the way her brown eyes smiled at him. He let out a sigh, and some of that tension released with it.

      “We have so little to go on,” he said. “I feel like I’m putting together a broken machine in the dark, and with the pieces so scattered I may never know if I’ve gathered them all.”

      Sunny laughed, shaking her head. “That’s more or less what you’re doing. No wonder it didn’t come together in a week.”

      He laughed, too, but immediately the knot in his shoulders tightened again. It hadn’t been a week—he had been working on this for almost a year. It might not be a reflection of his capabilities, but it wouldn’t matter how contented his ego was if they couldn’t figure out how to remove the largest advantage Emory and his forces had.

      An advantage which grew with every encounter, as more and more of his troops were receiving the enhancements.

      Tynan glanced back at the latest set of samples from Jaya. On top of the layers of frustration at not being able to manipulate them in ways that would be useful to the resistance, he couldn’t quiet the nagging worry that he might even be working with obsolete information. Jaya’s enhancements had been integrated with her body for as long as she could remember, implying she had been very young when the technology was implanted in her. The rare samples they could take from dead enhanced soldiers were all deactivated somehow, unable to perform their same feats of regeneration and collective strength, and they had been unable to capture anyone alive, let alone turn an enhanced soldier to their cause.

      This meant that in the very best case, Tynan was studying at least thirty-year-old technology that had been perfected in Jaya and changed minimally in recent years. In the worst case, he was studying a version so old it would hold no resemblance to the one in use today. Explosions of technological development usually advanced far more rapidly than society could adjust, transforming overnight before anyone even understood the scope of the change.

      This was a reason Tynan had advocated so long for caution in research applications. The balance of technology, biology, culture, and politics was a complex and delicate thing, and he had always seen the potential for runaway development in one arena to rip the fabric of society so thoroughly that they would never recover.

      Then again, for the bulk of the last twenty years, Emory had worked almost alone and entirely in secret. The sort of exponential growth Tynan feared generally came from competition and collaboration. One man toiling in proverbial darkness couldn’t hope to compete with that kind of innovation.

      Could he?

      “What’s the argument you’re having with yourself now?” Sunny was making the strange smile that told Tynan she was trying not to laugh at him. He tried to imagine the range of expressions that had likely been playing over his face and grimaced in embarrassment.

      “Trying to convince myself that Emory is not hopelessly ahead,” he confessed.

      Sunny shook her head. “He may be ahead of us, but you know as well as I do that all it takes is one insight to make up the difference. Maybe we’ll finally capture one of the enhanced soldiers alive. Maybe one of them will turn to our cause. We don’t know what Emory is capable of, but I find it hard to believe there are no holes to be poked in his defenses.”

      Tynan drew her close again. “I love your optimism.”

      “I failed to convince you?”

      “Yeah,” he said, “but it doesn’t matter. We’ll come back to this tomorrow. And the next day. Until we figure it out or—”

      He didn’t finish the sentence. He didn’t need to. Every day on the First Light was a lesson in the consequences of failure. Every day was we do what we can—

      —or we die trying.

      “Are you ready for a new line of work yet?” Sunny whispered into his shoulder.

      “No,” he said, as surprised today as he had been every day that his answer had not changed.

      Maybe when this was all over. But there was something more at stake now than his own life. There was a reason to keep going when every part of the person he had been before screamed at him to quit. He had been drawn into something larger, and now he knew that to remove himself from this fight was tantamount to dying, anyway.

      Might as well keep trying.
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        * * *

      

      The First Light made a stop the next afternoon to pick up Commander John Rhodes on a small manufacturing colony called Cotterston. The First Light’s executive officer had spent the last month here, where they had encountered not just a thick vein of support, but an entire infrastructure ready to subvert Emory’s efforts at controlling the colonies. But the citizens of Cotterston lacked the training to be effective. Like so many of the colonists they had encountered, their enthusiasm threatened to push them to action that would only result in a deadly crackdown and no progress.

      So at Rhodes’s suggestion, the resistance had begun leaving senior officers to train local groups in how to avoid detection, increase recruitment, and what to do when they would—inevitably—need to fight.

      The web of the resistance was growing stronger for its many threads. Tynan found the rapid expansion of their chain of command overwhelming. He didn’t understand the flow of information or authority—intel, operations, support, the sectors popping up across the galaxy at Jaya’s direction, snapping into place and executing her orders. He supposed as a member of the leadership council that had formed the night of the mutiny a year ago, he was part of the group that they called “command,” though the idea of him directing any element of this extensive network was absurd. It felt like the kind of complex machinery he might use in research, only somehow far more delicate and with rules still invisible to him.

      He was grateful that the rest of the council seemed to understand that the best place for him was in the medical bay, prodding at cells.

      And yet despite the growth of the resistance, Emory’s Navy still vastly outnumbered them, his force strong enough and his reach far enough to fracture their network in short order, if they failed to remain out of his sights. Which, so far, they had managed.

      The resistance had set up headquarters on a former mining colony, abandoned when it became more expensive to extract the ore than to use newly developed alternative alloys. The small, dense planet and its two moons were technically still owned by a mining company, but its long and brutal winters, jagged mountainous terrain, and remote location made it a poor resource for any corporation. Cheaper to forget about it than try to use it for anything.

      It suited the resistance, though. The mining tunnels made for a habitable base even in the unpleasant months, and its remoteness was a bonus rather than a detriment. They had managed to outfit the place with defensive weaponry captured in one of their early attacks, which shook the entire system of tunnels when they tested the setup. When Tynan asked Jaya if it would protect them from a Union fleet attack, she had pressed her lips together in a thin line and said, long enough for us to run away.

      They called it Swallow’s Landing, and in the three months since they had settled there, it had begun to feel like home.

      Lupo piloted the First Light back to Swallow’s Landing. It was late summer in the hemisphere where their base was located, but the air still held a promise of winter in its cool nights. They coasted down over thick evergreen forest into a crevasse where they stored the First Light and a collection of small passenger vessels they had acquired over the months. The entrance to the base was nearby, in a thin clearing in the forest.

      When they landed, Tynan helped Sunny transport Shea into the larger medical facilities in the tunnels. Tynan kept the majority of his work on the First Light, preferring the relative isolation of the ship’s medical bay when the base was filled with people. As they wheeled Shea toward the base, Tynan saw Jaya and Sal unloading crates of medical supplies from the cargo hold. The colonists on Cotterston had offered the supplies in exchange for the training from leadership. The restock was much needed.

      Adaeze greeted them at the door of the base’s hospital. She had joined the base at Swallow’s Landing only a month ago from a manufacturing colony where they had recruited a number of new people, but had settled in swiftly. Adaeze had no formal training, but she had picked up a surprising amount of trauma care procedures even before joining the resistance. Well, surprising to Tynan, who hadn’t needed to think about traumatic injuries before the previous year. He was starting to understand just how desperate the Union colonies were—without a proper infrastructure, they had to fend for themselves.

      Adaeze and Sunny arranged Shea in a bed in the medical suite and Sunny adjusted their pain medication as Tynan put away a few items from the journey. They were short-staffed right now, their former assistants having recently left to train resistance hubs on some of the larger colonies. Tynan’s chest swelled a little with pride at his own involvement. Sunny had been overwhelmed with patients in the early days, and while many new recruits were eager to help, she was too busy triaging injuries from their many scuffles with Union forces to be able to provide any instruction.

      So for a week, Tynan and Min had flushed out Min’s entire memory of exchanges with Sunny, in the end regurgitating enough of her early instructions to Tynan verbatim that he was able to form them into a sort of handbook for the medical trainees. It had been a small matter, then, to fill in the details, and Sunny had taken to calling out new procedures for Min to record and add to their ever-growing document.

      It felt good to be helpful again.

      Tynan moved to start helping Sunny and Adaeze put away the boxes of medical supplies, but Min appeared, reminding him of the meeting Jaya had called for the leadership council. He sighed and turned away, leaving the two women with their heads bent low as they reveled in the new influx of essentials.

      He set out into the base.

      The tunnels were dark and cool. It never really got warm inside the mines, and Tynan hoped that when the long and brutal winter arrived, it would never really get cold inside either. But as always, they would deal with that issue when it arose. For now, they had some semblance of stability.

      The constant running was tiring. For the majority of the past year, Tynan had longed for a month—a week, even—where he could mark his place on a map of the galaxy with a solid dot rather than a line streaking from system to system. Even now, with a home base on Swallow’s Landing, they were constantly flitting about the galaxy, training and recruiting and bringing aid when they could.

      Sunny attended most of the council meetings, but tonight she remained in the medical center, her focus on Shea. Tynan arrived in the room they were calling command center. Jaya and Sal were already there, standing next to each other on one side of the table. They nodded at him, the silence unbroken and familiar. It was something, at least, that he saw the same faces every day. He looked at the two here with him now: Jaya’s mouth in a grim line and Sal’s bored posture betrayed by his chewing at his nails.

      Rhodes arrived shortly, completing their small council. They stood in a circle, as they always did in these meetings—something never remarked on, but which was conspicuous to Tynan. It was a little piece of the way the Avalon had transformed to the First Light that reminded him oddly of home.

      “It’s good to have you back,” Jaya said, the first to speak. “How did the training go?”

      Rhodes smiled, teeth bright against his dark skin. “Well enough. They were running everything without my input by the end of it. They’re green, but they took to it all very fast.”

      “Motivated,” Sal interjected. “It’s easy to learn something new when your entire future depends on it.”

      Jaya shifted, crossing her arms. The grim line of her mouth hardened, drawing still more lines in her face.

      “No.” Her voice was firm, not harsh but unyielding. “It’s not easy. But when it’s necessary—”

      She didn’t finish the thought.

      Tynan knew something of the way the chain of command worked here. He understood that even now that they had broken from the Navy and were their own hybrid force, the weight of the decisions rested on Jaya—the burden more apparent every day in the circles beneath her eyes and the small muscle in her jaw that seemed to jump at every new piece of bad news—but the way their small council interacted was unique.

      Here, there was no one leader. Information flowed freely among them. Ideas, too, diffused out, to be debated and built upon and dismantled in equal measure.

      They each had their own area of expertise, their own pipeline of information, and this was the place where it all came together. This was the place where he found himself sometimes hoping for everything Sunny had suggested—that there would be a moment of clarity, a breakthrough on any of their many battlefronts that might begin a cascade of events in their favor.

      “I’m glad to hear you left them relatively self-sufficient.” Jaya straightened and her face relaxed, as if that previous thought had not happened. It was time to look forward.

      “I heard about the convoy.” Rhodes crossed his own arms, mirroring Jaya’s expression. “The enhanced soldiers are showing up everywhere now. Seems like he’s accelerating his program.”

      “It would appear so. We hurt him when we destroyed those labs, but he’s recovered quickly. He must have another site.” Jaya turned to Tynan as she spoke, her eyebrows raised in a sort of question.

      “Yes,” Tynan agreed. “He clearly has some facility at full functionality by now, which would suggest that it was already in the works when we destroyed the primary station. We may have slowed him down, but he’s caught back up.”

      This was a thought that had vexed Tynan for some time. It became clearer every time they ran across a squadron with enhanced soldiers that Emory had some sort of facility to churn them out. And every time they witnessed Emory’s continued advancement, Tynan was reminded that he was racing against a clock—one he was not even able to see.

      “Made any progress with the—” Rhodes waggled his fingers, the gesture implying magic or perhaps just confusion. He shrugged when the appropriate words failed him. But Tynan understood.

      “Not enough. We need more material.” He waved off Jaya’s gesture. “That’s not what I mean. I mean more diverse material. We need one of the new enhanced soldiers. One of his recent works.”

      Sal cringed at Tynan’s remark and glanced at Jaya, whose expression remained steady. Regret spiked in Tynan at his choice of words, but it was too late now. That still happened to him a lot.

      “We need to pull the curtain back,” he continued. “Get some new information.”

      Jaya’s face was grave as she listened. “We need to turn someone to our cause who can get us the information we need. Rhodes, see if your new trainee can seek out connections when she returns to Providence. We have the best chance of finding a way in on the larger colonies.”

      Her tone was confident, but Tynan found himself wondering how they were ever going to do that.
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        * * *

      

      Tynan stood outside the base later that evening, watching the sun set behind the trees. The forest stirred with animals. The miners who had briefly occupied this colony had stocked the place with the kind of creatures that filled these cold, forested ecological niches back on Earth, apparently using them to supplement the rations given to them by the mining company. The forest had been overrun with them when the First Light landed here months ago.

      Shea had grown up hunting with their family on their home colony, and while everyone on Swallow’s Landing except Tynan was good with a weapon, Shea knew how to track and how to clean the animals they killed. Here at Swallow’s Landing, you could eat just about everything you shot.

      Vargas had taken Werner and one of the colonists to hunt in the woods, supplementing the produce they grew in little patches on the base with fresh protein. The distant echo of the hunting party’s weapon discharges reached Tynan on the soft breeze. As the sky darkened from lavender to indigo, the hunting party returned, carrying a handful of small animals that Tynan had learned were called rabbits. He grimaced, not a fan of the gamey flavor or the texture of this particular animal, but his stomach growled in protest at his tastes. Food was food, these days.

      Still, Tynan longed for the vegetable-heavy dishes and the familiar warm spices of szacante cuisine.

      The three hunters set about skinning and cleaning the carcasses. This was the hunting party’s first trip without Shea, whose wound prevented their taking part. Vargas oversaw the cleaning of the animals the party had killed, frequently checking her palm drive to ensure they were doing it properly.

      Jaya and Rhodes built a fire, and in short order, two of the rabbits were roasting on a spit while everyone packed the rest of the meat away for the freezers in the mine’s industrial kitchen. As the members of the First Light’s company gathered around for warmth and light, sharing a bottle of liquor the colonists had given them along with the medical supplies, the plane of the galaxy cut through the dark sky above.

      Rhodes had settled in next to a woman called Robin, his new trainee who had spent the last few months with them on Swallow’s Landing. Rhodes was preparing her to assume her own command, to return to her home colony and lead the resistance’s local forces, and she had fit in quickly with the group at Swallow’s Landing with her warm smile and easy laugh.

      Sunny sat down next to Vargas, leaning close for a quiet conversation. Vargas had pushed through rigorous physical therapy when she returned to the ship, with a vigor Tynan had never seen in anyone before. She still hobbled slightly after intense training, but her check-ups with Sunny always showed continued progress. She beamed now as she rolled up her pant leg to show Sunny the place where her prosthetic fused with her flesh, the thick seam of scars the only evidence that the leg hadn’t been there her entire life.

      Satisfied, Sunny leaned back, settling into Tynan’s chest as he wrapped his arm around her. He kissed her temple as she lifted a cup to her lips.

      “Get a room, you two,” Werner called across the fire. Heat rose to Tynan’s face, but Werner’s jibe was met with laughter.

      “We have one,” Sunny said. “We just prefer fresh air and firelight.”

      Vargas pulled Lupo closer, resting her chin on the pilot’s head. “Ignore them, doc,” Vargas said. “You’re just the newest couple. They gave us hell for ages, but they got over it.”

      Werner made an indignant sound and Sal laughed. Jaya drank from her cup, and when she spoke, her eyes were soft and unfocused as she stared into the dancing flames. “I haven’t had time to even think about love since the academy.”

      Sal snorted. “Not thinking about it didn’t stop you from making eyes at that cute guy from the antiques shop.”

      Jaya choked on her drink as Sal’s remark provoked some hoots and taunts from the others assembled around the fire. Jaya threw a retort back at Sal, baiting him into an argument, and the process started again. After a while, Jaya produced her violin and played requests from the group, most of the humans singing along. Tynan stopped listening to the words and found himself just enjoying the sound of voices raised in music and laughter.

      As the fire died, Tynan and Sunny withdrew to their room. Tynan began pulling the covers back from their bed, arranging the pillows carefully, and Sunny stopped him with a gentle hand on his cheek. He turned to face her.

      “Does it bother you?” she asked. “The teasing?”

      He thought about it for a moment. “I’ve learned that groups of humans express affection strangely.”

      She frowned at that. “How do you mean?”

      “Well, in their free time, they play a game where they lie to each other and steal each other’s money, but that somehow brings them closer.”

      Sunny’s expression told him he hadn’t made his point. “So…” she prompted.

      “So I’m learning that the teasing is a good thing,” he said. “It means I’m one of them.”

      “Damn straight you are,” she replied, and they resumed making their bed together as the night dwindled into silence outside.
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      Father never said I told you so.

      Kier’s footfalls echoed in the metal gallery. As he walked, warped and hazy shadows of himself trailed, like ghosts in the brushed chrome walls. The Avernus felt cold to him now, the loneliness gnawing at his gut like a disease. Father was here often, but his presence was remote and icy, his eyes looking anywhere but at his own son. Kier knew his failure had cost his father dearly. Not just the loss of the nareian princess, but his failure to do the one thing Father had insisted he could never do: bring his sister to their side.

      He never said I told you so, but his anger at being proven right in so spectacular a fashion shimmered around him like a flame.

      As a child, Kier had learned to avoid him when he was like that. But he knew now that to avoid Father’s anger was only to prolong it. Instead, he needed to prove his worth yet again.

      Admiral Tully Coolidge often accompanied Father on his visits to the Avernus, a mocking smile on his lips. Kier knew how he must look. How he had always looked: the broken firstborn.

      But Kier was stronger than Tully and his father thought. There were times in his adolescence when he’d known himself to be capable, to have resolve. Even if those moments broke apart and vanished like dust on the breeze. It was something he could recall, if he closed his eyes and concentrated hard enough: the way he had felt the day everything changed.

      The man he had been—just for an instant—when he hid his little sister in safety and turned to face the monsters invading their home.

      Father had called that choice foolish, and Father was usually right about him. He had been right about Jaya, too. She hadn’t seen the righteousness of their cause—the Union had clawed her away from them, erecting invisible walls with their years of brainwashing. Kier had seen those walls rise around her that day on Argos, when he’d watched her play the piano and something old stirred in his heart. When he had begged her to come with him. Something had flashed in her eyes, then: disgust.

      Kier nursed that pain deep in his chest as he tread familiar paths through the station. He had been relegated to administrative tasks, to hiding deep in the heart of this station, teaching the newly enhanced soldiers how to use their abilities to the greatest effect. Father said it was for his protection, but Kier knew a prison when he saw one.

      He entered the station’s hangar just as Father’s ship was arriving from Argos. The powerful thrusters sent a wave of heated air out, snapping Kier’s crisp white shirt against his chest. The airlock opened after a moment, and two figures stepped out into the Avernus. Kier crossed his arms over his torso and set his jaw. He would not give Tully the satisfaction of goading him to emotion—he would be the proud and strong son his father, the Chancellor of the United Human Nations, deserved.

      Father tipped his white head slightly in acknowledgment, and Kier fell in line beside him as they walked toward the hangar bay’s entrance.

      “We have another visitor arriving shortly,” Father said. “I’ll need you to deal with him.”

      “When?”

      Father checked his watch lazily. It was an expensive watch, designed to look like an elegant antique, but connected to his palm drive with full functionality. “He departed the Hermia facility a few hours before we left Argos, so I would be expecting him any minute now.”

      Kier looked at his father. The sharp line of his chin was tipped up, his nose and cheekbones somehow still handsome in the harsh lighting of the Avernus. Kier knew Father had paid richly for that face, and it had been worth the price. He’d gotten a new beginning, a chance to rewrite his story—a story that now ended with him in the most powerful position in the galaxy.

      Father snapped his hazel eyes to Kier—those eyes were the only feature they shared anymore—and a crackle of fear arced down Kier’s spine at their intensity.

      “Bring him to me in my office straight from his ship. Make clear the extent of my displeasure with him.” Father waved his hand, and Kier stopped as they approached the door. “And Kieran?” Father paused in the doorway without looking back. “He needs to understand the magnitude of the work we are doing on Hermia. Do you understand?”

      Kier bowed his head in a nod. “I understand.”
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      Kier brought Commander Maki to his father’s office promptly, wrinkling the commander’s starched sleeve with the strength of his grip. He had to admit the man was admirably stoic, but even this silent officer couldn’t prevent the wheeze of air escaping his chest as they came to a stop in front of the Chancellor.

      Father was at his desk, surveying the scene calmly, and Kier noted with annoyance that Tully stood behind him, his admiral insignia catching the light from the desk lamp. Maki struggled to regain his breath as Kier stood behind him.

      “I understand you’re not pleased with the way we are moving forward on Hermia,” Father said. “You wanted a meeting to express your concerns?”

      Maki had control of his breathing again. He straightened, the very picture of the disciplined officer.

      “I’m hearing things about the testing,” Maki said. “We’re moving too fast. We’re not ready to scale up.”

      “That’s odd,” Father said. “The report from the chief scientist supervising the progress says the opposite. It’s an enthusiastic endorsement. You’ve read it, Admiral Coolidge?”

      Tully scowled at Maki. “I have. It’s a glowing report. The commander is giving too much weight to rumors.”

      Father looked back at Kier and gave a slight nod. Kier reached for Maki, grabbing him by his short blond hair and slamming his head against the wall. The man shouted and Kier adjusted his grip, holding him still with a hand to the back of his neck. Maki struggled, but Kier held firm.

      “The hell?” Maki’s voice was muffled. “I can’t move.”

      The man’s muscles strained beneath Kier’s palm, but he was like stone. A satisfied shadow of a smile played at the corners of Father’s mouth. He leaned back in his chair.

      “My proudest creation,” he said softly. “You see why we need these enhancements to be widespread? The faster we move, the swifter our victory will come. This war will end. All war will end.”

      Even with his face pressed into the wall, the commander was stubborn. “Brute strength is not enough,” he said. “So what if we make our soldiers stronger? It’s not worth the risk.”

      Father rose, coming around his desk to stand beside Maki. Kier released the commander, letting the man face his Chancellor.

      “What will convince you?” Father wondered aloud. “I can’t have my leadership doubting the importance of the tasks I’ve assigned to them.” He turned, doubling back around to his desk. His voice was thoughtful, following the unhurried pace of his feet. “This mutinous uprising is spreading. They were few, but their numbers are growing. They’ve learned when to hide, and when to strike. We’re bleeding from a thousand tiny cuts.”

      Father stopped at his desk, sliding a drawer open. He removed something from the drawer: a small bundle wrapped in a cloth. It was a gun. This wasn’t like the gun that Father used to keep in his desk at home on Hermia. That gun had been for protection—a particle beam pistol that delivered a powerful blast for its size. Kier had learned that the first time he had fired it, killing one of the soldiers in unmarked armor attacking his mother in their living room. He still remembered that first life he had taken, how his hand had shaken, how he hadn’t expected it to work.

      Father dropped the cloth to the table and shifted his grip on this gun—this one was an antique. Father didn’t need a gun for protection now, with the strength of the Union Navy at his back. This gun was a curiosity, with its small metal slugs and its decorative carvings.

      “These people used to be Navy.” Father looked up at the commander, who had pulled himself back to his attentive stance. “They used to be like you, Commander Maki. But now they kill our people. Every day that passes, we lose more good people to their violence.”

      “I understand, Chancellor Emory—”

      “I don’t think you do,” Father said. He looked at Kier. “What we can do for our people is protect them from these mutineers, these betrayers. We can make them stronger, yes, and faster. We can accelerate their healing and we can increase their capacity to end this rebellion swiftly. You don’t understand the extent of this gift I am giving them.”

      “I do understand,” Maki protested. He pursed his lips, a rebuttal forming in his eyes.

      Father raised the gun and tipped it toward Kier, who steeled himself.

      He fired. The metal slug thudded into Kier’s stomach, heat and pain igniting in his belly. He exhaled, heard an echo of his own breath in Maki’s gasp of horror. Kier pressed his hand to the wound. The pain was dulling already, its haze evaporating from his mind. He saw the room in exaggerated slow motion: the faint shimmer of white in Father’s hair as he took a step forward, Maki staring in shock at the blood on Kier’s shirt, Tully watching the scene with folded arms and a smirk.

      The bullet gnawed at him, even as his body tried to heal itself. Like an oyster with a grain of sand, his body would try to close around it.

      Father held out a hand.

      Kier released the buttons of his shirt, unfastening them from the bottom up. He pulled the red-soaked fabric aside and reached into the hole. Pain seared again, blurring his vision, but he had more control than that. He breathed deeply, understanding this pain to be a fiction of his mind. He was in no real danger. Father had made sure of that many years ago.

      It was better to be fast about it. He felt for the warped metal and dug it out with his fingers, clenching his jaw against the impulse to scream.

      He dropped the bullet in Father’s hand. Father smiled at him as Kier drew a deep breath. The itch of healing had begun, the virus in his cells working to seal off the damage and begin its repairs. The bleeding had already slowed to an ooze.

      Father took Maki’s hands and placed the bullet in the commander’s palm, smearing Kier’s blood across his fingers. He gestured to Kier.

      “Can you imagine what we can do with millions of soldiers like him?”

      Maki swallowed, his hand tight around the bullet, his face white. “Yes, Chancellor Emory.”

      “Good,” Father replied. He returned to his seat, wiping his hands on the cloth that had wrapped the gun. When he was done, he replaced the weapon in the drawer and tossed the bloodied rag to Kier. “This is our top priority. I wouldn’t want it to be in the wrong hands.”

      “It’s not.”

      “You’d better head back, then,” Tully said. “And the Chancellor will be expecting a progress report by the end of the week.”

      Maki nodded. Kier stepped aside, gesturing to the door, which opened smoothly on its track. The commander left quickly, and the door closed. Kier buttoned his shirt again, the ragged edges of the fabric around the entry wound still absorbing the syrupy flow of blood. He pressed the rag to the wound.

      Father perched his chin on steepled fingers, his gaze thoughtful. “I want another set of eyes on Hermia,” he said. “Someone I trust.”

      Kier swallowed.

      “Let me oversee the work on Hermia,” he said. “You know the strength of my commitment to this cause, and who better to inspire the workers there than the first of your creations?” He gestured to the bloodied mess of his shirt, his strength already returning.

      Father’s eyes followed Kier’s gesture, but he had already turned to Tully. His eyes left Kier.

      “I need one of my admirals,” Father said. “I think Reid has things under control on Argos. Admiral Coolidge, I want you to take up a temporary position on Hermia. Keep an eye on the lab. Make sure we’re progressing.”

      “Father.”

      Father’s eyes snapped back to him, and Kier’s throat dried up.

      “You will continue to oversee the training,” Father said, “once our next batch of enhanced troops is prepared to learn to use their new skills.”

      Kier dropped his head in acknowledgment. He looked down at his own feet, the blood on his white shirt hazy in the periphery of his vision. “Of course.”

      Father dismissed him with a wave of his hand, and Kier knew better than to linger where he was no longer needed. He went back to his room, pausing in front of the viewscreen beside his bed. The binary stars pulsed in the screen, warm yellow light casting the room in a comforting glow.

      He turned away and began to release the buttons of his shirt, widening the opening at the collar, loosening the red-splattered cuffs. He shrugged it off and let it drop to the floor, along with the rag. The light shone on the smooth skin of his chest and arms.

      He removed the first-aid kit from its panel in the wall and applied repair accelerant to the wound, sealing it tight with an adhesive bandage that molded to his skin. He injected one of the wound-care concoctions next to the bandage—antibiotics, painkillers, and a delayed-release accelerant. It was one of the standard-issue kits that all the rooms on the station had, and likely more than this wound needed. Kier wasn’t worried. Within a day or two, his abdomen would be free of any signs of this injury, his muscles hard and strong beneath skin as soft and clear as any newborn’s.

      He was free of flaws, free of scars, despite the Union’s best attempts.

      He had been unable to give them answers, no matter how many times they demanded. He had been as confused as the men who beat him, who questioned him. When his body had failed to show their marks and they failed to understand why, they had left him alone in the dark. A long time had passed. So long he had lost any sense of it, any way to trace the passage of the days, weeks, months. And then Father had come for him. Freed him. Given him a purpose.

      How long does it take to lose your humanity in the solitude of a darkened room? Kier never asked. He didn’t want to know how close he had come.

      Kier went into the private bathroom and held his hands beneath the faucet. The sink spluttered to life, warm water softening the blood that had dried into the creases in his skin. He scrubbed at his hands.

      His punishment for his failure of the last year was not over. Father’s anger was deep, buried. It would take longer before it bubbled to the surface.

      Father had altered the plan after Jaya escaped, course corrected it in response to the magnetic pull of her arc. Kier understood the shift in their mission, even if Father never spoke directly of it. It made a grim sort of sense, that they were cleaning up Kier’s mess. That his obsession and his father’s had merged.

      Father believed Jaya needed to die. Kier was not supposed to have opinions about this anymore. He had tried to bring her around, and he had failed. And worse, his interference had caused Father to fail as well.

      

      Failure was as familiar to Kier as pain. As clearly as Kier remembered the first life he had taken, he remembered the first life he had planned to take. His first kill had been little more than an accident—a child’s desperate attempt to stop the strangers in his house from hurting his mother. Later, he had learned that killing was the task that belonged to him. The brutal work for the beast. But he hadn’t even done that well, not at first. The Union had made him into something twisted, but when Father had sent him off with a list of names, Kier had bungled the first kill.

      It was a woman—one of father’s former colleagues, the ones who had organized the raid on their home on Hermia. She ordered your mother’s death, Father had told him. That was all it had taken to convince Kier.

      He had tracked the woman down on a remote colony on the border with Narei, but she was ready for him. She fought back. She was wounded, and Kier stood over her, watching her bleed. He had raised his firearm, ready to shoot through her forehead and accomplish the task Father had given him, but there was something in her eyes that stopped him, that held his hand frozen as she clutched at her bleeding neck and her eyes grew glassy.

      Kier had walked away instead, the wet and gasping sounds of her breath stalking him back to his ship. She wouldn’t last. The wound was mortal. Kier could have lied to Father, could have told him that he had watched her die. That he had watched the shine of life go dull in her eyes. That he was certain of it.

      But Kier hadn’t lied. And Father was irate.

      Kier’s heart rate increased, the water scalding on his hands. The memory of the punishment for that failure trembled in his muscles: Father had turned off the enhancements. He did it to remind Kier of what they were fighting for, to remind him of the pain that normal humans endured.

      He left Kier like that overnight, helpless and trembling as his body cried out for what it had lost. In the morning, he turned the enhancements back on, but his silent rage was just as powerful a weapon. Months passed, news of the woman’s death was eventually reported—ruled a suicide—and Kier finally began to breathe easy. He was given a chance to atone for his mistake, and he made his way down the list Father gave him. The other killings were more thorough and more subtle, made to look like natural causes, and Kier began to believe that he could earn a place for himself for more than brute strength. Sic itur ad astra, the Aeneid said, but all that death hadn’t brought Kier to the triumphant stars yet, despite his struggle.

      And Kier knew he hadn’t learned the lesson Father tried to teach him, because he had failed once again.

      When Jaya had fled Argos, taking her ship and her crew, including the little alien scientist who could have helped Father with his mission if they’d had the time to properly convince him, Father had been enraged. He had left Kier weak for an entire day that time. Kier’s legs shook with the memory of the fatigue, the aches of being without his enhancements.

      If he hadn’t confronted Jaya directly, if he had let Father coax her to join his inner circle, to slowly unravel the years of Union brainwashing instead of screaming in like a missile…

      But he had seen something else prior to the disgust in her eyes when she looked at him. Hope, for a brief moment, had lit her amber-green irises and brought a flush to her skin.

      Kier removed his hands, clean and pink now, from the flow of the water. Dried them on a towel.

      Wasn’t hope everything that drove Father’s agenda? Hope that they could improve the galaxy, cleanse it of its evil? Evil that had warped Kier’s own body and mind, that still woke him in the night soaked in sweat that he imagined to be his own blood…

      He remembered the wide and earnest expression on his little sister’s face, aged two decades and clouded by her own worries and doubts, but for a moment then… just as open and adoring as it had been the last time they were face to face.

      When he’d left her in a safe room, his own hands closing around the handle of a gun for the very first time, certainty in his heart.

      Father was usually right about him, but Kier knew that this time he was wrong. Protecting his sister had made him strong. He just needed to find a way to convince Father of his strength.
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      Weeks dragged by like months in the quiet moon settlement. Luka established himself quickly, operating a small repair shop out of the cramped two-room habitat he was renting. People like him came and went on these colonies, bringing whatever skills they had and making do until hardship struck, then packing up and moving on to the next location. Assuming the hardship was light enough that a craftsperson could still afford a flight.

      Every morning, in the gloomy predawn hour, Luka ran the winding and spontaneous roads of the settlement until he knew their routes by heart. The clouds swirled around him, thick white mists that clothed the ground before the day’s warmth lifted them to hover just above the roofs. His sweat only added to the humidity. His hair plastered itself to his forehead and neck no matter how tightly he tied it up, and his breaths were thick and laborious. But after a few days, he adjusted, his body accepting this damp climate and water-laden air.

      He spent his evenings in the bar with the IRC team. He still didn’t know their mission—no matter Cameron’s misgivings, that was information that couldn’t be pried from an elite agent with alcohol and gossip. Luka understood that.

      But he had needled his way under Cameron’s skin using cannily phrased questions and the occasional quiet aside that sounded like it was intended for no one’s ears. Of course, the words always reached their target. If he was being honest, Cameron had found his way under Luka’s defenses as well. It was in all the little ways he reminded Luka of Seiji. His eyes, calm and thoughtful. His mannerisms, expansive and easy.

      Onyema had given Luka no details of Seiji and Nadine’s deaths. And that was just as well. He wanted to remember them alive. Sometimes that afternoon returned to him, the memory pushing in through his thoughts. The warmth of the sun, the texture of the knee-high grasses as he, Claude, and Santi returned to their ship, the Solidarity. As they left Seiji and Nadine to protect Onyema one final time.

      Sometimes, Luka would walk Cameron home when the man had too much to drink, providing him sobriety tabs and a shoulder to steady himself on until they kicked in. Their conversations wended closer and closer to the subject of the recent changes in the Union’s military, never quite landing on the point.

      But Cameron’s frowns carved deeper into his face with every night that passed, and Luka sensed his frustration nearing a boiling point.

      Rain pelted the grimy streets as they walked home one night, melting the dirt into a thin, gritty mud that splashed up the backs of their boots. Cameron chewed on a sobriety tab and leaned on Luka’s arm, abnormally quiet. The drumming of rain on the road filled Luka’s ears, and he steadied his companion with a strong grasp.

      “It would be nice to see the sky,” Luka ventured, squinting up against the rain. The thick cover of ever-present clouds roiled overhead, slate on silver on charcoal.

      “It’s not so bad,” Cameron replied, his words coming together more crisply now, no longer slurring. “You get sick of the stars, if you’ve spent enough time out there with them.”

      He was right. Luka remembered weeks and months of nothing but chrome walls and thick starlight outside. The first time he had flown was the day he enlisted, and he had watched, rapt, as their viewscreens shifted from hazy blue sky to cerulean to a black darker than any night he had seen, and yet scattered with stars brighter than any day he had experienced. The ridge of the Milky Way, painted with a heavy hand across the darkness, had fascinated him.

      But Argos had mimicked weather and natural light so well, had been so filled with cultivated parks and long corridors with vaulted ceilings that showed puffy white clouds against pale blue daylight, that he had almost forgotten how it felt to spend every day in a Navy ship. Had nearly forgotten he was still in a finite metal capsule drifting through the vastness of space.

      He wiped the rain from his eyes on his free shoulder, the wet fabric of his shirt providing little relief.

      “I didn’t have what it took.”

      Cameron shook his head at Luka’s words. “Does anyone?”

      Luka measured his response carefully, settling on something open. Something Cameron could expand on: “It’s not easy.”

      “It changes you,” Cameron said. “Or maybe it should, and it hasn’t changed me enough.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Cameron sighed and straightened himself, pushing off Luka’s shoulder. Luka waited for him to stumble, but he was steady now, so Luka relaxed back.

      “I had a friend,” Cameron said. “When I first started. We were close—real close. But she was better than me at this from the start. They selected her for some special program a few months back. Took her away for a couple weeks. When she came back, she was light-years beyond me. I knew I’d never catch up.” He sighed, pulling his jacket closer around him and fastening it up to his neck. When he spoke again, his voice was low. “No way I could ever catch up to her now. I don’t understand why they overlooked me. Sure, I wasn’t as good as her, but I work hard. Always have.”

      Quiet descended again, and Luka sensed a hitch in Cameron’s breathing that told him the pause was temporary. So he remained silent, matching his stride to Cameron’s, letting the rain drive against his face.

      “I thought for a long time I was angry about that. About being passed over. But I’m starting to wonder.”

      “About what?”

      “Maybe I’m mad for a different reason. Because she came back changed. At first I thought it was just that she had become so skilled that she felt like another person. But after a while—I dunno.” He shrugged, although the motion was stiff. “She was changed. It was like all the training she had been through knocked out a piece of her. She wouldn’t tell me about it—not any part of it.”

      His fists were clenched, and he looked down at them, loosening them slowly.

      “How long ago was this?” Luka asked.

      Cameron shrugged again. “Maybe four months? Then she was reassigned, and I was sent here. Haven’t heard from her since. It’s like she just dropped into a black hole.”

      Luka took in a deep breath. Cameron continued to walk alongside him, his shuffling steps expressing his frustration nearly as well as his words.

      “This is crazy,” Cameron blurted suddenly. He faltered, and Luka waited for him to continue. “It’s just that—there have always been secrets, right? I get that. There are missions where I’m one of the secrets. But now it feels like there are more. And secrets where there shouldn’t be. Between people who are supposed to be working together.”

      “You’re not the only one who thinks this,” Luka said. “I’m still close with people I served with. People who are still in the Navy. Something is changing. Everywhere.”

      Cameron didn’t respond, and they walked the rest of the way to his home accompanied only by the rhythm of the rain on the road.
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      Pounding on Luka’s door woke him long before the sun rose to filter its lukewarm light through the heavy clouds. The rain had stopped, but through the murk of sleep, Luka at first thought the sound at the door was a violent cloudburst making itself known.

      In a fraction of a second, though, he pinpointed the localized origin of the sound and snapped awake. Another fraction of a second later, he recognized the accompanying voice to the banging. Cameron. Shouting his false name.

      Luka reached first for the gun that waited beside his bed, checking its settings before he pulled on his abandoned clothes from the previous evening, ignoring the unpleasant way the still-damp material chilled his skin. He stored the gun in its holster, covered by his jacket but within reach.

      He cracked the door. Outside, steam rose from the streets as the predawn temperatures pulled the previous evening’s downpour back up into the atmosphere. Cameron stood outside, his posture relaxed, but his eyes wild.

      “We have a problem,” he said.

      “What kind of problem?”

      “Can I come in?”

      Luka waited a beat as he considered the man outside his door, paging through his recollection of their conversation last night. Then he opened the door wider and allowed Cameron to enter his front-room repair shop.

      He pulled two chairs from their positions at a small table and placed them in the center of the room. When Cameron didn’t immediately sit, Luka gestured to one of them.

      They sat, facing each other, one small thread of Luka’s attention on his weapon, the rest on Cameron’s body language. He was agitated. No—afraid.

      “What’s happened?” Luka asked. “And what does it have to do with me?”

      “That thing we talked about last night.” Cameron spoke the words slowly, as though he were carefully choosing each one. He probably was. “The secrets. I’ve found another.”

      Luka raised an eyebrow.

      “Callahan,” Cameron explained, his attention on his own hands, braced on his knees. “She’s been… watching us, apparently. She doesn’t trust you. She thinks you work for them.”

      “For who?”

      Cameron met his eyes. “The resistance.”

      Luka laughed at that—softly, as though it were a funny surprise to hear himself described that way—but at the same instant a sick pulse of adrenaline struck him. Cameron watched him.

      “I would ask why me,” Luka said, “but I’m guessing it has to do with our friendship.”

      She doesn’t trust you. I am just the vehicle. Cameron was chewing this over, resolution in his eyes.

      “How do you know about this?” Luka asked after a moment.

      “Bauer,” Cameron replied. “He warned me. She’s reported me.”

      That pulse of adrenaline expanded in Luka. He stood. “What are you going to do?”

      Cameron fanned his hands out, palms up, in a gesture of helplessness. “I’ve done nothing wrong. A few years ago, that would be enough for me to feel secure. But now?”

      Luka nodded. He only had a few minutes before he should grab the bag that was already packed and stored in a corner of his bedroom and head to the dock where the Atonement was waiting for him.

      “How certain are you,” Luka asked, “that you can’t go back?”

      Cameron’s eyes widened at that, the first time the subtext was spoken aloud. As clear as it was that Luka’s time on this colony was done, Cameron still had a choice to make about his own life. Did he trust the Union enough to put himself through whatever passed for a justice system after the purge, or was he ready to turn away from the life he had committed to so fully years ago?

      Now, Cameron’s frown wasn’t one of uncertainty and reluctance. It was grim, pragmatic.

      “I have to leave,” he said.

      “Come with me.”

      Cameron’s frown deepened. “Why?”

      “There’s someone you should meet,” Luka replied. “She can help you disappear.”

      “In return for what?”

      “Any information you’re willing to give us about how things have gone wrong.”

      Cameron watched him suspiciously. Luka went to his bedroom and retrieved his pack, slinging it over his shoulder, sensing Cameron’s eyes on him the entire time. He tapped out a message to Onyema on his palm drive, a coded alert.

      “Are you armed?” Luka asked as he emerged from the room.

      Cameron pulled his jacket aside to reveal a particle beam pistol not unlike Luka’s, although Cameron’s version was the latest tech, not a model behind.

      Luka nodded. “Good. If we’re lucky, we’ll make it to my ship without incident. If not…”

      Cameron was still eyeing him warily, his hand hovering near the weapon he had just revealed. “I’m not sure I can trust you.”

      “Your options are me or Callahan and the people she reported you to. The question is, can you trust them more than me?”

      Cameron’s eyes narrowed for a moment, then he sighed and closed his jacket over his weapon. “We’ll need to take care of my tracker,” he said.

      “First, we get to my ship. I have what you need to deactivate the tracker in your palm drive there.” Luka pushed past him out the door, starting out at a run.

      The sound of heavy footfalls behind him told Luka that Cameron had decided to commit to this plan, and he picked up his pace. The humid air was heavy in his lungs and clung to his skin as he picked a winding path through the least-traveled of the dark streets.

      Luka had traced out his escape path more than a dozen times and followed it easily now, keeping his focus sharp for changes in the familiar shadows.

      The stillness was not broken until they reached the small open-air spaceport where the Atonement waited quietly. Their only warning was a brief shout, and then particle beams flashed past them, sizzling through the wet air and leaving a charred smudge on the hull of a ship behind them.

      Luka grabbed Cameron and pulled him back behind another ship. They flattened themselves into the shadows, waiting for the initial barrage to stop.

      The Atonement wasn’t far—only three ships between their current location and safety. But their pursuers had wised up after their initial yell and were now silent. Luka assumed they would be moving toward their position. He grabbed Cameron’s arm and pointed to his ship, then released his companion and began to count down on his fingers.

      When he put his last finger down, they darted out. Luka’s legs burned as he pushed himself, building up to a sprint.

      The fire started up again, from a new spot. Closer. Luka nearly slammed into the metal hull as he reached the Atonement. He palmed the panel and the platform began to drop down. Behind him, Cameron shot back toward their pursuers.

      Luka jumped up, grabbing hold of the plank as it slowly lowered, and hoisted himself up and into the ship.

      “I’ll cover you!” Luka crouched and began to fire into the darkness, and Cameron holstered his pistol and jumped up to join Luka on the platform. Luka’s volley was returned, and Cameron dodged out of the way and into the ship.

      Before Luka could tell Cameron to strap in, the marine was already in the copilot’s seat and fastening the safety mechanism in place. Luka entered the code to raise the platform, tossed his pack into a storage compartment, and slid into the pilot’s seat, firing up the engine.

      This ship didn’t have weapons, but their pursuers didn’t seem to have brought anything heavier than pistols. As long as he could initiate the launch before they brought backup—

      At that thought, the ship shuddered. Too late.

      Luka winced, strapping in and bracing himself against the next blow. He grasped the controls, willing the ship to start faster. He entered the launch logistics, his breath tight in his chest as the standby light blinked yellow.

      Yellow.

      Still yellow.

      Green.

      The Atonement shook under the combined force of another blast and its own changing inertia. They lifted off, tilting up toward the cloud-obscured skies.

      Then they charged through to the thinning edge of the atmosphere and safety.

      It was a long while before either of them spoke. The ship was quiet. The only sounds were their ragged breaths slowly easing into a normal rhythm. They passed into FTL travel, and Luka’s heart rate slowed, his hands loosening on the controls.

      They were no longer being pursued, but by now the Union would have dug up every piece of security footage on the colony. Luka’s face would be run through every database they had, and it wouldn’t take long for them to connect him back to his shop and his home on Argos.

      He was compromised. He couldn’t set foot on any Union-stronghold territory, not while this war raged. Probably not szacante soil either, given how close the two governments were becoming.

      He closed his eyes and thought of his parents, feeling a brief rush of gratitude for their compliance when he had appeared twelve months ago and uprooted them from their comfortable retirement to move them to a foreign world with two total strangers, swathed in the safety of false identities and a complete severing of ties to anyone who had ever known them. Luka didn’t like change, although he understood its inevitability and accepted it with a grim reluctance until enough time had passed that he could look back and appreciate the good that change could sometimes bring. Change had given him his shop, his travels. Change had brought him Jaya, for a while. Change might yet bring her back.

      And still he marveled at the way his mother and father had faced this upheaval with equanimity. It left Luka feeling remarkably childish still, standing in the shadow of their wisdom. But then, his parents had always understood how the galaxy worked. He had been stubbornly naive as a youth, clinging to optimism. It had taken him four years in the Navy to see what they had always known.

      “Luis?” Cameron was watching him. “My drive?”

      Luka opened his eyes and nodded. That was the next priority, to keep the Union from determining their location once they dropped back into subluminal speeds. He retrieved a small device from a storage compartment—a disk no larger than his thumbnail, but when connected wirelessly to the palm drive, it could access the tracking technology and disable it. Assuming they had the most updated encryption.

      Thanks to Gemma, they nearly always did, but his breath caught as they waited for the connection to be made.

      Cameron exhaled heavily when it worked. To the Union, it would look like he had blinked out of existence somewhere in deep space. Luka smiled and replaced the device in its compartment.

      When he sat back down in his seat, Cameron was watching him.

      “So who are you?” he asked.

      “Callahan was right,” Luka said. “I work for the resistance. My name isn’t Luis—it’s Luka. And we’re going to meet with the person who can actually help you.”

      “Who’s that?”

      “Indigo Onyema.”

      But first, Luka had another message to send. He could no longer work undercover for Onyema. He could no longer be used to gain access to people who operated within the Union’s official structure in any way. Like Onyema herself, he was a fugitive.

      But he had an idea.
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      When Mara returned to Lachta, Iseru was waiting for her. His nose turned up as she met him on the landing strip.

      “You smell like booze.”

      “It was a long flight home,” she snapped. “Why the special greeting?”

      They began to walk toward the compound—a low building with thick walls. Lachta was a nareian colony once famed for its marble mines. The compound Mara was occupying—technically illegally—had been the mansion that housed the governor of the colony, before the quarries on Lachta had been depleted and the seat of government moved to a less remote location. The mansion was built from the same material that walled the gardens of the Imperial Palace on Narei.

      In the early years of Nusantos’s reign, this legislative district had merged with another, larger system, and the governor now operated out of a much more cosmopolitan manufacturing colony forty light-years away. Moss and lichen had grown over the sharp steps of the quarries’ edges, and water accumulated in the basins. These odd geometric lakes stretched out across the colony, and the locals used them as cisterns.

      The former seat of this region’s government had been left to rot just like the quarries and the residents. A perfect opportunity for Mara and Iseru to set up shop. This moon was remote and impoverished enough to stay mostly out of the sights of her mother and Palva’s scheming, meaning the residents were free to support her unabashedly and she could move without restrictions around the system.

      “You ever think it’s just lonely in Lachta?” Iseru replied.

      “Not lonely enough to make me look like good company.”

      Iseru sighed, but he didn’t deny it. “Well, while you were over at the LA shoving your knife in Morjad’s face, I got through to a contact in the Assembly.”

      “You had someone follow me?”

      “I don’t need someone watching you to know you had your knives out. Anyway, my contact found something, but it’s not about Morjad. The Empress visited the Assembly recently, and she was accompanied by a human.”

      They had reached the compound, and Mara scanned her palm drive at the security sensor. The heavy door swung wide on its mechanical hinges, opening the cool interior to them. They passed in, the lights flicking on at their motion. There were benefits to squatting in the former governor’s home.

      “So? My mother deals with humans and szacante all the time. Something about having the biggest guns in the galaxy and wanting to keep them polished.”

      “They had a closed-door session with a few legislators. No record of what they spoke about.”

      That was suspicious. Mara frowned. “Fuckers. Okay. Have your contact look into it?”

      “Already asked her.”

      “Good,” Mara replied. “Anything else?”

      “There were protests today. On seven colonies that I know of. All the participants were arrested, a handful killed while resisting arrest.”

      Mara paused briefly, a hitch in her step. “There was a protest in Urran today as well. At the palace.”

      Iseru made a thoughtful sound. “Here’s the reason I’m wondering about your mother’s secret meetings. Contacts on a few of the colonies where there were protests today told me that there were humans involved in the planning. None of them showed up to actually protest, so none were arrested.”

      “Union operatives?” she asked. Iseru shrugged. Of course, there was no way to know, but humans stirring up conflict on the colonies had the stink of political interference all over it. This sat wrong with her, even with the heady warmth of the siltyr blocking out most of the worries that had followed her home from Narei. “I need to make a call. Sorry, you’ll have to get used to being lonely.”

      Iseru rolled his eyes and peeled off without a word, leaving Mara to walk the remaining few meters to her room unbothered.

      Once inside, Mara shrugged her satchel off her shoulder, removed the half-empty bottle of liquor from the bag, and stuck it in a drawer of the desk. The furniture of the room was old, heavy and expensive. It had been left by the previous occupant and looked ridiculous next to the mismatched and patched-up items Mara and her small team had acquired and brought with them. A threadbare blanket lay draped over the dark, ornately carved wood of the bed behind her. Mara dug the remaining protein bars, water bulbs, and spare clothing from her satchel and tossed them on the floor.

      She removed her data pad, dropping the now empty bag to join the rest of its former contents on the floor, and tapped in a call request. After a moment, the screen flashed at her, asking if she wanted to leave a message. She did.

      “You asked me to alert you to Union activity here. I might have found some. Call me back.”

      Mara closed the connection. She supposed it was busy work, hacking away at the tentacles of the Union that stretched across the massive expanse of human colonies. Jaya Mill would get back to her whenever she could. And anyway, it might not be anything.

      But Mara knew that Emory couldn’t resist the conflict in Narei. He had made a clear alliance with Palva before—the two of them had manipulated Mara, tried to use her as a weapon against her mother, and then revealed her identity to the entire fucking galaxy when they had failed to control her. And now there were coordinated protests across colonies, and Nusantos was having secret meetings with humans and select legislators. She made a mental note to ask Iseru to get her a list of the legislators who had been in that meeting, assuming his contact had gotten a good look at them.

      And then there was Palva. Was Emory still keen to have her on the throne instead of Mara’s mother? Or had he changed tactics after Yanu’s capture of Mara had ended in her own death and Mara’s rise to some level of political prominence she still wasn’t thrilled about?

      Mara pulled out the bottle of siltyr again and sat on the edge of the bed. She took a swig.

      It didn’t have to mean anything. But with Emory leading the United Human Nations and Mara running loose to intimidate and coerce the legislature into actually doing the jobs they were elected to do, both her mother and Emory had incentive to work together. So where did that leave Palva? Was her little appearance at Mara’s ship today more than just anger and grief? Was it frustration? Desperation? If Emory had been her strongest ally in her political maneuverings and he was now courting Nusantos’s favor, would that push Palva to confront Mara?

      She remembered again the sight of Yanu’s body, the sour taste of her own blood. Fuck. She took another swig.

      She was edged out, and she hated it. All she could do was guess at their motives and try to skulk around in the shadows. She wanted no part in their political machinations—she was just trying to use her skills and resources to do something right for the first time in her adult life. After the time she had spent on Uduak, she had thought she could just work directly with the hami. But it seemed as long as her mother and Palva were around, they would continue to see Mara as the most valuable tile on the board.

      Mara flopped back on the bed and stared up at the plain, unbroken ivory expanse of the ceiling, still cradling the liquor bottle right-side-up against her torso. She rubbed at the thick scar tissue that cut a jagged white line across her abdomen, pushing the ache of it down deep.

      It all made her sick.

      There was a knock on her door.

      “What?” she shouted.

      Iseru’s voice was muffled through the thick door. “We just received a strange message. From a human. Said you’d recognize him, but didn’t give a name.”

      “A human?”

      There was a pause. A long-suffering pause. Then Iseru spoke again, his tone dripping with false humility. “Can I come in, Your Highness?”

      “Fuck off,” Mara snapped. Then, “Yeah, come in.”

      Iseru cracked the door and walked in. He eyed her prone figure and the bottle in her hand, but said nothing. He brought a video message up on his palm drive, displaying the feed on the far wall so Mara would have to sit up to see it.

      “Someone sent it to the monks on Hacama,” Iseru said. “Asked them to get it to us through our charitable work.”

      Mara groaned and righted herself. She put the top back on the liquor bottle, and when she looked at the video, her eyebrows lifted in surprise at the brown face framed by wisps of dark hair escaping from a ponytail. His eyes burned with the same intensity she remembered, but a wry half-smile softened that intensity as he explained his situation.

      She laughed aloud.

      “Is there a joke I missed?” Iseru asked.

      Mara shook her head. “This asshole.”

      Somehow, this made sense, despite his stubborn insistence that she would never see him again. Desperate people tended to find her. Luka Tapahonso was just the latest.

      “Send him the coordinates for Olvenis,” Mara said. “I’ll meet him there.”

      Iseru frowned. “You don’t want to send a team first?”

      “Not for this one,” Mara said. “We have history.”
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      Mara was waiting when her old ship came in. Olvenis was a small base on the moon of a ringed orange gas giant, one they had set up as a staging ground and meeting site. It could be abandoned at a moment’s notice, moved swiftly to another location, but Mara’s recent span of peace had allowed it to thrive.

      The man who stepped out of the Nasdenika was leaner and more angular than the last time she’d seen him, but he still moved smoothly, gracefully, and his dark eyes took in every detail of her port almost as a matter of form as he walked toward her. The gas giant lumbered lower in the sky, its rings framing the ship and painting the metal hull in orange tones.

      Another man followed him out of the ship, shorter and thicker in the torso and with dark brown hair cut close to his scalp. He looked back at the gas giant, then joined Luka as he approached Mara.

      She drew herself up tall, Luka’s height nearly matching hers as they stood facing each other.

      “So now you need my help,” she said.

      A muscle twitched in his jaw, then his face relaxed into something approaching a smile. “I thought we might have something to offer each other.”

      “What do you have for me?” she asked, intrigued.

      His smile grew, more amused now. “We’ll get to it.” He nodded at his companion. “This is Cameron.”

      Mara eyed the other man, who looked back at her with a skeptical expression. “I’m Mara.”

      “Yeah, I know who you are,” Cameron replied.

      “Doesn’t everyone, these days.”

      “Were you able to reach her?” Luka asked.

      Mara met his opaque gaze, but failed to read anything in it. “We’ll get to it,” she echoed.

      She looked over at her former ship. “Nasdenika treating you well?”

      “I call her the Atonement.”

      That surprised a laugh out of her, and she looked back at him. The past year had softened the anger from his face. He no longer looked like he wanted her dead, and Mara wondered just how much had transpired in that year to make him willing to overlook Mara’s crimes against his loved ones.

      As if he could read her thoughts, his expression sharpened, and he looked away.

      “I’m still sorry,” she said. She didn’t like to admit mistakes, but this one seemed important. It was a mistake that had landed her in the middle of this mess, and the only way she could expect to come out the other side was to acknowledge it and set about fixing it.

      A frown passed over Luka’s face. He looked back at her. “I know.”

      Unspoken, but written clearly on his face, was that he had not forgiven. And certainly not forgotten. But it would have to be enough that he was even talking to her, seeing as had their roles been reversed, she would have gutted him by now. She turned and gestured for him to walk alongside her, and he did. Cameron returned to the Atonement to wait while they talked.

      At the entrance to Olvenis’s small spaceport, Iseru waited for them. Mara introduced him, explaining briefly his role as advisor and strategist.

      Luka shot a glance at her, amused. “You have a team now?”

      That irritated her. “It was your fucking idea.”

      He laughed. “Glad to see you’re capable of taking advice.”

      “Hardly,” Iseru scoffed. “You’ll have to tell me your secret.”

      Mara rolled her eyes and walked away, waving for them to follow. She led the way into one of the temporary structures, where a round table surrounded by collapsible chairs made a sort of impromptu conference room.

      “I’ve made up one of the shelters for you and your friend until the resistance can get here,” Mara said.

      “You were able to make contact with her?” Luka asked.

      Mara gestured to the table and sat, Luka and Iseru following. “She’s a bit hard to reach these days,” she said, “but we’re in communication.”

      Luka folded his hands on the table.

      “I expect you’ll want to confirm what I say is true before you give me whatever information you think I’ll find useful,” Mara said.

      He shook his head. “That’s not how this works. I don’t hold intelligence hostage, not when getting it to the right people could help us win this war.” He smiled. “I’m just glad I have something to offer in return for this favor.”

      Mara laughed. “As if I don’t owe you and your boss a lifetime of favors.”

      “Two lifetimes,” Luka replied, cocking an eyebrow coolly.

      “Two lifetimes,” Mara agreed, ignoring Iseru’s prying look. He really didn’t need to know her every fuckup, despite his obvious interest. “So, what do you have for me?”

      “We have a source in naval HQ,” Luka said. “This source has some evidence of IRC involvement on nareian colonies. The actual mission briefs are too highly classified to access, but ship movement and resource allocation suggests some long-term, non-combat work under the guise of protecting Union assets in nearby space.”

      He opened his palm drive, sending a connection request. Iseru accepted it and began to page through the information provided. Mara accepted it as well, but left the transferred file closed. Iseru was the one with the mind for strategy.

      “All the protests were in Union-adjacent colonies,” Iseru said as his eyes scrolled the holographic screen.

      “Except the one at the palace in Urran,” Mara said.

      “It’s easy enough to send local operatives out farther, once you’ve won their loyalty,” Luka said. His expression was calm and unreadable, and he met her eyes steadily.

      “Speaking from personal experience?” Mara asked. The corner of his mouth twitched slightly. “You’ve seen the Union do work like this before?”

      Luka tilted his head, his expression cynical. “You know as well as I that both governments have been doing work like this since long before the end of the war.”

      The war. Humans called it the First Contact War, but nareians had been butting up against other lifeforms for centuries when they ran into the scattered corporate holdings of the first human exodus from Earth. In Narei, the war was called the War for the Sanctity of Narei. Like many bellicose names, it obscured the real effects of the conflict. As it had raged for over a century, it had weakened the strength of the social and political network that held the Empire together. Three Empresses had presided over that war, with Mara’s mother rising to the throne in its aftermath. Nusantos’s three predecessors had consolidated their power, and the powers of the entrenched nobility, to ensure they would have the money and weaponry to stave off the aggression of the human settlers. While the war weakened Narei, it had given the dispersed human colonies something to unite behind.

      What had begun as a colonial dispute between private landholders and corporate interests on one side and nareian citizens on the other side had, by the end of a century, become a power struggle between the Nareian Empire and the nascent United Human Nations.

      Mara gave him a grim smile. “I hadn’t gotten to that part of princess lessons yet when I ran away.”

      “You’re many things,” Luka said. “Naive is not one of them.”

      Mara had to agree with him.
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      Nights on Olvenis were dark, when the rings of the planet sank below the horizon. Mara slipped outside after the meeting ended, the sky salted thickly with stars above her, the dark folding around her like a cloak. Behind her, the haphazard settlement sprawled, its hexagonal buildings arranged in a semicircle.

      Mara had helped create this settlement, not too long ago. When she finally had enough people working for her to necessitate a second base. Less secure than Lachta, but where Mara could do business in private without revealing the location of her home.

      You have a team now?

      Luka’s words floated back to her. The man she used to know as Kai Ahmad had speared her with the point of his eyes, his aim true even if he didn’t know it. When she had first encountered him, he had questioned her lack of a team and she had raised her hackles.

      She had not always been alone.

      When she and Yanu had fallen apart, Mara had known that she couldn’t return home. Rather than face her mother and all her expectations, Mara had decided that the way forward was to carve out her own path in the galaxy, no matter how messy. She had stolen credits from Yanu, made them dark so Yanu could never trace them, and used those credits to buy her first forged documents: Aroa Mattinan, from Narei. A former member of the Imperial Guard’s sister society, the Capitol Patrol. With that identity, she’d gotten her first job: a human bail jumper wanted in the Rigel system. She’d set out, determined to bring in the fugitive.

      She didn’t understand, all those years ago, that it wasn’t an exclusive job. Others had been hired to do the same work, and she first encountered Tai and his team at a cheap hotel on Rigel’s largest station. He had smiled at her the moment he saw her—a grin that verged on mocking, but his eyes sparkled with kindness.

      Mara had shaken off his friendly greeting, had resented his presence. Had resented even more that he had two other nareians with him, less friendly and more mocking, who openly debated her ability to complete this job.

      At every turn, she ran into them. They had better equipment, more skill together than she did. She was young, and raw, and headstrong, and she burned with a hunger they didn’t have. This job meant freedom for her. It just meant a paycheck for them.

      One night, they had pursued their bail jumper to a planet thick with wild jungle. He had disappeared into the trees, and they followed him, their nareian flexibility and speed shortening the distance between them. He must not have understood what he was doing when he fled into the very environment the nareian species had adapted to dominate, back before Narei was more desert than jungle, millions of years before the first humans had emerged.

      It was pouring rain, the sound of it raucous on the broad leaves above, the water warm as it splatted on the tent Mara had erected for the night. In sight of her camp was theirs—the three of them laughing as they set up their shelter and cooked a meal. One laugh rose above the rest, light and joyous in a way Mara had recently stopped understanding.

      Not long after she had sealed herself in her tent to sulk with a protein bar and a jug of water, he came over. The tap of his hands on her shelter was softer than the patter of rain. He invited her to join their meal.

      She had not learned yet to say no to every offer of companionship. To refuse the warmth of company and other bodies near hers. She said yes.

      By the time they caught their bail jumper, her skills had meshed neatly with theirs. They were in need of someone with her grappling skills, her knife training. They had technical know-how and years of experience, but they didn’t have her fight. They had been looking for a fourth. She hadn’t been looking for a team, but when they set out together the next morning, she fell easily into their patterns. Andar taught her how to use their communications interceptor, and Ushua introduced her to the system that aggregated all the available bounties so they could choose the jobs they had the greatest likelihood of completing.

      And by the time they had returned with their bounty in tow, Mara and Tai were sharing a bed, and she had fallen in love with the way his amber eyes held her as gently as his arms.

      Mara shook herself, dispelling the murk of nostalgia that hung around her.

      She had other things to worry about now. Unrest in Narei meant trouble for her. It meant trouble for the whole galaxy. If nothing else, the tyranny of the Empire had brought vast, unbroken stretches of stability. The people suffered. The galaxy remained the same.

      Mara hadn’t thought it through when she’d run away with Yanu. She had been a teenager. Hormonal, impulsive, stupid. She had been foolish. She had assumed her mother would just have another child. Another daughter would mean Mara was off the hook.

      Later, when she was running away from Yanu, she had been angry. She had learned enough about the Empire to know that she wanted no part in running it. Still believing her mother would bear another child, she waited to let her mother deliver that last blow to Palva’s scheming. It wasn’t her problem. The Aritzan clan would maintain control of the throne, as they had for thousands of years.

      By the time she was working with Tai, it had become clear that Nusantos would have only the one daughter. The nareian fertility window was short, relative to their long lives. They had survived the dense jungles of their early evolutionary days by bonding together in multigenerational groups. The young hunted. The grandparents cared for the children. Too many pregnancies meant too many mouths to feed and not enough hunters to provide the nourishment, and so the window shortened over time.

      Nareian pregnancies were long, slow processes, but ten years was unheard of. Ten years meant her mother had chosen, or her body had chosen for her.

      Nusantos had waited too long, Mara insisted. It wasn’t Mara’s fault she had been born to an old and selfish queen. It wasn’t Mara’s fault her mother had placed all her hopes in a single daughter.

      There were noble families who had a reasonable claim to the throne, and Palva’s family was one of them. Mara had been forced to memorize the line of succession as a child—a long and boring list of names and ranks. She had always struggled to remember it, but she did know one thing: Palva’s daughter was not first in line. She was not even tenth.

      And so unrest in Narei gave Palva an opening. But it also gave that opening to Emory. And Mara didn’t trust Palva to look beyond the two-person struggle she had been locked in for decades to see a third combatant had entered the field. One who was saving his energy until a fatal blow had been dealt.

      Mara needed to bring her mother and Palva together. It was the only way to stitch up the wound slicing its way through her homeland. Mara did not want to be Empress, but if she could preserve the monarchy until they had dealt with Emory, she might have a chance to make sure the Empire didn’t collapse under its own weight.

      What would it look like afterward? She couldn’t afford to think that far ahead just yet. Right now her hopes were on Jaya Mill and her nascent rebellion. And Mara’s ability to stop a decades-old rivalry steeped in blood and betrayal.

      The Atonement caught her eye. The ship had once belonged to her and Tai. They had bought it after ten years of hunting together, when they were the only two remaining members of that team of four. She was as hollowed out as the inside of that ship. Its name marked still more death, but long before she had killed Onyema’s guards, it had already carried ghosts inside of it.
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      Swallow’s Landing swarmed with activity these days. The resistance had acquired a few dozen recruits who chose to relocate to the main base at Swallow’s Landing, and Jaya was having a harder time every day recalling all the new names as their following bloomed. The Avalon’s remaining company—those who had not chosen to leave after they escaped Argos—had meshed comfortably with these new members, helping them get up to speed with the training and finding places for them that met the resistance’s needs.

      And the paperwork. To have a bird’s eye view of their position, Jaya received regular updates from the satellite resistance branches in the colonies. She had greatly underestimated the amount of time she would spend reading those updates, even with Sal’s filters applied to generate a rough summary and highlight salient details.

      Evening training had already begun when Jaya finished reading the latest reports. One of the newest, smallest additions had gone dark yesterday, their neighboring colony writing of a sudden influx of Union ships before contact was severed. Jaya wrote back, asking them to send a team to explore what had happened, but she had a feeling. Squadrons of enhanced marines had already taken out a few of the smaller fledgling movements. She was certain of the destruction they would find on this silent colony. These elite teams killed indiscriminately.

      Around six months ago, an agricultural colony had rebelled on its own—the resistance’s intelligence networks had failed to pick up on the unrest, and so they hadn’t been able to provide training or support. Back then, the resistance had a much smaller network and fewer trained operatives to delegate to. Jaya had led the team to investigate the aftermath on the colony. When they had arrived, all that remained were charred fields, bones and crops alike blackened and cooling.

      Jaya sent the message off. Although she guessed what they might find, they couldn’t pass up the possibility that the search might turn up some piece of information that they could use.

      She shook the dark thoughts from her mind and pulled on a loose tank and sweatpants. Her shoulder had healed up perfectly, inside the twenty-four-hour timeline Sunny had predicted, and she wanted to move. Anything but sit here and read more reports.

      The room resonated with the rhythm of thudding boots as Vargas ran the company in a loop. This was one of Vargas’s mid-workout breathers, something many of the recruits complained openly about since it wasn’t much of a break and the breathing was mostly heavy as they struggled to recover. Jaya slotted in easily behind Vargas. A sheen of sweat glowed on her tattooed shoulders, and when she glanced back to check that no one was walking, her smile was wide.

      Sal called it maniacal, the way Vargas grinned straight through the punishing workouts. But it warmed Jaya all the way through. She understood where that smile originated.

      Vargas circled them back around in the center of the room and ran them through calisthenics. Despite the usual grumblings, every member of the company completed the exercises. They might be a ragged group, constantly in fear of Emory catching up to them, always only days away from depleting at least one valuable supply, but at least they were all in peak physical condition.

      Sal wiped the sweat from his eyes and stood next to Jaya as Vargas explained the next movement.

      “Rhodes heard back from a few of his sources,” Sal said under his breath. “No sightings in any of the systems we were looking at.”

      “Not yet.”

      Sal cast a sidelong look at her curt response.

      “We’ll keep looking, but it’s been almost a year,” he added. “I don’t think we’re going to find him.”

      The Sons of Priam had gone silent after the purge. The once widespread coverage of the videos featuring Kier’s voice had faded into the public’s distant memory, and there were no signs of him. Sometimes, Jaya wondered if he was even still alive. The last time she had seen him, she hadn’t been able to bring herself to kill him, but now a part of her wished him dead.

      She didn’t respond, instead launching her full attention into the set of pistol squats that Vargas was enthusiastically demonstrating. Sal also went silent as he focused on the movements, his balance wavering at the lowest point.

      Jaya continued to work out with the team when she could, even though they all knew her strength and endurance were beyond what they could hope to achieve. She usually stayed behind when everyone else left to shower and recover from the brutal workouts, taking advantage of the quiet, empty space to test her own limits. She had come out with enough bruises flowering over her limbs to understand how quickly they would fade, and experienced enough torn muscles to sense the fibers repairing themselves mere moments after the injury. The itch of healing had become a constant sensation, her nerves alight with messages of new growth.

      She took careful notes, which she sent to the doctors. But the workouts themselves were private, unobserved. A time for her to get to know this part of herself that she had willfully ignored for so long.

      But tonight, Jaya decided to forgo the special training, instead going along with the stream of sweaty, fatigued people pouring out of the gym after PT ended. She went straight to her quarters and sat at her desk, taking out her data pad.

      Over the last year, she and Rhodes had gone over Armstrong’s intel in great detail. Most of his insights into Emory had come from a mysterious source whose identity he had protected with all the skill and savvy of a career intelligence officer. Little of it was useful, now that everything was out in the open, but Jaya read his uncertainty in the tense prose of his updates. Armstrong had struggled to reconcile what he had been taught about the galaxy with what he was beginning to learn. He desired certainty—proof before action—and yet just before his death, he had been preparing to make the first move by transferring the XO whose loyalties he doubted.

      But Jaya didn’t open the directory that contained Armstrong’s intelligence and their collected discoveries of the past year.

      Another folder called to her tonight—the one she had kept since she first got the message from Kier that he was alive, nearly two decades ago. Since her discovery that he was the voice behind Augustus—the representative of the Sons of Priam—she had stopped looking, stopped adding to the contents of the folder. She opened a new note and jotted down the essence of the last year:

      Kier is working for Father. He wanted me to join him.

      He is behind the persona Augustus. He believes he is doing what’s right.

      He is responsible for Armstrong’s death.

      Her stomach turned as she read her note. She deleted the last line and amended it:

      He killed Armstrong.

      She paused before adding one last note:

      No broadcasts from Augustus since the election.

      She didn’t know how to interpret the silence. Her only interactions with Kier in the weeks leading up to the election had been fragmented, filled with emotions she hadn’t even begun to understand. Kier wanted the galaxy to change, desperately needed to right the wrongs he had seen. The wrongs that had been done to him. But despite the pleas in his eyes and his voice, Jaya recoiled from what he had become.

      Was that what had pushed him to kill Armstrong? Had her lack of familial loyalty to them been the last straw? But then what would cause him to fall silent? Where was he now? Where did he fall in their father’s plan?

      She closed her eyes.

      Do you remember the recital Mama organized?

      He was not really there, she knew. And yet the picture of him in her mind was sharp, the details finely carved. The layered gold and green of his eyes, warm and wild as the tumble of his hair over his forehead.

      This was the Kier of her childhood, not the cold and furious one of today. This was the light she still saw flickering somewhere deep within him in those few precious and hateful moments when they’d been face to face. On the station. On Argos. On the Avalon. Jaya smiled, letting the warmth of this imagining lull her.

      I remember. She was so proud of what she had taught all of us in those small snatches of free time.

      Kier smiled. Everyone was terrible.

      Except us.

      His smile vanished for a moment, the way his face had fallen that day in Luka’s shop as he listened to her play. The longing she imagined in his eyes now matched what she had seen then.

      You were always better. Those were the words he had spoken to her.

      Something stirred in her. Regret? Fear? She pushed it aside.

      Where are you?

      The Kier in her mind shrugged and started to come apart. Of course, because he was her. And she had no answer for herself. She had no gods guiding her path, no one to whisper secrets and promise her that fate would lead her to some foretold destination. Those were fairy tales, and Jaya knew better than to believe in fairy tales. She opened her eyes and they stung with angry tears. She rubbed them away forcefully.

      Then she opened her long-distance communicator. The video feed winked on, and she tapped in Mara’s number. She hadn’t heard from Mara in a long time, but now the former bounty hunter had left a message that she had some evidence of Union work in Narei. Perhaps that would give her something to focus on. A place to start. Maybe Kier was involved in this work again, since he had been the one to imprison Mara in the first place.

      She requested the connection. Waited.

      It was dark wherever Mara was. When she answered, her face was illuminated by the faint blue glow of the screen, and the loose waves of her dark mane vanished into the black night behind her. A breeze stirred the open collar of her shirt, and a wry smile curved the brushstroke tattoos on her cheek as she spoke:

      “Your timing is interesting.”

      Jaya frowned. “Something wrong?”

      “Family can be complicated,” Mara said. “But I get the feeling you know something about that.”

      The moment called for a bitter laugh, but it died in Jaya’s throat. She couldn’t quite summon the levity to laugh this off. Not now. “You said something in your message about Union activity?”

      Mara’s grimace intensified. “There were some protests on nareian colonies recently, which is what I called about. One of my people heard reports of humans involved in the planning of those protests, but none appeared at the events.”

      “You think it might be counterintelligence work?”

      Mara shrugged. “I’m not the spy, that’s you.”

      “Can you send me a list of the colonies where the protests happened? You’re right, this might help us get a picture of what Emory is planning.”

      “I’m pretty sure now that he’s just trying to make a mess in Narei. One he can clean up.”

      “That’s his style,” Jaya agreed.

      “But I’ve actually already gotten some intel about this. That’s the other reason for your interesting timing. I’ve just received a visit from someone you might be interested in talking to.”

      A nervous thrill lanced through Jaya. Plenty of people would be trying to contact her. Some of them were safe to reply to, others brought with them danger—whether they knew or not.

      She let herself wonder for one terrifying moment if it was Kier who had visited Mara.

      “Who is it?” she asked, when Mara was not immediately forthcoming.

      “It’s your old friend from Argos. Luka. He says he has someone you need to meet.”
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        * * *

      

      The trip from Swallow’s Landing to Olvenis took two days once they fired up the FTL drives. Jaya waited on the bridge, her fingers drumming impatiently on the arms of her chair until they dropped to subluminal speeds and Lupo transferred the ship’s navigation from autopilot back to her control to guide them in. The First Light was crewed minimally, but Olvenis was far enough from Swallow’s Landing to necessitate the use of the frigate instead of one of their light transports.

      The coordinates Mara had given them were currently located on the dark side of the moon. It would be night there when they arrived, and likely hours before they could meet with Luka and his contact to discuss the information he had for them. Jaya pushed her anticipation down with a tense sigh, and Sal shot her a concerned look. She waved it away.

      Lupo brought them down softly at one of the landing sites. It was not a large base—the port was a modular structure that could be assembled and disassembled without too much fuss and in a hurry. Mara might have more legitimacy in Narei than Jaya did in the Union, but it didn’t translate to the kind of security that could be relied on to last. Or maybe Mara was just out of practice staying in one place.

      Jaya made an announcement over the ship’s central communication system. They planned an eighteen-hour stopover here, which would see them through approximately one full revolution of the moon. Enough time for the crew to stretch their legs, breathe some fresh air, and enjoy a change of scenery. Enough time for Jaya to meet with Mara and Luka and determine their next steps.

      She unfastened the safety mechanism and stood, holding her shoulders steady against the sudden thudding in her chest.

      Mara was waiting for them as the airlock opened. She still looked every bit the dangerous bounty hunter, with sturdy leggings and a close-cut shirt whose sleeves were rolled up to display her tattooed forearms. Her dark mane was secured back from her face in braids, and a new utility belt was slung over her hips. She gave Jaya a sharp-toothed grin as the First Light’s boarding platform lowered to the ground.

      Jaya hopped off the platform before it was all the way extended and approached Mara.

      “Do we bow or something?” Sal asked, following behind Jaya.

      Mara threw him a withering look. “Not if you like your face how it is.” Sal raised his hands in surrender and Mara’s glare softened. “Just treat me like any other freedom fighter. That’s what you all are now, right?”

      Jaya smiled, sensing the presence of Rhodes, Tynan, and Sunny joining Sal at her elbow. “Something like that.”

      Behind Mara, someone stepped out of the shadows. The light from the ship illuminated his face in warm amber tones. He gave her an uncertain smile.

      “Hey.” Jaya’s throat was dry.

      “It’s good to see you,” Luka said.

      “I didn’t think you’d be here to greet us. It’s the middle of the night.”

      His smile broadened. A gust of wind teased a few strands of hair from his ponytail, and Jaya’s skin prickled against the cold air. Mara cleared her throat and waved for them to follow her inside.

      “Let’s get started,” she said. “There’s a lot to talk about.”

      Inside the structure, a corridor led to a central room ringed with doorways. Mara led them to one of the rooms, where a nareian whose brown eyes matched the striated patterns on his skin introduced himself as Iseru, Mara’s chief advisor. A human stood warily beside him, and although he looked like he wanted to salute when they walked in, he refrained, crossing muscular arms over his chest.

      “This is Gunnery Sergeant Cameron Zhao,” Luka said. “He’s got some information that we thought you’d find useful.” A round table waited for them in the middle of the room, and they took their seats in silence. Mara, then Iseru, then Cameron and Luka.

      Jaya took the next seat, and Rhodes, Sal, Tynan, and Sunny completed the ring. Sal leaned his forearms on the table. Rhodes sat upright in his chair, his dark eyes methodically taking in the others in the room.

      Luka opened up a holo-display, projecting the image over the center of the table where all could see. “Before we start,” he said, “Indigo Onyema would like a word with you.”

      That last sentence he directed at Jaya, meeting her eyes with a steady gaze. Her stomach gave a sudden flutter, but she nodded calmly.

      “I hope we’ll be able to help each other,” she said.

      Luka opened the connection, and after a moment, a woman appeared in the projection. Silver glimmered in her hair and her eyes shone bright in a dark and striking face. She looked around, taking in everyone at the table. A shadow passed over her expression when she saw Mara, who lowered her eyes for a moment in a gesture that looked almost like respect.

      Jaya was still contemplating this interaction when the woman’s gaze found her. Another expression flashed across her face, but this one Jaya couldn’t read. Recognition? And—but she must be imagining this—fear? Jaya swallowed.

      “You must be Jaya Mill,” the woman said. “I’m Indigo Onyema. I used to work with your father.”

      A twist of anger and shame washed over Jaya, her skin flushing.

      “How much do you know about my family?” Jaya returned her attention to the image of Onyema. “Emory has done a very good job of keeping it quiet.”

      Onyema’s hard expression softened a touch. “I was his first investor. Probably the first person to know him only as Richard Emory. He never spoke about you, exactly, but I knew he had experienced loss. I never pried. It was only later, when I grew uneasy about his research directions and business dealings alike, that I started to look into it. I wish I had spoken sooner.”

      “So does the rest of the galaxy,” Sal muttered. Onyema’s sharp eyes found him, but she didn’t respond.

      “He’s enhancing people,” Jaya said. “Is that one of the research areas you were uneasy with?”

      Onyema nodded. “He was always working on things that skirted the boundaries of what was allowed by galactic law. Modification of sentients brings a harsh punishment, and I never witnessed him cross that line, but now I wonder. Considering the pace at which he’s working, it’s clear he had a head start.”

      “More than three decades of head start,” Tynan interjected. When Onyema swiveled to see him, he blinked with a sudden expression of alarm on his face, like he was surprised to hear his own voice.

      “I had wondered,” Onyema said, her eyes flicking back to Jaya. Her gaze remained there, unwavering.

      “When did you connect this all to me?” Jaya asked.

      “After you left Argos, Emory tore the galaxy apart looking for you. He explained his behavior as a final eradication of the Sons of Priam—convenient how they disappeared as soon as he took power—but we have a source in the Navy who knew the directive of his search was to capture a single mutinous ship, and specifically its captain. I wondered about it, and so I looked into you. I spoke with your uncles.”

      Jaya gave Luka a look of alarm. He raised his hands.

      “They’re safe,” he said. “I moved them the same day you left.”

      Onyema’s face darkened. “Hours before Richard’s people arrived. He was furious.”

      All this destruction, this pain, and Jaya at the sickening center of it. That tempered her relief at her uncles’ safety.

      “Your source in the Navy,” Jaya asked, “do they know where his operations are?”

      Tynan chimed in again. “We destroyed what looked like his central laboratory a year ago. My best estimations would say it’s impossible for him to have recovered so fast without another facility operational.”

      “He had one,” Onyema confirmed. “I believe it’s where he has been conducting his most secret research.”

      “Where is it?” Jaya asked.

      Onyema’s mouth curled in an expression of amused surprise. “Hermia.”

      Swift recognition flooded through Jaya. Of course. They had avoided the colony where Jaya had spent the first eight years of her life because it was now home to a large naval base. The base had moved in after droughts emptied out the towns near the capital city, just a few years after Jaya had left. Now Hermia was more military personnel than civilians, and the resistance had doubted they would find anyone interested in supporting their cause there. Not without an inside source.

      But her father’s lab was there, burned out and abandoned. Perhaps not so abandoned in the recent past.

      “How long?” she asked.

      Onyema raised an eyebrow. “I believe he had started refurbishing the facilities toward the end of our time working together. Maybe eleven years ago? He was going down a dark path, full of fury. We had been friends, once. We shared a sense of betrayal at the hands of the Union. I thought we wanted the same thing. Maybe he never shared the same goals, and I just believed the best of him because I wanted to.”

      Jaya sighed. “Hermia makes sense. It’s impossible for us to get at the lab without being seen, and we don’t have the strength for a direct attack.”

      “And meanwhile, he keeps building himself an elite personal army,” Rhodes growled.

      “Precisely,” Onyema said. “Gunnery Sergeant Zhao has reports that indicate he is continuing to work on this project. We think his insights might prove helpful.”

      Jaya was watching Mara across the table. The bounty hunter-turned-whatever had her upper lip curled in a feline snarl.

      “What does any of this have to do with you?” Jaya asked. Mara’s attention snapped to her. “I assume you’re not just the messenger, or you wouldn’t be interested in sitting through this meeting.”

      Mara smiled, showing pointed teeth. It was an unpleasant smile, still reminiscent of the snarl, and her voice was laced with bitterness when she replied. “When Emory hired me a year ago”—her eyes flashed to Onyema, and then away again—“I had no interest in galactic politics. I was running away from things that had happened to me long ago. But he wanted to use me to manipulate the Nareian Empire. He wanted leverage over my mother, or over her rivals. It didn’t matter which, so long as it gave him influence.”

      Mara looked back toward Onyema again. The woman had crossed her arms, her expression hard. But Jaya thought it looked more forgiving than it had before, even if only a shade.

      “When his plan failed, he tried to discard me, make me irrelevant. What he miscalculated was just how hungry my people were for change. They would take a criminal and bounty hunter for a princess, if she was willing to listen to them.”

      “Emory has the szacante Arbiter in his pocket,” Onyema added. “The Nareian Empire has been more of a challenge.”

      “He’s still trying,” Mara said. “And his interference is exposing weaknesses. The Empire is fragile, and he’s looking for a way to control it. Or possibly dissolve it.”

      “Leaving himself as the only strong leader among the three superpowers,” Rhodes said, finishing the thought.

      Tynan twitched, a deep furrow forming in his forehead. Sunny took his hand gently, but his shoulders were still slumped forward. Jaya felt a surge of sympathy—they had all made decisions in the past year with consequences much larger and more complicated than anyone could have predicted. She understood the mental math that went into rethinking—and perhaps regretting—those decisions, and watched it all playing out on the scientist’s guileless face.

      “Exactly,” Mara said, nodding to Rhodes. “Emory is hoping my entire race will dissolve into a mess of infighting and chaos, leaving him to put it back together however he wants. I’m not interested in letting that happen.”

      “So is this an alliance?” Jaya asked, her eyes passing from Mara to Onyema and back again. “Two prongs of the human resistance, with the long-lost nareian princess and her band of mercenaries?”

      “Something like that,” Mara said. “Seems like we could do a lot more together than we’ve managed on our own in the last year.”

      “I agree.” Onyema put a hand to her chest, a reflexive gesture. Her eyes were hooded and her expression contemplative. Luka leaned forward then, and Jaya saw something pass between him and Mara. She remembered their bitter and reluctant collaboration on Argos, and saw a shadow of that bitterness still in Luka’s dark eyes. She realized then, with a thudding disquiet, that she didn’t know what his agenda was in making these connections. What was his history with Mara, and how far did Onyema want to take this rebellion?

      She tried to dismiss the concern. They would have to overcome these rifts to have any chance of succeeding. They had enthusiasm, they had the spark of revolution in the colonies. But they needed inside information if they wanted to push forward. An ally in Narei would go a long way, as would a pair of eyes inside the Navy.

      They had all made mistakes, they had all worked against each other in some small but significant way. But now, they had a common goal. A purpose.

      “Well,” Jaya said, a bud of hope beginning to unfurl in her for the first time in weeks, “I like the sound of that.”
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        * * *

      

      When they left the small room and its circular table, hours had passed. Jaya had lingered with Sal to discuss the possibility of the information Onyema’s contact might provide. When she stepped out into the bright sunlight, a figure in the distance caught her eye.

      He stood knee-deep in the grass, staring at the thick rings of the rising planet over Olvenis’s low mountains. It was already midday, but the moon’s rotation was just now revealing the rusty orange gas giant and its icy rings.

      As she approached, a dry breeze snapped his shirt against his chest and lifted the hair from his neck. He turned toward her, his smile as warm as the light on her face.

      “It’s half a miracle we walked out of there without a fight,” Jaya said as she stopped beside him. “Mara always seems to be looking for one. But we may have an alliance yet.”

      Luka threw her a playful grin. “Well, my boss was a hologram, which may be part of why no one’s dead yet.”

      Jaya laughed. For a moment, the rustle of the wind in the grass was the only sound.

      “We have a lot to catch up on,” he said, breaking the silence.

      A flutter of nerves stole her breath, and she frowned. “I thought I had a lot of questions for you, back when I last saw you on Argos. Somehow, that number has only grown.”

      He tilted his head slightly, eyes searching her face gently. “You can ask me anything, and I’ll answer.”

      She turned to watch the planet rising in the sky, and felt his eyes remain on her for a long moment before he turned to watch the vista as well. The world she inhabited now bore no resemblance to the one where she had met Luka. Back then, his shop and his company had been a welcome refuge. The only place in her life where she didn’t need to fight. She’d never told him of her work or her fears, but she still had never felt she was hiding from him.

      What did it mean, then, that he was part of that fight now?

      “Thank you,” she said, after a moment. “For saving my uncles.” Her throat was tight. “How are they?”

      “More worried about you than anything else,” he said. “I got them settled on Hacama. It’s safe—my parents are there as well.”

      The hami homeworld was a smart move—it would be beyond Emory’s reach, while she couldn’t say the same about any human or szacante colony. And the nareian worlds were too chaotic right now to be safe.

      But something still nagged at her.

      “It must have been quite the surprise for you. To find out what I am.”

      He frowned. “Nothing I’ve learned about you changes anything.”

      “How can it not?” The doubt in her voice came out hard-edged, like anger. She loosened her hands from the fists at her side, flexing her fingers.

      Luka’s eyes went to her hands, and his brows knit together. “What your body can do doesn’t matter. I already knew what I needed to know. Your strength. Your passion. Your goodness.”

      She let out the air that had been growing stale in her chest, allowing the next breath to fill her instead with the heady smell of grass and local wildflowers.

      Luka’s gaze remained on her, reading her expression and her posture. A thoughtful crease appeared in his forehead.

      “How have you been doing?” he asked. The words were casual, the sort of thing said between those who haven’t met in a while, but his tone was grave, earnest. Tension rose into Jaya’s chest, increasing the pressure that never seemed to fully leave. She shook her head.

      “It’s been hard,” she confessed. “Not just tactically, although—”

      “That goes without saying.”

      “Yeah. It does.”

      “What else?”

      He watched her, patient. Some part of her was certain he already knew what she was going to say—his keen eyes never wavered, and his mouth softened in a sympathetic half-smile.

      “I’m angry.” She released the words in a gust, that pressure in her chest releasing for just a moment with the confession before returning again. “I’m so angry, and I can’t seem to let it go.”

      That thoughtful frown deepened, dark brows drawing together as he listened. He didn’t move any closer, but something in his posture called to her, pulling her out into the open. She remembered the cozy evenings in his shop, the way his soft voice and genuine interest had opened her up the same way. But now that pull felt dangerous. Everything had shifted. He wasn’t who she thought he was back then.

      And she no longer had space for the person he had seen in her. The woman who unfurled herself in music.

      The wind picked up, and Luka turned his face into it. He nodded as if in response to some silent question, and then he pressed his lips together.

      “Anger is protective,” he said. “That’s why it’s so hard to let go.”

      She frowned at that, turned the words over in her head. “I was in the dark for so many years. I can’t help but feel that I should have seen this coming.”

      Luka shook his head. “The Union has been keeping secrets for centuries. The nations that came before it were the same. It wasn’t your responsibility to see the patterns. You were just a child when you last saw your father.”

      That rankled her. The connections she had to Emory were primal, familial. She hated them, hated what they meant. And yet those connections brought her nothing of value. Luka and Onyema seemed to understand her father far better than she did. She realized her hands were fists, knuckles pale with the pressure of her grip. She loosened them.

      “You’re not in this alone,” Luka said when she remained silent.

      The pressure in her chest increased, traveling up to her throat to restrict her voice. She swallowed, driving it back down, and looked away from him, into the orange glow of the planet at the horizon. Luka followed her gaze, and they stood in quiet for a while.

      “There’s something Onyema didn’t mention,” he said. “I asked her to leave it to me.”

      Jaya looked over at him. He tucked his hair, lifting and fluttering in the breeze, behind his ear. She waited.

      “I used to serve under Onyema, back in my IRC days. There are a few of us still loyal to her. Since before Emory took power, we’ve been working to undermine him, mostly on Argos. I’ve been infiltrating pockets of his support that we saw as weakening. Mostly military, some civilian.”

      He paused, a deep breath expanding his chest. He gazed at the horizon as he told her this, his dark-fringed eyes seeing something farther away. All the time Jaya had spent with him in his shop, she knew that he saw her somehow. That his eyes pierced right through her defenses and welcomed her presence anyhow. And now, she was on the other side of that interaction. Something in his face now spoke of the kind of ragged exhaustion she had been feeling for so long.

      “But now my identity has been compromised. I can’t help in that way anymore.” He turned to look at her, the sunlight highlighting the contours of his face. “But I’m not ready to give up on this. And Cameron is marked a deserter, just like you and your crew, but he’s not ready to retire just yet. If you can spare the room and the supplies, we’d like to join you.” He paused, searching her eyes. “I’d like to join you. If you’ll have me.”

      Something loosened in her. It would be good to keep him close, to have a direct line to Onyema. It would be good to have his insights.

      “I think we can find the room.”
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      Vargas helped Luka and Cameron move in to the First Light that night, leading them to two of the small crew pods and showing them around the recreational areas. Cameron needed no introductions—he had been on the Shambhala for a brief while, another Valhalla-class frigate, and he knew the layout well. It had been more than a decade since Luka had set foot on a Union ship, and these were newer designs than he had flown in, but it didn’t take long to understand the logic of the ship.

      There was room in the First Light’s shuttle bay for the Atonement, and Lupo stood with sharp eyes as Luka guided the small transport in, then helped him secure it for transit. Luka watched the shuttle bay doors close, relief settling into him as the ship disappeared. He had been at this alone long enough.

      As the First Light prepared to set off, Mara met them at the port. She crossed her tattooed arms over her chest, the natural patterns of charcoal and ashy gray nearly obscured beneath the black ink. Her hair was braided back from her face in a simple style, bundled at the nape of her neck. Luka had wondered at that choice since he had first met her: It set her apart from other nareians, who tended to style their hair high on their heads, creating height and volume around their faces like a lion’s mane. But that choice was starting to make sense as he got to know her more.

      Mara caught his eyes briefly, then turned her attention to Jaya. The corners of her mouth turned up in a self-satisfied smile as Jaya approached to say goodbye. The sudden cooling of day turning to night stirred up a wind that whipped Jaya’s shirt against her body and flushed her cheeks a soft pink.

      “I’ll have my ears to the ground here,” Mara said, one corner of her mouth quirking up. “If Emory’s up to something behind the scenes, I’ll be sure one of my people sees it.”

      Jaya returned Mara’s smile with one of her own. “I feel like I should hug you.”

      Mara’s face warped instantly into a scowl. “Don’t you dare.”

      Jaya laughed at that, the corners of her eyes crinkling. There was a hint in that smile of the Jaya he remembered, sitting at the piano, light in her eyes as he leaned on the instrument and distracted her from her playing.

      She compromised with a handshake, and then Mara turned her gray eyes on Luka. He crossed his arms, realizing as he did it just how defensive the gesture was. Mara gave him a look that was half smile, half grimace.

      “At least something good came of this.” Her words were an offering, he knew. She released them tentatively, as if not expecting him to return the gesture.

      He stepped forward, extending his hand. She took it.

      “Their names were Nadine and Seiji,” he said.

      She looked much less ferocious now, Luka thought, with her eyebrows slanting up and her eyes serious. She nodded gravely as she released his hand. “I won’t forget.”

      He swallowed the bitterness in his mouth and felt something ease, just a little. And then he turned away, following Jaya onto the ship.

      He slept fitfully that night, his mind waking him often with a turmoil of thoughts and memories, some dark and bitter and others filled with a nostalgia so sweet he couldn’t bear to let the thread of memory fade from his mind.

      When he rose, it was the start of shipboard morning. He showered and made his way to the mess hall. Cameron was already sitting at a table with a mug of coffee steaming in his hands.

      “Bad night?” he asked as Luka approached.

      “Not great,” he replied, taking a seat across the table. “You okay?”

      Cameron nodded. “It’s weird. It’s like being back, only not.”

      Luka’s experiences with the Navy weren’t as fresh as Cameron’s, but he thought he understood a sliver of that feeling.

      “Food should be ready soon,” Cameron added, gesturing to the small galley kitchen. Luka followed the motion and then shook his head and laughed. He got up and crossed the room to the service counter, leaning on it and smiling at the occupant of the small kitchen.

      “So you’re the captain and the cook?”

      Jaya smiled, reaching down into one of the kitchen’s storage compartments for a container. The light of the kitchen showcased the new harshness in her face. The year had aged her, as he imagined it had aged him. She was leaner, her eyes set more deeply in her face, the lines of her frown sharper. But she wasn’t frowning now, and he noticed there was a lightness to her motion. She was less controlled, less cautious. The way she moved now reminded him of those times she had slipped into her music, seeming to forget his presence in the room.

      But she was looking directly at him now, not lost in a far-off world. She pulled some eggs from the carton as she explained. “We lost most of our crew. A bunch of them chose to stay behind at our first stop. So we rotate jobs. Everyone does their fair share.”

      “How can I help?”

      She cracked the eggs into a bowl. They were larger than the chicken eggs that most people ate on Argos, and the yolks were an odd purple color—something native to one of the colonies, no doubt. Luka remembered shipments of eggs like those occasionally arriving in the stores of the town where he’d grown up, shipped from some nearby planet, but he couldn’t remember what they were called.

      “We’ll get you and Cameron into the rotation soon,” she said. “We’ve actually got someone out recovering from an injury now, and you could help cover their duties until we work out a new schedule.”

      “Was one of their duties to help you make breakfast?”

      She paused, then considered him for a moment, her smile growing thoughtful. Luka’s pulse accelerated. Suddenly he was aware that her welcoming him aboard the First Light might not have held any deeper meaning. He had asked to join, and they needed people, that was all. He was a person, one with skills they could take advantage of. One with a connection to information they desperately needed.

      After all, it had been a year since he’d last seen her. How could he expect that nothing had changed for her in that time, when so much had changed for him?

      “Maybe it was.” She held out the bowl.

      Luka joined her in the small kitchen. He continued to crack eggs into the bowl while she rummaged in the stores and came up with fresh fruit to slice. They worked in companionable quiet, and Luka never did manage to slow the pounding of his heart in his chest. Every time he thought he had, she would smile at him again.

      The company of the First Light trickled in, many of their names new to him. Rhodes, tall and dark with a spine straighter than a steel beam. He recognized Vargas, who winked at him beneath a short mess of corkscrew curls as she took a plate of steaming eggs from the service counter, her arm slung over Lupo’s narrow shoulders.

      Sal slunk in, tall and lanky, after most of the rest were already seated at tables. He raised an eyebrow at Luka, who was cleaning the bowls they had used to prepare the eggs, and hid a smirk behind his mug of coffee before taking a spot across from Cameron.

      By the time Luka and Jaya had cleaned up and served themselves the final two plates of food, Sal was on his second cup of coffee and talking animatedly with Cameron.

      “Changed how?” he was asking as Luka sat in the open seat beside Cameron. Jaya sat across from him, next to Sal.

      “I don’t know how to describe it.” Cameron shrugged helplessly. “She was… distant? I don’t know. Just strange. After she came back from that special program, she was faster and stronger, but also… different.”

      Jaya looked between the two of them, then frowned at Sal, who returned her expression with one of his own.

      “Is that helpful?” Luka asked.

      Sal glanced over at him. “Might be. We’ve been trying to figure out what’s in the new recipe, so to speak. Any evidence of new abilities or new behavior might be a clue.”

      “Or it might just be psychological,” Jaya said. “It’s a lot to deal with.” She poked at her food, piling her fork high with a purple scramble and a miscellany of sautéed vegetables before taking a bite.

      “I think we should clue the doctor in,” Sal said. “He might have some ideas.”

      Jaya nodded. “I’ll call a meeting.”

      “Now?”

      “We’ve got a full day to kill before we arrive back at base. Let’s meet in two hours.”

      Sal responded by clearing his plate and mug from the table and leaving the mess hall. Cameron looked from Jaya to Luka, consternation in his eyes.

      “What does this mean?” he asked.

      “If it means something, we’ll figure it out,” Jaya said. “In the meantime, you just focus on getting comfortable here. Vargas can get you up to speed on what the training is like, and until we arrive at Swallow’s Landing, we’ll have some downtime.”

      Luka finished the last bites from his plate and tucked it into the dishwasher. Jaya approached him and he took her plate to add to the machine as Cameron peeled off to follow Vargas and Lupo.

      “I’d like you to join our meeting,” she said. “I didn’t want to lay this all on you right away, but it’s not like anything has followed my schedule.” She sighed, re-cuffing her sleeve with an efficient flick of her wrist. “I think you should be a part of our council. We could use your insights from your time on Argos, and anything you know about the Navy or anything Onyema passes on to you could be critical.”

      “Of course,” Luka said.

      “Come by fifteen minutes early? I can give you a brief summary of where we are.”
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        * * *

      

      Luka knocked on the door of the captain’s quarters just over ninety minutes later. He had debated bringing the leather-bound notebook with him, but Onyema had cautioned him against revealing too much of their work too soon. Luka considered defying her—as she had reminded him very recently, she was no longer his commanding officer—but he decided against it, for now. He could give a summary without revealing the cypher. It was an uncomfortable compromise.

      Uncomfortable compromises were a much larger part of his life than he had ever wanted.

      Jaya opened the door and ushered him in. Though she wore patched and threadbare civilian clothing like everyone else aboard the First Light, she had put together an outfit that suggested discipline. It still smelled faintly like military training.

      The quarters were small, but generous given the crew sleeping arrangements. In the office just inside the entrance, there was a desk made of a faux-wood alloy tucked into an alcove and two chairs meant for guests. Above the desk, a small round window displayed the stars outside. Beyond, a door led to the sleeping quarters, and storage cabinets lined the wall on either side.

      Luka took the offered seat, and Jaya sat in the other guest chair, rather than across the desk from him. She filled him in on their progress and gave him a rundown of the number of systems under their banner now. It was more than he had gleaned from the heavily filtered information that came through Argos. Even Onyema hadn’t been able to see the scope of the resistance network.

      But then she sighed, bringing a hand to her mouth in a thoughtful pose.

      “We’ve made a lot of progress,” she said, “but we can’t hit him where it hurts. We’re chipping away too slowly, and he has an advantage.”

      “The enhancements,” Luka said.

      She nodded.

      

      “Our naval source doesn’t have access to anything on that research. As far as they can see, going by official records, no such program exists.” He made a face at his own words. How many times had he heard that phrase? And yet they had all come to understand just how much existed behind the walls of military secrecy.

      “We need a way in,” Jaya said, her eyes shining with determination.

      He looked her over, the stubborn set of her jaw matching that glint in her eye. She would break down those walls, he was certain. Her followers must be certain, too, must be feeling this same pull. She would find a way, by sheer force of will if nothing else.

      But there was something else he had wanted to discuss. A question he had raised with Onyema that still lacked a satisfying resolution.

      “We need to be thinking long term,” he said, raising the issue cautiously.

      She met his eyes. “Long term?”

      “Yes. I know we have a monumental task ahead of us, but it bears asking why we’re fighting.”

      She drew back. It was a slight motion, but Luka felt a chasm open between them.

      “Why we’re fighting?” she repeated. “What do you mean?”

      “I’m on your side,” he assured her. “I agree that Emory in power is dangerous.”

      “He’s shaking up the entire galaxy, drawing in the Szacante Federation, meddling with the Nareian Empire. If the Empire falls, he’ll have power like no one has ever had. It’s unprecedented. It’s dangerous.”

      “I know,” Luka said, resisting the urge to reach out and place a hand over hers. To close the gap that seemed to be widening with each passing second. “I know, and I agree. Completely. But we need to think about after. What happens when we win? How do we repair the damage he’s done and make sure we don’t just fall back into the same dangerous pattern?”

      Her gaze was cold. “You’re asking me to be a political theorist. I’m not that. I’m military command. I solve the problems we have in front of us.”

      “Are you working with any civilians on the colonies?”

      “They’re all civilians.”

      He swallowed a sound of exasperation. “They’re acting military. I mean, are you working with anyone who has a vision for the future? Who has any ideas about how to run a government?”

      Her silence was the answer. He saw her discomfort in her posture, her previously relaxed stance with him frozen into something halfway between formal and guarded.

      “Luka, I can’t be everything to everyone.”

      “I’m not asking that of you.” He dropped his head into his hands. This was not going how he intended.

      “You’re asking us to do more,” Jaya said slowly, “when we can barely manage what we’re doing.”

      He looked up at her. “So let us know. Onyema’s resources—”

      “Why do I have a feeling Onyema’s resources come with strings attached?”

      “You don’t trust her.”

      “Should I?”

      Luka opened his mouth. He found he had no words. He trusted Onyema, but that trust had been ingrained in him over years of experience. Could he explain it to someone else? Someone who hadn’t been there?

      How could he explain the complexity of that relationship? The strange twist of resentment and reassurance. How he had blamed Onyema for everything that had gone wrong in his years of service, even after he knew how much she had sacrificed to keep them all safe.

      “She doesn’t trust me either, does she?” Jaya asked.

      Luka sighed. “No.”

      “Because of my father.”

      “Yes.”

      She considered his words, staring off through the porthole at the smattering of stars outside, nodding slightly. “It’s fair. I wouldn’t trust me either.”

      “I trust you,” Luka said. “Anyone who knows you would.”

      Her eyes snapped back to his, gold glinting coldly in her irises. “You don’t really know me.”

      He dug his fingers into his legs, the accusation sucking all the air from his chest. He held her harsh gaze with his own, hoping she would read his heart in his eyes.

      “Yes,” he said, believing his answer with everything in him, “I do.”

      He was not a fool. He understood her, had seen something in her that maybe she hadn’t even seen in herself. He had watched her speak of her family with carefully measured words, had seen her react to the attack on New Laredo. He had spent time with her uncles now and felt the weight of the trust they placed in him; trust that belonged to her and was only his by his affiliation with her. He had witnessed that pure freedom in the joy she took in her music, its longing and the deep pain threaded with the beauty. He recognized those sentiments in her like shards of a mirror, glimpses of her humanity.

      He watched her now, saw her doubting that very humanity. He had feared this morning that things had changed for her. She was still the same Jaya who had blessed his life with music for a while, who had trusted him with this vulnerable piece of herself. And yet, while she had not changed, the circumstances had. She had built up new defenses.

      Luka watched the last droplet of his old life evaporated in the dry recycled air.

      His chest ached.

      A knock at the door, and Sal poked his head in. “Am I interrupting?”

      “You’re shockingly on time,” Jaya quipped.

      Behind Sal, Rhodes appeared in the door, followed by the slender szacante and the ship’s doctor, Sunny.

      “Azima, I’m impressed,” Rhodes joked. Sal shrugged.

      Jaya stood to greet the new arrivals, breaking the strange thread of tension that had begun to knot between them. Luka took a deep breath to steady himself, and then he joined her. They were standing in a loose circle now, and they fell right into their discussion without a breath of pause. Sal raised the matter of Cameron’s description of his friend.

      It was clear she had gone through the enhancement process, everyone agreed. The sudden surge in abilities suggested that her few weeks of training were really a cover for the procedure, whatever it was. Cameron had no details about where she had gone or what exactly had happened to her, but Sal related the personality changes that he had described.

      Tynan took it all in, nodding thoughtfully as Sal spoke. Then he turned his pale green eyes on Luka.

      “You work for Indigo Onyema,” he said.

      “I did, yes,” Luka said, glancing at Jaya, who avoided his gaze. “I think I’m something like an independent consultant now.”

      Tynan waved that off. “Those details are irrelevant. Onyema came to me a year ago, right after the Sons of Priam stole my research out from under me. She said she had been watching their leader for some time, that she knew his methods. What can you tell me about that?”

      “After she left the Navy, Onyema decided to invest in technology companies. She met Richard Emory through a mutual friend—someone who had served with them both at different times and thought they might have interest in each other.”

      “Tully Coolidge,” Jaya guessed.

      Luka nodded. “Onyema was sitting on substantial severance pay from IRC, and she decided to use it to help Emory get his business off the ground. She believed in what he claimed to be doing: using science to better the lives of the citizens of the galaxy. She didn’t understand the science, but she didn’t see that as her job. The company took off, and both she and Emory became very rich. He started to pour his money into strange experiments, and Onyema began to worry. He was obsessed with the idea of programming a virus to send some sort of instructions to the body. He claimed the Union had been working on a top-secret project involving just that, many years before, but it had been shut down.”

      “Did he say why it was shut down?” Rhodes interjected.

      Luka glanced at Jaya, whose face was grim. He looked back at Rhodes and shook his head.

      “We may not know exactly why,” Jaya said. “Although I have a few guesses.”

      There were silent nods around the room, then Tynan cocked his head to the side and looked back at Luka.

      “Emory began to obsess over this idea,” Luka continued, “saying it could be used to improve the lives of everyone. It could be customized for management of chronic disease, maybe even somehow prolong life. But he wouldn’t let Onyema seek out broader investors, wouldn’t even talk about his idea with anyone but her and his assistant. It was around then that he began to use his money to buy influence in the government. He already had connections in the Navy, and he used those to gain access to lawmakers, to the Chancellor herself. And you know the rest, at least the parts of it that everyone knows.”

      Jaya frowned. “What do you mean by that?”

      “He had a falling out with Onyema, and they severed ties. It was around this time that he became a household name, and people started whispering that he would be the Chancellor someday. From then on, his life was fairly public. But Onyema kept an eye on what he was doing in the shadows, business conducted in secret, through his assistant.”

      “His assistant?” Rhodes asked, scowling.

      “Let me guess,” Sal said. “Tall, fair, looks a little something like our own fearless leader?”

      “Sal,” Jaya admonished, but she looked back at Luka and her expression was softer.

      “That’s right,” Luka said. “He started to cultivate relationships with the Hydeans, expanding Emory’s influence into the Nareian Empire. And she saw him begin a partnership with a szacante researcher, who is now their Minister of Science.”

      “Kujei,” Tynan said, spitting the name like a curse.

      “Yes, Kujei Oszca. He started acquiring research firms that were working on the neurological virus that wiped out Sagittarius’s colony, one by one. But it seems none of them had made significant progress. Except for yours, Dr. Vasuda.”

      The silver-hued doctor turned a shade of green, his face falling at those words. Luka felt a pang of sympathy for the scientist—he carried this burden heavily on his narrow shoulders.

      “Onyema didn’t know what exactly he wanted to do with this virus,” Luka continued, “but she was concerned. That’s why she stepped in to help you. Emory noticed, and he sent assassins after her and you.”

      “What does this have to do with the enhancements?” Jaya asked.

      Luka spread his hands in a gesture of helplessness. “Maybe nothing. Maybe everything.”

      “I think everything,” Sal said. “Tynan, you’re reasonably confident these enhancements are directed by some sort of synthetic virus, right?”

      The doctor frowned. “Yes, that’s what it seems to be. I haven’t been able to determine how to disrupt the communication between the virions and living cells yet, but it does appear to behave like a virus.”

      “What if the new version incorporates some elements from this neuro-virus?” Sal asked. “What if he was looking for a way to extend its capabilities?”

      There was a brief silence.

      “Oh dear,” Tynan said.

      “What?” Jaya looked from Tynan to Sal and back again. “What does that mean?”

      “Everything we’ve seen so far suggests that the enhancements act on the adrenal system and on the muscles themselves,” Sunny explained. “All the neurological tests we’ve done on you show no signs of differentiation like we’ve seen in the way your athletic and sensory abilities have been altered.”

      Tynan continued the thought. “But if he’s found a way to add instructions to his virus that could speak directly to the brain of the subject…”

      “Oh,” Jaya said, her face pale. “I see now.”

      “Are we talking about mind control?” Rhodes asked.

      “Maybe nothing so advanced as that,” Tynan answered. “But if he could induce the kind of neurological changes we saw with the neuro-virus, or even use its structure to build his own changes, we might see large-scale personality adjustment, perhaps even a greater susceptibility to authoritative figures, fixed loyalties like imprinting behavior…”

      “That sure sounds like mind control.”

      Tynan looked like he was about to launch into a new explanation. Luka raised a hand to cut him off. “Whatever the nuances, it would give him more sway over his enhanced soldiers and could be introduced to the general population as well. We don’t really want to find out how far it could go.”

      “Agreed.” Jaya had pressed her fingers to her lips, her eyes soft as her mind focused inward.

      “We have to find some way to disrupt his operations,” Rhodes said. “Until we know how to control this virus ourselves, the only way we stand a chance is to have him stop putting it out in the galaxy, at least for a while.”

      “We’re not ready to face him head on,” Jaya said. “We’ve trained seventeen colonies. Seventeen out of hundreds.”

      “Maybe we can accelerate the process,” Rhodes said. “Four of them are large enough to perform as hubs in their own right. They’re already sending out some of their leadership to train other colonies, but we can encourage even the smaller ones to do the same.”

      Jaya frowned. “I had hoped to prepare more, but there’s enough unrest out there that when the time comes, we may still get a chain reaction. How many hubs do we need, to make sure the smaller and less prepared colonies can survive?”

      “We have two more people working on this, from the inside,” Luka interjected. “In addition to Onyema, the Fox, and our person in HQ. The others are focusing on naval bases, trying to find a splinter inside the Union’s forces. The purge didn’t sit well with a lot of people. Not everyone is buying the attempted coup story.”

      Jaya nodded thoughtfully. “That will help. But we still need to understand what he’s doing on Hermia, and how large the operation is.”

      Luka hesitated. His sense of urgency hadn’t diminished, despite the direction his conversation with Jaya had gone. Despite the way his pulse still raced with his conflicting needs. For two years now, he had been working toward a goal: to stop Emory. But the entire time, he hadn’t stopped asking why. Not that he doubted their task—he understood its value and its urgency—but ever since Onyema had shown up on his doorstep with a crisis she needed dutiful soldiers to throw at, he had been churning inside with the question of what next? Because the Union before Emory was sure as hell not what he wanted to return to.

      Sal was pacing now, tiny circles that brought him in and back out of the little ring of this informal council. Tynan’s VA appeared and the doctor turned to her, having a conversation in tones too low and rates too fast for the rest of them to follow. Rhodes shot an exasperated glance at Jaya, who just smiled tolerantly. Her hand still hovered over her lips, a mannerism of hers Luka had seen before, late into their conversations in his antiques shop, when her mind had slipped back into memory. It was a cautious, guarded motion, as though readying herself to push the secrets back in if they dared to spill out.

      “We need to start thinking about what comes after,” Luka repeated. “We need to worry about the future.”

      “There won’t be a future to worry about if Emory wins,” Jaya replied.

      Sal paused his pacing at the edge in her voice, turning his attention their way. Jaya silenced him with her eyes, and Sal closed his mouth on the verge of speaking.

      Jaya crossed her arms, but when she looked at Luka next, the bitterness of her remark had vanished from her expression. “Does your contact have access to what Emory might be doing with military resources? Any way of tracing military spending? Even if the project is buried, there has to be a money trail.”

      Gemma had high clearance, but Emory’s inner circle was tight. It was hard to tell what he might be hiding from her.

      “I’ll see what we can do,” Luka said.

      “Good,” Jaya replied. “Because if we don’t find a way to stop him soon, we’ll never catch up.”
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      “Tynan, you’re going to be late.”

      Min’s reminder came over his private line, and Tynan shrugged it off like an annoying insect, trying to keep his attention focused on the cells in the dish before him. Sal quirked an eyebrow up at the gesture from his position to Tynan’s right. He had come in to Tynan’s office an hour ago, surly and tense, and he stood now with his arms crossed tightly over his chest.

      “Not you,” Tynan explained. “Min’s worried we’re going to be late.”

      Min appeared at that, on Tynan’s left, and cast an accusing look at both of them.

      “It takes you, on average, seven-point-three minutes to walk from here to the bridge,” she said calmly. “You are expected to be on the bridge in exactly nine-point-eight minutes. You still have clean-up to do here. It’s an easy extrapolation, not an arbitrary emotional reaction. You are going to be late.”

      Sal swore. “Still nothing?” he asked Tynan.

      Tynan bit his lip and straightened, pulling his focus away from the petri dish for good. He sighed heavily.

      “No, it’s working.”

      “Isn’t that what we want?” Sal asked.

      “It’s the concentration that I’m concerned about,” Tynan said. “I’m absolutely drowning these cells in the solution before they start to come apart. I’m not really sure how you get a dosage like this into an enhanced soldier, and that’s even before considering its safety. What’s the point of developing a way to stop these enhancements if it just kills the person outright?”

      Sal snorted. “I wouldn’t say we’re particularly concerned about the safety of the people trying to murder us.”

      Tynan blinked. “You’d be okay feeding a potentially deadly substance to entire branches of the Union Navy in hopes of catching the enhanced ones?”

      “You’ve already said it’s not realistic,” Sal countered. He leaned forward, forearms on the counter, and considered the samples with narrowed eyes. “If it’s a virus, why not just make a vaccine?”

      "It doesn't work like that!” Tynan slammed a lid onto the dish, his initial satisfaction at Sal’s startled jump immediately evaporating into shame at letting his emotions rule. But he was still angry. He put the samples away and turned toward Sal. “Vaccines are developed by teams of hundreds of scientists working across disciplines and using material from thousands of trials. I have samples from exactly one individual, no one I can ethically test anything on, and we have one expert in human physiology and one expert in neurological viruses working on it."

      "Come on, doc, you're an expert in more than just neurological viruses."

      Sal flashed a charming grin, and Tynan flushed reluctantly with pride at the praise. Behind him, Sunny laughed.

      “Tynan, ignore him. He’s just provoking you because he’s bored.”

      Sal turned around, still leaning on the counter, as Tynan continued to clean up. “I’m just providing some motivation for the good doctor.”

      “I’ve known you too long to fall for that.”

      Tynan shut the last door, the lock clicking into place for the deceleration from FTL speeds. It wasn’t just the concentration he was worried about. He had no easy way to deliver this neutralizer, aside from potentially contaminating water supplies, which was simply out of the question. He had no way to test this ethically, let alone use it ethically.

      And then there was what Jaya had said about how she had felt her enhancements turn off. It had been like a switch. She was reasonably sure there had been no injection, that she hadn’t consumed food or drink that could have been laced with a substance. There was more to this—something that was beyond his understanding.

      He sighed, his shoulders tense and his head throbbing.

      “This is a disaster,” he moaned.

      “It’s not a disaster,” Sunny said. “We’re just not there yet. Sometimes you have to make progress in the wrong direction before you get it right.”

      Tynan gave her a weak smile. “Weaponizing my own words against me?”

      “Only when they’re true.”

      Sal sighed. “We should go. We’re already late.”

      Min appeared again, flickering blue-gray. “If you walk at your usual speed, you will be just over two minutes late.”

      “I can live with that.” Sal straightened his jacket and cuffed the ends of the sleeves. Since they had left Argos in a hurry a year ago, the company of the First Light had the uniforms they had been wearing when they were arrested, the assorted armor they had stolen and which had already been stocked on the ship, and whatever they had been able to barter for on the various colonies where they had found support. Sal had still managed to put together a wardrobe with some flair to it, though his sleeves and the knees of his pants were somewhat threadbare.

      Tynan understood pride—his people were famous for it. But until he had met Sal, he hadn’t quite understood how pride looked from the outside.

      They cleared away the last of the detritus from the experiments, Sal chewing on his lip, deep in thought. When the little closet laboratory was clean and every component of their work stored and jump-safe, they made their way to the bridge, Tynan matching Sal’s hurried pace.

      Jaya raised an eyebrow at them when they walked in, a solid five minutes after they were supposed to arrive. Sal mumbled an apology, which only barely softened her sharp glance.

      They were about to drop out of FTL into subluminal speeds, near Swallow’s Landing. They spent so much time away, recruiting and training, that returning to this place he was starting to see as home was a welcome relief.

      Tynan was amazed at how quickly the resistance was expanding out in the colonies. Their numbers were steadily growing, and although they were not ready to take the Union on directly, Tynan watched that growth with hope. If all these colonies—food producers, manufacturers, suppliers of critical materials and resources—turned from the Union at the same time, they stood a chance of weakening Emory. Of cutting him off from the very resources that allowed him to extend his reach into the Szacante Federation and the Nareian Empire.

      Tynan wasn’t naive enough to think this would end well for either side. Their little council had discussed the potential repercussions: projected losses, possible countermoves by the Union, best- and worst-case outcomes. They were building up the connections between these colonies, trying to provide lifelines that would allow them to survive all these countermeasures. These included a network that would bring food to the mining colonies and the manufacturers, materials from the mines and forges to the places that bore the brunt of the Union response, and of course, able-bodied people to wherever the fight was. But they all knew the cuts would be deep. They were tiny bugs crawling on the backside of a massive beast. They just had to hope the beast wouldn’t know exactly where to swat when they started to bite.

      As they approached Swallow’s Landing, the members of the bridge crew—Jaya, Rhodes, Sal, Lupo, and Tynan—strapped themselves into their seats to prepare for the drop.

      “Lupo, the ship is yours,” Jaya said, switching the ship from its automatic mode to manual control. Lupo acknowledged the transition and put her hands on the controls. She opened the ship’s central communicator.

      “All company, secure yourselves for transition from superluminal travel. Dropping out of FTL in five…”

      She continued to count down as Tynan pressed himself against his chair, counting his breaths in silence. No matter how many times they went through this process, he still found the jump to FTL and the corresponding drop out of it to be jarring.

      When Lupo reached one, she entered the command and that huge, gut-twisting burst of inertial resistance threatened to pull Tynan forward out of his chair. His only salvation was the security straps that held him snugly in place. He didn’t like feeling that his body was meant to be traveling one way, but was stuck in place instead. He was grateful when the process was over and Lupo navigated them the rest of the short distance to Swallow’s Landing.

      Tynan sprung up from his seat the moment Jaya released them, ready to head back to the medical bay to meet Sunny. But Jaya called him over, stopping his retreat.

      “How’s it going, doc?” her question was half about their progress and half about why they almost missed the FTL drop. Tynan flushed. He knew it was important to stick to some of the regulations. While many of the Navy’s strict rules had been abandoned in this new organization of theirs, there were still some which were iron-clad. Specifically, those regarding FTL travel, ship-board safety, and combat. They could cut the corners in other areas, but these were nonnegotiable, and yet he and Sal had been late to the bridge.

      Sal came up behind him, and Tynan felt a rush of gratitude when he answered the question instead. “We’re getting closer. It’s doing something now, just not when we want it to.”

      “But you can manipulate the virus?” she asked, hope in her voice.

      “Not exactly manipulate,” Tynan said.

      “We’re not there yet,” Sal added, hands on his hips. “We’ll keep working.”

      She looked him over, then nodded. “Okay. Maybe Luka’s contact can give us something more substantial to work with.”

      “I hope so,” Sal replied.

      A slight rap at the now open bridge door caught Tynan’s attention. Sunny leaned against the frame, smiling at him. “You ready?”

      Tynan looked back at Jaya, who nodded. “Go ahead. Just keep me updated.”

      He assured her that he would, then met Sunny in the door, taking her hand as they walked out into a sunny afternoon on Swallow’s Landing.
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        * * *

      

      While the leadership was on base, the First Light got a break. Once the ship was emptied of crew and perishables and the transport they had acquired along with their newest team members, Lupo guided the frigate to an area near the landing strip with steep cliff walls, whose shadows mostly obscured the ship from sight. Of course, if anyone from the Union got close enough to the base to identify the ship by sight, they would have much bigger problems. Tynan tried not to interpret that the way it was meant—that they would all be as good as dead.

      Tynan settled his belongings back into the room he and Sunny shared deep in the once-abandoned tunnels. The weather on Swallow’s Landing was not always pleasant, but it was currently summer in their far-northern-hemisphere location, with sunlight late into the evening and mild nights. This meant the evening’s recreation would move outside, to take advantage of the leisurely twilight and the pleasant breezes.

      Sal and Werner set up a folding travel table outside the base’s main entrance, and Sunny and Adaeze even wheeled a gurney outside to give Shea an opportunity to enjoy the sun while they continued to recover from their stomach wound. Sunny fussed over her patient, but Tynan knew she was actually pleased with Shea’s recovery. A model patient, she confided to Tynan late one night. They’re not always trying to run back into battle like some of my patients.

      Whether she was talking about Vargas or Jaya or both, Tynan wasn’t sure. But Shea abided their bed rest with patience and equanimity, diligently following the early physical therapy recommendations in order to ease the transition back to duty. Right now, they were stretched out on the gurney, squinting into the sun with a contented smile, and clutching the hand of cards Sal had dealt close to their chest.

      Tynan sat in a traveling chair beside the gurney, with Sal, Rhodes, and Werner in similar chairs around the table. Rhodes stretched his long legs out in front of him, trousers cuffed above the ankle of his boots, while Werner contemplated his hand thoughtfully.

      “Aki, it’s you,” Sal prompted, nodding at Shea.

      “One week of cooking duty,” they wagered, adding the bet to the digital pot on their palm drive. Tynan’s drive beeped as the new wager was added.

      “You’d better win,” Werner taunted. “You lose again, you’re going to be doing everyone’s chores for months once you’re cleared.”

      “Then Sal should deal me better cards,” Shea retorted. Sal scowled at his hand, clearly not happy with the cards he had dealt himself.

      Tynan had been surprised, as he had grown better over the past year at reading human expressions, to learn that Sal had the worst poker face of anyone on the ship. He was good at the probabilities and played the numbers. It kept him from losing too often, but his face provided Tynan with additional information about the distribution of the cards. Shea was excellent at bluffing, maintaining a calm facade throughout the game that was still impossible for him to see through. And Werner was much better at hiding his bad hands than his good ones. Rhodes was the best of all of them, reading their expressions as easily as he masked his own. Tynan could never tell if he had a royal flush or a handful of mismatched cards.

      While there was a constant rotation of players in their games, this group of five had become a regular fixture. They no longer had money to play for, but they played for chores and the occasional trinket someone had picked up on a colony. It wasn’t about the money, after all. Tynan was actually starting to enjoy this game of chance and posturing more than the online games of Sequence he used to play alone in his apartment.

      Rhodes won that hand and shuffled the cards as Sal massaged his forehead.

      “I’m out,” Rhodes said. “Quit while I’m still ahead.”

      He passed the deal to Tynan and cashed out his winnings—he would be much lighter on chores over the next week—and disappeared back into the tunnels. Tynan watched him go, then turned his attention back to Shea, who was biting their lip as they struggled with the awkward angle of the gurney for card playing.

      Jaya and Shea had been in the same firefight. They had both come back injured, and after two weeks, Shea still progressed slowly through the healing process even with the help of daily repair accelerant injections, while Jaya was perfectly healthy. Tynan wished, not for anything near the first time, that he could tease apart the programming of this virus. To have every member of their crew—every colonist they recruited—protected by this virus’s incredible capabilities… It would give them a chance, where right now they seemed to have none.

      Sal revealed a particularly lucky hand, grinning triumphantly, and caught Tynan’s eye.

      “You still thinking, doc?” he asked. “Looks busy in there.”

      “It is,” Tynan replied.

      He was beginning to wonder if he was missing something. Perhaps the various effects could be untangled from each other. This mechanism didn’t arise naturally through evolutionary chaos, so maybe the best method was to treat it more like a machine than a virus.

      He supposed that simplifying the problem down to one effect instead of multiple might help them isolate a more refined control mechanism. This virus was designed—could he reverse-engineer it, one mechanism at a time?

      He laid his cards down and stood. “I’m going back to work.”

      The ideas were burning in him, and he wouldn’t get a moment’s rest while they did. Might as well make something of that time.
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      It was late when the sun began to sink behind the trees. The summer days on Swallow’s Landing stretched on and on, but Jaya had spent the first half of the day aboard the First Light and she wasn’t going to miss the last wisps of sunlight as they faded away. Rhodes had built a fire as the air began to turn cool, and it crackled happily in front of him now. A large tree had fallen on the landing zone a few months ago, and Jaya had dragged it over to rest near the main entrance of the base. Rhodes and Sal had stripped it of its remaining branches with some of the abandoned machinery. She now sat on the makeshift bench, the fire warming her face.

      Rhodes was standing nearby, speaking with Robin, his trainee. Robin came from a large colony called Providence, which was still nominally under the Union’s control, but where they had begun to make inroads early in the last year. Robin had been eager to join the resistance, and Jaya had tasked Rhodes with her training. This was an exercise they had already done with a handful of their larger satellite colonies, but Providence was by far the largest and wealthiest colony where they had a presence, and she wanted the leadership there to have close ties to command.

      Robin would eventually return to Providence, to spread the roots of the resistance and drive them deeper into the colonies. If they could make inroads in a place like Providence, where most of the colonists were relatively well-off, then perhaps they could win over the entire Union. Perhaps their message was stronger than Emory’s.

      And Robin was a perfect emissary. She was smart and earnest, and she and Rhodes had developed a deep bond. In the months she had been here, Jaya had watched her grow under Rhodes’s tutelage from an enthusiastic if naive recruit to a resilient leader. If every colony had a Robin to lead them, they might just stand a chance in this war.

      Laughter drew her attention away. Cameron had joined Sal, Shea, and Werner’s game of poker once Tynan and Rhodes had left, and now they had put the cards away and the three men were helping move Shea’s gurney closer to the fire, where people were beginning to congregate. Vargas and Lupo sat together to Jaya’s left, and Lupo stared wistfully into the flames. Luka emerged from the main entrance and took a seat on Jaya’s right.

      “You found a pretty great spot for a base,” he said.

      She laughed. “Tell me if you still feel the same when the winter arrives.”

      “It can’t be that bad,” Robin objected as she and Rhodes dropped their private conference and took a seat nearby.

      Luka slipped down to sit on the ground, leaning back against the log. “Who came up with the name?”

      “It was a joint decision,” Jaya said. “But it was Linh who came up with the name that everyone liked the most.” She nodded to Lupo, who flushed.

      “It’s perfect,” he said. “Hope is the thing with feathers.”

      “It’s one of my favorite poems,” Lupo chirped, her face breaking into a huge smile.

      “Mine, too,” Luka said. He tilted his head up toward the sky, smiling into the sunset. “I bet the stars are beautiful.”

      “They are,” Jaya replied. They had been out here long enough that she should be accustomed to the beauty of the night sky by now. But the view had not grown old. It looked different with two feet on the ground than from the viewscreen of a ship. “I guess you don’t really get to see the real thing on Argos,” she added.

      Luka shook his head. “And the last place I stayed was always covered in clouds.”

      “You were lucky if you got thirty seconds of sky in a week,” Cameron agreed. “Always thick, gray clouds.”

      “I saw them once or twice,” Luka said, still staring up at the sky as if he could will the sun to set. “Walking home late at night.”

      Cameron laughed. “I was always too plastered to even look.”

      Luka turned his face away from the sky and gave him a sympathetic look. “You were working yourself up to something big. Give yourself a break.”

      “I mean, we were all stone-cold sober when we betrayed the Union,” Sal quipped.

      Jaya groaned. “We broke out of a Union prison, Sal. It’s a little different. It was leave or die.”

      “They talked about you for weeks,” Cameron said. He was looking at Jaya now. “About the mutiny. Even after the administration decided it looked better for them to shut up, the marines never stopped talking.”

      Jaya’s face grew hot. Even after a year, her instincts screamed at her to stay quiet. But now, things were different. She was the public face of the resistance, and while hiding was in some ways still essential to survival, she had to maintain a presence in the mind of the people.

      “Things were quiet on Argos.” Luka’s voice was bitter. “They stopped talking about you there the moment Emory decided that was best. They stopped talking about almost everything. They barely even know about the violence in the colonies.”

      The fire crackled in the silence that followed. Jaya frowned. The work they were doing in the colonies was hard enough, and they had clawed their way to some measure of a foothold. But they would have to find a way into Argos, the political and cultural capital of the Union, if they were ever going to get to Emory.

      “Argos was always oblivious,” Lupo said. “But I liked when we were there.”

      “There was so much to do,” Vargas agreed. “Clubs, bars, shows.”

      “And we were still connected to the network back then,” Lupo added. “I could get new books straight from the naval servers. I’ve read everything we had downloaded when we left.”

      “You can’t read one of those again?” asked Sal.

      Lupo made a face. “I already know what’s going to happen. It’s boring.”

      “I have some new titles on my data pad,” Luka offered. “Remind me later and I’ll transfer them to you.”

      Lupo’s face lit up. “Really?”

      Luka nodded. “I have some old stuff too, which you’re welcome to if you haven’t read it.”

      Lupo looked at Jaya. “I like this guy. We can keep him.”

      Jaya’s face flushed again and she laughed along with the rest of the group. She felt Luka’s eyes on her and busied herself buttoning up her jacket as the air continued to cool. Night was falling now, the sky above a rich blue. The haze of the setting sun masked most of the emerging stars, but one twinkled brightly above.

      “So are we going to have music or what?” Sal was standing across from Jaya, his eyebrows raised with the question.

      “You know where it is,” Jaya replied.

      Sal ducked back into the tunnels and emerged a few minutes later with the violin. He handed it to Jaya, and she popped the clasps on the case and pulled the instrument out. She played the A string, tuning it until the note rang true, then adjusted the remaining strings, tuning them against each other until she was satisfied. The talk around the fire had grown quiet, and Jaya looked around.

      “She takes requests.” Sal dropped himself down on the log next to Cameron as he explained. The marine nodded and named a song, his voice rising in a question.

      In answer, Jaya began to play.
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      The stars didn’t disappoint that night, their light revealed slowly as the horizon’s violet radiance faded into dark. Even in the glow of the fire, they blazed overhead. Those flames were the only light on Swallow’s Landing with the moons not risen yet, and their warmth painted every face that crowded around, already flushed with music and drink. Next to Jaya, Luka looked up frequently, as if to capture the changes in the sky, tracing the stars’ movement across the heavens.

      The fire crackled and sparked, and the circle began to thin as fatigue claimed the crew one at a time. Jaya had put the violin away a while ago, making space for a different music of murmured conversation. Lupo and Vargas had their heads close together, whispering to each other now that Lupo had stopped asking Luka about every book he had read in the preceding year. She let out a contented sigh and leaned her head on her girlfriend’s shoulder, smiling. Across the orange embers of the fire, Sal and Cameron were chatting amiably, their banter from the card game carrying over into the long stretch of night.

      Jaya held her empty cup in her hands. The smell of wood smoke infused the evening, drawing her senses out into the quiet air. A question had been burning in her mind since long before the fire began to die, and she looked over at Luka now to ask.

      He was still staring up at the sky, the subdued firelight flickering on his face. For a moment, she hesitated, not wanting to disturb his peace, but he seemed to sense her eyes on him and looked her way.

      “I’m glad you joined us,” she said. “You and Cameron. We can use all the help we can get.”

      Something flashed across his face, some emotion she couldn’t identify.

      “Me too,” he said. “I’m not disappointed that my time on Argos is over. I was ready to leave.”

      “I wanted to ask you about that,” she said. “About Argos.”

      He nodded, inviting her to continue. She hesitated a moment. The question had been knocking around in her brain all evening, but she hadn’t settled yet on what part of it she wanted to ask. Or how to ask it. It felt like cracking herself open, like letting something out she wasn’t entirely sure belonged outside. Not just yet.

      She finally decided on the most neutral words she could find. “Was there any sign of Emory’s assistant?”

      Luka’s expression softened. “Your brother?”

      She swallowed and nodded.

      He shifted, turning to face her and bracing his elbow on the fallen tree. He looked up at her with thoughtful eyes. “He was the one in the shop that day. The one talking to you when I came out.”

      “Yes,” she said.

      “Was he threatening you?”

      She shook her head. “He was—he seemed confused. He didn’t understand why I wouldn’t join him. But he never threatened me. He was frustrated, disappointed. He felt broken, in some way I couldn’t place.” She frowned. Luka continued watching her, his silence giving her space to work through the tangle of thoughts. She found a snag, one she had already pulled at many times. “But then he killed my commanding officer. He showed what he was capable of, what side he was on.”

      “People change.”

      “But when is it too late for them to change back?”

      Luka’s eyebrows drew together at the hard edge to her voice, but the expression was more kind than anything. He turned so that his back was against the log once again, his eyes on the fire, its glow fringing his lashes in gold.

      “I didn’t see him,” he said. “Not after that day. That doesn’t mean he wasn’t around, it just means I didn’t see him.”

      Jaya released a shaky breath, but she felt no more resolution than before. She looked into the fire. The heat warmed her face and little white motes of ash stung at her eyes, floating on the gentle stir of air.

      Kier’s absence wasn’t new in her life, it was just colored now by what had happened. It was a scab she couldn’t help but pick at, bleeding guilt and sorrow and anger all over again every time. She didn’t know what she had wanted to hear from Luka. Was it better to think that Kier might be dead? Gone forever, no longer able to complicate her response to her father? Was that what she wanted?

      And why couldn’t she let go of him, even knowing he was likely still alive, still out there? Why couldn’t she accept the choice he had made? That although some man walked around with her brother’s face and voice, the Kier she had known as a child was gone. He had slammed the door behind him the moment he put a beam through Armstrong’s head.

      Kier had made a choice. Why couldn’t she make her own?

      When she looked over at Luka, he was watching her. She wondered how many of her thoughts he had read off her face with his keen eyes.

      “Thank you,” she said. “For answering my question.”

      He opened his mouth to say something else, but Jaya heeded the tightness in her throat and the pressure in her chest and stood, picking up her violin case and tucking it under her arm. He snapped his mouth closed.

      “I’m turning in for the night,” she said.

      Lupo and Vargas stirred, bleary eyed in the darkening night. “Yeah that’s probably smart,” Vargas said. “We should do the same.”

      Jaya didn’t wait to see who else followed. She retreated inside, foregoing her usual ritual of washing her cup in the kitchen sink and instead heading straight for her room. She closed the door and crawled into bed, still smelling of smoke, and willed sleep to come.
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        * * *

      

      She could hear her parents’ voices, late at night. Often, she would wake to their conversations and let the security of their presence wrap her in a comfort deeper than the nest of blankets she made on her bed. But some nights, their voices were thick with anger and tears.

      This was one of those nights.

      “You coddle him. He’s old enough to know better.”

      Her father’s voice, strained in the way she heard more and more often these days. He moved now like he was haunted by something, constantly looking over his shoulder, expecting someone to criticize him. And he and Kier had begun to fight. Jaya pretended not to hear the fights, but afterwards she would slip her hand into Kier’s. One time, he had refused her hand and pushed her away, stalking off over the hill and disappearing into the woods. That had crushed her, watching his retreating form. But when he came back an hour later he’d hugged her silently and fiercely, and she knew he was sorry.

      Father had watched him return that afternoon with a cold stare. The older Kier got, the more her father seemed displeased with him. He spoke of the man Kier should be, and Jaya thought her brother was still so very far from being a man. She wished he would never grow older, and always be ready to run away with her to the secret fort they had built in the woods with fallen branches and pieces of twine. There, Kier would tinker with their father’s cast-off gadgets and dream of inventing great things, and Jaya would tap out rhythms on the ground with sticks she had carefully selected for their even heft in her hands.

      “Drew, he’s still a boy.”

      Her mother’s voice was weary. Jaya scrunched herself up on her bed, wrapping the blankets around her. Lately, her mother had been tired, her eyes hooded. Jaya knew that some of Father’s projects had been cancelled. She knew this from the conversations that woke her over the past few months, no longer excited monologues from her father about the potential of his latest experiment. Instead they now talked about priorities, about father’s colleagues from distant places and whether they could be trusted.

      “He’s capable of more,” Father replied. “He’s not living up to his full potential.”

      “An eleven-year-old shouldn’t be worried about his potential,” Mama insisted. “Let him have his childhood. We didn’t have childhood enough ourselves.”

      Her father’s reply was muffled, his voice angry but indistinct. Jaya untangled herself from her bed and crossed her small room. She opened the door slowly, preventing its telltale creak from alerting her parents to her movement, and slipped into the hallway. When her door had been silently shut behind her, she crossed the hallway and pushed open the door that faced her own.

      Kier was in his bed, his back to her. Moonlight spilled across him from the window, and as Jaya crept closer, she saw it shimmer in his open eyes. He blinked.

      “Big bear?” she whispered.

      He couldn’t pretend to be asleep, not now that she had seen his eyes were open. And anyway, she could always tell when he was awake, even if his eyes were tightly shut. In sleep, the rhythm of his breaths fell into a perfect, slow evenness. His chest expanded now, then contracted in a heavy sigh.

      “What is it, little bear?”

      “Can I sleep in here?” She heard her own voice, small in the dark. As much as she wanted Kier to be little with her forever, she sensed him accelerating away from her somehow, as she remained a child. She knew she would catch up one day, but the way he was growing and changing felt unfair.

      He took in another deep breath, then rolled over to face her. He lifted the covers and she climbed in, nestling herself in his arms.

      The warmth of his presence at her back sent a wash of soothing calm over her. He rested his chin on the top of her head, and she curled her knees up to her chest. After a while, her breathing began to slow, but she could feel Kier behind her still awake. Still breathing in a ragged, trembling way. And as she fell asleep, she could still sense him shaking at her back, his tears dampening the pillow they shared.
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      It was a long time before Father visited the Avernus again. Or at least, it seemed like a long time to Kier, contained as he was in the middle of a long-abandoned system, an insignificant dark smudge blocking the light of the brightest star in this neighborhood of the galaxy.

      Mama used to tell him that Sirius was the only star system visible in the night sky by the last habitable years on Earth. Generations ago, it was the only light from beyond Sol’s system that reached through the hazy atmosphere to blink in the dark of night. It drew the waves of evacuating humans to its blaze in the early days of their extrasolar explorations, but it, too, was eventually abandoned for better choices.

      Sometimes, Kier would stare out the observation screen of his quarters at the brilliance of the massive star and the mischievous twinkle of its tiny companion and wonder what would have happened if humanity hadn’t neglected its first effort, but had stayed and built. Sometimes, he could forget the dozens of officers and employees that ranged the corridors of the Avernus, and believe himself and this pair of stars to be alone in the system. Sirius A, Sirius B, and their human triplet, in joint revolution around a common point. The silence outside began to creep in ominously, and when he sat quietly, he could occasionally forget that there was a bubble of atmosphere between himself and the vacuum of space.

      The silence was worse when Father was here. Father’s silences were absolute, a wall of refusal that Kier had never quite understood how to breach. He could bend a metal bar with the power of his own hands, could cross a vast chasm of space in the span of a breath, could reach above the grasp of any human who had ever come before, and yet he could not reach into his father’s mind, could not cross the space between them, could not bend his father’s will back toward himself.

      His hand went to the place in his stomach that a few weeks ago had been an oozing wound, organs mashed in by a metal slug. The pads of his fingers brushed the smooth skin, healed so completely that the bullet hadn’t left even a whisper of its presence. His body could heal from any wound that didn’t kill him outright—why did it seem that his mind could not do the same? Why did decades-old miseries leave a mess of scar tissue in his brain, when his body rejected any signs of illness or injury?

      For years, he had been his father’s only confidant, the only person who had known him before. The distance between them had shortened, tantalizingly close to vanishing, but as Father grew more powerful, more connected, that before had begun to fade away, and Kier had found the chasm widening again.

      He stood now outside his father’s office, tension in his shoulders as he anticipated another meeting. The door opened before him, and he entered as commanded. This room was only to be entered on command; he knew that well.

      Father seethed over the continued encroachment of resistance forces in the colonies. He roiled over their invisible influence, the way they vanished into the vastness of space before he could pin them down. Kier had pointed out that their ability to do so hinged on the small scale of their operation. A large, powerful force could never fade away so fast.

      His opinion had failed to soothe his father, but some part of him still believed that someday it would again. Someday, he would overcome the mistakes he had made, win back the ground he had lost when he misjudged his sister, and finally be level with his father.

      Father was at his desk when Kier entered the room. He glanced up, then returned his eyes immediately to his data pad. The ice white of his hair glimmered in the lighting of the room, and he had the jacket of his charcoal suit folded smoothly over the back of his chair.

      “I’m making inroads in Narei at last,” he said. “Our newest asset is well positioned to take the throne, and in exchange for our assistance, she will keep Narei neutral in our war with the mutinous forces.”

      The silence stood between them a moment longer. A moment too long. Father looked up, the color of his eyes the only warmth in his face.

      Kier stood straighter and replied, “I’m glad to hear it.”

      Father returned his eyes to his work, seeming satisfied with the response.

      “I have a task for you,” he said.

      A flicker of hope. A chance for involvement—real involvement. While Father spent his days working on the design for the new research facility, Kier longed for the position that Tully had lately occupied. To be in a place with sunshine and real atmosphere. With the scent of pine trees and the drumming of rainstorms.

      He wondered if going home to Hermia might help him understand what had happened to Jaya. How his little sister had lost her faith in him. How she had come to trust the very system that had broken their family apart—the cause of all their suffering. Would returning to the last place their family had been whole waken something in him?

      And if it didn’t, there was still the laboratory. Kier wanted this more than almost anything: to be allowed into his father’s work, to oversee the creation of the next generation of enhanced humans, to understand what had gone into the creation of these beings—into his own creation. Maybe then he could start to understand what was wrong with him. Maybe then he could start to heal whatever broken thing kept preventing him from being the man his father wanted him to be. The man he wanted to be.

      “I need you to start recording videos again,” Father said.

      Kier failed to reply. There was no breath in his lungs to carry his response. He inhaled, and Father raised a white eyebrow, his eyes finding his son again, threatening and promising his attention.

      “I thought we had retired the Sons of Priam,” Kier said. We meaning, as always, Father.

      “I had made no final decision yet about the organization,” Father said coldly. “And a good thing, too. The rebellion is taking hold too deeply. We need to shake their supporters, loosen their roots. We need to strip her of her allies before we can strike at her heart.”

      “Father, I thought I might start to take a larger role in our work. In our advancements. I thought that was the plan with Pallanteum Station, before it was destroyed.”

      “Plans change, son.”

      The silence closed in again, wielded more effectively than any weapon. Kier shrank in on himself, his mind swimming thickly through the conflicting emotions. He shook his head to clear it. Father was watching him—his hands had stilled on the table, the data pad forgotten. Fear cleared the rage and the shame away, then, blowing through the center of him like a violent wind. His mind sharpened.

      He could kill him, he knew. He could get to him before Father could even react. He was more than capable, though he had never tried. Never wanted to, or maybe always wanted to and feared it at the same time.

      But Father’s eyes narrowed then, and Kier stepped back, putting more space between himself and the desk.

      “I understand, Father. Send me the objectives, and I will begin the recordings.”

      “Good.” The word was short, clipped. “You may go.”

      Kier turned on his heel, and once the door whirred shut behind him, the only sound in the corridor was the echo of his own steps. Steady, rhythmic. Nothing like the manic thrum of his blood in his temples.
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      Mara watched the sun make its torturously slow ascent over the dunes of Uduak. She relished the dry desert air and the smell of the hami kitchens as the community began its day.

      She hadn’t slept much, but instead had watched the horizon with dry eyes fixed on the place where their ships would come in. The first light of dawn stirred her to leave the hut she had been offered for her stay and wander the gardens, where the scent of herbs was bright and green.

      Now, with the sun rising, she had taken a seat to wait, the cool stone walls of the gardens still in shadow. Bay handed her a cup of tea, and she took it. Standing beside her as she sat cross-legged on a cushion, his head was just barely higher than hers. He took a seat nearby, the motion reducing his height by almost nothing.

      “What are you afraid of, child?” Bay asked her.

      Mara shook off a twinge of annoyance at the diminutive monk and sipped her tea. “That they won’t listen to me.”

      He nodded slowly, his eye fixed on her in the same way she watched the horizon. Well, not quite the same. Bay’s gaze was beatific, as always, while Mara’s was an undignified glower.

      “They may not be ready to hear what you have to say,” he said.

      She growled low in her throat. “I can’t really afford to wait for them to be ready.”

      Bay chuckled. “The galaxy doesn’t work on your timeline,” he said. “When it is right, the pieces will fall into place. Your role may not be to succeed here, but to achieve something else, later.”

      Mara didn’t accept that. The Empire teetered on a fault line, and the heat was building. She had to do what she could to ease the pressure.

      Mara drank again, the tea warming its way down her throat and into her body. The air was still chilly, but she could feel the sun’s energy surfacing. The sparse clouds began to turn violet, a smudge of color across the dark sky. Soon, the light would paint their thin undersides in red-orange, before the heat burned away what little moisture was left in the air.

      “Last time I saw you, you weren’t ready for this,” Bay said. “I saw it in you every day when you lived here. Fighting against your true nature. Your goodness.”

      Mara snorted into her tea. But Bay watched her just as calmly as before, his expression showing no humor, at least not that Mara could tell. They were so damn hard to read.

      “Am I ready now?” Even she winced at the sarcasm in her own voice.

      Bay didn’t reply, and Mara hid her frustration in another sip of tea, draining the cup. Finally, he stood.

      “You are closer,” he said, taking her empty cup and waddling out of the gardens, leaving Mara to her thoughts and the sharp scent of the greenery. She didn’t have long to brood before the first shuttle appeared, bright against the still-dark apex of the sky. She stood and brushed off the robes the hami had offered her. Palva and the Empress were unlikely to accept the gesture and would rather negotiate in their finery, but Mara thought the robes were appropriate for her role in this.

      Gods help them all, she was the one who was supposed to talk some sense into them.

      Mara arrived at the makeshift port as Palva descended from her ship. As Mara had predicted, she wore a loose gown with free panels of deep crimson—the color of royalty. A deliberate choice, no doubt. Her face was painted with gold, and her mane twinkled with jewels, which caught the rays of the orange semicircle of sun now visible against the horizon. Mara bit her lip to keep herself from making a snide remark. She didn’t need to repeat the bitter interaction of their last meeting, so instead she dredged up years of etiquette training from her childhood to produce a bow of the appropriate depth for nobility.

      Of course, when that bow came from the disputed heir to the nareian throne, it was much more complicated than one from an ordinary citizen or a courtier.

      Palva, not to be outdone, swept her head low to Mara, the panels of her gown stirring up the sand. She didn’t falter at the impromptu sandstorm, and when she raised her head, Mara saw the hard glitter in her eyes.

      “Lady Hydea,” Mara began, the polite words bitter in her mouth. “Thank you for coming. I expect these talks to be fruitful.”

      “It’s an interesting choice of venue,” Palva remarked. Anyone else might take her tone to be neutral, but Mara heard the notes of disdain.

      She returned them in her reply, with a slight bow of her head and a charming smile that showed all of her teeth. “I thought the example of the hami and their works for peace might provide an example to us all.”

      Palva sniffed ever so slightly and raised her head high.

      That was when the Empress of Narei arrived. The shuttle that brought her in was unmarked—this meeting was not officially happening—but still boasted the wealth of the Nareian Empire in its sleek lines and advanced navigational tech. It touched down silently on the nearby landing pad and the doors remained closed a moment, promising her imminent arrival.

      Mara’s stomach did a strange leap. It was not nostalgia or dread alone, but a painful mix of the two.

      It had been twenty-seven years since she had seen her mother. Twenty-seven years since she had slipped her guards and met Yanu on a Hydean clan shuttle, spirited away in a youthful elopement. She had been full of joy then, as well as anger, as only a child can be. For she knew now that she had still been a child when she had run away, as mature and wise as she had felt at the time.

      

      Mara’s childhood had been a typically nareian mix of opulent and austere. Everywhere her eyes could look, there was beauty. Murals painted by famed nareian artists swept up the palace walls and over the arch of the ceilings. Intricately carved window screens dappled the light, unnecessary with the force fields that protected the palace and allowed only the perfectly filtered, temperature- and humidity-adjusted climate in. Food was served four times a day, rich in flavor and nutrients and the culinary traditions of the nareian people.

      But opulence would not be permitted to lead to softness in the royal household, and so Mara had donned simple white leggings and a matching tunic each dawn and—before the morning meal—spent hours training with the Imperial Guard. She learned how to turn an attacker’s weight and aggression against them, how to spot concealed weaponry, how to move with grace and power. Those lessons Mara had absorbed straight into her body. She would have drunk them through her skin if she could have.

      After the morning meal were more lessons, these ones in etiquette and history and philosophy. They didn’t stick as well, her body and mind too full from the morning’s exercises—or so she told herself.

      Empress Nusantos gave Mara everything a princess needed to become an empress. Nusantos had never married, though she cycled through companions who shared her life and her bed for a short while before vanishing from the palace. She had carefully selected complementary biological material to her own to produce an heir, and had equipped that heir with all the physical and mental stimulation she would need to follow in her footsteps.

      And yet Mara wondered sometimes why only the physical training stuck, why she failed in every duty that mattered to the Empire—every duty aside from keeping herself alive. The identity of her father was unknown. His complete biological profile was saved for medical purposes, but his name and background were stricken from the record. It wouldn’t do to have claimants appearing, looking for royal favors. It also wouldn’t do to have angry mobs descending on the poor soul in the event that the heir turned out wrong.

      Lucky man, Mara thought. She had always envied her nameless father’s anonymity. And she had always taken her mother’s disapproval personally.

      When the doors to the royal ship finally opened and a figure appeared, still dark in the harsh shadows, that leap in Mara’s stomach plunged into a solid weight. Whatever had been between them, that was years ago. What was between them now mattered more, and Mara intended to use whatever leverage she had to meet her mother on equal footing.

      Mara knew that her mother cared about the Empire, if not so much for every single citizen. She would care that it might fracture beneath her feet. She would care about the possibility that she might be the last monarch Narei ever saw, if she didn’t tread more carefully.

      The head of security for the Imperial Guard stepped out of the shadows first. She was tall and angular, and she raised a hand to shield her eyes from the light, casting harsh shadows on her face. She turned back and beckoned to someone in the ship.

      Empress Nusantos appeared in the open door, her silvered mane combed over an elaborate form to frame her head. A simple white gold circlet occupied the position of the crown, and robes of mauve silk fluttered around her limbs as they caught the breeze.

      She stepped gingerly down into the sand, her squint at the bright light of the now risen sun more a displeased frown than anything else. Mara shared a brief moment of sympathy with the sun, having been on the receiving end of that displeasure more times than she could count. Nusantos shielded her eyes with one hand, while the other balanced gracefully beside her.

      This grace of movement was the one piece of her mother Mara could bear to see in herself. Her mother had mastered the physical arts—not just martial arts like Mara, but a dozen forms of dance, nareian ceremonial routines, moving meditation. These were skills the royalty always evinced—the pinnacle of nareian evolution on display in its most beautiful form. Just by moving like a goddess, her mother secured her place in the hearts of their people.

      Or at least, she had for a time.

      Six more Imperial Guard followed the Empress out of the ship, surrounding her in a loose half-circle under the watchful eye of the head of security.

      “Nusa.” Palva greeted the Empress coldly and with the familiarity of their shared noble heritage, but she bowed as required, although there was no one there to judge her manners besides the very woman she wished to snub. And Mara, whose breaches of etiquette had quite literally gone beyond outrageous and all the way to criminal.

      She was the first princess in their long and storied history to become a bounty hunter and attempted assassin. The first to be associated—however erroneously—with a human terrorist organization.

      But probably not the first to broker a secret peace talk between rival noble families. If Mara knew anything about her people, this was a well-trodden path. She swallowed the words that rose up in her. She had to find her own better nature if she was going to temper these two.

      Empress Nusantos acknowledged Palva’s appropriate bow with a slight dip of her own head, but her eyes fixed immediately on Mara. They watched her with a steady gray gaze, cold and aloof.

      “Marantos,” she said, as though she were surprised to see Mara there. As though Mara had not been the one to call the meeting, to demand both their presences here.

      “Mother.” Mara inclined her own head. Then, in response to the ice in her mother’s eyes, she swept lower.

      After all, the crown princess was still not as powerful as the Empress. And her mother would never let her believe otherwise. She rose from her bow and met her mother’s eyes, unable to keep the grimace from her face. The heat was beginning to swell from the desert sand, beading Mara’s forehead with moisture.

      This was already not going well. They had a long day ahead of them.
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        * * *

      

      Her mother and Palva accepted the offered tea once inside the cool stone walls of the hami compound. It had taken a good deal of persuading to get Yuzira—the Empress’s head of security—to remain at the compound gates, but Mara didn’t want her mother’s muscle here trying to sway the talks in her direction.

      Bay and Mara had prepared a large room for this meeting, strewn with comfortable cushions in bright colors and hung with gauzy fabric that fluttered in the breeze blowing through the windows. The grit couldn’t be helped—sand found its way into every crack and crease here on Uduak—but scented candles filled the room with spice and sweetness.

      The three nareians were seated on the cushions, and when her mother and Palva had set their empty teacups on the low table, the negotiations commenced.

      Mara took the advice Bay had given her as the previous evening’s dusk spread purple over the dunes. Speak little. Listen more. She let her mother and Palva do most of the talking, in loops of formal language that wandered everywhere and rarely touched the point. She tried to redirect the flow of the conversation, to drive their perambulating closer to the conflict, but they rebounded away as if they couldn’t see the trouble.

      By mid-morning, Mara’s legs ached from the stillness and her head throbbed from the talking. Bay arrived with more tea, as well as fresh fruit and flatbread still steaming from the ovens, drizzled in oil and sprinkled with a spiced salt.

      They paused their negotiations to eat. Mara tore at the hot bread with her bare fingers, her mother and Palva eating more daintily, and yet there was something refreshingly equalizing about simple food. There was no secret proper way to eat flatbread in oil. You didn’t have to be educated, you just had to be hungry.

      Mara thought that was a lesson the nobility could use.

      “I must say,” Palva said, her voice calm. She paused a brief moment before continuing, and Mara felt the pivot before it happened as a sinking in her gut. “You seem much better today than when I last saw you.”

      The bread turned to gravel in her throat and she reached for cold tea to help it go down. Her mother twitched. When she spoke, her voice was just as calm as her cousin’s.

      “I couldn’t say the same,” the Empress said. “The last time I saw my daughter, she was still in the palace, where she belongs.” Nusa sipped her tea as Mara continued to struggle with her bite. “So you two have seen each other recently?”

      “It was hardly a friendly chat.” Mara pushed her plate aside, her hunger forgotten. “We crossed paths.”

      “Yes,” Palva said. “On Narei.”

      “I was meeting with someone at the Assembly.” Mara pushed back at Palva’s insinuation, even as the daggers of her mother’s eyes sank into her neck. “Someone needs to get some actual work done.”

      No, that was a bad idea. She knew it even as she said it, but the anger was prickling at her skin, filling her mind with only sharp words. She was never good at soft words, anyway. This hostility came much more naturally. It was why she had such trouble trusting in Bay’s rosy-eyed assessment of her growth. If she was the only thread holding nareian civility together, then they were all beyond fucked.

      She turned to her mother. “Your people are still hurting. The war ended decades ago, and I’m doing what I can to help ease the pain where the Legislature has blind spots.” A lie. The Legislature wasn’t blind, it was negligent. And impotent, controlled entirely by the Empress and her little favors. Mara ducked her head in a gesture of respect to her mother. “I’ve been trying to do right by the nareian people.” The more she talked, the worse she made it. Mara registered the hurt in her mother’s eyes before her face stiffened into a regally disdainful pose.

      Palva’s smug grin was well disguised, but Mara recognized the expression. She had seen it enough times on Yanu’s face. Must be a Hydean thing, or maybe a trait that ran in all royal blood. Mara would rather cut off her own face than see that disgusting expression on it.

      She expected Palva to speak next, to twist the knife, but it was her mother who broke the silence.

      “What the nareian people need is an heir.”

      “That’s not what this meeting is about,” Mara said. “I’m not coming back to the palace. I’m in a good position where I am to see how things are changing in the Empire.” She had to reroute this conversation, bring them back to the point of this entire clusterfuck of a negotiation. “That’s why I wanted to speak with both of you. I’m fortunate to be in this position, and I know you’re both concerned with the well-being of the Empire.”

      Her mother brushed off her hands and set her food to the side. Mara knew that expression, too. It was one her mother gave distinguished guests who made themselves less distinguished in her eyes by misbehavior at royal functions. The door was closing. Her mother was making up her mind, and Mara had barely begun.

      “Well, we’ve been sitting for some time,” her mother said. “I think I would like a walk in the gardens.”

      She stood, and Mara scrambled up to follow.

      “My years away have shown me so many things,” Mara said. She wished she had rehearsed this speech, but she could never find the right order to put the words in, so she had trusted her instincts to guide her when the right time came. Stupid, she cursed herself, but she barreled on, blinking as she and her mother broke out into the bright daylight. “My mistakes have provided an opportunity for you. An opportunity most rulers don’t get: to see your people from a new perspective, to understand the parts of the Empire that your advisors would hide from you.”

      Her mother stopped short, the sand swirling around her gown as she turned back to face Mara. “I knew you were running around the Empire stirring up trouble. I guessed you had been back to Narei, but you were steps from the palace, meeting with Palva. And now you’re suggesting corruption from my advisors?”

      Mara bit back a growl of frustration. “I didn’t intend to meet Palva. She ambushed me at my ship. And you know how it would look if you received me at the palace, after the humans made everyone believe I was some kind of terrorist.”

      “You’re a criminal. That’s not much better.”

      A point. Mara took a deep breath. “I’ve been a lot of things. I’m trying to be better.”

      Her mother’s face softened, then. Just for a moment. Then she frowned, her gray eyes dark in the stark shadows cast by the daylight.

      “People in the Empire are struggling,” Mara said. “I just want to help.”

      “You blame me for the suffering,” her mother said coldly. “You think I don’t care, that I haven’t always wanted what’s best for my people. You think I surround myself with bad advisors and corrupt politicians, but you have no idea what you’re talking about. You ran away before your education was complete.” There was a tremor in her voice, although her face remained cold. A sizzle of energy ran beneath her words. “You let yourself get swept up in a childish affair, seduced by a vapid courtier with a pretty face, and you ran away.”

      “I was a child—”

      “You were foolish. You believe I think too highly of myself? You never saw your own power, Marantos. You were selfish. You believed your decision affected only your future, and you failed to think of your people. Now, you come back and try to tell me what I’m doing wrong? You’re the one who damaged Narei.”

      The last words were a hiss, all pretense of indifference gone from her face.

      Mara drew herself up to her full height. In the dusty, homespun robe she had borrowed from Bay in an attempt to appear neutral and calm, the solid and emotionless moderator of her mother and Palva’s swirling eddies of anger and jealousy. Now, she felt more like some alien desert sand-creature, sun-bleached golden-brown cloth whipping against her as she rose up in anger.

      “You were too concerned about your own legacy in all those years to name a new heir,” Mara spat back. “Too stubborn and proud to admit that I was never coming back.”

      Her mother’s anger, its cold sharpness leveled at Mara, seemed to draw back then. The coldness remained as ice in the Empress’s gray eyes.

      “And yet here you are.” Her voice was soft.

      “I’m not back, Mother,” Mara said. “I’m not the next Empress. I don’t know yet how to fix this mess we all had a hand in making, but the answer is not to put me in charge.”

      Nusantos shook her head, looking away from her daughter and toward the vast, empty stretch of desert over the walls of the hami compound. Then she turned and walked away.

      Yuzira stood at the gate, watching the scene with an impassive expression. She met Mara’s eyes as her mother swept out of the compound.

      “Fucking tyrant,” Mara muttered.

      “I must admit, I’m impressed at your effort,” Yuzira said quietly.

      Mara started, not expecting her mother’s head of security to reply to her, let alone with something that sounded like respect.

      “She won’t listen to me.”

      Yuzira cocked her head to the side, the harsh midday sun casting half of her pointed face into dark shadow. “You’re not the first to try. Only the gods know who will be the first to succeed.”

      A pendant on Yuzira’s chest gleamed in the sun—a flat, round depiction of the tree at the center of the Imperial Plaza in Urran. It was a symbol of the first Empress and great military leader of Narei, Hisantos: the only Empress to have been admitted to the pantheon. Mara wondered what it would be like to be raised to the level of deity. She supposed she first would have to believe in deities. Mara might swear by the gods, but she certainly didn’t live by them.

      But Yuzira believed. She prayed to Hisantos, if that pendant was any indication.

      “You praying for the salvation of our empire?” Mara asked, nodding her head to the pendant.

      Yuzira looked down at the necklace. “It takes more than prayers. It takes work.” She met Mara’s eyes. “We have enough wealth to meet everyone’s needs. It’s in our choices.”

      “You don’t need to tell me that.”

      Yuzira gave her a curt nod and turned, following the Empress, who had already been encircled by the half dozen trained guards. They disappeared into the walled gardens, leaving a trail of dust that rose like smoke into the heated air.
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      Onyema’s yacht signaled when it dropped out of FTL in the space above Swallow’s Landing. Jaya found Luka already waiting at the landing strip, hands clasped behind his back in a relaxed stance. He turned when he heard her coming. His expression was neutral, but Jaya recalled the way she had left their conversation the previous evening with a flush of shame.

      “Good morning.”

      “Morning,” she said, returning his greeting as she stopped beside him. The ship above blazed through the atmosphere, shedding its speed and coasting to a gentle landing. “I’m sorry I left so abruptly last night.”

      “No need to apologize. I think I gave you bad news.”

      “I’m not sure what good news looks like anymore.” She managed a weak laugh.

      Luka chuckled and spread his hands, palms up toward the sky. “The arrival of a new ally isn’t good news?”

      Jaya squinted up at the outline of Onyema’s ship as it grew closer, nerves flaring again at the sight. Luka’s presence beside her was suddenly reassuring.

      “Is she as intimidating in real life as she was on that hologram?” Jaya asked.

      Luka flashed a grin. “More. She’s a force to be reckoned with.”

      Jaya nodded. “Exactly what we need.”

      “I argued the same point to her about you.”

      She looked at him in surprise, shielding her eyes from the dirt and pine needles shaken up as the yacht touched down.

      “Onyema has a way she likes to do things,” Luka explained. “But you changed the equation. You’ve shaken up the colonies, and that means there are new opportunities.”

      She looked back to the yacht as the door began to open, the platform extending out and then lowering to the ground. Onyema was not yet visible in the morning light that backlit the ship, leaving the inside in darkness.

      “This is a new opportunity for us as well,” Jaya said. “She’s our window into his inner circle.”

      The woman emerged from the yacht, followed by four tall and athletic people in matching body armor. Not uniforms, not quite. But there was a harmony to their look, and a rhythm in the way they moved. After a year away, Jaya felt the ragged edges of her makeshift force more strongly now. They were not streamlined and regulated, not anymore. Their goals had shifted, and with that shift had come a loosening of expectations. Onyema’s people were shiny and new, their weapons recently upgraded, their armor gleaming.

      Jaya looked over at Luka: shirtsleeves rolled up casually to his elbows and hair escaping from its band in the gusts whipped up by the ship’s landing. He looked more like one of hers than one of Onyema’s, but she couldn’t help wondering whose side he would choose if a decision was forced.

      Onyema herself wore a suit, its shoulders sharp and the lapel edged in leather. The severity of the suit amplified her discerning brown eyes and the cut of her cheekbones. This was a woman used to commanding attention, to being respected. A woman who had earned every ounce of the admiration her people gave her.

      “Captain Mill.” Onyema’s voice rang through the air, clear as a bell. In the resonant space of this clearing, it held more power and authority than the muted version that had come through the hologram.

      “Commander Onyema,” Jaya responded.

      “Please,” Onyema said, holding her hand out to Jaya as she approached, “call me Indigo.”

      “And I’m Jaya.” She shook the offered hand. Onyema’s grip was as strong as her expression, and while she was a hint shorter than Jaya, she somehow seemed to tower over her.

      Onyema turned to Luka then and the two embraced. “Are you settling in?” she asked him, her hands grasping his shoulders as she looked him over.

      “I’m exactly where I want to be,” he replied with a smile, which she returned along with a wink.

      “I’ve brought what supplies I could manage,” Onyema said, returning her focus to Jaya. “And personnel”—she gestured to the people flanking her in their spotless armor—“to learn from you and assist you on base.”

      “We appreciate that,” Jaya said.

      The four newest members of the resistance nodded and returned to the ship to unload the supplies—weapons, new clothing, fresh produce, herbs and spices. Jaya’s eyes burned with sudden gratitude and her stomach growled in anticipation of the meal they would eat that evening. She turned away, calling Vargas and Werner over the comms to help the new recruits unpack and organize.

      Jaya led Onyema and Luka to the largest room in the complex, the one they had been using as their central command. Tynan, Rhodes, Sunny, and Sal were waiting for them when they arrived, and they stood to greet Onyema as she entered the room.

      “Good to see you, Doctor,” Onyema said directly to Tynan. “I’m looking forward to hearing about your progress on these enhancements. I understand you’re moving our knowledge along rapidly.”

      “I wouldn’t say that,” Tynan replied, his tone nervous. “I’m doing everything I can, but it’s presented quite a challenge.”

      Sal cleared his throat and threw a look at Tynan, who raised his eyebrows and shrugged back. What was I supposed to say? Sal rolled his eyes.

      “We’re making progress,” Sal said, “but we could use more information.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” Onyema said. “My primary goal has been to lift the veil Emory is using to hide his work. But the bastard is good at hiding, always has been.”

      Jaya took her seat, and everyone else followed. Sal cocked his head at her across the table. Jaya opened her mouth to speak, but Onyema got there first.

      “In addition to supplies and personnel, I bring news,” she said.

      Jaya shot a look at Luka. He was watching Onyema, but she couldn’t tell if the crease in his forehead was focus or confusion. Why did this feel like an ambush?

      “News?” Rhodes took the bait.

      “A victory,” Onyema said. “A new asset under our control.”

      “Why haven’t we heard about this?” Jaya asked.

      Onyema turned to her. “I’ve been putting together a network of my own, since before your mutiny made the resistance a known entity. One member of this network is the CEO of Aurora Corp.”

      Sal let out a low whistle. “They’re a big get.”

      Aurora Corp was a military manufacturing company, the source of the weapons systems on the Union’s largest fleet. They operated on the border of Union and nareian space, selling to both factions.

      “We’ve been putting our emphasis on disrupting Union activities in the colonies,” Jaya mused. “With a sympathizer at the top of Aurora Corp, we can slow them down from the inside as well. We have a distinct disadvantage in time and resources, so putting as much pressure on Emory’s operations as possible is essential.”

      “I agree,” Onyema said. “Emory is a master multitasker, but robbing him of resources will throw him off his game.”

      Jaya watched Onyema, an uneasy prickle creeping up her neck. “Does your contact in the Navy have any way of accessing information about the development Emory is doing on this virus? Anything that might tell us how we can manipulate it? It’s a huge help to weaken the fleet, but without a starfleet of our own, we still can’t meet them head on.”

      “And in the meantime, he’s churning out enhanced soldiers.” Rhodes leaned his elbows on the table and turned toward Onyema, who regarded him coolly. “They’re showing up everywhere.”

      “And we think the latest version has some neurological component,” Sal added. “Something that makes them more susceptible to his control.”

      Onyema’s eyes clouded, and she looked at Luka. He pressed his lips together in a grim line. She looked back at Tynan and Sal.

      “Have you been able to confirm that?” she asked.

      They exchanged a glance of their own, and Tynan offered the answer. “No. We only have anecdotal evidence.” Jaya could see the frustration boiling under the surface of his skin—he practically writhed with it. “We’ve been very limited in our resources.”

      Onyema nodded, a worried frown creasing her forehead. Her hand went up to a spot below her collarbone and kneaded the fabric of her suit. “That is very concerning indeed.” She shook her head, silver-streaked curls swaying with the motion. “Unfortunately, I don’t have good news on that front. Luka passed your request on to me, but our source can’t find any leaks. Emory has the highest level of security around that work. While he has fused most of his previous activities with the Union’s official actions, that is one area he has kept separate.”

      “He’s still operating the Sons of Priam in some capacity, then,” Jaya said. “Even though they’ve gone silent.”

      “So that’s still a black hole,” Sal said. “We have no way to get information in or out.”

      Onyema’s eyes turned thoughtful. “We may have some way to learn about his operations on Hermia.” She dropped her hand and brought up a holographic display. “We’ve interviewed some people who travel through Hermia. Suppliers, traders, the like. While the colony has a strong military presence, it seems they are mostly leaving the local economy to its own business.”

      “What does that mean?” Rhodes asked.

      “It means that while you have no chance of landing the First Light at their port, if you can find a less direct way into the colony, we may have a chance to investigate their operations. Or at least look for a way in.”

      Onyema projected a map onto the display. A nostalgic ache swelled in Jaya’s chest as she leaned forward and looked over the familiar topography. The cluster of buildings that made up Atlantiades, the colony’s capital city, had withered at the edges as it shrunk over the years. But outside the city, thick forest spread outward, dotted with small clearings where clumps of families still lived, and then broke onto the wide agricultural plains. And just at the break in the trees, at a site too small and too long abandoned to appear on this map, her eyes stopped.

      “The laboratory is here.” Onyema pointed just above where Jaya was looking. The complex was larger now, surrounded by temporary prefab buildings and a thick, fortified wall. At the center was the lab—her father’s working space. Jaya and Kier had tried to sneak into that lab as children, to spy on their father as he worked, but he always saw them coming and met them outside. Her curiosity had chafed at the impossibility of getting inside the place, but not as much as Kier’s. He had wanted nothing more than to be just like their father.

      “If you can find some way to get onto the planet without detection, then it’s fairly easy to get in and out of the main city,” Onyema continued. “The only place aside from outer atmo that’s closely guarded is the road to the laboratory, as well as the facility itself, of course.”

      Rhodes was shaking his head. “We’ll set off every facial recognition alarm they have in the port, even if we take one of the ships with a lower profile than the First Light.”

      “We need to be smuggled in,” Jaya said.

      Luka looked at her. “We’ve got someone on Argos doing weapons smuggling. He’s taken people before, could do it again.”

      Onyema shook her head. “I don’t want to risk compromising Cy. He’s one of our last operatives in the capital station.”

      “There’s Mara,” Jaya said. “She’s not really in the undercover business anymore, but I’d bet she’s got contacts.”

      “Contacts we can trust?” Rhodes looked skeptical.

      Jaya shrugged. “She’s built up quite a following. It seems that Emory didn’t quite know what wires he was clipping when he messed with her. I think as long as she’s the one asking, we can rely on them for our entrance.”

      “Hopefully also our exit strategy,” Rhodes replied.

      “I’ll give her a call,” Jaya said, rising from the table. “Again.”

      The room began to empty out, but Jaya caught Onyema’s eye and the two women hung back. Luka glanced from one to the other before ushering Tynan and Sal out the door and following behind them.

      Onyema stared at her, the hologram wavering slightly, but her gaze steady.

      “You seem concerned about our progress on the virus,” Jaya said.

      “Of course. It’s a crucial part of the process.”

      “We’re limited by lack of information. And we may be forced to improvise. Our first priority is stopping Emory. Anything else would be a lucky bonus.”

      Onyema’s smile was slow and deliberate. “We’re on the same side, Captain.”

      Jaya returned the smile. “It’s just Jaya.”
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        * * *

      

      Jaya knelt in the moss that grew thick over the rocky prominence that sheltered the base’s entrance. The sun had been at its apex when she began her task, and now it was dropping down closer to where the trees met the sky. She shaded her eyes with a sweaty arm, sleeves pushed up above her elbows. Still a few hours of daylight.

      She returned her attention to the panels before her. The moss had overtaken these panels when they first arrived on Swallow’s Landing. It had taken Sal’s deductions about the base’s power systems to lead them searching in the first place, and what they had found had been so choked by the planet’s greenery that most of the panels were destroyed beyond repair. It had taken weeks of work and much of their early capital just to get the base powered again.

      Jaya scraped moss carefully from the sides of the panel, wiping the sensors on the top with a cloth that by now was mostly green. She examined the cloth and shoved it into the bag of used rags beside her, retrieving a clean one from a separate bag and resuming the task.

      She liked this chore, and found herself grateful whenever it appeared in her rotation. It gave her time to think, and a task for her hands to do while her mind wandered. She had been turning her conversation with Onyema over in her mind since it had ended and still found herself wondering what was happening behind the woman’s sharp eyes.

      Something in her chafed at Onyema’s presence, and as the hours ticked by and the solar panels were freed of the creeping moss bit by bit, she peeled away the confused emotions to reveal a conflict in her mind. It had been so long since she had contact with anyone outside their little band of rebels. Sure, they were adding new recruits by the day, but something about the tide of inexperienced but hopeful newcomers was less threatening than this admittedly useful alliance.

      She didn’t think of herself as a person who desired power. Hadn’t she given Rhodes and Sal and Tynan equal leadership in their movement at the first opportunity? And now Luka had joined that circle of equals as well. The number of voices contributing to their leadership only expanded. So what was it about Onyema that felt like a threat to everything Jaya had built?

      A rustling behind her warned her of someone’s approach. She craned over her shoulder to see Luka’s head appear, and then his shoulders followed as he hoisted himself up onto the rocks.

      “Sal said I could find you here.” He made his way toward her through the narrow path between the panels. “I know Onyema doesn’t show it well, but she’s pleased with how things are going. Thinks we’ll make much more progress together.”

      “I agree,” Jaya said.

      She had to admit that Onyema brought access to sectors of the Union that Jaya had no idea how to even approach. A sympathizer in a weapons supplier would be a valuable asset, if they used it properly. Subtle slowdowns and information about supply lines to disrupt would put pressure on Emory’s Navy. She wondered if there might even be a way to convince this asset to begin retrofitting civilian ships with weaponry. That way, they might stand a chance in direct combat, if they chose their battles carefully. They could snipe patrols and smaller units protecting supply shipments. They could offer air support once the colonies began openly peeling away.

      Against a Union fleet, though? They’d still be little more than gnats to swat away.

      Luka knelt beside her and took one of the clean rags from the bag. He began to peel the moss away from the edges of a panel, cleaning the residue gently from the surface with the rag. He looked up, caught her watching him, and smiled broadly.

      She returned to her moss scraping.

      “She’s got to you,” Luka said.

      “Sort of,” Jaya confessed. “I can’t help but feel like a junior recruit again. Some little ensign who just met her commanding officer for the first time.”

      Luka laughed. “She may have left the Navy as a commander, but she’s got an admiral’s steel spine.”

      “And authoritative voice,” Jaya said, laughing in return. “Almost makes me feel bad for Emory, having her as an enemy.”

      She regretted the words as soon as they were out, and nearly bit her tongue in her desire to take them back. Luka’s eyes were on her again, the laughter gone from his face.

      “I can’t even imagine,” he said slowly, “how complicated this is for you.”

      “It’s not complicated.” Her reply was hard, stubborn. “It’s the simplest thing in the galaxy. My father is evil, and I’m not going to rest until we stop him.”

      For a while, the only sound was the gentle whisper of her hands peeling away the moss and the murmur of the cloth on the panel. Luka had stopped his motions, and she heard his breathing as calm and broad as the open sky above them.

      “Onyema was my first CO,” he finally said. “I came in with all these hopes about the good I would be doing in the galaxy. I wasn’t prepared when it got ugly. I fucked up. More than once. And every mistake I made, I carried it with me, like remorse would somehow balance out the rest. Like if I beat myself up enough, it would restore my integrity.”

      She scrubbed harder at the panel, the usual feeling of satisfaction as a green stain began to wear away curiously absent. His hand closed over hers, stilling the motion.

      “You don’t have to carry it all,” he said.

      She pulled her hand away. “It’s my job to carry it.”

      He sat back on his heels, watching her as she dug the rag into the seams of the panels, pulling more and more of the green moss away with each movement.

      “Why can’t you let anyone help you?” he asked. “What are you so afraid of?”

      She pulled her hand away from the panel and turned to meet Luka’s eyes, her mouth open to deny his accusation.

      His dark eyes were watchful. She remembered the first night they had met, and the way it seemed he could read her thoughts just by watching her body language. How it hadn’t bothered her then, even with the shadows she ran from, because he had seen something in her that she wanted to find again. He gave her a gift on Argos, a sliver of herself that had been buried.

      But things changed. There was no room for that woman anymore.

      The breeze picked up, cooling the sweat that had dampened her collar in the warmth of the sun and the efforts of her work. It set the loose hairs framing Luka’s face in motion, fluttering in his eyes, and she suppressed the absurd urge to reach out and tuck those hairs behind his ears.

      Her whole body was tensed like a bowstring, bracing against the very fear she had been about to deny. She knew if she closed her eyes, she would see the faces still there where she had left them. Faces of everyone she’d lost. They flashed across her eyelids at night, mixing with each other, melding with the faces of people still alive, people she loved—Sal and Vargas, Lupo and Rhodes, and Luka—forming some great chimera of terrible, gutting loss.

      Her palm drive alerted then, and Luka’s followed with its own chime. They remained frozen for a moment, eyes locked, before the insistent ringing pulled their attention away.

      It was a message from Sal—calling an urgent meeting of the leadership council.

      “To be continued?” Luka asked, his smile forlorn.

      She was already standing, and she reached out a hand. He took it, and she pulled him up. They were the same height, his eyes level with hers as he steadied himself, his hands clasping her forearm. His expression was pained, and when he drew his lower lip between his teeth, she knew he was holding something in.

      “Jaya?” Sal’s voice called out from below.

      “Got your message, Sal,” she replied. “We’re coming.”

      “There’s a live broadcast right now. The Sons of Priam.”

      Luka’s face hardened at that, and Jaya felt her own muscles tighten at this both unexpected and long-awaited news. She left her cleaning supplies scattered on the ground and hopped over the row of panels to the edge of the rock shelf. She jumped down, dust blooming around her as she hit the ground. She looked up, but Luka was taking the path down that had brought him up, wisely ignoring her own reckless leap.

      Sal motioned them ahead, curls bobbing as he ran. They followed him in.
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      Onyema’s sharp gaze found Jaya, Luka, and Sal as they entered the command center. She waited next to Tynan and Rhodes, who had also been summoned by Sal’s message.

      Sal went straight to the table, bringing up a small screen over his palm drive and muttering something to himself. Then, before Jaya could ask the question that had been burning in her mind as they rushed inside, Sal sent a stream to the table’s projector.

      “You’ll want to see this,” he said. “Just went out across the galaxy.”

      It appeared before them, casting hues of red and brown and orange across the assembled faces. Images of violence in the colonies. The cacophony of screams and particle beam fire. Explosions.

      The Union has lied to you, a voice said. It was smooth and lilting, and Jaya recognized it immediately with a sick jolt. The Sons of Priam have not been defeated. Your leader has made an enemy of us, and we will see him put down like a dog.

      “It’s him,” she confirmed.

      We have been lying in wait in your colonies, the video continued. We have been stirring up the violent natures of humankind. We are not where you think we are. We are everywhere. We hunt the foes of truth and justice, and we are the brightest star in the dark night of the Union’s rule.

      The video played out to shocked silence in the room.

      Sal was the first to speak. “Did they just take credit for our rebellion?”

      “I believe that is exactly what happened.” Onyema’s voice was wry, her expression dark.

      “Will anyone believe that?” Tynan asked, eyes wide.

      “I don’t think so,” Jaya said with slow, measured words. She looked at Luka. “At least not in the colonies. I think this is meant for Argos.”

      Onyema answered for him. “It will play well there. We’ve managed in recent weeks to break some of their firewalls and get some unfiltered news from the colonies in. People in the capital are beginning to talk about the resistance—they’re looking for an easy end to that.”

      “It means they’re worried,” Luka added.

      Sal frowned. “Well that makes two of us.”

      Phrases from the video tugged at her attention, fragments of some larger picture swirling in her mind. It made sense for Emory to try to use the resistance to his benefit. He had created the Sons of Priam as a useful scapegoat in the first place—reviving them now, just as the resistance was starting to have some staying power, gave him an air of legitimacy. But the Sons of Priam had wiped out entire colonies with a biological weapon. The resistance was freeing colonies and attacking supply lines, not committing mass murder. How long would Emory’s charade last without something drastic to convince even the colonies that the Sons of Priam were back?

      She looked up at Luka, who was still talking with Sal. He had raised the issue of legitimacy repeatedly in their council since he had arrived. Jaya knew they were fighting a war of ideas as much as a war of logistics, but as long as the Sons of Priam were absent, its immediacy had dissolved.

      But as those odd phrases continued to poke at her mind, she couldn’t help but wonder what this video truly meant.

      “All we can do is move forward,” she said, putting an end to the conversation. It was a return to the sentiment that had become their rallying cry of late, and she heard its weakness. But there was something else going on here she wanted to understand. “When I hear back from Mara we’ll see if she can find someone to smuggle a team into Hermia. We need to see what’s happening at that laboratory. In the meantime, Sal and Tynan, keep working on the virus. I’ll stop by the lab to provide more samples today. Anything you need from me, you have it. Understood?”

      Tynan and Sal nodded in unison.

      “I’d like to move forward with returning Robin to Providence,” Rhodes said. “We can’t lose any more time in expanding our operations.”

      Jaya nodded. “Put together a team. It might help to bring some of our newer members with you so they can see how the colonial leadership has been trained.”

      He gave a grim nod and left. Tynan and Sal followed, and Onyema turned to Luka.

      Jaya leaned over the table, playing the video over again, but aware of them in her periphery. Luka crossed his arms, resisting Onyema’s probing look, and she clasped his shoulder once, firmly, and left the room.

      Jaya started the video again and closed her eyes. She didn’t care about the images—there was something in Kier’s delivery. Something in the words he had chosen.

      We are not where you think we are, his voice was saying. We are everywhere.

      Jaya paused the video and opened her eyes. She reset it and began again.

      The Union has lied to you. The Sons of Priam have not been defeated. Your leader has made an enemy of us, and we will see him put down like a dog.

      She ran through the message again and again. Luka stood near the door, watching her through the first repeat, and then the second. At the third, she heard him leave, the door closing gently behind him.

      Kier’s voice resonated in her ears, its terrible familiarity making the hairs on her arms stand up… We are the brightest star in the dark night of the Union’s rule.

      This time, when it ended, she didn’t wind it back.

      She knew where Kier was hiding.
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      The smell of travel-weary bodies pressed in on Kier. He lay back on the small bed he had rented, the dim lighting of the room sheared away by the shadow of the bunk above his. The constant murmur of voices around him stirred up his mind each time he tried to sleep.

      Father had left again. Kier had recorded his video dutifully and then waited. But he itched to do more, to prove that he could bring value to Father’s team. The cold neglect ached in Kier’s bones. And so he had left the Avernus on his personal shuttle and traveled to Nu Ophiuchus. He’d left his ship parked in a rented space, then purchased the ticket to New Sheffield. He brought a small pack with a change of clothing and left anything that suggested wealth or power. He traveled with the masses. Just another colonist.

      When the ship landed, he shuffled through customs with the rest of the passengers and emerged from the port. Daylight greeted him, the air thick with dust and the smell of fertilizer and agricultural byproducts. Kier brought up the map on his palm drive and set out for the home of his uncles.

      The sun was high in the sky when he arrived at the farm. A gravel road stretched out over the browned fields. It was mid-summer here on New Sheffield, and every other field he had passed was planted, green and growing. He stood at the intersection of the main road and the gravel path, the heat of the day beating down on him. Something prevented his feet from moving, from carrying him down that road.

      He hadn’t been to this house since he was a small child. Mama used to take them to visit, but it was a long trip from Hermia and so they had only gone every few years. Honey-colored memories warmed him, and at the same time a chill sank into his arms and legs despite the heat of the air, freezing him where he stood.

      “Hey!”

      The voice broke his trance. He whirled around. A person around his age was approaching him on the road, muscled arms protected from the fierce sun by a thin shirt. A broad hat shaded their brown face.

      When he didn’t reply to the shout, the person moved toward him. A basket swayed on their hip as they walked. A dog trotted alongside, tail high and curved.

      “Hey,” they repeated, “are you looking for Simon and Aman?”

      Kier nodded, his throat dry. He swallowed and found his voice. “I’m family.”

      The stranger reached him and stopped. They frowned. “They’ve been gone over a year now.”

      The chill won out, chasing away the warm recollections. He feigned surprise at the news. “Gone where?”

      The stranger’s frown deepened, and their sharp, dark eyes narrowed in the shadows of the hat. There was something familiar about their face. “You said you’re family?”

      “A cousin,” Kier said. “Of Simon. My name’s Daniel.”

      They nodded, eyes still narrowed. “I’m Nima. A neighbor.” They gestured toward the farm to the east, its fields green beneath the intense sun. Kier remembered now—it had been decades, but Kier saw echoes in their face of the scrawny kid from the farm next door, halfway between him and Jaya in age.

      “Why don’t you come in out of the heat?” Nima said. “We can talk inside.”

      He followed them up the dusty road and along another graveled path to a small farmhouse. Nima opened the door, nestling the basket—filled with a mix of produce—inside the entryway. They removed the hat, fluffing a short shock of dark hair.

      “Ma? Da?” Nima called. Voices responded from the back of the house, and Nima picked the basket up again, waving for Kier to follow down the hall. The dog led the way, tail wagging. “There’s a man here,” they said. “Says he’s family of Simon’s.”

      The room at the end of the hall turned out to be a kitchen. Kier rounded the corner and saw an older woman with deep wrinkles in her brown face. Sweat beaded on her brow from the heat of the stove while an older man behind her peeled potatoes. His hands stilled when he saw Kier.

      “You’re Simon’s family?” the old woman asked.

      Kier nodded. “Daniel Mill. A cousin of Simon’s,” he lied smoothly. “We stopped hearing from him. Got worried, so the family pooled some money together. I’m out of work, so I had time…” He shrugged.

      The man was nodding, his eyes softening.

      “I told him they vanished a year ago,” Nima said, turning back to Kier. “Haven’t seen or heard anything.”

      “Get the young man a glass of water, Nima,” the woman said. “And move that extra chair in so we have a place at the table. Least we can do is feed him a good meal, if we have to send him on his way with no news.”

      Kier protested weakly, but they insisted he stay for dinner. Nima’s parents were Maria and Tariq, and they had grown up on New Sheffield. They knew his mother, spoke of her and Simon with fondness that curdled in Kier’s stomach as he held his face blank. They sat around the chipped table, eating potato soup with boiled eggs, all seasoned with green herbs. They asked him questions about his family, and he found answers to satisfy them. He told them he was from Nu Ophiuchus, that his parents were distant cousins of Simon and Abigail.

      Each time he answered a question, Maria and Tariq nodded, but Nima’s eyes sharpened on him like a blade on a grindstone. He had recognized Nima earlier—which meant they would likely recognize him as well. When dinner was over and Kier offered to help clear the dishes, Nima led him back into the kitchen.

      He began to run the water, and they quickly twisted the tap off and handed him a towel.

      “You must not have water shortages on Nu Ophiuchus,” Nima said, lifting one of their dark eyebrows.

      Kier shook his head sheepishly and accepted the dishes they cleaned with small bursts of water, drying them gently and placing them on a small rack on the counter. For a while, the two worked in silence, punctuated by quick bursts from the tap and the hush of coarse cloth on the metal plates. Nima turned that sharp gaze on him from time to time, handing him a plate with an accusing look, impervious to his response of smiles.

      “You look just like her,” they said finally.

      “Like who?”

      “Jaya. Simon’s niece.”

      “Strong genes,” he replied.

      Nima shook their head. “I remembered you, when she moved here. I asked about you and she told me you were dead.”

      He finished drying the last plate and set it on the pile. Nima turned then, facing him directly. “You’re Kieran, aren’t you?”

      He held up the towel. “Where does this go?”

      They crossed their arms. “You are.” It was no longer a question.

      He continued to hold the towel out, silent. They snatched it away and folded it carefully, placing it back on the counter.

      “She rarely talked about Hermia,” Nima said. “But she told me more than she told most people. We all had our own losses to grieve, but hers were always so hidden. I could see it on her, in her silences. I knew her family were dead, but she never spoke of them. Of how they died.”

      Those piercing eyes suddenly chilled him. His heart beat loud in his chest, adrenaline making his skin feel paper-thin.

      “Let’s go outside,” he said. “For a walk.”

      Nima cocked their head to the side, the short sweep of hair cutting across their eyes. They brushed it away. “Okay.”

      Outside, the day had sunk into twilight, the splash of stars beginning to appear high above, while the horizon was still smudged with pink. Nima walked alongside him, arms bare now that the heat remained while the damaging sunlight had vanished. The dog remained at their side, peeling off to sniff at the side of the road from time to time.

      “You and Jaya were close?” Kier asked.

      Nima looked up at the horizon, where pink was rapidly fading to lavender. “She didn’t have many friends. People liked her, but she was always so strange. So quiet most of the time. But at the harvest festivals she would get out her violin and play, and it was like she transformed into someone else.”

      They cleared their throat, throwing a glance up at Kier. He met their eyes, keeping his expression neutral.

      “You carry yourself the same way,” Nima said. “Same energy, same expressions. It’s how I knew you were lying. You hide things just like she did.”

      “If she didn’t have many friends, how did you get so close?”

      A smile lit their face suddenly. “I liked her. And I’m stubborn.” Nima’s face fell as quickly as it had brightened and they looked away. “We weren’t together very long, and I always felt like there was some part of herself she was keeping from me.”

      “What happened?” Kier asked.

      “Aman got hurt. An accident on the farm—some equipment malfunctioned, a piece flung off and hit him. Jaya carried him all the way back to the house and came running for help. She wasn’t the same after that. She pulled away even more. She started studying for the naval exam every free minute, and then she left. I never heard from her, but she sent back money every month to help her uncles. It was like the rest of us just ceased to exist.”

      Kier nodded. He understood the compartmentalization, the razor focus on survival. Their uncles were the only family she had left, aside from him. And he had kept his distance, to keep her safe.

      “Where were you,” Nima interrupted his thoughts, “all those years she thought you were dead?”

      Kier clenched his fists, willing the tension to draw away from his shoulders, his jaw. All it did was make him even more tense.

      “Where the Union puts people it doesn’t know how to deal with,” he said.

      He saw Nima wince in his periphery. “I worry that’s where Simon and Aman ended up.”

      “They really just disappeared?”

      “One day they were just gone. It was after the harvest. I would usually pick up the extra eggs from Simon and take them to market, but he didn’t answer the door that morning. I thought maybe there were just none—the chickens had been stressed, so they weren’t producing much. But I didn’t see them when I got home that evening either, and when I checked the coop, the eggs hadn’t been collected.”

      “No one saw them leave?”

      Nima shook their head. “I had the access code to their house, so when we hadn’t heard from them by the next morning, I went in. It had been torn apart, furniture overturned, their belongings everywhere.”

      “Did it look like there had been a struggle?”

      “I don’t know. It was a mess, so maybe.”

      “Does that access code still work?”

      Nima paused. The dog trotted up to their side, sitting next to their feet. Nima scratched its ears. “Are you sure you want to see it?”

      He was. They made their way back to Simon and Aman’s house under the darkening night. The sky hung heavy, the last light of the evening clinging to the bottoms of the clouds in fierce cobalt. Nima paused at the threshold.

      “I don’t know why we even locked it again,” they said.

      “In case they come back,” Kier offered.

      Nima shook their head. “I don’t think they will.”

      With that, they tapped the code into the panel. The lock clicked, and they opened the door. Kier brought up a light on his palm drive, its beam faint in the shadows of the home. He stepped over a smashed chair on the ground and continued in. Nima turned on a light of their own and followed him, the beam bobbing over his shoulder, revealing patches of the walls.

      He paused in the main room of the house. Furniture was splayed across the room, odd angles indicating they were not in their original places. A curtain rippled where a small crack between the window and the wall let in the cooling night air.

      Kier looked over his shoulder to the kitchen. Broken pottery littered the floor. His breath grew stale in his chest, his heart thudding loudly.

      “What is it?”

      Nima’s question revived him. He was braced against the doorframe, and he pulled his hand away cautiously.

      “Nothing,” he said, but his chest tightened.

      The first time he had encountered a scene like this, it had been his own home, and it was in motion. He remembered the spray of blood from the head of the man he shot, staining their dining table, soaking the rug. He heard his mother’s shouts again, still imprinted in some deep part of his brain.

      There was no blood here. But Kier had already guessed that Simon and Aman had left of their own free will. Father had sent his men to find them, his first plan to force Jaya out of hiding, but they were gone when Father’s men arrived, the house deserted, coffee still warm in its pot. Jaya had been a step ahead.

      Kier knelt in the middle of the room, suddenly overwhelmed. He wasn’t sure what he had hoped to find here. Some sign Father’s men had missed—a clue as to where they had gone. Evidence that she had been here, too.

      Nima knelt beside him.

      “She hasn’t been here,” they said. He snapped his head up, staring at them in surprise. “I hoped she would appear one day. Especially after I heard about the mutiny. But I never heard from her.”

      Their eyes glimmered in the dark, eyebrows thick and slanted with concern. They put a hand gently on his.

      “She’s out there, though,” Nima said, their voice dropping to a whisper. “I’ve heard stories from other colonies of a ship, a captain recruiting freedom fighters. They all claim her, say she’s from a colony like theirs. But I think it’s her.”

      “Why are you telling me this?”

      “You’re her brother. And you know what the Union is capable of. I thought you’d want to know that she’s out there. That there’s a resistance growing.”

      Kier swallowed the tension in his throat. He knew there was a resistance, knew his sister was at its head. That didn’t help him find her. He yanked his fingers from Nima’s and buried his face in his hands.

      “I think it’s too dangerous for her to come here,” Nima’s soft voice continued, “but she’s in the colonies. Somewhere.”
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        * * *

      

      Nima was right. She was in the colonies somewhere.

      Kier traveled between trainings, a threadbare pack his only companion. He hired himself out for manual labor on colonies scattered across Union space, picking crops at harvest or repairing buildings. Every colony needed spare hands at some time or another, and there were plenty of able-bodied people deep in debt and in need of quick money. These jobs were never quite enough to clear most debts, especially with the cost of travel. But where there was work, there were people seeking it. Including Kier.

      It was on Providence that he finally found his sister’s trail.

      He had hired himself out in the shipyards. They needed people to carry the heavy beams through the winding, narrow paths of the cramped old yards. Machines existed that could do the job, but it was still cheaper to pay desperate people to carry the beams than to employ trained technicians to service the machines. Especially with the liability laws in the colonies that heavily favored businesses—holdovers from the early days of corporate exploration woven into the Union’s legal framework.

      It was winter on Providence, and the metal was chilled through. Announcements flickered against the brick walls of the facility, reminding the workers of the new curfew imposed by the Union. After the latest Sons of Priam video, Father had called for a curfew in all colonial cities, for the safety of the population. It would be easier to protect the people if it was quiet. Kier of course wasn’t afraid of the Sons of Priam, and he knew none of the inhabitants of Providence should be either, but the streets still emptied out at night.

      Kier paused to blow into his hands, his fingers flushed pink with cold. His partner, a man called Hideki, did the same a few meters ahead.

      “Ready?” Kier called to his companion.

      Hideki nodded, and they raised the beam again in unison, lifting it over the edge of a partially constructed ship to another pair who waited to receive it.

      He had been here nearly two weeks already, taking advantage of the lull as his father spun up the new upgrades at their site on Hermia. He had gotten to know the other workers well enough, joining them each night at the bar, drinking until the new curfew forced them back to their homes. He worked with them patiently, mimicking their fatigue as the day wound into evening. And in that time, he had devised a plan to win them over.

      This evening was no different from the others, and he joined them in the warmth of the nearest tavern, shedding his worn jacket in favor of strong drink.

      “Drinks on me tonight,” he said quietly as Hideki slid into the last spot in the booth.

      “Celebrating?” the man across from him—a broad-shouldered fellow called Dayo—asked.

      “Something like that,” Kier murmured.

      “Better get them in fast,” Hideki said. “Curfew’s in an hour.”

      They ordered their first round on the touchscreen and, after a few moments, a server arrived to distribute the drinks. Hideki rubbed at his jaw, where a jagged scar pointed from his ear to his chin. An injury he had gotten as a youth, in his first job. They all had scars and aches they loved to talk about. Kier had no scars, but he’d dredged up enough stories from pieces of the truth to join in their ritual.

      But now, he was putting that work to use. He was getting their attention. He raised his glass.

      “To an honest day’s work,” Kier toasted.

      They all drank.

      “So what are we celebrating?” Hideki asked him.

      “My debts are wiped clean,” Kier said. “I’m in the black for the first time in a decade.”

      They all cheered and drank to his good fortune. Kier let a smile play at the corner of his mouth. Hideki was watching him with a look of suspicion.

      “Strange coincidence,” he said slowly. “Mine as well. Yesterday, I wasn’t close. Maybe a few more years of this. Today?” He gestured, like releasing something in his hand to the wind and watching it float away.

      Keir’s smile grew, and he raised his glass to cover his mouth. “You all might want to check your accounts.”

      Dayo frowned a question at him. The other half dozen men looked around in confusion. One or two of them brought their palm drives up and began to page through. Kier continued to sip his drink, feeling Hideki’s gaze on his shoulders.

      “Did you do this?” Jaime asked. “How?”

      Kier shook his head. “It’s not a thing I want to discuss in public.” He looked around the room meaningfully.

      The bartender announced last call, and they all ordered a final round, drinking it quickly and bundling up again to head out into the streets. Hideki followed Kier into the press of people rushing to avoid breaking curfew.

      “I know you’re not secretly rich,” he said quietly. It was more of a question than a statement, so Kier shrugged.

      “I had as much debt as any of you until today,” he replied.

      “You tampered with Union records,” Hideki pushed.

      Kier continued walking. Hideki grabbed his arm, and Kier allowed himself to be pulled aside.

      “It’s extremely dangerous to cross the Union the way you did,” Hideki said. “We all appreciate it, obviously, but if you go around doing shit like that—”

      “They’ll what?” Kier asked. “Kill me? Lock me up?”

      He wrenched his arm away, meeting Hideki’s eyes with his own. Concern showed in the face of this man he had only met a few weeks ago, sharpening the pang in Kier’s chest. Not far away, half a dozen peacekeepers stood, hands on their weapons. These ones weren’t enhanced, Kier could tell just by looking. They hadn’t been through his training.

      “You have to be more careful,” Hideki said, pulling him farther down the street, away from the peacekeepers.

      “That’s just it,” Kier said. “I don’t care.” He didn’t even have to try, the emotion surged in his voice. This part wasn’t a lie. “The Union has already taken everything from me. I don’t have to imagine what they might do. I’ve lived it.”

      He turned to walk away from Hideki. He made it halfway down the emptying street before he heard the other man’s footfalls behind him. Hideki slowed and walked alongside Kier in silence for a moment. They reached a stretch of the street absent of peacekeepers, mostly absent of people returning home. Then, quietly, Hideki spoke.

      “There are ways to fight the Union that are more effective, less reckless. If you’re truly willing to risk everything to make them hurt.”

      This was a question. Kier stopped walking, letting his answer come in body language, in the deep tendrils of pain that had wound themselves around his organs for as long as he could remember. He looked at his companion, who nodded.

      “We could use someone like you,” Hideki said.

      “Who?” Kier asked.

      “The resistance.”
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      It was never really quiet at Swallow’s Landing. With the constant influx of new recruits from the colonies, the frequent upkeep needs of the tunnels of the old mining town, and the grueling training requirements enforced with a wicked smile by Vargas, it seemed every time Tynan passed through a corridor or common space, it was buzzing with motion. But Tynan spent much of his time holed up in the little laboratory on the First Light. The bustle and commotion of the base receded when he was there, and he was able to focus on his research.

      Except that hadn’t been working lately. Tynan found his mind filling instead with the kind of pointless, internally generated chatter that meant he had no idea where to go next and had run out of directions to turn. His thoughts had spent so long digging into one dead end after another that now they ambled around in frustrating confusion.

      A gentle knock at the door disturbed his focus, throwing yet another diversion into the cloud of chaos in his mind. Tynan turned to see who had come in.

      It was Sunny, leaning against the doorframe, watching him with a look of concern.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “Trying to make some progress on this virus,” he replied. “Running more tests.”

      Min flickered into his line of sight. She had been quiet for some time, but now she turned to Sunny. “He’s been at it for hours already this morning.”

      Sunny pursed her lips. “Are there any tests left that you haven’t run yet?”

      “There must be, because we still don’t have any idea how to interact with this thing.”

      She watched him skeptically. He returned his eyes to his work.

      “That’s not really an answer,” she said.

      He stopped what he was doing, which was in truth little more than moving samples around, reading the labels of bottles, and hoping some bolt of insight would strike him. Finally, he threw up his hands and turned back toward Sunny.

      “I have no idea,” he confessed. “But we can’t afford to stop.”

      She heaved a long-suffering sigh, and he felt a flicker of annoyance. He was trying to save the entire resistance movement—a responsibility so vast he was afraid to even think about it most days—and generate the kind of scientific breakthrough that only came once in a lifetime. And the timeline seemed to compress more with each day that passed.

      “I haven’t been able to reason with him,” Min said to Sunny. The two exchanged glances, and Tynan gave an irritated huff.

      Sunny assessed his reaction dispassionately. He knew that expression from her by now, her unwillingness to engage in his moods when that would just make both of them feel worse.

      “You’re blocked,” she said.

      “What?”

      “You’re blocked. You spend every minute you can in either this tiny room or the medical center on base, and when you’re not in one of those places, you’re meeting with the council where all you hear about is how important this work is but no one has any ideas for how to advance it.”

      “That’s not true,” Tynan protested, his mind grasping at the two points where he had a counterargument. “For one, I play poker sometimes and spend time with you. And also, Sal’s had a few ideas.”

      “Did they go anywhere?” Sunny asked, arching an eyebrow.

      “Not yet.”

      “Does he have any new ones?”

      Tynan sighed, admitting defeat. “No.”

      “Okay, then come with me.”

      “What?”

      She stepped into the tiny room and took Tynan’s arm. Min flickered away. “Come with me,” Sunny repeated.

      He let her guide him out of the medical bay of the First Light and into the crew sleeping quarters, where she opened her pod and began to rummage through the storage compartment below it.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “Looking for my equipment.” Her response was aloof, preoccupied. Tynan folded his arms, waiting in discomfort, still hoping his thoughts would distill into something with a clear vision. Something he could use.

      Then Sunny stood, pulling a pack of some sort from the compartment and opening it, checking its contents thoroughly. She slung it over her back and turned toward Tynan, grabbing his hand, her eyes alight.

      “Come on,” she said, dragging him along after her. She made a call over her communicator. “Hey Linh, we’re taking one of the First Light’s shuttles.”

      Lupo’s voice came back. “Anything wrong?”

      “Nope,” Sunny replied. “Adaeze’s on infirmary duty, and we just need to get off-base for a few hours. It’s a beautiful day.”

      “That it is,” Lupo said. “Enjoy.”

      “We will.” They were in the hangar bay now, and she opened one of the smaller shuttles and tossed the pack in.

      “Where are we going?” Tynan asked.

      “I saw a nice little spot on the planet while we were flying in last time. Big cliffs, wide meadows below. It will be perfect.”

      She strapped into the pilot’s seat and initiated the shuttle’s start-up protocols. Tynan sat warily beside her, strapping himself in as well.

      “Perfect for what?”

      She paused and looked at him, the clear excitement in her face tempered for a moment as her eyes scanned his face.

      “Tynan,” she said, reaching for his hand, “do you trust me?”

      “Obviously,” he spluttered. “I just don’t really understand what’s happening right now.”

      Sunny smiled. “I’m taking you on an adventure. I used to do this all the time when I had shore leave. You’ll see the sky like you’ve never seen it before.”

      “I don’t know,” he replied. “I’ve literally passed through the atmosphere of dozens of planets by now. Sky seems like a fairly straightforward concept.”

      “It’s not,” she said, grinning. “You’ll see.”

      She started up the shuttle’s engine and eased them out of the hangar bay, skimming over the tops of the trees that surrounded the base. They flew away from the rising sun, still low in the sky, their flight seeming to suspend the morning in a liminal, interminable space. Tynan watched as the trees below them began to rise up the sides of a mountain range, finally thinning into scraggly brush. They came over a ridge, and the mountains and valleys spread out in front of them, painted with greens and yellows and whites and violets, wildflowers and wild grasses. He had to admit it was beautiful in the morning light.

      Sunny brought them over the top of one of the mountains, circling the shuttle over the formation and peering down below.

      “What are you looking for?” he asked her.

      “A good site.”

      “There’s a place right there.” He pointed to a spot below.

      “No,” she said. She was frowning into the vast rolling summits below, and then her eyes brightened. “Aha! There.”

      She swooped the shuttle down and landed on a plateau in the middle of the range, opening the shuttle door. A gust of air rushed in, heavy with the menthol scent of the trees and the sweetness of sun-baked grasses. Sunny grabbed the pack she had brought and stepped out into the light. Tynan followed, blinking.

      As his eyes adjusted to the light from the sun, which was now fully visible over the peaks of the mountains around him, he found himself momentarily unable to even think about his work, the stale air of the laboratory and the slimy cultures in their dishes washed from his mind by the pristine beauty of this place.

      He made a sound of hushed awe, and Sunny looked up from unpacking her kit to smile at him.

      “It’ll get better,” she promised.

      “How?” he asked. “I’ve never seen somewhere so pretty.”

      “You city boy,” she laughed. “Never gone out into nature before?”

      He wrinkled his nose. Outdoor activities had always seemed to be something that belonged to other types of people. He was more comfortable inside, with an environment guided by rules and technology.

      Sunny was shaking out some massive piece of fabric, and he pulled his attention away from the vista to watch in puzzlement. There were a number of odd straps and ropes attached to the thing, and it was massive. And bright. A gleeful yellow, vibrant against the green of the grass beneath as she spread it out.

      After a moment, she nodded and turned back to Tynan.

      “What are we doing?” he asked yet again, now starting to grow afraid of the answer.

      “We’re flying,” she said.

      “Flying?” His mouth went dry.

      She took his hands in hers and stepped closer to him, looking up into his eyes. Her face was confident, her gaze unwavering. She was solid next to him, even as he felt—as he so often did—like a quavering mess, ready to fall apart at the slightest provocation.

      She tilted her head, as though reading his thoughts in his eyes.

      “You’ve changed in the last year,” she told him, and it was a praise rather than a criticism. “You’ve experienced things you never would have as a research scientist in Iralu City.”

      He choked a laugh, “Yeah, I’ve been shot at and imprisoned and watched an entire space station explode. Not really what I had in mind for my career when I went to graduate school.”

      She laughed, too, musical and relaxed unlike his awkward and fearful one. The cramps in his shoulders eased slightly at the sound.

      “I want you to try something,” she said. “It’s not even close to as dangerous as everything we do with the resistance.”

      “But I’m guessing it will feel that way,” he said.

      Her smile was almost wicked, and he swallowed hard. But her eyes were still gentle and reassuring.

      “So… flying,” he said. “What exactly does that entail?”

      She let go of his hands and went over to the spill of fabric, lifting the edges of it. It fluttered in the wind, seeming impossibly lightweight. It looked flimsy. His stomach knotted.

      “This is a wing,” she said.

      Tynan squinted at it. It didn’t look like it came from any flying creature he was familiar with.

      Sunny pulled the odd configuration of straps and ropes over toward him and held them out. “This is the harness. It’s rigged for two, so we can go together. I’ll show you how to secure yourself in here, and then I’ll control all the mechanics. Don’t touch any of the ropes or lines, I’ll handle all that. All you have to do is be here, with me, and I’ll make sure we both get safely home.”

      “Let’s try it, Tynan!” Min’s enthusiasm surprised him. When had his VA become such a daredevil?

      “I’d rather not risk my safety to satisfy your curiosity,” Tynan retorted. Min appeared, so as not to exclude Sunny from the conversation.

      “It’s perfectly safe,” Min said. She turned to Sunny. “This is paragliding, yes?” When Sunny nodded, Min turned back to Tynan. “I’ve scanned all the literature. And it’s perfectly safe to go with an experienced tandem partner. Think about how many creatures fly, Tynan. Just because szacante didn’t evolve with wings doesn’t mean they can’t try them on. The physics of it is well researched.”

      Tynan swallowed again. He looked at Sunny. “You said you’ve done this before?” He knew the answer, but he wanted to hear it.

      She smiled at him and took his face in her hands. “This was my hobby, before we were on the run from two out of three galactic superpowers. I used to save up my vacation days and all my hazard pay so I could hop a shuttle to some beautiful resort colony for paragliding trips.”

      “So you saved your hazard pay to pay for a hobby that’s almost certainly hazardous. That almost makes sense.”

      She kissed him lightly. “I told you this is much safer than nearly everything we do these days. It’s probably quite a bit safer than my job for the Union was. And I’m good at it. I’ve been doing this for years.”

      He relented at that. She had asked him earlier if he trusted her, and he knew the answer was yes. He remembered the ambush of the Avalon, and the way her confidence next to him had filled him with the strength he needed to not crumble under the pressure. To not lose his mind in the danger. And this, she was promising him with earnest eyes, was much safer than that day.

      Not that he would ever choose to relive that experience. But maybe this was one he would want to repeat. Maybe.

      He sighed and nodded, and she helped him get situated in the harness, securing herself behind him and fiddling with the various straps and latches until he heard her give a satisfied hum.

      “Okay,” she said. “This next part will probably be the hardest part for you.”

      His stomach dropped. “Maybe don’t tell me that.”

      “I’m just telling you so you know that it will end. As soon as we’re up. I’m certain.”

      “What do we do?” he asked.

      “We’re going to run.”

      Running didn’t sound so bad. Not that he’d choose to do it in his free time like so many of the marines seemed to, but it hardly seemed frightening. “Run where?”

      Sunny pointed, her hand stretching over his shoulder. He followed her finger to where it indicated.

      “Off the cliff?” He didn’t even care that his voice had squeaked. She had to be joking.

      “I told you,” she said. “This will be the hardest part. But I’ve got you.”

      He took deep breaths, trying to calm his rapid heartbeat. In for four, out for eight. In for four, out for eight. Sunny waited patiently, her fingers on his shoulders and her breath warm on his neck, until he tapped her hands with his.

      “I’m ready.” He supposed he was about as close as he would ever be to ready, at least.

      “Okay,” she said, removing her hands. “Let’s go.”

      They started to move forward, running together as the edge of the cliff approached. The wing billowed out behind them, snapping and rustling in the air. Tynan began to feel an upwards tugging on the harness, not unlike the inertial pull of the First Light as they accelerated. The wing was catching the air, generating a force upwards, pulling them toward the sky.

      He wasn’t sure exactly when his feet left the ground. It all ran together in a wash of adrenaline. But he was sure of exactly the moment when the fear was forgotten.

      The mountain air was chilly and fresh, bringing a rush of clarity to his mind as it tickled in his nose, and below them the valleys opened up in lush greens and blues, glacial lakes hanging in the plateaus and rosy wildflowers dusting the sides of gentle hills. Sunny turned them toward a flat rock face, and the air shifted suddenly, lifting them in an exhilarating rush up into the open skies.

      And that was the moment he lost his breath and didn’t even care.

      The surface of the planet stretched out in front of them, its slight curvature visible from here, and the sheer vastness of it all rushed over him and filled his chest with some nameless emotion. Life swept out ahead, thick and vibrant and powerful. The ecological niches he had studied in school all laid out, but with a beauty he had never comprehended before.

      This was what made him want to live. This was what drove them all. He only ever felt it in tiny gasps, little pockets of joy that kept them from starving, even in the darkness of their current situation. But now, that joy was an ocean. Euphoria, elation, filling him completely and washing away any trivialities.

      They slowed, gliding lazily as thin puffs of clouds began to billow over the top of a nearby ridge, and Tynan’s breath returned in easy rhythm. He was light in a way he never had been.

      “How do you feel?” Sunny asked in his ear.

      “Free,” he said.

      She laughed and guided them back toward another sheer ridge, catching the upwelling of air and sending them soaring again.
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        * * *

      

      Tynan lay in the long grass as Sunny finished packing up the gear, his eyes tracking the clouds above. He had been there, skirting the clouds, carried on the wind. He couldn’t entirely believe it, now, with the ground hard under his back. The shuttle sat quietly nearby, waiting to take them back to the base, but Tynan wanted to stay here forever, with the smell of verdant and growing things and the warmth of the sun saturating his skin and clothes.

      “What are you thinking?” Sunny settled down beside him in the grass, propping herself on an elbow and plucking a feathered green stalk, letting it twirl from her fingers in the light breeze.

      “I’m not sure I ever felt alive before this,” he said.

      His entire body hummed with life, like the light of the sun had been able to reach him better at these heights, infusing him with energy, with purpose. He looked over at Sunny, whose eyes were smiling at him, the little wrinkle at her nose reminding him of the first time he had discovered her presence was something special in his life, when he had first begun memorizing her expressions and treasuring them.

      “How is that possible?” he asked, not expecting her to have an answer. This was a question for the wind, for the sky. A question he would ask himself over and over until he began to understand it, began to see what had been so wrong in his life.

      Sunny let the piece of grass flutter away on the breeze and scooted closer to him. “You spent all your time thinking about what you’re going to discover. Even now, you focus on how we’re fighting. How we might win or lose this. Your mind finds the opportunities, Tynan. It’s what I love about you. But sometimes it’s important to think about what it is we’re fighting for.”

      She leaned down and kissed him, then, and he decided that for now, this was all he wanted to consume his mind.
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      Jaya nursed the certainty of Kier’s location in her heart, even as she pushed the team to focus on Hermia for now. She lay awake the night before they left for her home planet, wracking her mind to try to understand the purpose of the hidden message.

      But she knew he was alive now. His voice rang in her ears, drove down into her chest and filled it with expectation. He was out there. And he wanted her to find him, for reasons still unclear to her. But she hadn’t told anyone of her theory, knowing what the first reasonable question would be.

      What if it’s a trap?

      It was the first question she had asked herself. Why would Kier want her to find him, if not to capture or kill her? The last time she had seen Kier, a battle had been raging in him: a battle between Jaya and their father. Their father had won. That Kier had been silent for so long meant he was lost to her, or so she had told herself. Her anger with him had grown in that time, but the hope for what he might have become in the intervening year fought bitterly in her with the fear of exactly the same thing.

      Who was he now? Luka insisted people could change, but Jaya had seen Kier change for the worse. Was it too much to hope he had grown to regret his actions? Was he just trying to manipulate her again, to draw her into a trap?

      Last year, her father had tried to recruit her. Kier had made his wishes known. Join us. But that sickening moment on the Avalon’s bridge, when Jaya’s wavering had cost Armstrong his life… in that moment, she had felt everything turn. The Kier she had known as a child was gone.

      Now, she wouldn’t hesitate to kill what was left of him. Was that want he wanted?

      Sal sat beside her in the shuttle that carried them to the smuggler’s ship. Luka and Vargas sat across from her, all four of them wrapped in silence as Luka brought them in to meet Mara’s contact. Rhodes was in charge of Swallow’s Landing while she was gone, and when she stopped by Tynan’s lab to check in, he was already bent over his notes, muttering to himself. But his face seemed lighter, the furrows in his brows less heavy. They were driving forward into the dark, as best they could.

      Mara’s contact turned out to be a human smuggler who called himself Gundar, his face carved deeply with lines and scars alike. His ship was cramped and boxy at the same time, the insides smelling faintly of mold and the sharp stink of body odor. Sal wrinkled his nose as they boarded, but Jaya gave an approving nod.

      “You can get us into Atlantiades without raising any alarm?” she asked.

      “Sure thing,” he said. “Usually I’m getting people out, not in, but we’d run into the same issues no matter the direction. Not much room in the smuggling holds, but that’s what keeps them invisible on the scans.”

      “Judicious use of space,” Luka said, peering into the cargo area. “This is well done, I wouldn’t know where to look if I were port security.”

      The smuggler jerked his thumb toward Luka. “Like he said, I’ve got this figured out.”

      Luka walked back toward her, wiping grease from the cargo doors off his hands with a rag. His eyes met Jaya’s, and he looked away quickly. They never had resumed their conversation from a few days ago, consumed by the convenient excuse of mission prep and the commotion that their guests at Swallow’s Landing brought.

      Luka turned toward Gundar instead. “The Fox would approve. I think we’re in good hands.”

      “You know the Fox?” The smuggler’s attention was on Luka now.

      “Old friends,” Luka replied, flashing that charming smile that had melted her hesitations and invited her into his shop the night they met. It seemed to have a similar effect on the smuggler, who mirrored the smile with one of his own.

      Gundar whistled low. “I’m glad for the business, but why isn’t he doing this?”

      “He’s needed elsewhere,” Jaya replied, pulling the man’s attention back. “And Mara says you’re the next best thing.”

      The man shrugged. “Well, I haven’t been caught yet.”

      “Let’s talk logistics,” she said. “We need the better part of the day to scout the area we’re interested in. How flexible is your flight plan?”

      They haggled over details until the ship’s proximity alert warned that they would be dropping into the system shortly. The smuggler secured them individually in narrow compartments, strapping them into harnesses to ease the transition from FTL to subluminal speeds without too many bumps.

      They made it through security in Hermia’s capital city without arousing suspicion, then crawled into a small, hovering cart to be transported past the cameras of the port and into the relative anonymity of the city. There, in the darkness of early morning, they shook hands and exchanged private comm links with Gundar, promising to be back before the window closed on his flight plan.

      Jaya led them quickly to the outskirts of the town. The forest rose ahead of them as the buildings thinned, and as soon as they had melted into the trees, they picked up the pace.

      As they grew closer, Jaya began to pick familiar outlines out of the overgrown woods. Flashes of light through the leaves brought flashes of memory with them, sharp and bright and disorienting. Up ahead, the trees would clear. There would be a hill, a grassy knoll. And to the west, far enough to be barely a silhouette against the horizon, would be the lab.

      Luka, Sal, and Vargas fanned out behind her, picking their way quietly through the undergrowth. It had been a while since any of them had spoken, and Jaya found herself wondering if her own silence was powerful enough to provoke this hush. Or perhaps it was just the deep music of the forest on this abandoned stretch of the planet that left them all so subdued.

      The sunlight grew stronger as the trees thinned. A breeze wove through the trunks and whistled down from the branches, stirring the wisps of hair at her temples. She stopped, holding a hand up, and her companions stopped with her.

      “When we reach the edge of the forest, you’ll see it on the horizon,” she said. “We need to stay a safe distance away, but we should spread out and see if there’s any activity. Sal, you take Vargas to the south. Luka and I will take the north half.”

      Sal acknowledged the plan, and they continued on until they reached the break in the trees, where he split off to the left with Vargas.

      For a moment, Jaya remained still, her eyes on the western horizon. The shadows of the laboratory were there—larger than she remembered, but in the same place. From this far, she could see no movement, but she knew that behind the walls, there was a hum of activity.

      Luka stood to her right, his gaze following hers to the horizon, but she could feel him turn it back on her a moment later.

      His voice was soft when he spoke. “Do you see something?”

      She looked back at him, snapping out of her daze. “No, it’s quiet. Let’s start mapping the perimeter.”

      He nodded, and they continued on to the north.

      They walked the edge of the forest for a few kilometers, seeing no signs of life aside from birds and local animals. Hermia had been stocked with animals from Earth when it was first terraformed, intended in its early days to serve as a resort world. Until new planets closer to Argos were transformed and Hermia was abandoned by the wealthy for the convenience of an Argos-adjacent garden planet.

      Any high-precision scans would alert Union forces to their prodding, but a simple heat sweep indicated that the lab was alive with activity. Clusters of troops walked a loose ring around the facility, but the only traffic in or out was along a single road. Emory had this place entirely to himself. Or so he thought.

      Luka crouched beside her as they watched the readouts of the scans.

      “Rhodes asked if I would be interested in coming with him to Providence,” he said.

      “Oh?” Jaya looked at him, but he kept his eyes on the holographic images moving lazily in the air in front of them.

      “He thinks I’d be good at training the new recruits and keeping the different arms of the resistance coordinated.”

      “Rhodes has good instincts about people,” Jaya said. “Is it work you want to do?”

      Luka frowned. “That’s a question I’ve been asking myself a lot the last few years.”

      “Any good answers?”

      He sighed, his hands wandering to pick at the brittle remains of a fallen branch. “None that are realistic. I think this is a good fit, though. He wants me to come see the handoff and meet the leadership there, and then when we get back we’ll start identifying the next candidate.”

      She wasn’t sure why his answer disappointed her, but something in her chilled. “Sounds good.”

      A frown played at the corners of his lips, but whatever conflicted thoughts were causing his mouth to draw down remained locked inside. He nodded, squinting back up at the horizon, at the lab in the distance. “Okay.”

      The sun was high in the sky now, warming the ground in patches where it broke through the trees. She sighed, legs under her restless. She loosened her jaw in response to the ache telling her what her brain was trying to ignore—she was unsettled, hope and distress sparring in her, neither one winning. A gloom hung around her that the sunlight couldn’t pierce.

      She checked her palm drive. They were ahead of schedule and weren’t supposed to meet Sal and Vargas at the rendezvous point for hours yet. A notion tugged at her heart.

      They had passed it earlier. Hidden just below the rise of the hill, not far from the RP. She had sensed Luka’s eyes on her when she hesitated in that spot, but he had said nothing. Now, he was watching her again, patiently, as if he knew what she was going to do.

      She turned back the way they had come, gesturing for him to follow. They made their way back toward the rendezvous point, down the slope, until the house came into view. She pressed onward, locking herself into that trajectory without justifying it aloud. Her heart thudded in her chest, its beat rapid. She couldn’t think about it, couldn’t ask herself yet whether it was the right thing to do. She just followed her feet up to the front door.

      The house appeared undisturbed. The nearby town had been abandoned not long after the tragedy that had occurred here. There wasn’t time for people to forget. For people desperate enough to defy the social norms and loot the place. Before enough time could pass and wash away the memory of that day in their minds, they had all moved away, driven by economic pressures. Driven by survival.

      She pressed her hand to the pad by the door, spreading her fingers to fill the entire space. A flash of a memory—her tiny hand dwarfed by the panel as she stood on her tiptoes to reach it.

      Jaya closed her eyes. Silence greeted her—the light mechanical clack of the lock that she remembered from childhood never came. The door was unlocked already, the security system depowered after so many years.

      She pressed her shoulder against the door, and it swung inward. Then she opened her eyes.

      Dust winked through the shafts of light streaming from the windows, making the whole place hazy and indistinct. As air pushed in the front door, it disturbed the dust, sending it swirling through the room.

      She stepped over the threshold, taking in every detail. The paint was peeling on the interior walls, fine tendrils of blue curling away from the wood beneath. The faded gray of the couch had washed out even more. A thick band of sun-bleached fabric marked where the light from the window traced its daily path, sucking the pigment from the upholstery. It was still where she had seen it that day, shoved halfway across the room from where it used to sit, turned at an angle toward the dining table. One dining chair lay abandoned on its side, while the rest were tucked in neatly. A dark spatter marked the table’s wooden surface, matching a stain on the rug nearby.

      A chaotic still life, frosted in dust and sunlight.

      Luka’s footfalls echoed in the stale quiet of the room, and he stopped just behind her. She heard his intake of air, but he remained still.

      She looked over at the piano. It was covered in a thick layer of dust. The key lid was closed, but the bench was pushed back as though someone had just been playing and had left it there. Luka followed her gaze.

      “This was your home,” he said, his voice barely more than a whisper.

      “Yes.”

      She didn’t look at him, her attention still soaking up the scene.

      Then, she frowned and moved to the piano. She sat on the bench, wiped the dust from the wood with her sleeve, and reached for the lip at the bottom.

      Her fingers froze there for a moment. The air still sparkled with particulates that tickled her nose and stung her eyes. The dark wood gleamed up at her where she’d smeared away the layer of years. Her breath stuck in her throat, as frozen as her hands. Then, she raised the lid. The keys beneath were starkly smooth in black and white, clean and waiting.

      “What is it?” Luka asked, his voice still hushed.

      She brushed her fingers along the keys, from contra F to middle C. When she closed her eyes, it was there, that red splash across the white. When she opened her eyes it was gone.

      “He was here,” she replied to Luka’s question even when he didn’t repeat it. “My father. Emory.”

      “When?”

      He was looking around the room, taking in the dust disturbed by their presence. There were no other footprints, no signs of life. He met her eyes questioningly.

      “A long time ago,” she said.

      Her fingers were still on the keys, the touch too light to draw out a note. He had wiped the blood away and closed the lid. Other clues he had left: the couch askew, the chair overturned, the stain on the rug. But this, he had staged.

      It was a curious gesture, and Jaya added it to the stack of clues she still couldn’t piece together. In her years in the Navy, she had learned strategy and profiling. She had even been good at it—gathering information their targets dropped and using it to produce a clear image. Those skills had led her to Kier—to the man he had become, Augustus—but her father had eluded her, using her brother as a shield. In the last year, she had tried unsuccessfully to string together what she knew of him, but the picture remained blurred and inconsistent. Even when she tried to exclude the pieces that came from her childhood, she ran up against an impenetrable wall.

      She didn’t believe people were born good or evil. Something had to make them. But when or how her father had stopped being Andrew Morgan and had become Richard Emory was a secret so deeply buried she wondered if it was possible for anyone to discover it.

      And yet Onyema understood her father. Onyema had insights that Jaya never would. She was grateful for the intel Onyema brought, but it stirred up those deep memories, the certainty that if she could just remember more, remember better, she would find the key to stopping him.

      But every time she tried, her mind either emptied out or filled with a muddy mixture of memories that no longer had a clear place in her story.

      He had come back here. What did that mean?

      The questions burst into her mind, this place and its eerie silence shattering the dam that held them back before. Would things have been different if he’d known that day that Jaya had survived? How long was it before he found Kier wherever the Union had hidden him away? Would he have taken her with him, if he had known she was still alive?

      Or maybe he had known.

      Her chest was tight, and she let out a shaky breath. Luka made his way over to her, and she withdrew her hands from the instrument as he sat beside her. She was tired now. So tired.

      “I thought it would be different.” He looked over at her when she broke the silence, his expression tender. Her chest ached all over again. “I didn’t expect it to be so… solid.”

      Luka’s eyes were thoughtful, but he waited for her to speak again, drawing from whatever infinite reservoir of patience pooled deep within him. She wanted to answer his question from the other day, but she didn’t know how. She longed for what he had been to her before. Before he was fighting alongside her. When he was a window into some other possibility: a place of joy and peace and putting old fears to rest.

      “The night I met you,” she continued, “that was the first time I played an actual piano in more than twenty years. Real strings and hammers and pedals. It felt good, in a way nothing had in ages. And somehow it felt better, too. Better than anything I knew. I’d never played an instrument that beautiful in my life, like my deepest, oldest dream just sitting there, waiting for me.”

      “You played like a dream.”

      “I’ll never play something so beautiful again.” The words came out flat, with a finality she hadn’t expected.

      Luka frowned, but to his credit, he didn’t try to deny it.

      “But I’m glad I had that chance. It woke me up.” She replaced her hands on the keys, right thumb over middle C. Her body adjusted automatically, her spine straightening, her wrists relaxing, her fingers curving slightly.

      When Mama first taught her to play, she had hated the lessons in form. She’d wanted to leap forward, to make music burst from the instrument the way her mother did. The hardest part is at the beginning, Mama would tell her. It feels strange now, but someday it will feel like the most natural thing in the world.

      Jaya wondered what natural even meant anymore. Was anything about her natural? Was anything hers? Or did it all belong to her father? From the biological structure of her body to her very purpose. She hadn’t joined him, like Kier had, but her life revolved around him nevertheless.

      And yet, as she sat here, she felt right again, for just a moment. Connected.

      Someday, Mama had promised, you’ll feel like the instrument is part of you. But that doesn’t happen immediately. It takes time.

      Time had worn away at this room, and it had worn away at Jaya. But she found herself smiling anyway. The presence of her mother crackled in the room, memories pressing forward, tumbling into her mind, following the dark questions with their renewing light.

      “It’s not something you lose,” she murmured.

      “What’s that?”

      “Something you said to me once. It stuck with me.” She moved to the edge of the bench, gesturing for Luka to occupy the space she had freed. “Do you want to learn something?”

      His face lit up, the warmth in his expression melting away the last of the ice she had flung up to protect herself. He moved closer, and she took his hands, the long, slim fingers pliable in hers. Luka didn’t resist as she arranged them over the keys, pressing gently beneath his palms to create the rounded shape that was now second nature to her. She reached around him to adjust his shoulders, and she realized he was watching as her fingers brushed his sleeve.

      “Is this okay?” she asked, withdrawing her hands slightly.

      His eyes held hers for a moment, dark and unreadable, and then he leaned into her touch.

      “Keep your shoulders loose,” she said, tracing a line from his neck down his shoulder.

      He relaxed with a sigh, and she moved his elbow away from his torso with one hand, her other hand on the small of his back. He shifted in response, mirroring the elbow position with his other side.

      “Good,” she said, smiling. “You’re a natural.”

      He laughed at that, the vibrations humming through her palms. “Maybe I just have a good teacher.”

      Jaya reached up and brushed the hair from his shoulder, opening his neck to the light in the room. His pulse beat against her fingers as she gently corrected the curve of his neck. This close, she could see the fine, faint shadows that revealed the muscles and tendons of his throat, and beneath the salt of sweat and the traces of pine the forest had left on both of them, she thought she could smell leather and old paper. The scent of his shop that had lingered on her long after she returned to her own room on Argos to stare at the ceiling and float on the memory of music.

      She dropped her hands into her lap, the warmth of his skin still on her fingertips.

      “There,” she whispered. “You’re ready.”

      “Ready?” he laughed, throwing her a look of utter confusion. “I have no idea where to start.”

      She walked him through the names of the notes, showed him how to play a simple melody with one hand. The piano was out of tune after twenty years, everything shifted down a full step. Luka laughed with every note he missed, every clumsy placement of his fingers on the keys, until finally he turned to her with that same laughter in his eyes, and a weight lifted.

      “I think our ears have had enough of my playing.” He removed his hands from the piano and smiled at her, waiting expectantly.

      Jaya reached across him, placing her own hands on the keys. He moved over and she scooted to the center of the bench, her hands already tracing a melody that had been playing in her head since they had arrived. She felt his sigh more than she heard it. It had been a year, and since those few, leisurely evenings on Argos, the absence had carved its deep hole back into her. She filled it now with favorite pieces and nostalgic melodies, with Luka’s presence beside her instead of hovering cautiously across the room.

      The sweetness of it filled her chest with its joy, but there was also a bitter hurt. The air in the room was stale, dust hanging thickly around them. Everything she played was transposed down, a strange and melancholy mirror universe that warped all her previous experiences of this room, this instrument.

      Well, not all of them. One memory from this place belonged in this bizarre parallel world, where everything was dark and broken.

      She stopped abruptly, pulling her hands away. She dropped her head into her hands, pressing her palms against her eyes.

      “It must seem so extreme.” The room seemed to absorb her voice, the way it had absorbed and dampened the sound of the piano. “What happened here.”

      “The Union came. To stop your father’s work.”

      “It’s the kind of thing I used to dismiss as exaggerated rumors. That the Union would ever react so brutally to one person’s defiance. I knew that lines were crossed, but what happened to me felt too terrible to be something that could be done by the people I serve with.”

      He gave a short laugh, harsh and bitter. “You’d be surprised what a person can be driven to do.”

      She met his gaze, momentarily diverted from her own dark memories to the ones she saw brimming in his eyes now. “That’s why you left.”

      He nodded. “It’s why we all left. Onyema and everyone who worked for her.” He looked away. “It’s why Onyema and your father worked together for so long. They both understood how deep the rot went. They wanted to heal it.”

      Jaya looked back at the keys, stark white and black, the red splash superimposed in her mind as bright as it had been that day.

      “They took Kier,” she said. “My mother fought them, and he went to help her, and they took him. I’m not sure what they knew and what they were guessing at, but when he went downstairs…” She remembered the look on his face, the way he had made fists with his hands, the way his knuckles went white as he gripped their father’s gun. A fight brewing in him. “They found him out. I thought they killed Father. He was in his lab, but he must have escaped. I still don’t know if he burned the place or if they did. But they left with Kier, and not my father.”

      She still didn’t know what they’d done to him, her brother. Big bear. She hadn’t asked those questions rigorously, hadn’t dug deeply enough. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know, or if it even mattered now. Because sitting here, at the place that had always brought her peace as a child, now transformed into a room where violent memories simmered beneath the layer of dust, she was beginning to understand him.

      His anger. It was earned. Just like hers, it was a weapon, but he had chosen a different direction to aim it.

      Her palm drive alerted—a message from Sal to say they were approaching the RP. She glanced at the door, and Luka rose from the bench. As he stepped outside, Jaya took a moment to touch the keys again before closing the lid and leaving the instrument to the dust.
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        * * *

      

      Once Gundar had delivered them to their transport, the return trip to Swallow’s Landing was spent discussing what they had found on Hermia. While there were points of access on the planet, the laboratory itself was guarded heavily. Their passive scanners recorded the paths of the sentries, and Sal compiled them together and displayed the results.

      Jaya watched the lines of movement weaving together, forming a rope of bodies so thick that walking through would be impossible.

      “Any way of knowing if they’re guarding the place with enhanced soldiers?” Vargas asked.

      Jaya shook her head in frustration. “There’s no way they aren’t. This is the heart of their operations for now, and we hurt them bad when we took out their station last year. They’ve closed ranks around this. It might be the most heavily secured location in the galaxy right now.”

      “Aside from Argos.” Luka’s voice was bitter. He was watching Sal’s stitched-together feed of the compound with dark eyes, his chin resting on his hands. “Emory’s not taking the same risks he took before.”

      “Well, he has the entire Navy under his control now,” Sal said.

      “Not the entire Navy,” Vargas corrected.

      “He might as well. Until people start dissenting in huge numbers, he has the structure on his side.”

      “That’s why we have to keep pushing,” Luka said. “There are enough people like Cameron who want a way out, but they don’t know how numerous they are. It feels hopeless inside Union walls. It feels like the lesser of two evils.”

      Jaya stood, turning her back on the disheartening image. “Because he’s done such an effective job of portraying us as evil. Now with this new Sons of Priam video…”

      “I don’t know,” Luka said. “I’m not sure that hurts us as much as you think.”

      She looked back at him, raising an eyebrow skeptically.

      “Seriously,” he continued. “It hurts us on Argos, true. But out on the colonies? People have been forgotten for long enough that they’re restless. And all the work you’ve put in over this last year has given us a foothold out here. I didn’t even realize how strong of a grip we had until I got out of Argos. We have entire colonies on our side. Yes, they’re poor and struggling, but they’re spreading the message.”

      Sal was nodding. “I don’t think the people are going to buy the story that the Sons of Priam are the ones wreaking havoc out here.”

      “That’s all us, baby.” Vargas’s grin spanned her whole face. She leaned back, hands behind her head. Her joy was infectious, and the tension in Jaya’s body eased.

      The peace didn’t last long, and Jaya began to pace as her worries and fears pushed back in at the edges of her mind. They could get to the planet, yes, but they didn’t stand a chance approaching the laboratory with a straight assault. The place was crawling with at least a hundred likely enhanced marines, and the entry points to the compound itself had been designed to funnel everyone into cramped areas perfect for an ambush.

      Even if they could draw on their entire network in the colonies and somehow manage to sneak them in, they would be an easy target for the Union’s ships when they arrived. They were just a mishmash of shuttles and transports and a few stolen gunships. Hell, even their flagship was just a frigate. Even if they could convert every transport to a gunship with the help of their new ally, they would still be too weak to go into a traditional battle.

      Just one Union fleet could wipe out the entire resistance, if they tried to go all in.

      Hermia was an essential target, but it wasn’t enough. If they threw everything they had at this objective, they wouldn’t have the strength left to absorb the inevitable retaliation.

      Maybe, with time, they could win enough allies in the Navy to have something approaching a starfleet. But time was exactly what they didn’t have. The longer they waited, the harder it would be. They had to move quickly, decisively. But they also had to be smart about it.

      Luka took notes as they continued to talk, throwing ideas around, none of it heavy enough to stick. But the more creative ideas might take root and grow into something real, something that could work.

      They touched down on Swallow’s Landing, and Vargas loaded her arms with their equipment, taking it into the base to clean and store while Sal and Jaya helped Luka close down the ship. As Jaya stopped at a branch that had fallen across the landing strip, shaken loose by their descent, she looked up at the skies. The sun was high, washing out the blue, and she found herself recalling that dusty room, its blue paint just as washed out by the sun and by time. Her fingers itched, thinking of the keys. The lid she had just closed for what was likely the last time.

      And yet, she had never expected to see that place again. Wasn’t this a gift? Wasn’t this something most people could never have? A chance at closure, a chance to say goodbye.

      She bent down, rolling the branch out of the way and smoothing the dirt down, packing it flat. She didn’t feel closure, some part of her acknowledged darkly. She felt shaken again. It was almost worse that she’d had that opportunity, because what had it come to? The memories were stirred up, the new ones mixing with the old, bringing out all the suffering she had wished not to see as a child.

      Was this how Kier had always felt? Like a broken tool in a world that didn’t quite know what to do with him? Had he always known for sure they were different, or had he just sensed it in his bones? The gloom inside him had been there even as children, but he always set it aside to comfort her when she skinned a knee or had an argument with a classmate. If she closed her eyes, now, she could still remember the way his eyes were so often clouded, preoccupied. The way they would clear when she came running, opening like his arms, flung wide to let her in.

      She blinked away the sting in her eyes. No. That Kier was gone. She had been fighting that knowledge for the last year. Her anger had nowhere to go because she had refused to direct its full force at the person responsible.

      She bore much of the guilt. She would always hold that close—she owed it to her people not to make the same mistake again. But her fault had been trusting too much.

      Kier was the one who had chosen a path of violence.
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      Onyema left Swallow’s Landing the same day Luka was scheduled to leave for Providence with Rhodes and Robin. He took a break from packing up the small set of provisions and supplies they would need for their trip to walk her to her ship.

      “You have a lot on your mind,” Onyema said. Her tone was light and conversational, but Luka knew the tip of the spear when he saw it.

      “You’ve known me a long time,” he said. “When has that ever not been true?”

      She laughed, but the silence pressed on him. He hadn’t answered her question, and she was waiting for something from him, something he was not ready to give.

      The skies today were filled with puffy white clouds, their shadows bringing a chill. The summer had begun to turn—Luka could feel the promise of the long, cold winter in those shadows, but when the sun reappeared from behind the clouds, its gaze was still warm on his skin. He looked up at the evergreens that surrounded the base, momentarily losing himself in the mundane and bittersweet realization that the fall here wouldn’t bring a burst of radiant color. The smell of pines was fragrant and joyous, but the color would remain the same dark green.

      But Onyema had less interest in the mundane, and her patience and relentlessness were both legendary.

      “I’ve worried about you since we started working together again,” she said.

      Working together. It was an interesting perspective, and Luka realized it had become truth over the past few months. When she had reappeared in his shop just over two years ago, he had tumbled back into her sphere of influence, still carrying with him the last vestiges of his immaturity. He had followed her back into this fray, but now he walked his own path. It just happened to align with hers.

      It had taken more than a decade for him to find his footing again after he left the Navy, but in that decade, he had neglected the difficult emotional work of healing. He had let his ability to control his surroundings disguise itself as recovery, when in reality he had been one gentle shove away from toppling over. Fragile and brittle, he had pushed forward.

      Onyema’s reappearance in his life had been more than a gentle shove—it had been instead a supernova, shattering irreparably any notion he had that he was thriving. And so he had set about picking up the pieces again and putting them together right this time.

      “I know you have,” he said. “And maybe you should have been worried, at the beginning. But I think I’ve found my place now.”

      It was a silver lining, he supposed, that she had so thoroughly destroyed his illusions about himself. It had forced him to finally confront the broken bits, to understand how to smooth them over, slowly re-knitting the fractured parts of himself.

      “Do you still have regrets?” she said.

      “At least one.”

      He closed his eyes. That day was still with him, the one he regretted most. The one he was learning to forgive himself for. The sky had been vast and blue that day, the springtime air thin and chilly. The whole colony smelled of hyacinths—they had been planted everywhere, and their smell lingered. So strong he could still taste it, the perfume bitter and floral on his tongue. He had been twenty years old, the youngest member of Onyema’s IRC team, not yet ready to grapple with the weight of everything he would be asked to do.

      He could explain away that day as a betrayal. The Union had lied to them. Told them the cell they were wiping out was filled with traitors and nareian sympathizers, that the lab they were tasked with destroying was building a weapon intended to take innocent human lives.

      But Luka knew who had done the killing. Orders or no orders, he and his companions had to carry the lives they had ended with them. To write it off as not their fault felt like a second betrayal, this one to his own humanity.

      He had promised never to take another life. But things had changed, and he’d found himself faced with a choice: return to the violence of war or stand by while someone else slaughtered indiscriminately.

      “Regret is tricky,” Luka said. “How are we supposed to know how things might have been? We don’t even know yet what they will be.”

      Onyema smiled at him. “You used to have regrets about this way of life.”

      “I used to think I understood the galaxy.”

      “You’ve grown into a very wise young man,” Onyema said. She stopped, the landing pad stretching out around them. The sharp scent of sun-warmed evergreens reached them, branches sticky with sap rimming the edges of the clearing. Luka stopped, too. He didn’t have to look at Onyema to know that this was it—the question she had been waiting to ask him.

      “Are you worried she’ll take after her father?” Onyema asked. “Turn what’s left of the Union into her own personal fiefdom if she wins?”

      Luka shook his head firmly, but that wasn’t enough. He had his concerns, but Onyema’s blunt statement didn’t characterize the feeling of instability, the way it seemed they were all hurtling forward, driven into conflict without any care for what it meant.

      She spoke again, before he had found the words. “Or is it me you’re worried about turning dictator?”

      He met her eyes. She was serious—awaiting his response with a cool certainty that he would tell her the truth. Things had changed in the two years since she had reappeared in his life. He was no longer swept up in her powerful tow. He had begun to push back, and she looked at him now as an equal.

      “I think we should be careful not to put any one of us in the position of deciding who’s in charge at the end of all this,” he said. “We need to be thinking about it now, before things get messier than they already are. Reactionary movements don’t last. We have to create something new, something with purpose.”

      She seemed satisfied by his answer and continued the walk to her ship.

      She would be returning alone, leaving her companions here to learn from Jaya and her team. Onyema’s wealth had opened doors for her before her exile, and it kept her alive in the year since she had fled. She had various safe homes scattered through the galaxy and the means to move freely between them. She never stayed in one place for long, and it still amazed Luka that she never seemed to tire. She was restless, a wandering soul. He wondered if she had always been that way, or if it was something the Navy had trained into her.

      They stopped in front of her ship, and Onyema took his hands—the veins on the backs of hers were beginning to show, tracing their way beneath her dark skin, raised in shrouded rivulets. She squeezed his hands in hers and looked him over.

      “I’ve watched you grow up,” she said. “Just in these past two years. I’m proud of who you’ve become. And I’m glad you haven’t lost your kindness.”

      He frowned, and she patted the side of his cheek. She had changed, too, over the past two years, become softer in ways that were hard to pin down. Still a force for change, still hard as steel when the situation called for it. But there were moments like these when he felt her give.

      “You are the future of this galaxy,” she said. “All I can do is try to repair the damage I’ve done.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The local headquarters for the resistance on Providence was a little three-bedroom house in the outskirts of the city, where the streets jutted up against the border walls that kept the planet’s dangerous alien flora out. Luka landed the Atonement in the wilds outside the city, where a man in his mid-twenties was waiting for them. When Robin clambered out of the ship, he caught her around the waist and kissed her, and she pulled away just long enough to introduce him as Ash, another member of the Providence underground. Rhodes covered his smile with a hand, but Luka let the couple’s joy wash over him.

      Ash smuggled them across the border from the uninhabited wilds and into the colony itself. They arrived just before curfew emptied the streets, and Robin greeted the older couple, whose home housed the resistance, with an embrace.

      “You must be John Rhodes,” one of the women said, as Robin released her. She shook Rhodes’s hand with enthusiasm. “Our daughter has spoken very highly of you. I’m Tamsyn, and this is my wife Elena.”

      Rhodes greeted the couple politely and with a smile. The only hint to his discomfort at their effusive words came in the way he rubbed at the back of his neck once they released his hand. He introduced Luka and they were shown to one of the bedrooms of the house, furnished with a couch and a bed covered in decorative pillows.

      “What’s the neighborhood like?” Rhodes asked Robin, who leaned in the doorframe as they settled into the room.

      “The families on both sides are sympathizers,” Robin said. “In fact, most of the families on the street are, but not all of them. My parents host a regular dinner with these neighbors where they can talk about the resistance without arousing suspicion.”

      “So far so good?” Luka asked.

      “My moms have always had lots of friends and hosted lots of parties.” Robin grinned, but then her face darkened. “The curfews are making that harder, though. Even casual get-togethers are starting to look suspicious.”

      “You’ll have to shift your approach now,” Rhodes said, placing his pack on the ground.

      “I’ll take the couch,” Luka offered. “Ex-marine grunt and all.”

      “Let the officer take the cushy bed and prove he’s soft?” Rhodes crossed his muscled arms over his chest, but he flashed a grin at Luka. “No way. I’m taking the couch.”

      “You’re fighting over nothing,” Robin laughed, crossing to the couch and reaching around the side to press a hidden button. “They’re both beds.”

      Sure enough, the couch folded out smoothly, the cushions settling into a new formation and a thick covering rolling out over the seams. Robin grabbed a blanket and pillow from the closet and tossed them onto the couch-bed.

      Luka picked up a decorative pillow from the bed and placed it on the couch. “There,” he said. “Now we’re both soft.”

      Rhodes laughed. “I can live with that.”

      He clapped a hand on Luka’s shoulder as they headed into the main living area of the home, where Ash and two other members of the local underground awaited them. The three sat along one side of the rectangular dining table. Ash sat on the far left, his shoulder-length blond hair pulled up into a twist at the top of his head, his short beard neatly trimmed. His eyes sparkled—one brown and the other a heterochromic mix of brown and bright green that reminded Luka of the view of Swallow’s Landing from high orbit. In the middle, the one who had introduced himself as Hideki folded pale, callused hands on the table, taking in the new arrivals with an asymmetric quirk of one eyebrow. And to Hideki’s right was the short, stocky woman called Charlotte, her brown hair framing her round face.

      Luka and Rhodes took their seats on the other side of the table as Ash scooted over to accommodate Robin. Elena and Tamsyn brought over steaming mugs of tea, and Luka wrapped his hands around his, the heat of the beverage comforting on his palms.

      “So what happens now?” Ash asked.

      “At this point, Sergeant Tapahonso and I are just here to observe,” Rhodes said. Luka tried not to cringe at the new title Rhodes had insisted on, but he supposed it was better than returning to the same position he had been discharged with. He never wanted anyone to call him corporal again. “We’re just here to support Robin as she starts to implement the protocols we’ve been training her on for the last two months and to answer any questions you all might have about the operations at HQ.”

      Robin nodded, her brown eyes alert and her tan face serious. She leaned her elbows on the table, pressing her weight forward. She always seemed to be pressing forward—focused, eager, energized. Luka wasn’t surprised Rhodes had selected her for this training.

      “How have things been on Providence since I left?” Robin asked. “Any updates from the city?”

      “We’ve added a few new members,” Charlotte said. “And you obviously noticed the curfew.”

      “That’s been consistent across all the colonies with large populations,” Rhodes said. “Anywhere there’s a city is now seeing increased peacekeeper presence and limitations on movement. It’s clear Emory is trying to isolate us and lock us down, so we’re easy to control.”

      “So how do we continue to operate under the new restrictions?” Hideki asked, rubbing at the jagged scar that ran from his ear to his chin. “We understand there are risks, but we don’t want to make mistakes that could cost us too dearly.”

      “That’s always a challenging line to walk,” Luka said. “Right now, we’re advising the underground movements in the colonies to focus on intel and recruitment. We’ve got some momentum, but we need staying power. HQ will provide some material, but you have freedom to develop your own messaging. Providence is the largest colony where we have a presence—you’ll need your own strategy, something that will resonate here.”

      “We see this as an opportunity to gain the sympathy of the people,” Rhodes added.

      Ash frowned. “Most people are happy with Emory’s explanation for the curfews and the increased peacekeeper presence. After that Sons of Priam video, they all think he’s trying to protect them.”

      “We need two ingredients: attention and the spark.” Luka leaned forward. “We have the spark, but attention is the oxygen. The spark won’t survive if there’s no oxygen. We have to keep their eyes on the conflict.”

      “You have to start sowing seeds of doubt among the people, making them question Emory’s motives and explanations,” Rhodes said.

      “Make them see the truth in what the Union is offering,” Luka added. “Emory is promising security, but are people truly willing to get that security if it means the power for the Union to restrict their movements? To show up in force and take everything from them in the name of stability? That’s not real security.”

      “If the Union has the power and wealth to dispatch thousands of peacekeepers to protect the colonies,” Robin said, “why can’t it ensure that people have enough to eat?”

      “Providence is relatively affluent,” Ash countered. “People generally have enough to eat.”

      “But how many of us have family on other colonies?” Robin said, lacing her fingers with Ash’s.

      Luka nodded. “It’s hard to get people to open their eyes to the pain of others. But once you do, it’s a difficult process to reverse.”
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        * * *

      

      They left Providence two days later, the sun chasing them back into the wilds as it rose over the city. Luka cleared away the vines and branches they had used to camouflage the Atonement and checked the ship over carefully. They lifted off, pulling away from the dark side of the planet as the light of the system’s young sun began to etch out the patterns of the wilderness outside the Union’s control.

      Luka maneuvered the ship cautiously and slowly, just as they had done on their arrival in the system, intent on remaining out of the Union’s priority scans. Rhodes sat in the copilot’s seat, leaning forward with his forearms braced on his knees. Luka glanced over.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      Rhodes grunted in assent, but his face remained creased in a frown.

      “Providence is in good hands,” Luka said. “You trained Robin well, and she has loyal and thoughtful lieutenants to help her.”

      “I know,” Rhodes said. “I’m just thinking about what you said about opening people’s eyes.”

      Luka sat back. The ship was just floating now—this slow, careful exit from the system took hours, but it was essential to avoid drawing attention. They couldn’t afford to alert the Union to suspicious activity in the colony with the telltale flash of an FTL jump within range of the port. It left plenty of time for talking. Luka waited for Rhodes to gather his thoughts, the frown still concentrated between his eyebrows.

      “I think you’re right.” The sentence sounded incomplete, and Luka waited for the rest. “I think you’re right,” Rhodes repeated, “but I worry about how long this process takes.”

      The words landed, echoing in the doubt already weighing on Luka’s chest.

      “You don’t think we have the time.”

      “Not with Emory continuing to advance his enhancement protocols. We’re being smothered. This is the moment he’s trying to tighten his grip, which means it’s a moment of weakness for him. We should be exploiting it.”

      “But with what resources?” Luka asked.

      Rhodes barked a laugh and finally leaned back in his chair, rubbing his hands over the black stubble on his head. “That’s the question that will win us the war,” he said. “If we could just find the answer.”

      It was the question haunting them all. The one they mostly tried to avoid thinking about.

      How do we do impossible work? Onyema had once asked. By refusing to acknowledge the impossibility.

      Luka turned his gaze to the viewscreen. The stars were bright. Most of the light from the system’s sun was still blocked by the planet, and Luka tried to identify familiar features in the starscape. If he looked hard enough, could he see the star that hosted his childhood home? Could he see the hami homeworld, where his parents and Jaya’s uncles were safely hidden? Could he find Swallow’s Landing, the latest in a long string of places he could rest his head?

      And when this was all over, which of these stars would be his new resting place? Assuming he made it to the end of this.

      He pulled his attention back to the ship, its sensors and controls blinking quietly. He checked the traffic readouts he was siphoning from the port authority. His pulse raced.

      “Rhodes,” he said, “we’ve got new ships.”

      “Union?” Rhodes asked.

      Luka brought the map up to hang over the console, a three-dimensional rendering of the space around the planet. On the sun-side, over the port of Providence, a dozen destroyers had blinked in from FTL. Luka frowned at the data his sensors were spitting out.

      “They look Union,” Luka said. “But their registry data isn’t.”

      Rhodes folded his arms across his chest, and his voice was flat when he spoke. “They’re not ours.”

      “No,” Luka shook his head. “They certainly aren’t.”

      “They’re Emory’s. They must be.” Rhodes leaned forward, watching the movement of the fleet. “They haven’t seen us.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Rhodes nodded, pointing to the ships. “They’re decelerating, converging over the port. They don’t know we’re here.”

      “Or they don’t care,” Luka said.

      “They’re going for the colony.” Rhodes’s eyes turned hard, his dark skin draining its warm tones.

      The resistance. The leadership they had just installed, just trained. Their efforts on Providence had somehow come to Emory’s attention. Luka’s whole body went cold at the thought.

      “Do we still have an open line to them?” Rhodes asked.

      Luka checked the communication streams. “We can still send a message, but it will alert the Union to our presence.”

      “We have to help,” Rhodes said. “We can’t just leave them there to be killed.”

      “We can’t take on a dozen destroyers.”

      “I know.” Rhodes dropped his head into his hands for a moment. “We have to jump.”

      Luka swallowed, his breath catching in his chest. He felt the rightness of this decision, the certainty that it was the only way, but he also felt its gravity. More lives he would have to carry with him, more death he was adjacent to.

      There was no way that would leave him free of guilt and doubt. But sometimes there was only one way.

      “We can send a warning on an open channel,” Luka said. “It won’t give away the location of the headquarters, if the Union forces don’t already know it. But it will alert the Union to the presence of an underground on Providence. And to us, here.”

      “They already know there’s a resistance on Providence.” Rhodes’s voice was flat. “They wouldn’t be here in force if they didn’t.” He sighed. “Do it. Broadcast any details we can pick up from the fleet with a quick scan. And then jump us away. When it’s over, we can send in a search team. But this battle has already been decided. Let’s not let it decide the war as well.”

      Luka set his jaw and got to work.
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      It took a few weeks of connecting to members of the Providence arm of the resistance before Kier was able to roughly map out their network. And it was much larger than he or Father had anticipated.

      They had struggled to get information out of the colonies, and so they had focused on getting their message in. The people in most of the colonies had bigger things to worry about than politics—Kier could still remember the way oppressive poverty bent the will of everyone he had grown up with on Hermia. His family had always been comfortable, and Kier suspected that before the disastrous raid on their home, they had even been wealthy. But Kier knew that Mama’s students were often hungry, that she purchased more food than her own children could ever consume in order to fill the stomachs of the neighborhood children. Most people on Hermia spent every moment not filled with work trying to find creative ways to stretch their meager share of the harvest just a little farther, to scrounge up money for necessary medical treatments in order to avoid falling into the well of debt from which there was no return. He saw it in their exhausted eyes.

      So how would they have time to entertain the white-knight antics of a privileged ex-naval-officer alighting on their planet to ask them to sacrifice in her name? Especially now, with Chancellor Emory in office, promising a new era in the Union.

      But somehow, it was Jaya’s message that took root, burrowing deeply into the colonies. And Providence was a major hub, Kier had discovered. While outwardly, Providence was the pride of the Union, a center of industry and culture brimming with energy and creativity and money, Jaya had found a way in and twisted her influence deeply into the colony. Kier hadn’t understood how skilled the resistance was, how receptive the people were to their message, until now.

      Father said it was no wonder Kier had been able to identify the resistance operatives here, when everywhere you turned there were traitors.

      Jaya wasn’t on Providence; Kier had ascertained that much. The leaders of the resistance movement were hidden away somewhere, and only top leadership had access to that information. So they would have to capture top leadership, if they wanted to follow the trail to the very end.

      Kier stood now on the bridge of one of the twelve unmarked destroyers Father had dispatched to Providence, watching the colony grow on the screens. He had never seen the planet like this—on his previous visit he had arrived on a cheap passenger liner, confined to a small, windowless berth. The planet was a tangle of deep, wild forest. Its natural flora and fauna were hard to tame, but some cosmologically recent impact event had left a massive crater that the planet had not yet reclaimed when the Union first arrived. It was in that crater that the official colony of Providence existed.

      The crater hung on the edge of the planet, slowly turning from the dark of night into the day of the star side of the planet. The capital city was a jewel at the center of the circle, a sprinkle of warm lights, the buildings of the downtown sprawling out to the lower suburban homes.

      The last few minutes of peace played out below them as Kier watched, chrome armor stiff and solid around him.
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      The attack began in the skies, the destroyers taking out major communications hubs and all the spaceports in the city. As the Union ships rained fire on the city, Kier assembled a team of enhanced marines to take a shuttle down. They detached from the flagship, burning through atmosphere and emerging into the early morning light of Providence City. Kier guided the shuttle through the smoke and fire of the destruction their ships had wreaked, their path straight and confident.

      They touched down softly in the street in front of a suburban home. No lights brightened the windows, and birds chirped in the trees. If it were any other house, Kier would assume the residents were still asleep, dawn not yet summoning them from their beds.

      The most valuable piece of information he had gleaned from his research was this home. This unassuming house on the edge of Providence City held the key that would unlock resistance leadership to him.

      There was no time to waste.

      Kier and his team poured out of the shuttle the moment he locked the landing gear, fanning out to cover the home’s door. He approached, slapping a demolition charge to the frame and retreating back to detonate it. The door gave way in an eruption of sparks and shrapnel.

      The people inside were firing on them, shielding themselves with furniture and door frames. Particle beam fire singed the walls as Kier charged in, diving and rolling into the room on the left.

      “Leave some alive,” he bellowed into his comms, taking aim at a man in makeshift armor who popped out from behind a couch. Kier shot, and the man hurtled back with the impact, his shoulder bursting in red.

      He whirled to shoot another rebel who was trying to crawl to shelter. Kier took a deep breath, letting his senses seep out into the room, the tiny pulses in the air feeding him information. There were three in this room, and one in the next. Not a large gathering of the leadership, but that didn’t matter: They only needed to capture one, and then the destroyers would ensure no others remained.

      A shot from behind him barely scraped his armor as he dodged to the side, turning to catch the assailant’s legs with his own and knocking her to the ground. Kier brought his foot down on her wrist, and she shouted in pain, hand loosening on her weapon. He picked up the gun gently and raised it to fire on the third person in the room, who had rushed forward in an attempt to help.

      The third person crumpled from Kier’s shot through the temple. The man behind the couch groaned, but Kier looked down at the woman beneath his feet. She was breathing hard, struggling against the foot that pinned her to the floor. Kier leveled his gun at her and she stared back, the little sliver of white above her brown irises betraying the fear otherwise absent from her stubborn face.

      Kier released the catch on his visor, letting the one-way screen slide up into his helmet. He watched her eyes as she took his face in, saw the fear relax for a moment, replaced by concentration.

      His team appeared in the door, dragging the fourth occupant of the home with them. The man was compliant, but the honey-colored hair escaping from its twist atop his head in thick, matted clumps and the mauve discoloration already blossoming above his beard and up to his temple revealed he had struggled at first. He glared up at Kier.

      The man behind the couch was not so ready to give up. He fired at Kier’s men, and Kier returned the shot, killing him instantly. They had two—he was irrelevant.

      The woman let out a sobbing breath as her compatriot collapsed. Kier looked back at her face, and she met his gaze.

      “Do you know who I am?” he asked.

      She set her jaw, refused to answer. But he saw the frown of concentration in her eyes.

      “I know who you are,” he said.

      Nothing changed in the set of her face, her dimpled chin strong in an otherwise soft face.

      “Ash?” the woman asked, keeping her eyes on Kier’s face.

      “I’m sorry, Robin,” the captured man replied.

      Kier grabbed her by the collar of her shirt, slamming her against the wall. “No talking to each other,” he hissed.

      She glared at him. “It’s okay, Ash,” she called. Kier hit her, and she snapped her head back up to glare again, blood pouring from her nose.

      “I do know who you are,” she said to Kier. “You’re a ghost. A wraith.”

      Kier bared his teeth. “And you’re a disease, eating away at the only hope the galaxy has.”

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “You really believe that, don’t you?”

      “Cuff him,” Kier ordered, and in his periphery, his team complied.

      Kier pulled the woman away from the wall, locking a restraint around one wrist and twisting her other arm back to fit in the second cuff. She turned her head and looked over at the man she had called Ash. She nodded once.

      Behind Kier, the man raised his hands. Hands that had been empty before, but now held a gun. Kier raised his own weapon, but his men blocked his way as they reacted, reaching for their own weapons. He screamed at them, but it was too late. The man’s weapon discharged, one shot straight into Robin’s skull, and then he tipped the gun up beneath his own chin.

      Kier leapt at him, knocking him over.

      The room was still. The only sound was the quiet respiration of his team and the ragged breathing of the prisoner. The gun had spun to a stop out of reach across the room. Kier clenched his fists and raised himself up, dragging the man with him and roaring his displeasure at the four armored figures.

      “How did he get that weapon?”

      Silence was the only reply. They had been taken by surprise, somehow, these four powerful marines. Father had enhanced them with the synthetic virus, made them strong and quick and alert. Kier had trained them, taught them to listen to their new instincts. And they had failed to stop a man they had already captured from snatching a weapon and killing his companion.

      Kier shook the man and glared at his subordinates. “Whose weapon is this?” When they didn’t respond, he stepped closer. “Whose?”

      One of the four raised a hand tentatively. “I was reaching for the restraints. I didn’t expect—”

      “You have to be ready for anything!”

      The marine lowered his head, but Kier turned away. He didn’t want to see this man’s shame while his own was burning at his lungs with every breath he took. It didn’t matter who had let the prisoner get hold of the gun. Kier was responsible for this failure.

      He turned his attention to the prisoner, whose shoulders now quaked with silent sobs. Tears tracked down the man’s face, and he didn’t fight when Kier forced him to his knees and fastened the restraints around his wrists. Kier left the man there for his team to escort to the shuttle and took one last look around the home.

      A cobbled-together communications array took up most of one wall of the room, the screens all a washed-out blue. There had been enough time for them to erase their files, but Kier knew there were ways to recover scraps of the data. He would send his team back in for the hardware.

      The smell of smoke wafted from behind a door. Kier peered inside—a bathroom. In the dim light, a gray pile smoldered in the sink. Kier reached into the pile, disturbing angry red coals and raising welts on his hands. They had done a thorough job. He retrieved the only scrap larger than his fingernail: the edge of the cover of a paper notebook. Anything that had been written on it was now part of the ash that crumbled through his fingers.

      The prisoner was their best bet. Any information they dared store on that machine in the first place would be so thoroughly encoded that by the time they deciphered it, the mutinous leadership would have already moved on to new encryptions. But the prisoner would know what was in these burned books. At least some of it, and that would have to be enough.

      Kier left the ashes cooling in the sink and stepped back into the main room, brightened now by the rising sun.

      As he left, he glanced back at the body of the man he had killed in the firefight. He had slumped over, face to the ground, the back of his head split like a melon. Kier smelled burnt hair.

      Kier nudged the body with his foot, rolling the man over. A ray of light spilled across his face, illuminating brown eyes, dull and unseeing, and a jagged scar on his jaw.

      This face, the first face in a long time to show him sincere compassion, kindness without any desire for anything in return, had settled into its death mask already. Hideki had served his purpose. Kier had taken his compassion and paid it back in blood.

      He clenched his hands in fists at his side, blisters already smoothing away beneath fresh, new skin, and turned away, returning to the ship that would take him back to the fleet.
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      Mara arrived back at her compound on Lachta still rankled by the thousand tiny annoyances of her mother and Palva’s petty feud. A petty feud that was helping Richard Emory drive wedges deep into the foundation of the Empire.

      Not that Mara had been very helpful in soothing those wounds.

      Her mother had come back from her walk in the garden ready to talk, though bitter and more restrained than was normal, even for her. Palva’s pleasure at getting the two to argue had been short-lived, as Mara had begun to assert herself, the third point of a strange triangular power balance, drawing off some of the hatred that Palva and her mother threw at each other and directing it at herself. When she left Uduak, she thought that perhaps she had accomplished something with that. Weakened the weapon that Emory had not devised, but was manipulating to great effect.

      And so when Iseru brought her news of an uprising on a poor nareian colony—an uprising swiftly and brutally crushed by the Nareian Imperial Fleet—the news crashed into her like a shockwave, devastating the young and fragile narrative of restoring balance to the forces that governed the lives of her people.

      Because, in fact, she was starting to think of them as her people.

      And these brave nareians who had tried to break free? The ones who state media were quick to describe luridly as a depraved religious cult whose instability had been growing for years? The ones whose bodies were left to cool on the wild and barely habitable planet the Empress had sent them to tame for her Empire?

      Iseru told her of the rumors. That they had invoked her name. That they had demanded freedom from the Empress and allegiance to her daughter Marantos.

      Had she balanced the power dynamic between her mother and Palva or just further disrupted it? The Empire was teetering, the fractures in its structure growing deeper, spreading across the entirety of society. There were more rebellions like this one brewing. More that would be sloppily quashed by her mother, who had grown too concerned with her own power to understand the very lessons she had insisted Mara’s tutors drill into her as a child.

      The Empire was an ecosystem. It contained branching groups of people organized by classes, ideologies, employment. What had once been a noble class comprised of warriors who pledged their service to the protection of the people had become a soft and decadent pseudo-ruling class, whose military service began and ended with a ceremonial parade to mark the anniversary of the birth of Hisantos.

      Beneath the nobility, social roles shaded into each other in some places and divided into distinct groupings in others, but none had the power of the nobility, who exploited the differences between these groupings to keep them always angry at each other and never at the people above them. Add to that the background environment of a press focused on the exploits of the elite, and cultural norms of service to the Empire and self-sacrifice, and you had something approaching stability at the expense of the majority.

      All of these things could be disrupted by the drastic changes in the United Human Nations and its new close alliance with the Szacante Federation. These changes were not isolated—the economy of the galaxy was too linked. The effects rippled across borders, perturbing delicate balances far from the origin of the conflict.

      Mara understood all this. Her tutors had been thorough and diligent, though their student had not been. The words had rattled around somewhere in her memory, a useless waste of space until she’d left Narei. No, after that. After she’d left Yanu, the dying pieces of her first love festering inside her, to seek out a life outside of anyone’s control.

      It had been in the deep and grimy spaces of this ecosystem that Mara had finally seen with her own eyes what she had been taught in the bright, spacious rooms of the palace: this was where decomposition happened, but from this process emerged new industry, new forces that could shape the culture. The palace had the power to bend the Empire to its will, yes, but with that came changes further down the food chain. Changes that coiled their way back up to the top like a vine. That relationship could be symbiotic.

      Or it could strangle the oxygen from the blood of the Empire.

      Iseru waited for her in the place they had begun calling the war room. It was a joke at first, that a loose alliance of criminals and outcasts could form anything resembling an army. But every day, it felt more like a war. He stood when she entered the room.

      Mara gave him an annoyed wave to sit back down. “We can assume my mother and Palva are aware that the uprising was in support of my right to the throne,” she said. “We can probably also assume that my mother knew it was happening the entire time she was meeting with me on Uduak.”

      Iseru’s laugh was bitter, his smile asymmetric. “I would say so.”

      Mara sighed and dropped into a seat, slouching over one of its armrests. “Great.”

      Her chief advisor took his seat again, more slowly than Mara, watching her with a calm expression.

      “What?” she snapped, in response to his gaze.

      “You knew this wouldn’t be easy,” he said. It wasn’t an accusation, not quite. More a sharp reminder. She supposed that was why she employed him, much as it annoyed her. While Mara didn’t consider herself naive, she was starting to realize the idea that she could become a spokesperson for the vulnerable populations of the Empire without being drawn into the power struggle was extraordinarily callow. She had a feeling Iseru had expected this from the start.

      She acknowledged his reminder with a grumble, pushing herself more upright in her seat. “Is there more?”

      “Some members of the Empress’s Legislative Assembly have expressed concern about the way the rebellion was handled. In general, they haven’t broken with the official story that it was a religious cult, but they have gently criticized the manner in which it was put down.”

      Well, that was interesting. A weak pushback from the supposed representatives of the people. The Legislative Assembly nominally wrote the laws of the kingdom, but their every vote had to be approved by the Empress before becoming law, so the result was a body of spineless Empress-pleasers who mostly parroted imperial talking points and whose criticism was watered down to flavorlessness. But even a weak pushback signified dissent, although Mara was sure a new statement correcting their criticism would be issued as soon as her mother had a word with the dissenting members.

      “Wait. What do you mean in general?” She leaned forward now, and brushed off her irritation at Iseru’s pleased expression. Let him enjoy getting a rise out of her. The explanation was more important.

      “Yes,” he said. “One member of the LA has broken entirely with the imperial perspective on this uprising. Ezana Devian.”

      “As in Devi Minayan’s daughter? The Anatos family?”

      Iseru nodded. “She’s called it an atrocity, and she’s asking for legislative independence.”

      He brought up a video, the image forming on the wall across from them. Legislator Devian stood at a podium, her voice high and clear. She fixed her pale blue eyes on the camera, her expression as intense as the one she had fixed Mara with when they had nearly collided in the legislative offices.

      Mara was paying attention now. There was a fire lit under this woman. Mara could use a little of that.

      Interesting. “We should meet with her.”

      “You’re not concerned about putting a target on her back?” Iseru’s expression was disapproving.

      “She’s already put one there,” Mara said. “Better shine a light on her, so that my mother can’t drive a knife into her back in the shadows of nareian legislative politics.”

      Iseru nodded, considering that. “I suppose that makes sense. I’ll reach out.”

      “Did anything else happen while I was gone? Any other colonies rise up against my mother’s chains?”

      Iseru pursed his lips. After nearly a year working with her, had he really not adjusted to her brand of humor?

      “That was the only news of interest,” he said. “No updates from our human allies.”

      “They’re a bit busy,” Mara said.

      “I’m frankly amazed you have allies at all.”

      “You’re the one still sitting here.”
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      Ezana Devian of Anatos refused Iseru’s request for a meeting. Mara followed up with a message of her own, which Ezana also refused.

      So Mara resorted to some old tricks.

      Thankfully, one year away from bounty hunting was hardly enough to dull her sharp edges. Unfortunately, her new public notoriety meant doing things in a more expensive way and with an entourage. Mara hired the same team that had accompanied her to Narei. This time, she paid in cash. She was fresh out of favors with their boss.

      Ezana was the youngest daughter of the Anatos clan, a middling noble family far less influential than the Hydeans. She had taken the family’s seat in the legislature and developed a reputation for seriousness and passion—two qualities not usually present in that pretense of a legislative body. It was more known for its drinking and its parties and the speed with which it always fell in line behind the Empress’s wishes.

      But the baby of the Anatos family saw things differently, and at first her sober decency was a mild annoyance to her peers. She was simply the newest buzzkill who would eventually learn the ways of the Empire. After seven years on the council, her sense of righteousness seemed to be only growing, tracking closely the collective tension in the Empire. Mara saw the potential in her for an ally. She also saw the danger in Ezana’s artless and determined displays of her principles.

      The colonies Ezana represented in the Assembly were poor. Not the poorest—those had long abandoned any faith in their representative’s interest in their well-being and had turned to other avenues for survival—but rather the kind of colonies that sat just on the frustrating verge of sustainable. The people on these colonies had just enough time and resources to see a way out, but not enough to achieve it. And Ezana channeled their frustration through her not-insignificant voice.

      She returned to these colonies often, to meet with the people she spoke for in the assembly. Another example of absurdity, according to her colleagues in the legislature. But this was Mara’s opening.

      Ezana was on Nemet, the administrative head of her district, holding meetings with her constituents. Mara purchased papers for herself and her ship, identifying her as a resident of Nemet. The papers were costly, an expense Mara complained about the entire duration of their journey as Iseru listened with long-suffering patience. He finally abandoned her to play a tile game with Elya, the pretty mercenary who had spoken to Mara on their last trip together. Suddenly deflated, Mara joined them, sharing a bottle of some human spirit with a bright flavor. It still burned going down, settling with a comforting feeling in her stomach.

      Further expenses were incurred at the inspection when she arrived, her now very recognizable face proving an obstacle that required a number of large bribes so that her presence here would not make it to the news—at least, not until she had met with Ezana. Then, she could be trailed back to her ship by as many fawning fans and jeering critics as she could collect on the way, but at least Ezana wouldn’t be able to avoid the meeting.

      Still, Mara was grateful for the rain pelting the city as she and Iseru made their way to the government buildings. It gave her an excuse to pull a hood over her head and shade her face. Iseru walked beside her, their footsteps squelching in the puddles forming on the streets. Four of the mercenaries followed, lagging far enough behind to not draw attention. She had left some to guard her ship—she was not in the mood for another run-in with someone from her past—and had brought Elya and three others with her for protection.

      Another bribe brought them to the front of the line of constituents, and they were ushered in to the legislator’s office shortly after arriving. They left the mercenaries in the waiting area. Mara might be paying them, but that didn’t mean she trusted them.

      Ezana Devian sat at her desk, head bent over a data pad. When she looked up, her blue eyes widened and then immediately narrowed to slits as Mara drew back her hood and strode into the room.

      “What are you doing here?” Her booming voice was calm, if far from friendly. Mara smirked and took a seat across the desk.

      “You’ve been making the news a lot lately, Legislator,” Mara said.

      “It’s part of the job. It would be a lot easier to do that on a regular basis if the lost nareian princess would stop monopolizing the waves.”

      Mara was not about to tell her how much she wished she could do that. “Not my fault the nareian press doesn’t have their priorities straight.”

      “You’re not exactly helping them get back on track.”

      Mara shrugged. “I’m just trying to do right by the people the legislature has ignored.”

      “People your mother ignored, you mean.” Ezana narrowed her eyes, then sighed. “Look, I appreciate your work on behalf of the neglected. It’s about time you did something useful with yourself. But I’m not interested in you inserting yourself into my work.”

      “I’m already in the middle of this mess,” Mara said. “It was my choice even less than yours, but that uprising was about me.”

      She picked up a small figurine on the desk, one of the gods of the official state pantheon cast in a pale silvery metal. It was one of the more obscure divinities, from a faith that had spawned in a little mountain society on their homeworld and had been absorbed into the civilization that eventually became the Empire that they knew today. This goddess was the only one from that religion that had survived to become part of the official pantheon. A huntress who would transform into a great winged beast. Protector of children and the helpless.

      Mara turned the statue over in her hands. Ezana pulled it away and placed it out of reach, closer to herself.

      “I’d like to help,” Mara said.

      “Did I not tell you already, clearly enough, to stay out of my business?”

      “Your business is about to get you killed if I don’t get involved,” she replied. Ezana scoffed, pushing the data pad away and folding her arms on the desk. Mara continued, “I’m here now, though. You might as well listen to what I have to say.”

      Ezana laughed. “Do you hear yourself when you speak? Everyone talks about you like you’re the hero of the common nareian and here you are, ignoring my wishes and demanding I listen to you, just like the spoiled, royal brat you’ve always been.”

      “Noble goals mean nothing if you fail to achieve them. You sit here, self-righteous and proud, but I bribed my way straight into your office. Words mean nothing if you can’t make people fall in line. You think you understand me because you understand my mother, but I’ve learned how to get my point across, and it’s not by using Imperial Guard to do my dirty work.”

      “Oh, that’s right. I forgot. You’re a big scary assassin now. Working with the Human Union’s most wanted terrorist.”

      “You have no fucking idea—” Mara bit off her snarl at the sly grin on Ezana’s face. She crossed her arms and leaned back in her seat. “I see. Thought you’d see how fast you could provoke me?”

      “I would expect a bounty hunter to have more patience.”

      “I’m out of practice.”

      Silence settled on them, an uncomfortable entente. Iseru cleared his throat.

      “I’m going to propose something now,” Mara said. “All I ask is that you listen.”

      Ezana sighed. “Fine. And then I want to know exactly who you bribed to get here.”

      “Fine.”

      Ezana nodded curtly, then gestured for Mara to speak. Iseru finally took a seat himself, and it looked like he had held all the tension of that conversation in his own shoulders. Mara raised an eyebrow at him and he let out a breath.

      “I respect your goals,” Mara began. “Things need to change in Narei. For one, I have absolutely no interest in governing, and my idiot cousins would be a disaster if I abdicated. Really, no one in my family should be trusted with the fate of billions of people.”

      “No one person should be,” Ezana said pointedly.

      “You said I could talk.”

      Ezana pressed her lips together in a firm line.

      “But you’re right,” Mara continued. “We need a change. The Empire has grown brittle, and there are too many cracks to just plaster over them. If we’re not careful, the whole thing will shatter, and then we’ll be completely fucked.”

      “We’ve been tracking the actions of an individual who is looking to exploit those cracks in the Empire, and he’s been very successful in provoking conflict,” Iseru interjected.

      “Who are you?” Ezana eyed him.

      “My advisor,” Mara said. “Iseru Antzad.”

      Ezana shook her head. “I have to say this is about the strangest thing I have ever experienced.”

      “I get that a lot.”

      “Who is this person you’ve been tracking?” Ezana asked. “And what does his involvement have to do with me?”

      Mara and Iseru exchanged a look.

      “He’s the Chancellor of the United Human Nations,” Mara said. “And the leader of the Sons of Priam.” Ezana blinked, and Mara smirked at the surprise on her face. “He’s been meddling with the royal family for a while now, injecting chaos.”

      “Not like that’s hard.” Ezana recovered quickly from her shock, returning to her scornful mocking.

      “You don’t have to tell me.”

      “Yes, I imagine you’re very familiar with the royal family’s particular brand of disaster.” Ezana relaxed back, folding her hands loosely in her lap. She looked Mara over, her expression appraising, the disapproval lifting slightly. “So,” she said, “Richard Emory would like to have his hands in the Nareian Empire. I can’t say I’m surprised.”

      “He tried it once already. Kidnapped me and tried to turn me over to the Hydeans, thinking he would be able to influence them if they took the throne.”

      “Clearly, that didn’t go as planned.”

      Mara smirked. “Not exactly. But now he seems to see that neither my mother nor the Hydeans are especially good candidates for his influence. Too much infighting. And I’m not an option, that’s clear to everyone now, thank the gods. So he’s finding the weak points and pressing on them.”

      “If the Empire collapses, he can help shape whatever grows out of it,” Ezana said.

      “Exactly.”

      She made a thoughtful sound, still looking Mara over. “So what’s your proposition?”

      “I want to help you,” Mara said. “The Empire is ending, the question is what will come next. And the way I see it, the people who might support you are divided right now.”

      “Because you’re the populist princess.” Ezana’s voice held more than a little exasperation. “I can’t stop hearing about it.”

      Mara rolled her eyes. “Yeah. That. But there’s more than just my image to think about. I’ve got a network. Spies, mercenaries, allies in very unusual places.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me.”

      “I have an inside view at the top,” Mara said, “as well as at the bottom. If we play this right, we can make sure that there’s something there to catch the Empire when it falls.”
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      The sound of the emergency alert still rang in Jaya’s ears.

      When her palm drive went off, her first thought was that Swallow’s Landing was under attack. But the skies were clear and blue, and the defense cannon still and silent. She ran to the command center, where Sal was already reading the message they had received from one of the operations branches. When he told her it was Providence under attack, she felt everything drop away.

      They had so little. Few resources. No starfleet. All they had were the people on the ground. Luka and Rhodes. Robin and her people.

      The base on Providence went dark. And then nothing.

      When the Atonement flashed into their system two hours later, it was like the sky cracking open. Luka’s voice came over the stream, apologizing for their silence. He explained what had happened. They hadn’t sent a message home for fear of compromising Swallow’s Landing.

      Jaya waited at the landing strip until they touched down. Rhodes appeared when the doors opened, his dark head bowed.

      “Rhodes,” she said, stepping toward him.

      He walked past her, veering off to her right and looking away.

      “John,” she pressed forward, but he raised a hand, kept walking. She made to follow him, but thought better of it after only a step. She watched his bent shoulders retreat away from her, something dark and heavy settling in her chest.

      “We had just left when the Union arrived.”

      Jaya turned to find Luka approaching her. The line of his jaw was hard, clenched, and he gripped their packs tightly against himself, like a shield. Relief flooded her at the sight of him, and the impulse to reach out to him fluttered in her. But some other emotion kept her rooted to the ground, petrified like an ancient, broken thing.

      “We couldn’t do anything,” he continued. “It was twelve destroyers. We sent a warning to the base and we jumped away.”

      She tried to reassure him, but choked on the words the first time. She took a deep breath and tried again. “You did the right thing.”

      “It was the only way,” he agreed, but his voice was tired. “I’m going to go put our gear away. I’ll send you a report when I’m done.”

      “Okay,” she said, and watched him go, that same emotion keeping her feet heavy, like stones sunk into the soil.

      She stood there a long time before she went in.

      She closed herself in her room to write her own report, summarizing what Luka had relayed in his message and in the write-up that appeared in her inbox within the hour from the same operations team that had given them the initial alert. She read over her summary, its language formal and efficient, the words landing cold and empty in her mind. It left out the way Rhodes had spun away from her, the sensation of coming apart.

      She sent it off to the network of leadership, the hubs throughout the colonies. Their intelligence groups would need to double down, make sure there wasn’t another attack coming their way. They couldn’t afford to miss another one like this.

      Dinner in the mess hall was subdued. Jaya pushed her food around her plate, and Luka chewed methodically, each bite seeming a great effort. Sal scowled into his drink.

      Rhodes didn’t show up.

      The silence grew denser, the room pressurizing more and more with each despondent sigh. Finally, Jaya scraped the last of her food up, forcing herself to eat it so it wouldn’t go to waste, and cleared her plate. Luka and Sal looked up as she closed the dishwashing machine’s door, their faces matching questions.

      “I’m going to check on him,” she said, then scooped up a small portion onto one of the remaining plates and left.

      Rhodes’s quarters were off the same corridor as Jaya’s. The hallway was quiet, the dim energy-efficient lighting casting rough shadows on the unfinished stone walls. Jaya knocked softly on Rhodes’s door.

      There was no response. She knocked again.

      Silence continued to press against her, raising her anxiety with each breath that her knock went unanswered.

      “Rhodes,” she called, “I brought dinner.”

      The pause stretched on, and for a moment, she considered bursting in. But then his voice responded with an invitation, and she opened the door.

      He was sitting on the floor, his back against the bed. His knees were gathered up to his chest, a bottle in hand. Tear tracks shone on his dark cheeks in the dim light of the room, and he stared hard at the floor in front of his feet. Jaya closed the door behind her.

      She approached him quietly, and he continued to stare at the floor. Then he looked up and lifted the bottle toward her. The contents sloshed, the sound echoing in the room.

      “What are we drinking?” she asked.

      “Something Robin gave me. From Providence.”

      Jaya set his dinner on the room’s lone table, then lowered herself to the floor beside him and took the offered bottle. The liquor was sweet and strong. She held onto the bottle, but Rhodes reached for it and took it back.

      She sighed, but she waited for him to speak. Eventually, he did.

      “I was saving this,” he said. “For the end. For when we win.”

      Jaya could have asked what changed, but she didn’t. She knew.

      “You trained her well,” Jaya said. “She did everything she could. They were overwhelmed—you couldn’t have helped even if you’d gone back. We would have lost you.” She swallowed against the tension in her throat. “We would have lost both of you.”

      “I know,” he replied. “I know, but it doesn’t make it easier.”

      He took another swig and handed Jaya the bottle. She drank and handed it back as the liquid burned down her throat, loosening that tightness and warming her chest.

      Tears continued to follow the well-worn tracks on Rhodes’s face, but he remained silent, his eyes distant.

      “I don’t know why I’m taking this one so hard,” he said. “It’s not like we haven’t lost people. This is the job. This is how it’s always been.”

      Jaya reached for his hand, squeezed it in her own. “You don’t have to know. Every loss is different.”

      The names continued their constant rotation in her head, a steady drip of her own failures. They each cut her deeply, but no two were the same. And every day was different. Some days she was numb to it all, frightened by the lack of reaction as she prodded the fresh emotional wounds. And some days it hovered just beneath a fragile veneer, ready to spill out in anger or tears. Those days, she was on guard against herself, a battle raging within. She fought so hard to make sure that brittle shield never shattered.

      She had almost added two names to that list today. Two lives she couldn’t bear to lose. She knew the day might come when she would lose the people she held closest. She knew it with a terrible, wrenching certainty. It didn’t matter how much she tried to hold herself away from it all. It would still tear her apart, and she would still have to go on.

      “I hoped…” He broke off, two more tears spilling over and rolling down his cheeks.

      He didn’t speak again. He put the bottle down beside him and wrapped his arms around his knees. Jaya leaned her head on his shoulder, and after a moment she felt the gentle pressure of his head against her own.

      They remained there, in silence.
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      Rhodes didn’t say much the remainder of the evening, and when she finally suggested he sleep, he blinked morosely and accepted her help. When she finally left him, he was sleeping fitfully, blankets tucked around him.

      Outside, the group crowded around the fire was subdued, their uneasy chatter a murmur beneath the violent pops and cracks of the logs. Sal had found a bottle of whiskey in the storeroom and brought it outside, circling the fire and handing out cups to the haggard figures assembled around it. Jaya sat beside him as the bottle made its way around the circle, and he handed her an empty cup before raising his own.

      “Welcome to the fucking resistance,” he said. “We’re doing great.”

      Luka frowned at Sal’s sarcasm from his seat across the circle. “This is exactly what the Union wants,” he said. “They want us to be demoralized. They want us to give up.”

      Sal sighed heavily and buried his face in his hand for a moment. Then he looked up at Luka, his eyes bloodshot. “We’re so far from where we need to be.”

      Luka pressed his lips in a thin line, taking a proffered cup from Vargas beside him. He stared a while into his drink. “I know,” he said, finally. Quietly. “But we can’t give up.”

      Sal drank again. Cameron, cross-legged on his other side, stared blankly into the fire, each flare and pop lighting his face. Jaya felt that same draw to the flame, like it could suffuse her with its warmth and brightness all the way to her core. She ached all over, as though she had been in a violent fight, but she knew that pain was in her heart, spreading through her from the center out.

      The fire snapped, shooting up an array of sparks, and Jaya met Luka’s eyes across the spray of light. The flickering glow played on the contours of his face, the slanted lines of his eyebrows knit together in exhaustion and grief. The loose shadow of his hair fell across his forehead. She met his gaze, as black as the night sky above them and as warm as the firelight.

      He seemed both still and in motion in the dancing light, his hands wrapped around his drink, his shirt hanging open at the neck and the night pooling in the dip of his collarbone. Those same faint lines of muscle and tendon that had been beautiful and open when they sat at the piano were now deep and shadowed.

      Everything in Jaya was raw. Marks on her body melted away, vanishing like they had never existed, but the wounds on her heart were picked open again and again, never given a chance to rest. Those wounds flared up now, ignited by the silent tears that had tracked down Rhodes’s face and the chasm that had opened up beneath her when she thought she had lost them. Her second-in-command and Luka, whose role in her life had no name that did it justice, but whose loss would have torn through her more effectively than any battle wound.

      She took the bottle readily when it made its way around to her, sloshing some of the amber liquid into her cup. She sniffed it, its smoky aroma mixing with the smell of the fire. When she drank, it burned in her mouth and brought a prickling to her eyes.

      “We had almost nothing growing up.” Shea was the first to break the silence. “I remember the Union refused to allow any ships into our system one year—too much danger from the nareians. There was some conflict, I never knew what it was, and they didn’t want to lose their precious ships. So we went from having almost nothing to absolutely nothing.”

      They paused, still staring into the fire. One forearm circled protectively around their gut, the wound that had so recently healed.

      “We always had to supplement our food with hunting and foraging, because there was never enough to go around. But I remember that winter, my parents getting so thin. My little sister was just an infant. She cried all winter. None of us slept. We made it out of that year with no deaths, which was better than most. But my sister never really was healthy. I can’t help but think the Union made her that way.”

      Sal poured himself more of the whiskey. “I grew up on Argos,” he said. “Safe. There was always enough food. Enough everything. I still want to kill the bastards.”

      Cameron looked over at him. “That’s because you paid attention.”

      “Tried to make my parents listen to me,” Sal muttered. “They thought they’d always be safe on Argos. Now I’m not so sure.”

      The light had faded now, the sky above stark black painted with fierce stars. The two moons were waxing, shedding silvery light into the dark of the night.

      Jaya’s eyes were drawn back to Luka. The distance across the fire was only a few meters, but it stretched on forever. Vast and infinite, like spacetime itself was warped between them. She yearned to close that gap, to be next to him, soothed by the warmth that poured off of him. She wanted those nights on Argos back: to sit once more in the amber glow of ancient lamps, breathing in the scent of leather and paper and the citrus bite of furniture polish, letting the gentle cadence of Luka’s voice be as musical in her ears as the nocturnes she played for him.

      It had been a temporary joy, she had told herself. A piece of bliss she would be forced to give up one day. She had trained for years with the expectation that she would continue to rise through the ranks. One promotion after another, experience layering itself over her in a thick, protective coat. Because she was destined for leadership—it was the message the Naval Academy had drilled into all of them, the message that Armstrong sent every time he gave her a responsibility, every time he gave her his trust. Every step of the way from the day she enrolled in the academy, she had been pointed down this one inevitable path.

      She had never wanted it, not really, but she had accepted it. Made the best of it. It had become comfortable at some point, this idea of one day being in Armstrong’s shoes.

      And then everything changed, and again she made the best of it. But now, she couldn’t help but wonder about her own failures. She thought she had gone wrong in her attachments, had let her emotions get the best of her, had let her bond with Kier obscure her focus. If she had been willing to see the man he had become, and not the boy he once was, maybe things would have been different.

      Her throat burned, this time not from the whiskey. Armstrong’s loss seared even now. It drove her forward, and at the same time it threatened to hold her captive to a debilitating fear. Fear that it would happen again, that she would be the cause of another deep gouge in her heart. Fear that her attachments would lead to mistakes, and mistakes would lead to more death.

      And still Luka’s eyes kept their steady vigil on her in the glow of this circle of friends, and still she could not bring herself to pull her gaze away.

      “I’m turning in,” Sal announced, standing.

      Jaya looked up at him, and he lifted his glass to her as if in a toast, one eyebrow cocked. She frowned, and he sighed and drained his cup.

      “Me too,” said Lupo, who had wrapped herself up next to Vargas in a blanket against the chill of the wind.

      The rest of the company concurred and began gathering up the detritus of their evening. But Luka didn’t move, and when she looked back at him, he lowered his gaze to the flames. “I’ll take care of the fire.”

      “Thanks,” Sal said.

      Before he turned to head back into the base, Sal crouched next to Jaya, tilting his head in close to hers as he took her empty cup and stacked it inside his own.

      “Don’t be a martyr, Mill.”

      She met his eyes, and there was a hard glint to them in the dark. He pulled himself back up and disappeared into the tunnels.

      Jaya stood, stretching her legs as everyone else slipped away into the tunnels of Swallow’s Landing. Her pulse pounded in her ears, and she took a deep breath to steady herself. Luka set down his cup, then stood and began to settle the logs on the fire with a long stick. The coals glowed red, but the flame extinguished.

      She watched his hand as he worked, the night filling the elegant dips between his knuckles with darkness, making his graceful motion even smoother, like liquid. She watched him tend the dying fire because as long as she was watching, she was still on the other end of that infinite path. She was still safe, as long as she held herself at a distance.

      But the ragged edges of the reopened wound inside her stung in the cold night air as the fire’s warmth subsided. They told her that safety was a lie.

      She closed the space between them. She didn’t let herself think as she reached for his hand.

      He looked up at her as she took the stick from him and let it fall, twining their fingers together instead. His breath caught, a stutter in the breeze that threatened its chill at the edges of the fire’s heat, and then his fingers hooked around hers, tightening their embrace. His lips parted, then pressed back together, like he had thought better of speaking. Like he knew just how much he needed to hear what she had to say.

      “You asked me what I was afraid of,” she said. Some pressure inside her pushed the words out as much as she wanted to keep them bottled up. “I never answered. But I was afraid.”

      He took her other hand in his, pressing his thumb against her palm, his skin warm. He stepped in closer, and the gnawing tension in her chest began to soften, replaced by the heat of his body.

      “And now?” Luka asked.

      She shook her head. She still had no answer for him. She didn’t have the easy way with words he did, couldn’t pin down her own thoughts the way he seemed to do with just a look, but she was beginning to understand something about herself that she had tried so hard to ignore.

      The fear had not left her. It still waited, cold and dark and terrifying in her mind, always ready to remind her of all she could lose. It tried to stop her, to drag her limbs down, to make her that ancient, broken thing that had watched him walk away once already. In its desperate grasping to protect her from loss, it had sealed away the very spark of joy that she feared losing.

      The wind stirred in Luka’s hair, sending the shadows flickering across his face. She untwined her fingers from his, threading them through his hair instead. His eyes searched her face, and something lit in them, bright in the dark.

      She wasn’t sure she could ever be the person Luka saw in her. He braided together the disparate parts of herself so thoroughly and so beautifully that she could see it, could practically touch it: the person she could have been. The person she wanted to be.

      Luka saw possibilities. Jaya saw realities. And reality was a grim and miserable thing. The choices she had to make each day unraveled that version of herself, one thread at a time, stripping out any other piece of her that was not command.

      So why was it that, as his hands swept tentatively along her waist, the other Jaya surged up in her chest? Why had the painful memories of her childhood home been displaced by the light, joyous echo of his laughter as he fumbled at the piano? Why did the mist of his breath in the chilly air send a shiver of warmth through her?

      She pulled him against her, pressing her lips to his.

      His hands found her hips, tightening and drawing her closer, his mouth opening to hers. She ceased to think, ceased her worrying. The fear retreated to its dark corner, leaving nothing for her to stand on. She was falling, rushing into the openness left in the wake of the fear. In its place, her senses expanded, filling the chasm with the taste of whiskey on Luka’s tongue, the gentle pressure of his hands, the scent of leather and paper under the wood smoke and herbal soap on his skin.

      They parted, and Jaya buried her face in his neck. Her heart beat hard against her ribs and her head swam with the smoke from the fire and the bite of cold air in her throat. Luka’s chest expanded against her and collapsed in a rushing sigh.

      He brought a hand to her chin, tilting her face up to his. His eyes were bright with unshed tears, and his voice was barely a breath against her cheek, the start of a whisper. His thumb traced her lower lip, his eyes following the motion.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      He answered the same way she had answered him: with his lips on hers. He kissed her with a fierceness that finally burned the ache inside her entirely away. She slid her hands down his back and traced the lean and muscled lines of him with her fingers. How had she refused this for so long? Now that he was this close to her, his touch burning into her, she drank him in. He was a balm, a medicine for the wound inside her.

      The coals glowed faintly, the wind stinging them with its chill as the fire’s heat faded. Jaya tore herself away just long enough to douse the fire with a bulb of water, the coals hissing as steam rose from them. She took Luka’s hand and led him inside out of the cold. They fumbled down the hall to her room, his lips on her neck and his hands on her waist and her heart lighter than it had been in a very long time.
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      The stone ceiling arched overhead, smooth and gray and solid. Jaya’s breath was warm on his chest, her fingers tracing his collarbone. Luka relished the sleepy, muddled quality of his thoughts—the fog of early morning preventing his mind from leaping ahead to the day that awaited them. Instead, he was just present. With her.

      It was hard to tell when dawn arrived, with these rooms so deep in the ground, but they had been lying awake for a while in the dark.

      “I don’t want to move.” Her voice was hushed.

      “Me either.” He kissed the top of her head.

      “How do you do it?”

      “Do what?”

      “Make me feel like this. Like you found the part of me I lost years ago and brought it back.”

      He didn’t have an answer, and so he just kissed her head again, and she tilted her face up to him, finding his lips with hers.

      She sighed and pushed herself up beside him, propped on her elbows, her eyes soft in the dim light of the room. She stroked his hair back from his face, smoothing the pieces that had tangled and pressed into his neck and forehead in sleep. The shadows cut sharp lines along the muscles of her shoulders and arms, and he followed those lines with his hands. He liked her even more like this, the strength of her body revealed, the force of her will shining in her eyes, the beat of her heart pulsing against his skin when he held her close.

      She watched him with that serious expression he had become so familiar with. The sharp line of her nose and the furrows in her brow gave her a severity entirely undercut by the softness at the edges of her eyes. Eyes that looked inward, wistful and nostalgic. Eyes that always seemed to be remembering.

      And then she caught him watching her and the wistful look dissolved, the little crease between her brows erased by a smile.

      “Where did you go?” he asked. “Just then?”

      The smile faltered. She sighed and tilted her head, her eyes searching his.

      “To the fate of the galaxy,” she said with a rueful laugh. “It’s a wonder you could tear me away from it at all.”

      “You started it.”

      “Yes,” she admitted with a sly smile, one hand resuming a teasing pattern on his chest. “Yes, I did.”

      He wished he could tell her not to worry. Wished the fatigue had not already been seeping into his muscles, knowing what lay ahead. But he remained silent, letting himself memorize this moment of her smiling at him and the warm ghosting of her fingers on his skin, before she sighed again.

      “I may not want to move, but we have work to do,” she said.

      “I know,” he whispered.

      She buried her face in his neck for just a moment. Then she slipped away, a sudden chill sweeping across him with her absence. She tossed him his shirt, a hint of that smile still playing at the corners of her lips, even if the little furrow was back between her brows.
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      Sal, Sunny, and Tynan were already waiting in the command center when Jaya and Luka arrived. In the space to Tynan’s right, a hologram shimmered, and Luka had to look twice before he realized it was Onyema and not Min. Luka had taken the time to at least wash his face and comb his hair, so he hoped he looked like something approaching a member of the rebel leadership. But when he looked around, he saw a room full of haggard faces and rumpled clothes. Even Onyema’s usually polished look had lost some of its sheen, her eyes shadowed by dark circles.

      Rhodes was absent.

      They were all still on edge from yesterday’s attack. An entire branch of the resistance—young and new as it might be—wiped out in an afternoon. And they all remained here, unharmed in body but reeling inside. Luka grasped tightly to the peace of that morning, of Jaya’s warmth against him in the dark, but it was already receding into the anxiety of the task ahead of them. As if seeking that same peace for herself, Jaya moved closer to him, her hand squeezing his arm briefly before she braced herself on the table.

      Sal raised an eyebrow, then exchanged a look with Jaya. He covered a smile with his hand.

      No one remarked on Rhodes’s absence, but it was a presence of its own in the room.

      “There’s a new video,” Sal said. “Seems the Sons of Priam are back to being the galaxy’s favorite bogeyman.”

      Jaya frowned. “We haven’t raided any Union facilities recently. Was there an independent op we didn’t know about?”

      Luka wished he didn’t know exactly what this video was about, but the knowledge settled on him with cold certainty. Sal confirmed his fears.

      “Not us,” he said. “The video takes credit for the attack on Providence.”

      The news rippled through the room, each person flinching. Even Luka felt the impact of it, despite his prediction. It was smart. It was terrible.

      “That’s just like Emory,” Onyema said.

      “Should I play the video?” Sal asked.

      His question went unanswered for a moment, until Jaya nodded once. Sal queued up the feed and the now familiar voice echoed in the carved-out stone of the room.

      The Sons of Priam are rising again, the voice said. The mighty Caesar awaits his vital hour. That hour grows near. For generations, humankind has been subjugated by the violence of the Union, but we seek to free you from your bonds. The colony of Providence was overrun with the wealthy, the powerful, those who would keep the rest of us from living. We have punished them, and we have made way for you.

      Your forefathers have failed you. The future is yours to take for yourself. The Sons of Priam are a beacon for a new era of the galaxy. We will guide you to a new world, where humankind can live peacefully among the stars.

      The message was short, this time accompanied by one image: the capital building of Providence in flames. Luka closed his eyes, but on the back of his lids he could still see the thing he had been imagining since they left the colony to be burned: the faces of their leadership there, twisted in anguish. Dead. He opened his eyes again—it was not any better.

      Sal was looking at Jaya, eyebrows raised. “Anything catch your attention?”

      She hesitated, biting her lower lip as she frowned at nothing in particular.

      “Maybe,” she said. “It might be nothing, but the last video had this same strange phrasing. It feels more contrived, like he’s putting specific references into the narration. I’m not sure, but I think we should keep an eye on Canis Major.”

      Sal’s eyes lit up at that.

      “Canis Major?” Luka asked.

      “Kier was sending me messages, before the purge,” Jaya explained. “Sal traced them to Canis Major, but we couldn’t look very closely. And then there were references to dogs and bright stars in the last video.” She shook her head, massaging her forehead with one hand. “It sounds absurd out loud.”

      “No, I’ll add that as a filter,” Sal said. “Your hunches might be weird, but they’re usually right.”

      She gave a short, dry laugh.

      “Anything else?” Sal asked.

      She shook her head again. “Some things that sounded like they might be quotes. More obscure ones, this time. Might help to run a cross-check between the transcript and the Aeneid.”

      “Can do,” Sal said. “Already been putting the newest videos through the same checks we did on the old ones in hopes of picking up any noise that might give us something to go on.”

      “Good.”

      “I don’t understand,” Tynan interrupted. “Why would anyone believe the Sons of Priam attacked Providence? Won’t they have seen that the ships were Union ships?”

      “It would’ve been chaos down there,” Luka said. “Fire raining from the sky. Death and destruction everywhere. In times like that, most people can’t keep their heads straight. The ships were unmarked so they could just as easily be stolen, and the Union will make sure that any footage implicating them vanishes.” The szacante doctor blinked at him in an expression of shock that seemed to further flatten his alien features. Luka felt a pang of sympathy for this poor scientist, thrust into a world that just continued to elude his understanding. “We’ll do what we can on the ground to smuggle out any evidence that has survived,” he continued. “But fear itself goes a long way to making people believe anything the authority figures tell them.”

      Onyema nodded, her image flickering slightly with the motion. “Luka’s right. The Union will be promoting this message, and with the Sons of Priam claiming responsibility?”

      She left the thought hanging. The look on Tynan’s face confirmed that he was caught up now. He understood.

      “I don’t see what else we can do besides continue on,” Jaya said. “We can’t let them slow us down.”

      “I agree,” Sal said. “But we should at least recalibrate. Try to understand how the Union was able to identify and target Providence so effectively.”

      “Their surveillance is far-reaching,” Onyema said. “They have the advantage of the established network. Cameras and access to information streams.”

      Jaya was frowning in concentration. Luka sighed and agreed with Onyema. “She’s right. They have eyes everywhere, at least in the larger cities. Providence was a risk, and it promised great rewards. But now we know how closely they’re watching.”

      Luka looked around the table. The display was off, and all that separated the circle of six was a wide, flat surface that shone dully in the dim lighting. To his left, Jaya still leaned on her palms, her braid falling over her shoulder. Her eyes concentrated on some point on the table, the little crease between her eyebrows deepening while her mind searched for options. Sal’s smile had vanished, and he chewed his nails, his eyes also distant. Next to him, Tynan’s mouth moved silently as he worked through something. And Onyema’s projection stood with arms crossed, one hand hovering near her hidden injury, eyes flicking over each face until she got to his.

      For a moment, he saw the echo on her face of another day like this. A failure of fifteen years ago. But while that day had shocked her to the core, now her face was set in the firm lines of cynicism. Nothing surprised Onyema anymore.

      It was Tynan who broke the silence. “How closely they’re watching… do you mean like a spy? Here?”

      “If the Union had a spy here, we would have been the ones to die yesterday.”

      They all turned at Rhodes’s voice. He stood in the doorway, his clothes fresh and neat, his eyes bloodshot but bright.

      “We owe it to Providence to do better next time,” he said. “But first, there needs to be a next time.”

      Jaya nodded at his words, a sad smile passing between them. Luka moved over to make room, and Rhodes joined them at the table.

      “We need to strike back,” Jaya said. “We’re putting pressure on them, but it isn’t enough. We need to hit a big target. Hermia isn’t an option, not right now, but we need to weaken him and his allies.”

      “Is there a way into Dresha?” Sal asked. He turned to Tynan. “If we can shake up that alliance, it might create some openings for us.”

      Tynan bit his lower lip, but it was Sunny who spoke.

      “The Minister of Science has been talking a lot about szacante unity in the face of the turmoil in the Union,” she said. “He’s calling for peace, criticizing humanity for their violence, speaking about szacante values of harmony.”

      “Which completely misses the point,” Tynan spat. Luka wasn’t sure he’d ever seen the scientist so bitter. “Harmony can’t exist when there is oppression. Justice has to come first.”

      “It’s a very convenient narrative, that humans are addicted to the cycle of war and reconciliation,” Luka said. “He can position himself as the voice of reason, and Emory as an enlightened figure. The first human in line with szacante ways.”

      Tynan met his gaze, pale green eyes baleful. “It’s working very well for him,” he admitted. “Kujei has never been more popular back home than he is now.”

      It wasn’t a surprise. Luka knew they were losing the war of public opinion in the very places they needed the most support. The spark of the Avalon’s mutiny had caught in the scorched and thirsty colonies, the places already so mired in misery that they had nothing to lose.

      The places where people still thought they had a choice were the real problem. As long as Emory controlled the message there, the resistance would fail. Luka drew in a long breath.

      “We may have a better chance in Narei,” Jaya said. “I’ve received word from Mara. She’s working with a member of the nareian legislature.”

      “To do what?” Sal scoffed. “Party?”

      Jaya raised an eyebrow and he quieted.

      “She has access to some money through this politician, which she’s offered to us,” Jaya continued. “I don’t know how much yet, but she’s going to work with us to improve our arsenal, maybe even hire some mercenaries to stir up trouble in places the Union isn’t expecting. If we keep their attention divided, maybe we’ll have time to establish more leadership on the larger colonies and keep Emory from solidifying his grip on Narei. They would prove a powerful ally, if we can get their leadership on our side.”

      “This is good news,” Onyema said. “I’m spending nearly everything I have to keep the movement running on Argos.”

      Luka shook his head. “Argos is a waste of resources.” Onyema’s head tilted at the directness of his complaint. “We aren’t going to break Argos. We need to spend that time and that effort and that money on places like Providence. Building up our presence and protecting our people there. Argos is a closed system—it’s not just under Emory’s thumb, it’s his clenched fist.”

      Jaya looked at him, brow furrowed. “Things are that bad on Argos?”

      Luka raised a hand toward Onyema. “We’ve lost most of our operatives there,” he said. “Who do we have left?” Onyema’s face remained impassive, but he knew her thoughts were also on Gemma and the Fox. He answered his own question. “We have one deep cover agent and one weapons smuggler. Argos has eyes everywhere and no ears. It’s not the future of this movement.”

      Onyema pressed her lips together, but Jaya acknowledged this with a nod. “What about naval bases in the colonies? We’ll never get the upper hand if they can scatter and isolate us on the ground with their starfleet.” She looked at Onyema. “You’ve been working on turning military personnel. Any inroads there?”

      “There’s definitely some discomfort in the ranks,” she replied. “Since the purge, a lot of people have been promoted to command that weren’t ready. The surge in new leadership has led to more mistakes, which has led to a lack of confidence. We’re having trouble cracking the highest levels, but if the colonies start to go, we might be able to turn a few sectors of the Navy with them.”

      “But if they keep churning out enhanced soldiers, we’re going to lose our window to hit them hard,” Rhodes said. “We don’t just want to give them targets, we need to put them back on their heels.”

      “We haven’t made any more progress with the virus.” Tynan’s words had the tone of a confession.

      Jaya waved off his concern. “I asked you to do the virtually impossible,” she said. “Don’t stop trying, but I’m not looking for a miracle.”

      “We kind of need one,” Sal retorted. “I mean, money and weapons from the nareians will go a long way, but in the end, we’re fighting a losing battle with time. Emory has a head start in the technological war, and we don’t have the resources to catch up.”

      Jaya massaged her forehead with her hands. Rhodes stood with his arms crossed tightly over his chest.

      Jaya looked up at Luka for a moment, and then to Onyema. The glow of the projection cast a soft blue light on her face.

      “We’re grateful for you,” Jaya said. “I know it feels hopeless, but I can’t help but believe that now that we are working together toward one goal, we have a chance.”

      She addressed the last words to the entire table, and for a minute, Luka saw their spirits lifted. Sunny smiled and put her hand on Tynan’s shoulder, which released its hunch just a little. The lines in Sal’s forehead eased, and even Rhodes managed a small smile.

      “There is no right way to do this,” Jaya said. “There’s not a clear way forward. There never is. It’s easy to forget that. It’s easy to feel like we’re failing. But we aren’t failing, not as long as we are still here, together, our sight clear and our intentions strong.”

      As the meeting adjourned, Luka waited for Jaya to turn back to him and shake off the thoughts clouding her eyes. When she did, he reached out his hand, and she took it, stepping into his waiting arms as the room cleared out. Sal was the last to leave, pausing in the door to look back. Luka caught his eye, and Sal winked as he left, the door shutting quietly behind him.
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      The first evidence of Jaya’s training was Ash’s refusal of food and drink.

      They had brought him back to the Avernus and given him a room. It was sparse, with little more than a bed and a blanket and a small bathroom. It was outfitted with hidden cameras, and the door was always locked.

      Kier and his father watched Ash on the screens in Father’s office. The man was sitting on the bed, his back to the wall, knees curled up to his chest.

      “How long has it been?” Father asked.

      “Forty-eight hours,” Kier replied.

      Father made a face. “He needs to drink something.”

      Kier nodded. They had no hope of learning anything useful from him if he was delirious from dehydration. Even less if he was dead.

      “Our new ally in Narei is making progress,” Father said. “Once we can pin down the crown princess”—he spoke the title with disdain—“we’ll be able to topple the Empress for our agent.”

      “I’m glad to hear it,” Kier said. “Narei has been too great an obstacle.”

      Father looked over at Kier, his smooth face unreadable. “Narei and the resistance both. It’s time we tightened the noose. We need to learn something from the prisoner. We need to gain his trust.”

      We need to gain his trust. Kier met his father’s eyes, tried to sense if that anger still lingered under the cool surface. His shoulders tensed, but Father held his gaze with calm. Relief flooded Kier. Exactly the kind of reaction Father would call weak. He squared his jaw and nodded.

      “I’ll take care of it,” he said.

      He left without looking back, holding tight instead to that moment of relief, letting it propel him down the corridors of the station. The guards parted at Ash’s door to let him in. The man didn’t look up, face buried in his knees.

      When the doors closed behind him, Kier waited a moment. Let Ash speak first, make the first move. Even if it was only out of curiosity.

      Finally, Ash stirred, peeking out from one side of his knees. Kier smiled at him—tentative, not too fast. Gently, like trying not to spook a frightened animal. Ash closed his eyes and returned his forehead to his knees.

      Kier went into the small bathroom, picking up an untouched cup from the counter and turning on the tap. He filled the cup and brought it back.

      “You need to drink some water,” Kier said. “You’re hurting yourself.”

      Ash shook his head, face still hidden by his knees.

      “Do you know what it feels like to die of thirst?” Kier asked. When his question was met with silence, he continued. “It’s not that bad, actually. There are much worse ways. You’re probably already starting to feel a mild euphoria. That will increase, until you’re delirious.”

      “I won’t drink.” His voice was hoarse.

      “The fear of delirium is what made me choose to drink, finally,” Kier said. “I didn’t want to risk the life of someone I loved because I couldn’t control my own mind.”

      Ash didn’t move, but Kier heard him take in a sharp breath.

      “The water in your sink is the same water that feeds the rest of the station,” Kier said. “It’s the water I drink every day. Tastes a little like iron, but that’s just the pipes.” He held the cup up, catching the man’s eye in the small space between his knees. Kier drank deeply, draining half the liquid from the cup. Then he held it out again, wiping water from his own lips.

      “If you don’t mind, I’ll wait a few minutes before I follow your lead,” Ash said. But he was lowering his knees slightly, watching Kier closely.

      Kier smiled at his remark. “I think that’s entirely reasonable.” He gestured to the bed. “May I?”

      After a long moment, Ash nodded. Kier sat on the bed, leaning back against the wall and tucking his own knees up, mimicking Ash’s position. He left a few feet between them, but held the cup in the hand closer to the other man.

      “Whenever you want this, it’s yours,” he said. Ash nodded.

      Kier didn’t speak again for a while. He had always been patient, had learned to sense the mood of the people around him. Ash was anxious, miserable. Caught up in his own turmoil. He was never supposed to make it here, was supposed to die with the other rebels, and the fact that he was still breathing risked the lives of people who had come to trust him. Kier knew how that felt.

      Finally, Kier spoke. “Do you have any questions for me?”

      Ash shot him a look from the corner of his eyes. He was a small man; his slight figure looked fragile beneath the gray sweats they had given him to wear. One eye was brown, the other a bright green half-swallowed by brown, like a thumbprint on his iris.

      “How will I know if you’re telling the truth?”

      Kier shrugged. “You won’t. But I won’t lie. I’ll tell you what I can, and I’ll tell you when I can’t answer.”

      Ash nodded slightly. “Where am I?”

      “On a station in a system not many people visit,” Kier said. “I can’t say any more.”

      “Okay. How long has it been since I got here?”

      Kier checked his palm drive. “Forty and a half hours since you arrived, give or take fifteen minutes. It took us around seven hours to bring you here from Providence.”

      His nodding intensified, the answer seeming to satisfy him. Then he stopped and shifted his weight, stretching his legs out in front of him. Kier let the silence stretch out as well.

      “Was that story bullshit?”

      Kier shook his head. “No.”

      “Who were you trying to protect?” Ash asked.

      “The same person you are.” Kier smiled wryly as he said it, felt the irony in his own bones. “But things have changed. She’s changed.”

      A frown of confusion wrinkled Ash’s pale face. “How? Who captured you?”

      “The Union,” Kier said. “A long time ago.”

      Kier stretched his own legs out now, and held out the water to Ash again. The man took it and sipped tentatively.

      “Can I ask you a question now?” Kier asked.

      “Probably won’t answer it,” Ash replied.

      “That’s fine,” Kier said. “Why are you fighting us?”

      The prisoner barked out a laugh. “Sounds like I should ask why you’re not.”

      “The people who imprisoned me are long dead,” Kier said. “The Union is under new leadership. It’s different now. We actually care about the people that were left behind. But the moment we got the power to do something to help them, they started to fight us. I’m just trying to understand why.”

      Ash looked away, staring into his reflection in the surface of the water in his cup. His hair was wild, a tangled mess that fell to his shoulders, and his beard had grown out more, adding volume to his narrow face.

      “Things have changed,” Kier repeated. “I’m evidence of that.”

      Ash eyed him again, his gaze growing slightly sharper now that he had some water in him. “I don’t know that you’re the kind of evidence you think you are.”

      Kier kept his eyes from flicking to one of the cameras, although fear seared through him as the subject turned to his own life. He had to build rapport, had to show some vulnerability. And yet, the risk was immense. If he failed?

      Father would see his weakness playing out in this room. And then see that weakness validated by his failure.

      Ash was watching him closely, Kier realized with a start. He met the man’s eyes.

      “Maybe you just don’t know what you’re looking at,” he said.

      He saw the answer in Ash’s eyes. He knew how this man saw him, just as surely as he knew how his father saw him.

      “All I want is to help humankind,” Kier said. “No one should have to suffer the way I did.” He knew that the resistance saw them as the source of their pain. He thought of Hideki, the kindness in his face when Kier had told another version of this story. The same story, spun a thousand ways, to further their goals. But still, a true story each time. A story that seeded the man Kier had become, had nourished both the good and the bad in him. He remembered Hideki’s eyes, their shine in the streetlamps that night he invited Kier into the resistance. He remembered their cloudy vacancy and the new shine of blood on the floor.

      Kier regretted that death, out of all of them. At the end of this long, gory path he had forged—as the vehicle for another man’s violence, the blade that ran through the resistance—he knew that he had done regrettable things. He still hoped that they would lead to the promised end, the empire of peace and prosperity he dreamed of at night. Somehow, the way only seemed to grow longer each day, this endless Zeno’s path where each step he took brought him no closer to resolution.

      “How are we supposed to help people who hate us?” Kier asked. He forced himself to take a deep breath. He looked at his hands, clasped at his knees, pale fingers locked together. “I know you don’t understand. It’s hard to let go of the pain that’s been done to you. You’ve had to make difficult choices. Choices you will struggle to justify to yourself for the rest of your days. I get it.”

      Kier took the empty cup gently from Ash’s hand and filled it again in the sink, pouring the water out once, twice, before his hands stopped shaking. He brought the full cup back to Ash, whose eyes had not left him. This man was smart, but Kier was beginning to wonder how much he knew. The woman he had shot was presumably the leader of the Providence cell, the most likely to know Jaya’s whereabouts. Kier had hoped he could at least get the contents of the burned notebooks out of this prisoner, but every moment that passed made him doubt the likelihood of achieving that.

      The key to finding her had slipped from his grasp. This slim, unassuming colonist had stolen that from him.

      “It tastes better if you let it run for a while,” he lied smoothly as he handed the cup over.

      A smile tugged at the corner of Ash’s mouth and he drank. “I’m not eating anything you bring me,” he said when he had drained the cup.

      Kier sighed. “I figured as much. But if you change your mind…”

      “I won’t.”

      “Well,” Kier said, “I’ll be back another time. Now that you know the water isn’t laced with anything I’m not willing to drink myself. We’ll share another glass of water and talk again.”

      Ash frowned, like he was just realizing he shouldn’t be wishing for company. No matter how lonely it might get in this empty room, isolated with only memories of friends who were all dead now. With the memory of shooting one of them himself.
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      The light of the sun threw copper gleams across the grasses as they tumbled down the hill, screams of laughter echoing through the river valley. Kier reached the bottom first and bounded onto his feet, weaving unsteadily from the rolling and from limbs that were growing too fast for him to keep up. He steadied himself and held his hands out to help his sister up. Jaya fell into her brother’s arms, giggling uncontrollably, and they started back up the hill.

      “I’ll race you, Kier!” she cried.

      “Oh no, you’re too fast for me!”

      She took off, cackling in glee. Kier laughed, too, and followed, pretending to be unable to catch her. He scrambled up the hill behind her, pulling up clumps of long grasses.

      “I won!” Jaya crowed from the top of the hill, the wild wisps of hair that had escaped from her ponytail glowing in the last rays of daylight.

      “I’ll never be as fast as you,” Kier said, throwing himself down on the grass. Jaya leapt on top of him, still laughing in pure joy at her victory.

      “You should be faster than me, big bear,” she said. “You’re older.”

      “People aren’t always what they should be,” he said.

      “What does that mean?”

      Kier gazed up at the sky above. Lavender twilight caught fire at the horizon in a blaze of orange and yellow. The stars were beginning to appear, faint white lights in the darkening skies above. He thought about what to say to Jaya. She was only seven. Too young to know what he was starting to learn about the world. That people sometimes were not right. That the world was unfair. It made his stomach ache.

      “Kieran, Jaya, it’s dinner time,” Mama’s voice echoed over the small rise that blocked their view of the house.

      “Better hurry, little bear,” he said. “Unless you’re not hungry.”

      “I’m starving!” she shouted, and leapt up, her question forgotten.

      Kier stood and followed her into the house, brushing dirt and grass from his clothes. Jaya stopped in the doorway as Mama plucked a long grass from her hair and then waved her inside.

      “Wash your hands, please,” she said.

      Father appeared next to Mama in the door, and Kier reached up to straighten his shirt again, checking it was buttoned neatly. Mama smiled at him.

      “You heard your mother?” Father asked Jaya.

      “I always wash my hands,” Jaya said, her obstinate tone matched by a pouting lower lip.

      “Well, then, you’re way ahead of us,” he said.

      Kier slowed as he approached the door. He looked out at the landscape, the windswept grasses stretching out in front of him. On the horizon, beneath the blaze of the setting sun in the sky, Father’s laboratory was nestled quietly among the hills. A cool breeze snapped his shirt against his back, then retreated just as quickly.

      “Come on, Kier,” Mama said. “I’m sure you worked up an appetite.”

      He wasn’t sure anymore. His hunger had evaporated on the wind, but he nodded and approached his parents. Mama waved him in, past Father’s crossed arms and narrowed eyes.

      “You wash your hands, too,” Father said. “You’re covered in dirt.”

      “I know,” Kier said. He winced at the petulant sound of his own voice, at the weakness he knew Father would hear. Father’s eyes narrowed more, and Kier hurried to the bathroom to wash his hands thoroughly.

      He scrubbed until they were pink and the sink was filled with murky brown water, and then he scrubbed his face, too, until his freckles stood out starkly on his flushed cheeks. Mama appeared in the doorway. She bent down and wrapped him in a hug, kissing his temple.

      “You’re such a good brother,” she whispered.

      “I was just playing with her,” he said. “It’s not like there’s anyone else to play with.”

      “She looks up to you.”

      “I’m taller.”

      Mama laughed, the sound as musical as her hands on the piano. “That you are. But don’t ever forget how much your sister loves you. How much I love you.”

      “I love you too, Mama.”

      She watched him for a moment, a flicker of concern shadowing her eyes. Then she put her hand on his shoulder and the look vanished.

      They walked together to the dinner table, where Father and Jaya were already waiting. They passed the dishes around the table, filling their plates, as Jaya recounted their afternoon adventures. Father responded to her stories with delighted questions and exclamations, his face warm and lively in a way he hadn’t been with Kier in years.

      Kier listened without saying much, Mama’s words still in his ears. He wasn’t sure what to do with the rest of what she had said. Like he’d told Jaya, some people weren’t what they should be, and he was starting to think that he was one of them.
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      As they jumped to FTL speeds just outside Nemet’s pull, Elya produced his little box of tiles and raised his eyebrows in question. Iseru had closed himself in the back room to nap, but Mara’s head was still buzzing from her meeting with Ezana. So she grabbed a bottle of siltyr she’d brought along—higher quality this time, the last bottle had sat sour on her stomach for too long—and nodded to Elya.

      Elya spread the tiles on a small table and began to sort them, his fingers long and nimble. Mara drank straight from the bottle, watching his hands and eyes in turn. There weren’t a lot of pretty mercenaries. They tended to be the sort whose faces had been smashed in a few times, scarred and rough around the edges, with gnarled and callused hands and maybe a missing finger or two. Elya was young, but not young enough to be quite so smooth in the face and soft in the hands.

      “Your family nobility?” she asked, turning over the first tile.

      Elya’s mouth quirked up in a half-smile, but he held his amber eyes on the tiles. “You always open with questions about people’s family?”

      Mara took another drink. “I like to know who’s working for me.”

      “Are you offering a long-term job? Last I checked, this contract is up in a few hours.”

      “Might be,” Mara said. “Depends on if I like you enough.”

      He chuckled, moving a tile on the table and palming the ones it had won him. Mara grimaced. She had never been good at this game. She moved a tile.

      “Not nobility,” he answered, “but adjacent. I grew up on Narei, sent to all the best boarding schools. Only thing I didn’t flunk was martial arts. So, when I graduated, I decided to go my own way.”

      “Not good with books, huh?” Mara asked.

      “Never interested me.”

      Mara snorted. “Same.”

      “Do I get a question, now that I’ve answered yours?”

      Mara considered the board, placed her finger on a tile. She reconsidered and moved another, taking three in the process. “Sure, why the hell not?” She raised the bottle to her lips.

      “How’d you end up in bed with the Sons of Priam?”

      Mara nearly choked on her liquor. She swallowed the burning and met Elya’s laughing eyes.

      “You’ve got guts,” she said. “Calling me out for being too personal and then asking a question like that.”

      Elya finished making his move on the board and leaned back in his chair. “I like to know who I’m working for.”

      She laughed at that. “Fair enough. But I didn’t end up in bed with them. Took a job—an assassination. A tough job, but the money would have been worth it, if I hadn’t nearly lost my life trying to take the target out.” Mara paused, squinting at the board. She could focus on a hundred things at once when those things were armed sentient beings, but try to tell a story and think through her next move in a pointless game? Impossible. She frowned and moved a tile. “Turns out the guy employing me knew who I was. When I backed out of the deal, he decided I was more valuable to him as a princess than a bounty hunter.” She took a drink, watched Elya contemplate his move. He made it, inviting her to continue with a gesture of his elegant hands. Mara sighed and gave up on the game for a moment. “It got messy after that—you don’t need to know the details—but I pissed him off pretty well and that’s when he sent out that vid that’s been all over every fucking screen in the galaxy for the last year.”

      Elya whistled. “Must’ve been bad, whatever you did.”

      Mara thought of Yanu, of the disturbingly calm and musical voice of the man who had turned Mara over to the Hydeans. She remembered the palpable relief when the Union strike team had arrived, and the pale, uncanny human face frowning over her. Her mouth tasted bitter, so she took another drink.

      “He was just a vindictive bastard,” she said. “What else do you expect from the leader of a terrorist organization?”

      “Patience,” Elya said. “Competence. That’s not a group that pops up and disappears just as quickly from infighting and recklessness.”

      Interesting, Mara thought. Not book smart, but he knows a thing or two.

      “How am I doing?” Elya grinned.

      Mara scowled at the board. “Wiping the floor with me.”

      “No, I meant with the job interview.”

      Mara cocked an eyebrow. “Too early to tell.”

      “Do you have more questions for me?”

      “Where’d you learn to play so well?”

      His eyes twinkled. “I’m not that good, you’re just exceptionally bad.”

      “Fuck you.”

      He laughed.

      “Okay,” Mara said, “I’m sick of this. Let’s play a game I can win.”

      “And what is that?”

      Mara stood, capping the bottle of siltyr and stowing it in a locker. “You spar?”

      Elya gave her an exasperated look. “I’m a mercenary.”

      Mara pulled out two rolls of hand wrap from the locker before closing the door and tossing one to Elya. She began to wrap her own hands.

      “Suit up, then.”

      He nodded and wrapped his hands as well, stripping his jacket and gear off until he was in just a shirt and leggings. One of the other mercenaries whistled loudly. Mara wasn’t sure which of them it was directed at, but then she looked over at Elya, lean and muscled, his tawny mane braided back and his gold eyes shining with a sly smile.

      Definitely not me they’re whistling at, she thought.

      “I’m rusty,” she said. “Haven’t had anyone to spar in years.”

      Elya laughed. “Don’t bullshit me. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

      “Fair enough.”

      She took the ready position and Elya did the same.

      “Any of you going to put yourself to good use refereeing?” Mara called to the spectators. “You’re still on the clock.”

      One of the younger mercenaries came over and held up a hand between Mara and Elya. They settled on the rules: best of three minute-long rounds. No teeth, no nails. The mercenary counted down, dropped her hand. Mara and Elya began to circle.

      His steps were light, his body rotated slightly to create a smaller target. He took in her motions as carefully as she followed his, with a soft focus in his eyes and easy, rhythmic breaths.

      Then he swung with his right fist, and Mara ducked beneath the arm, slipping behind him and delivering a blow to his gut with her elbow as she pivoted. That was a point for her.

      He recovered, gasping to reclaim the breath she had knocked from him. Mara grinned.

      They circled again, dancing lightly on their toes, reading each other. A bead of sweat pooled on Elya’s jawline, tracing its way down lazily. The sweat in her own mane accumulated at the nape of her neck. His eyes still had that soft focus, his lips pursed in a thoughtful frown. Now that he had seen her move, he was reassessing.

      “Don’t keep me waiting,” she taunted.

      “It takes two to—”

      Mara cut his reply short with a spinning kick that erased the distance between them, but he was quick, too. He dodged, landing lightly and springing back toward her with a short side kick that landed on her hip. Two points for him. The scar of a year-old wound throbbed anew as his foot slipped down her thigh. He retracted his leg and moved forward, pressing his advantage.

      But Mara was more than old scars and sarcasm, despite appearances. She blocked his right hook and struck up with her elbow to tie his two points. A satisfying crunch accompanied the juddering pain in her forearm, and Mara stepped back with her arms up to protect her own face as Elya clutched at his nose, swearing under his breath.

      “Need a break?” Mara asked.

      Elya wiped at his nose, his hand coming away with just a thin streak of blood.

      “No,” he replied. “I’m good.”

      This time, he struck first: a quick jab and a follow-up, which landed. Mara returned with a hook punch and quick kick—he dodged the first and took the second. The referee called the first match: Mara by a point.

      Mara locked her hands behind her head, trying to catch her breath.

      “Damn, you’re fast,” she panted. She was pleased to see Elya breathing hard as well.

      “Maybe you’re slow,” he retorted.

      The second round began.

      This time, when she kicked, he didn’t move quite as fast. The blow landed solidly, knocking him back.

      Mara lunged forward, forcing Elya to move quickly to avoid her next kick. She threw her momentum into a spinning back fist, which Elya dodged.

      His footwork was good—precise, fast, light. She recognized good training when she saw it—or, in this case, when she shared it.

      She feinted, driving him to the right as she swung around to the left. She grabbed his arm as he threw a punch and wedged her shoulder under it. Mara pushed her weight into him, breaking his footing with a sweep of her leg and swinging him around and down to the ground. She straddled him, pinning his pelvis with hers, his shoulders with her hands. The referee started the countdown.

      He grabbed her elbow, bringing the blade of his hand to her neck with a swiftness that stung. She braced, but he had already shifted his weight and got a leg up behind her, throwing her over him.

      She threw her hands out to catch herself and rolled. Elya scrambled behind her, getting a grip on her ankle. She flipped onto her back and blocked his punch with her forearm, then drove her head forward into his stomach. He grunted as she knocked the air from him, and hit the floor with a smack.

      Mara followed through, pinning him with a knee on his chest and her hands at his throat. He tapped her arm twice, and Mara released him.

      “That’s two,” she said. “Game over.”

      “You’re so full of shit,” he gasped. “If this is you rusty, I don’t want to fight you in shape.”

      “Damn right you don’t,” Mara said.

      She held out a hand. He took it and let her help him up. His nose had begun to bleed again—a thin trickle of purple blood smeared across his lip.

      “Better get cleaned up,” Mara said. “Sorry about your nose.”

      Elya shrugged. “It was too straight anyway.”

      She laughed and dug a towel out from her storage locker. She wetted it with water from one of her bulbs and tossed it to him. He held it to his nose, gingerly wiping the blood away as Mara drank the remaining water from the bulb.

      The other mercenaries had moved on now that the fight was over. They talked among themselves, the murmur of their voices a quiet background buzz. Elya walked over to her, using the other side of the towel now to wipe the sweat from his face. It was still pretty, damn him, even with the purple bruise spreading across his nose. Those amber eyes twinkled as he leaned against the locker.

      “So now we’re even,” he said.

      “You were a tougher opponent on the mat than I was in the game.”

      “Happy to teach you.”

      “Not sure what’s wrong with me is a teachable thing,” Mara replied. He frowned, and she cut off his reply before she could be embarrassed by some nice, empty words. “So you’re ex-Imperial Guard, huh?”

      He jerked back, hit nearly as hard by her observation as by her elbow strike.

      “Did you think I wouldn’t realize you were trained by them?” she asked. “I may be an idiot when it comes to tile games, but I make it my business to know what an attacker’s body is doing. Helps that the same folks who trained me apparently trained you as well.”

      He shook his head, his expression one of rueful shock. “I definitely shouldn’t underestimate you. Yeah, I was Imperial Guard for a brief while. Didn’t take to it.”

      “Why aren’t you working for one of the noble families? You can make a killing with Imperial Guard training carting around some spoiled, snot-nosed noble kid for a few years. Enough to retire on.”

      Elya sighed, shifting to lean his back against the locker and holding the towel back up to his nose to stop the latest rush of bleeding. “Couldn’t stand the infighting.”

      Mara chuckled. “We have a lot in common.”

      He turned his head, lowering the towel and flashing her a disarming smile. “Oh yeah? I like the sound of that.”

      “You shouldn’t.”

      She turned to walk away. She wasn’t expecting him to stop her—he was bold, this one—but he grabbed her arm as she pivoted, stepping in front of her and sizing her up with those golden eyes. She really was a sucker for those eyes.

      “Why not?” He let go of her arm, just as she began pondering breaking his wrist, and crossed his arms over his chest.

      “Not sure if you noticed, but I’m kind of an asshole,” Mara retorted.

      “You’re also the person I just spent a very pleasant few hours interacting with.”

      “Pleasant?” Mara laughed. “You like getting your nose broken?”

      He scoffed. “Don’t treat me like I’m dainty. I’m a mercenary—my life is fighting and killing. You’re not going to soil me. I’m already dirty.”

      “Well, I tend to get people close to me killed,” Mara said.

      He laughed—actually threw his head back and laughed—at that.

      “The fuck is your problem?” Mara asked.

      “You know how melodramatic that sounded?” He wiped tears from the corners of his eyes. “People die, Princess. I thought you knew that, but you seem to take it very personally.”

      “I don’t take it personally,” Mara grumbled. “Just thought you should know.”

      “I’ll take it under advisement. So are we done pretending we’re not interested in each other?”

      Mara narrowed her eyes. “You’re a cocky bastard.”

      “I have eyes,” he replied.

      “Just because you’re pretty doesn’t mean I want to get you in bed.”

      “Could have fooled me.”

      “Apparently, I did.” She pushed away, and this time he didn’t grab her arm—he was smart enough not to use that trick twice—but he did follow her.

      “Look, everyone knows about you and that Hydean girl. Obviously, you took her death hard.”

      “You’re making me want you even less,” Mara threw over her shoulder.

      “Fine,” he said, “I’ll stop asking. But I like you, even though you clearly think that’s impossible.”

      “Not impossible,” Mara growled. “Unwise.”

      “Then I’m a fool.”

      Mara stopped walking. The silence prickled at the nape of her neck, and she smoothed back her dark braids.

      “Look,” he said, “I didn’t mean for the conversation to go this way. Just… just consider that someone might find you interesting. For who you are, not who your mother is or what you can do for them.”

      “I’ve already had that,” Mara said. “It didn’t end well.”

      “I’m sorry,” Elya said. “I didn’t know.”

      “Yeah, most people don’t.”

      He looked like he wanted to say something else, but his gaze swept over Mara’s clenched fists and he huffed out a breath. He threw his hands up and walked away. Mara took a minute to splash water on her face in the ship’s small head, washing away the sweat from the match and smoothing back the little curls forming at her temples. When she went back out, Elya was sitting with the other mercenaries. He met her eye briefly, then looked away.

      The rest of the journey passed in relative quiet, Mara keeping her distance from the muttered conversations of the mercenaries and nursing her bottle of liquor. Elya didn’t meet her eyes again, though she struggled to keep hers away from him. She wondered at her sudden need to explain herself. This soft underbelly of hers was making itself more and more of a nuisance every day.

      When they arrived at Aris Station again, Mara held Elya back for a moment.

      “You’re good at your job,” she said. “I don’t want you to worry that what happened today will change anything the next time I’m hiring.”

      “Won’t it?” he asked.

      “The last time I fell in love,” she said, “we were planning to have a family. It was the only time I’ve considered procreating. He was the only person who ever made me feel like any part of me was worth passing on. And then he died. Was killed, in fact, by people trying to get to me.”

      She met Elya’s eyes—those warm amber irises that reminded her so much of Tai. His nose was swollen now, purple-brown and misshapen.

      “Get that looked at,” she said.

      He smiled at that, a faint expression. “I hope you feel differently about yourself someday. But for now, if you need a hired hand, you know where to find me.”

      Mara nodded and waved him out of the ship. She closed the door before she could watch him go, wondering at the uncomfortable feeling that closed in around her after their conversation, at her willingness to tell him such a personal thing. The only other person who’d known this about her was dead seven years now, and Mara had long since given up on the idea that there was anything about herself worth passing on to the next generation at the risk of passing on any of the rest. It concerned her that she was so willing to be open with Elya, and so it was better that she had let him down like this.

      There was a time she would have been telling a pretty lie to get a pretty body like his in bed with her. Strange the way things had changed, that now she was telling an ugly truth to keep him out.
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      Father was immensely pleased with the success of the assault on the colony of Providence and the thin stream of information Kier was prying from Ash. Kier absorbed that joy with a dim awareness. It was becoming increasingly clear that Ash had no idea where Jaya and the rest of the mutiny’s leaders were hiding. Kier found himself growing as cold as this station, distant and listless. He, too, was floating through emptiness, locked into a trajectory someone else had designated for him.

      Father was pleased with the Sons of Priam videos as well, though not as genuinely delighted. It rankled, his father’s lack of enthusiasm for the work he had assigned to Kier. But Kier had found hope in this work. Hope divorced from the expectation of his father’s praise.

      And now, in Father’s glee, there was a crack in the walls he constructed to keep everyone out. To keep his son out. He sat at his desk, his face alight with his own success, and an opportunity appeared.

      “Father, we must do something about this nareian,” Kier said. “She grows more influential by the day.”

      Father’s face clouded, his brows drawing together, knotting Kier’s stomach.

      “You shouldn’t have let her get away from Yanula,” Father agreed. “She’s inserted herself in the middle of our work in Narei since she escaped.”

      Kier flinched at the icy tone, but he took a step forward, then another. He approached Father’s desk, fear tightening his chest until it forced him to stop a few paces away. “Narei is teetering on chaos,” he pressed. “You said yourself she is the last piece. Let me right my wrong.”

      Father considered him, steepling his fingers beneath his chin.

      “My son,” Father said, the words washing over Kier with a stinging warmth, bringing shame and longing and the promise of safety. He closed his eyes, and Father continued. “I know you want to be helpful. I know you do. But you let yourself lose sight of our goals once, and I can’t trust that you won’t do it again.”

      When he opened his eyes again, Father was regarding him with pity. It seethed in him, this sense of mediocrity, of failure. It crashed against the rocky basins of his mind, the crystallizations that had begun forming in him years ago, sharp and dangerous. Something was shifting in those crystals, reforming inside him. He didn’t know what he wanted anymore, only that it wasn’t this. It wasn’t whatever this was.

      He blinked, and suddenly it was Father who seemed small and mediocre. His perfect chin and sculpted nose, his permanent mask, suddenly so preposterous Kier nearly laughed aloud. But he held it in, knowing how unwise laughter would be in this moment. Still, Father narrowed his eyes.

      He couldn’t know. Couldn’t see how confused Kier had become. Could he?

      This wasn’t the first time Kier had feared that his father’s eyes could peel away his skull and reach into his brain. No, he had begun to fear his father’s perceptiveness very young. This fear had been with him longer than almost anything else.

      Kier clenched his jaw and jutted his own chin out, a tension building in him, begging to be released. He formed fists with his hands and channeled that tension into a passionate plea.

      “I’ve had time to think, Father, and I know where I went wrong. All I want now is to prove myself again. You gave me back my life when you found me in that Union cell. You built me into the man I am today, and if I am broken, it’s because of what came before. But I can do better this time. Let me prove it.”

      The pity fled his father’s eyes, and there was hope again.

      “Fine,” Father said. “She must be holed up somewhere. You can prove your worth to me by finding that place. If she has no home, then find some way of tracking her. She may have been a bounty hunter, but we have the entire force of the Union’s Navy behind us. Find her, and I will be able to strike at the heart of Narei.”

      Kier nodded, his jaw tight, his head pounding with the tension creeping up his back.

      “You may go,” Father said, and Kier fled the room with as much pride as he could summon. He couldn’t hold in that feeling any longer, and so he began to run. His breath caught in his chest, the feeling bubbling up from deep within him. Raised from some part of him he thought had been dead for years, ragged and sharp and unexpected. Joy.
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        * * *

      

      Kier didn’t need to find Mara’s hideout. He knew somewhere else he might find her.

      With Father’s blessing, Kier left the Avernus, trading his sleek shuttle for a rusted personal vessel on a nearby colony. He set a course for Uduak.

      His ship—if you could even call it that—threw up a cloud of sand as Kier set it down at the port near the orphanage settlement. He waited for the dust to settle, lining the cracks between the ship’s external panels, before he opened his door.

      One of the monks was there to greet him, bowing even lower than his scant meter-high stature. Kier returned the gesture, and the monk blinked his large, single eye.

      “Welcome, my child,” the monk said.

      Kier almost laughed. “Thank you, uh…” He faltered, pressing his hands to his face. “I’m sorry, I don’t know the protocol here.”

      “I am Teacher Bay,” the little hami said. “And don’t trouble yourself with rules, young person. Please, walk with me. It is a long journey to Uduak, no matter where you hail from.”

      Kier pulled his hands away, bowing deeply to Bay. He slung his little pack over his shoulder and stepped out into the heat. The monk began to walk back toward the orphanage’s walls, and Kier kept pace alongside him, the steps almost painfully slow.

      “What may I call you, child?”

      “Simon,” Kier said.

      Bay nodded. “Very well, Simon. What is it that brings you to Uduak?”

      “I’m looking for work.”

      The hami looked up at him, his face shielded from the sun by Kier’s shadow. “There are many places much closer to the rest of galactic civilization where a young, strong human can find work.”

      “I know,” Kier said. He paused, let the silence hang. “I just—I needed to get away from something.”

      Bay stopped, and Kier had to back up a few paces by the time his own feet had caught up. The little monk held his palms out and Kier placed his hands in them, stooping to reach.

      “We all have things we run from,” Bay said. “Sometimes we run from external danger. We understandably don’t want to risk our lives or our safety. Sometimes we run from things that are difficult. We don’t wish to face messes we have created or people we have hurt. And sometimes we run from things that we feel. This is a kind of lying—as long as you run from your own self, you will never escape.” Bay’s eye fixed so sternly on Kier that for a moment, a current of fear jolted through his veins. “Now, what is it you are running from?”

      That jolt shook something loose in Kier, and he was surprised at the emotion that surged through him in its wake, pricking his eyes with tears. He blinked and swallowed against the lump in his throat.

      “My father,” Kier said. “He’s disappointed in me. More than disappointed.” He closed his eyes, and Bay squeezed his hands, tiny fingers pressing into Kier’s palms. “I just need space. I need time to decide what to say to him. To prove my worth.”

      “Your worth needs no proving,” the little monk said. “Perhaps that is what has led you here.”

      He released Kier’s hands and turned off the main road, ambling toward a few scattered huts whose rounded domes looked soft in the haze of heat and sand.

      “We let few enter the orphanage’s walls,” Bay said as Kier caught up to him. “But you are welcome to stay out here. There is work to be done in the gardens each day. I find that work to be good for the soul. Keeps your hands busy and sets your mind free.” Bay paused in front of one of the huts, making a welcoming gesture toward the door.

      “Thank you.” Kier inclined his head to emphasize his gratitude and stepped past the monk into the small domicile.

      “During the daylight hours, there is always at least one caretaker outside the walls,” Bay said. “Usually in the garden. In case you need anything. We serve a dawn meal, a noon meal, and a dusk meal. You can find that at the entrance to the compound. We don’t let anyone go hungry.”

      He thanked the monk again, wincing at the repetition, but the little hami seemed unflustered. Instead, he bowed slightly to Kier and left, closing the door behind him.

      Kier reached for the anonymous communicator he had purchased on his way to Uduak and held the small device in his hand. With the monk’s absence, Kier’s mission whispered at the back of his mind—he would need to move quickly, before Father had time to doubt either his motive or his ability to accomplish this task. Kier walked a knife’s edge—everything had to go right for him. One wrinkle could be enough to end it all. He closed his hand around the device.

      Kier looked around the small hut. The sand-colored walls were cool when he pressed his hands to them, except where patches of light from the windows warmed the earthen material. A quiet permeated the hut, pressing into him, revealing the weight of the emotion that his conversation with Bay had provoked. He had used that emotion to lend credibility to his story, had leaned on his own tears to convince the monk to let him stay. But now that he no longer needed it, the emotion wasn’t vanishing as he had hoped.

      Tightness crept from his shoulders and his chest up his throat. He gritted his teeth, pressing his palms to his eyes.

      But it didn’t matter. Some barrier had cracked, and now the pressure of everything contained behind it was bursting out. Kier curled up on the small bed in the room, his sobs shaking his back until the sun began to sink behind the dunes outside.
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        * * *

      

      Three excruciatingly long days passed on Uduak after Kier sent a message to Mara.

      He didn’t know where she was, exactly, but he knew who she was working with. As he typed the message, he didn’t allow himself to question whether Ezana Devian would pass it along. Only one possibility led to success, and so he counted on that possibility the way he counted on the steady pulse of blood in his wrists.

      Working the gardens was good work. Kier had never had work like this, and he found some peace in the warm earth in his hands and the gentle pressure of heat and sun on his dust-colored robes, which the hami had given him to protect him from the light and the sharp sting of sand on the wind. Jaya had grown up with work like this, in that vast stretch of her life after Kier had been separated from her.

      Of course, she had also grown up with the constant fear of debt, of one illness or injury wiping out any chance she and their uncles had at security. Kier knew it was why she had chosen the Navy. He had heard enough from the colonists in his travels to understand that the security the military offered was too often the only way out.

      But still, he thought, it would have been nice to have a choice in how his life turned out. Even if that choice was a barely masked illusion.

      His mind wandered, as Bay had promised. It worked hard, tugging up memories and fears as his hands tugged up weeds, churning until the soil of his mind was dark, agitated. He was grateful for the loose covering of the hooded robe, its shadows hiding the tears that tracked down his face.

      Mara arrived with no warning. His message went unanswered through the slow days and nights until, one afternoon, a ship threw a cloud of dust from the port. The cloud traveled slowly through the still air, settling over the gardens as Kier worked. He stood and wiped the sand from his face, then saw her walking toward him. He pulled down the hood of his robe, dropping the trowel he had been using to loosen the roots of the row of alien vegetables, and stepped out of the confines of the garden’s low walls to meet her on the road.

      She raised her arms, knives glinting in each hand, stopping him a few meters from her.

      “Give me a reason not to kill you,” she said. “And it better be good.”

      “I want to help,” Kier said.

      “Not good enough,” Mara replied, but she held the knives steady.

      “I can get her information she needs.”

      Mara raised an eyebrow, the sharp tattoos on her cheeks twitching with the tension in her jaw. She considered him for a minute, measuring his words against his life. “You’re like your sister, right?” she asked. “Extra strong. Extra fast.”

      Kier swallowed, the dusty air drying his mouth. “Yes.”

      “So you can get to me before I kill you, right? Dodge my knife and kill me with your bare hands before I know what hit me?”

      There was danger in her voice. He weighed his choice of responses, finding none of them satisfactory. None of them guaranteed she would help him. So he chose honesty.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “Probably.”

      Her nostrils flared, and a smile edged across her face. “Wanna find out?”

      Honesty again: “Not really.”

      Bay, who had moments ago been helping Kier in the garden, came running out to the road then, his robe flapping around his legs.

      “Sister Mara,” he cried, “what is the meaning of this?” In his voice was alarm, but not accusation. Mara didn’t remove her eyes from Kier when she replied.

      “This man has been deceiving you,” she said. “He’s extremely dangerous.”

      The monk stopped, breathing hard, between the two of them. As kind a gesture as it was, Kier noted with concern that all it did was make it harder for him to get to Mara, while her knives would fly just as true over the little hami’s head.

      “With love and admiration, sister,” the monk gasped, “some might say the same about you.”

      Kier suppressed a laugh of surprise as Mara’s eyes flashed and her arms faltered slightly. She considered the monk and then lowered her knives. She regarded Kier over the top of Bay’s head.

      “All right,” she said. “I’ll hear you out. But I want you restrained.”

      The monk began to protest, but Kier interrupted. “Deal.”

      Mara frowned. “How do I know you won’t kill me when I get close enough to restrain you?”

      Kier sighed in frustration. “I won’t. I promise. But only one way to find out.”

      Mara’s gray eyes narrowed even more and she curled her lips in a snarl, but Kier turned away from her and lowered himself slowly to his knees. He bowed his head and spread his hands out at his side, pressing his palms into the dust. His hood had fallen back from his face, and his neck was bared. He was no idiot—he knew the symbolism of this in Narei.

      He was reasonably confident she wouldn’t kill him with the little monk watching, but the silence stretched on and he began to doubt himself.

      Finally, he heard the sound of her sheathing her knives and walking toward him. She secured a thick metal cuff around his left wrist, then twisted his arm firmly behind his back and brought the other one to meet it. Kier kept his muscles relaxed, letting her move his limp arms without resistance. He needed to buy every scrap of trust he could pay for with his behavior. There was no chance if they didn’t trust him, and he had a long way to go.

      Mara took him to his own hut, following the jabs of his head to turn them both in the right direction. She opened the door and pushed him to his knees inside. His robes shed dust and sand on the cool floor.

      “Okay,” Mara said, sitting on the edge of the bed and crossing her legs. She took a knife out and ran her fingers along its sharp edge. “Now you talk.”

      “I want to help,” Kier said.

      “I find that hard to believe.”

      “I know. I would, too.”

      Mara arched an eyebrow. “So why go to all this trouble? Trying to infiltrate your sister’s rebellion? Trying to find her for your father like a good little attack dog?”

      “Jaya has no reason to trust me,” Kier said, “so I’m putting my life in her hands. Because I want to help. And I can.”

      “You said that already.” Mara leaned forward, elbows on knees, bringing the knife a little closer to Kier’s face. He resisted the urge to pull away. “What kind of help can you offer?”

      Kier flushed. He was slipping farther and farther from the center of power. While a year ago he had been Father’s most trusted confidant and at the helm of every strategic decision, he had lost that trust and that control with his various failures. He met Mara’s eyes—her escape and Jaya’s both had sealed Father’s opinion of him. Rage bubbled up, inconvenient and inappropriate. Mara must have seen it in his eyes, because she smirked.

      “I don’t have as much access as I used to.” He forced calm into his voice, felt it diffuse through the tension in his limbs. All he could do now was beg. “But I can pass along information. Locations of Union forces, a layout of the leadership.” He nodded to his pack, laying in the corner of the room. “There’s a drive in there, with some information for the resistance. An example of what I can get them.”

      Mara raised an eyebrow and rose, walking to the bag and picking it up gingerly, keeping an eye on Kier the whole time. She pulled the drive out of the bag, squinting at it in the low light.

      “Would you kill him for us?” Mara asked. “Emory?”

      Kier dropped his eyes to his dusty knees. “That would do you no good now. Reid and Coolidge are both prepared to take up what he leaves behind. And those are just the two I know of.” He looked up to find her gray eyes still intently fixed on him. “You have to dismantle all of it, from the bottom, before killing him will accomplish anything.”

      “Convenient,” she said.

      He twitched, frustration seething. He didn’t know if he was making it worse or giving himself an opening.

      “The truth is inconvenient sometimes,” he said. “But here I am, promising to give you information you need. I let you bind me, I let you bring me here. I gave you intel. What else do I have to do to prove that I want to help?”

      Mara didn’t respond for a long time. Kier mustered all the patience he could, dropping his head. He thought about the garden, the simplicity of dirt beneath his nails and the cool water from the wells splashing the hem of his robe. He squeezed his eyes shut, willing this to be enough.

      “I’ll take your message back,” Mara finally said. “Give me a few days to talk to them. Then meet me on Aisen, in a bar called the Alibi.”

      Kier raised his head. “When?”

      Mara cocked her head and turned the knife over in her hand, reminding him of its presence. “Let’s say seven Argos days. Someone will meet you there. It might be just me.” She shrugged. “It might be me and enough muscle to end your sorry life. Still willing to risk it?”

      Kier inhaled deeply. “I am.”
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      Tynan had entirely given up on his previous methods.

      Annoyance at his own past stubbornness buzzed in the background of his mind despite his best attempts to wave it off. Determination was important in research, but to keep trying the same thing—or even just a slight perturbation away from the thing—over and over and over again without seeing results? The ancient prophets called that a waste of resources, a clear sign of stagnation. And Tynan had foolishly pushed forward without considering the wisdom of old.

      There were two ways to have a breakthrough: random stupid luck and creativity. Tynan had forgotten all about creativity in his panic.

      So he had spent many late nights the last few weeks expanding his knowledge base. He had brainstormed with Sal, discussing ways a synthetic virus might be programmed to interact with human cells. Together, they had thrown together an algorithm and applied it to ordinary human cells—Sal had volunteered some of his own blood and muscle tissue.

      And now, Tynan was holding his breath.

      Next to him, Sal chewed on his fingernails, curls falling into his eyes as he leaned his lanky body against the wall of the medical bay inside the First Light.

      “What do you see, doc?” he asked.

      Tynan had Min running three scans at once, comparing dishes of Sal’s treated blood against his untreated blood and Jaya’s blood. She wavered into visual form beside Tynan and answered Sal’s question for him as Tynan continued to hold his breath.

      “There are significant differences between the treated and untreated samples of your blood,” she said. “Your treated samples are exhibiting similar properties to Captain Mill’s sample, although the effects are not as strong and they are already beginning to deteriorate.”

      “So it’s not as good and it’s temporary?”

      “That is what the numbers seem to be telling us,” she said. “We will need a much larger sample size to be able to say anything definitive. It’s possible there is something about your blood that is causing this.”

      “Are you saying my blood is defective?”

      “Lieutenant Commander Azima, that is not a conclusion I am prepared to draw. You are scientifically minded, surely you understand the concept of a sample size.”

      “Scientifically minded?”

      As Min continued to bicker with Sal aloud, she spoke into the private channel in Tynan’s ear. “Focus on your breathing, Tynan.”

      He let out the pressure in his chest in a great sigh and then began to count his breaths. His brain would be no good with adrenaline flooding it. He needed calm to focus.

      “Sal, she’s right,” Tynan said. “This is neither as strong nor as stable as whatever is in Jaya’s blood. Can you think of a reason this would degrade so fast?”

      The question distracted Sal from his offense at Min’s understating of his talents, and his narrow face drew into a frown. “It could be that the code itself is fine, but the interface with the biological system isn’t quite right.”

      “The body is rejecting the virus,” Tynan said, rephrasing the thought.

      “Isn’t that what a good immune system is supposed to do?”

      “So we need to figure out how to overcome the immune response.” The idea sent a shudder through Tynan’s body. This was exactly the kind of work he had always resisted. He dropped his head into his hands and let out a groan.

      “How’s it going in here?” Sunny poked her head in the door. “You’ve been locked away for hours. Does that mean good news?”

      “Is there any good news left in the galaxy?” Sal lamented.

      Tynan peeked out from between his fingers, kneading his forehead to slow the oncoming headache. Sunny raised an eyebrow at Sal and crossed to Tynan, her hands soft on his shoulders, easing the tension there.

      “What’s the latest development?” She addressed the question to Min, who remained composed in her visual projection, unlike her two corporeal companions.

      “We’ve achieved a short-term and lower-intensity imitation of the effects of Emory’s virus,” Min said.

      Sunny peered at the petri dishes, a furrow of concentration in her brow. “So the new virus you created is accelerating healing and strength, but just for a short while. Could its effects be localized? Maybe we could find a way to use this to enhance healing techniques. If we determine an appropriate dosage size and frequency, this might allow injured resistance fighters to recover faster and from more serious injuries.”

      Tynan dropped his hands. She was right—they hadn’t achieved what they had set out to do, but they might have invented something useful.

      “We’d have to do some trials,” he said. “Make sure it’s safe in the body and doesn’t have dangerous side effects.”

      The list of things he would need to do to make this a viable treatment inundated his mind—a new project spawning from the wreckage of their main goal. A new project that under normal circumstances would need massive government funding and a team of hundreds. The enormity of it overwhelmed him, and he suddenly felt like just sitting down on the floor and crying.

      “I know we have other priorities right now,” Sunny said. “But we can raise this at the next council meeting. We have allies now, on the colonies. Maybe there are medical professionals among them. We might have more resources than we know about.”

      “And then there’s Onyema,” Sal offered. “She’s loaded, and seems to like your work. Also, she’s pretty invested in Emory not ruling the known universe.”

      Tynan sobbed a laugh. The pressure still crushed in on him, but they were right. At least there was a bright side.

      “I’ll keep fiddling with the code,” Sal added. “We’re close. Might be that if we figure out the mechanism that allows Emory’s virus to be so stable in the body, we can unlock how to turn it on and off like he does.”

      Tynan nodded. That was something at least. Sal clapped him on the shoulder as he left the med bay.

      “We’ll get it, doc,” he said. “We’ve already figured out how to break it permanently and how to make something approximating it. That’s pretty spectacular, even for two geniuses.”

      Sunny snorted.

      “Thanks,” Tynan said weakly. Sal nodded and left.

      “I don’t know how we’re supposed to do this,” Tynan confessed once the door had shut behind Sal.

      “We need more resources,” Sunny said. “And we’re starting to get them. It took a year to put down roots in the colonies, maybe now we’ll have what we need.”

      “I should talk to Onyema,” Tynan said. “She might be able to convince some people to help.”

      Sunny turned away from the petri dishes and folded her arms across her chest. She cocked her head to the side, warm brown eyes taking him in with curiosity.

      “Like who?” she asked.

      Tynan’s mind was already running through a list of names. “I’ve worked with scientists in the Union and the Federation over the years,” he said. “I don’t know if they understand what’s happening in the galaxy right now, but some of them might be persuaded. Min, run a search through my previous academic contacts. See what they’re working on these days.”

      Min flickered away, running the search in the background. She threw the results into projections on the med bay wall as she finished them. Tynan put his hands on his hips, reading the results as they appeared. As each new name popped up, his stomach started to twist.

      “Holy shit,” Sunny said. She stepped forward, fingers brushing one name, and then another. She turned back to Tynan, her eyes wide. “Tell me if I’m wrong, but half a dozen elite academics going missing over the course of two years seems sketchy.”

      Tynan nodded, the dark pattern confirmed as more and more names turned up as location unknown. It was one thing to lose contact with someone as they changed universities or laboratory affiliations. It was another thing entirely for half a dozen—no, Tynan calculated again as more and more names appeared, two dozen—scientists across two nations to disappear into thin air.

      “I’m one of those names,” Tynan said. “I’m location unknown. And I was supposed to be dead. Are these people all… dead?”

      Sunny was watching the array of names displayed on the wall. Min arranged them now by date and location they were last seen. The projections cast a flickering blue light on her pale face. “People are disappearing.”
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        * * *

      

      The council stood around the little table in their dim command room. Tynan’s body hummed in anticipation—some murky mix of dread and conviction—over what he was about to reveal. Onyema’s hologram flickered on his left, but Sunny’s calming energy to his right kept him anchored. Across the way, Jaya stood with arms folded, her green-gold eyes intense in their focus.

      “I noticed something last night,” Tynan said. “And I did a wider search to confirm my suspicions.”

      In the year he had spent among non-scientist humans, he had learned how to be more economical with his words. He had watched their eyes glaze over enough times during his detailed and nuanced explanations to understand that what to him felt like essential information was really just long-windedness to them. Sal was the only exception, and Tynan had taken to running his abridged explanations by him before delivering them to the council. He met Sal’s eyes now, and his look was returned with a quick smile and a subtle thumbs up—a gesture he had learned was a nonverbal human cue for you’re doing great. At least sometimes.

      Tynan swallowed. Rhodes shifted, the muscles of his forearms flexing as he crossed them over his chest. To Jaya’s right, Luka regarded Tynan with curiosity, thick dark eyebrows tilted up in a questioning expression.

      “People are going missing. Mainly humans and szacante.” Tynan brought up the list of names he had compiled, in order of last known sighting. “It started in the Union in the months leading up to the election. In fact, Indigo Onyema was one of the first to go missing.”

      Onyema pressed her lips together into a thin line, nodding slightly as she read the list that he had transmitted to her palm drive at the same moment he displayed it here.

      “I was also an early missing person,” Tynan said. “Along with a few key scientists in the areas of neurology, artificial intelligence, and virology. All of the missing szacante in the first few months were scientists. But once Emory ascended to the chancellorship and began working more closely with the szacante Arbiter, a few political dissidents were killed in accidents or reported to have died of natural causes. In the Union, there are fewer known deaths and more disappearances. I believe the chaos caused by the uprisings in the colonies has made it easier for Emory to bury the stories of missing people.”

      Jaya’s voice was flat when she responded. “We’ve given him cover to disappear people who would fight his influence back home.”

      “These are the people we need,” Luka said. “These are the people who will help us make a future worth saving.” His voice wavered, and he pushed back from the table and turned away from the group for a moment, his hands going to his head. “We’ve lost sight of them, and Emory is taking advantage.”

      The room was silent. Tynan looked around—each face held the news in a different way. Rhodes’s frown by now seemed a permanent fixture on his face. Onyema was nodding slowly, but looked far from surprised. Jaya’s eyes bored into the list of names that hovered over the table, a muscle in her jaw twitching as she read. Sal was looking at Tynan, a sad smile crossing his lips as they made eye contact.

      Luka turned back around, eyes blazing. “We can’t let him do to the entire galaxy what he’s done to the Union Navy.”

      “I agree,” Rhodes said. “This isn’t about us creating chaos—this is about Emory engineering his own political purge. It was easier with the Navy because so much already operated in shadow, but he’d been flexing his skills with the Sons of Priam for months before the election. He was ready to do this.”

      Jaya seemed to chew on that idea, her eyes thoughtful. “What else have you found, Tynan?”

      This was the opportunity he had created from the disturbing news. The anxiety in his belly shifted to excited nerves. Maybe they could turn this on its head, gain something back from Emory.

      “I’ve put together a second list,” Tynan said. “This one is not of people, but of patterns in behavior. These are the things that seem to trigger a disappearance. Anyone displaying these patterns—in the Union or the Federation—could be at risk.”

      Luka fixed his eyes on the hologram of Onyema. “This is what we need to be doing, instead of trying to pry Argos from Emory’s grip. We need to be protecting these people. We need to get to them before he does.”

      Sal was nodding, a satisfied smirk on his face. He had crowed in excitement when Tynan showed him his list. “I’ve already started working on an algorithm,” he said. “To mine news stories and any correspondence we can get our hands on. We can start to identify people at risk and steal them out from Emory’s grasp. We got lucky with Tynan—caught him just before Emory did. Maybe we can engineer more luck like that.”

      “It wasn’t luck,” Jaya said. “Armstrong picked up a communication Tynan sent out. He had suspicions about what was going on, and he risked his command to get that detour to Dresha.”

      Rhodes bowed his head slightly at the mention of the late Captain Armstrong. For a moment, Jaya’s eyes shimmered in the dark, and then she blinked and the shimmer was gone.

      Luka was still focused on Onyema, their gazes locked. “Let Argos go,” he said. “Use your resources for this. Call Claude and Santi back. We can pull together as many skilled people from the colonies as we can spare.” At this point, he cast a glance at Jaya, who was nodding along. “We can still save the soul of the Union,” he said, turning back to Onyema.

      “We can support your teams,” Jaya confirmed. “Luka’s right—we need these people. If we lose them, then we’ve lost what matters.”

      Onyema’s eyes passed from Luka to Jaya, serious and unblinking. Then she nodded. “I’ll call back my people immediately. We have a new objective.”

      Jaya smiled. “Tynan, believe it or not, this is the best news we’ve gotten in a long time. Thank you. Sal? Get cracking on that code. First rescue mission ASAP.”

      “Hell yeah, Captain. I’m on it.”

      Jaya’s palm drive chimed then. She frowned, and sent the incoming call to the projection screen. The image of Mara’s head and shoulders appeared over the table, the perpetual grimace on her tattooed face even harsher in the blue light of the hologram.

      “Mara, welcome to the council meeting,” Jaya said. “Do you have an update?”

      “Things in my life sure got more exciting when I met you,” Mara said. “Ran into your brother just now.”

      Jaya stiffened, and Luka put a hand on her back.

      Sal let out a low whistle. “He doesn’t seem the type for chance encounters.”

      “He reached out to me,” Mara said. “I went to check it out before I told you. Sorry.” She winced at the apology, as if she hadn’t decided yet whether to truly feel regret over that decision.

      “And?” Jaya asked.

      “He says he wants to help.”

      “What makes you think he’s not trying to trick us?” Rhodes asked.

      Mara shrugged. “That’s for you to decide. He seemed pretty fucked up, if you ask me. Like his whole life was coming to pieces. But maybe he’s just a real good actor.”

      “What did he offer?” Onyema asked.

      “He says he has information that will help you dismantle the little empire Emory is building for himself,” Mara said. “He says killing Emory is no good—there are too many other minions ready to take his place. But he can help you exploit the weak points.”

      A quiet overtook the room as they considered Mara’s words. Tynan realized with an uneasy prickling that all eyes were on Jaya. His face flushed with sympathetic embarrassment, but Jaya didn’t seem to notice the attention. Her face was set in stubborn lines, her eyes burning at the image of Mara.

      “What did you tell him?” Luka asked.

      “I told him I’d meet him in a bar on a nareian colony in seven days and deliver your answer. It’s a place I know well—we’ll have the high ground. I can even bring in some mercenaries if you need extra muscle. But if you’re interested in hearing him out, here’s the time and place.”

      Seven palm drives chimed as the meeting coordinates arrived.

      “You okay, Captain?” Mara asked. Tynan was sure the title was meant to be mocking, but it sounded sincere, and for a moment he wondered. But Mara’s expression was still wry, an eyebrow cocked, those intimidating tattoos stark on her cheeks.

      “I’m fine,” Jaya said. “We need to take some time to think about this. I’ll let you know what we decide.”

      “It’s up to you,” Mara said. “And he gave me this, as a sample of what he’s offering.”

      Another set of chimes around the room. Tynan looked at the new message—a data transfer. Sal had already brought up the files and his eyes were flicking back and forth at the small projection hovering over his wrist. It looked like some sort of connected graph, but Tynan was sure it had a deeper meaning that would make sense to the military personnel here.

      He looked back to Jaya. She, too, was looking at the files Mara had sent, Luka’s head bent close to hers as their eyes scanned through the information.

      “You know how to reach me,” Mara said. “But for now, I have work to do in my own empire.”

      With that, she vanished.

      “Jaya,” Sal said. “It’s their entire hierarchy.”

      “That bastard Coolidge is all the way at the top.” Rhodes spat the words, his face contorted in disgust. “He’s overseeing the site on Hermia.”

      “Reid’s at the top, too,” Jaya said. “Kier’s not listed.”

      “Do you think this information is accurate?” Luka asked.

      Jaya frowned, but she didn’t respond.

      “We can have our source confirm some of the lower ranks,” Onyema said. “They don’t have the sort of access your brother does, but they can at least tell us if the lower levels are accurate.”

      “That’s something,” Sal said. There was a strange tone in his voice—it sounded like an appeal.

      Jaya was still frowning. “Have them check it out,” she said. “We shouldn’t pass this up if it will be useful.”

      But her face suggested she still had doubts.
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      “You did what?” Ezana’s voice boomed over the holo-feed.

      Mara felt a momentary flicker of respect before she shook herself back to irritation.

      “If I knew you were such an idiot, I never would have passed that message on,” Ezana continued. “I thought you would at least bring some mercenaries, for the love of all the gods.”

      “Look, I’m sick to death of sitting around and strategizing,” Mara said. “And anyway, it wasn’t all bad. He might turn out to be a useful resource. We could see inside Emory’s operation. Maybe he knows something about how he’s using Narei.”

      Ezana crossed her arms, her blue eyes flashing. “So you went by yourself to a remote planet guarded by tiny little pacifists to confront the man who kidnapped you a year ago.”

      When she put it that way, it didn’t sound very smart. Mara bit back a snarl of frustration.

      “Look, I get that you’re chafing under the politics. You’re only confirming my beliefs that you should never rule Narei—”

      “Like you needed any help with that,” Mara said, cutting her off.

      Ezana held up a hand, and Mara surprised herself by shutting her mouth.

      “You agree with me anyway,” Ezana said, and Mara shrugged. “There are plenty of ways you can help that don’t involve strategy. I have an idea.”

      Mara spread her hands, not trusting herself to not say something rude in response.

      “Keep working with the resistance. Keep the Union’s eyes on their civil war. Arms sales, hiring mercenary armies, whatever it takes. Disruption.”

      “Sounds like my kind of job.”

      “I’ll handle the politics, but I’ll need you beside me sometimes. I hate to admit it, but my position looks a lot stronger when I have the lost princess at my back.”

      Mara rolled her eyes, but she knew Ezana was right.

      “We need allies.” Ezana sighed in frustration. “If we want the Empire to crack in favor of democracy, then we need to be putting weight in the right spots.”

      “How do we do that?”

      “Who are the factions you would be most worried about,” Ezana asked, “if you still lived in the palace? If you were next in line?”

      “You mean who does my mother fear?”

      Ezana’s sigh was somehow even more frustrated than before. “I mean who else might be vying for power? Who else could Emory use as a proxy, or to scare your mother into trusting him?”

      “The biggest threat is Palva, now that Emory has given up on me.” Mara considered the politics of the palace for a moment, cast her mind back to childhood and the tensions that had put down roots there. “The Imperial Guard is a factor,” she finally said. “They have a lot of leverage, and their head of security is no fool. My mother’s always been a master at creating loyal spies, but the older she gets without an heir and without any evidence of my return… It’s possible they’re looking for other options. Another noble to put their weight behind when the time comes.”

      “I can ask around in my family’s social circles,” Ezana said. “If one of the other people in the line of succession is thinking about staking their claim, they’ll be making deals.”

      Mara grunted. She wasn’t excited about the prospect of more nobles all clamoring to take her mother’s throne. She wanted less chaos, not more.

      “Can you get me a meeting?” Ezana asked.

      “With my mother?” Mara frowned. “Maybe.”

      “If there’s weakness there, then we need to be the first to get a foothold.”

      Oh, there’s a weakness. It was starting to seep into the rest of the Empire.

      “We have to get the support of the people behind us,” Ezana added. “Right now, everyone is either too rich to want anything to change or too tired to do anything about it. But if we provoke outrage, make people care… we can spark something.”

      “My mother has never had to deal with her people having an opinion,” Mara said grimly.

      “They’ve always had an opinion,” Ezana said. “It’s just never been heard. I think I can make her listen.”

      Ezana fixed Mara with a firm look. It made Mara itch in her seat—there was something about the way Ezana’s intensity could shift in an instant. She wasn’t just a booming voice delivering eloquent phrases. There was a shrewdness in her blue eyes now, and it made Mara shiver.

      The look remained just as firm, just as fixed on Mara.

      “What?” Mara said.

      “You’re the amplifier.” Ezana’s words came with a slight curl to her lip, as though she found the idea as distasteful as useful. “I already told you no one will stop talking about the lost princess. So you’re going to have to draw the attention. Use your voice, speak publicly about the struggles in the Empire.”

      Mara growled. “That’s not really my thing.”

      Ezana quirked up an eyebrow with an utter lack of sympathy. “It’s going to become your thing.”

      Mara pinched the bridge of her nose. The quiver that Ezana’s intensity had evoked was now a throb of frustration. When she didn’t respond, Ezana continued.

      “There are slums on nine out of ten nareian colonies.” Her political hat was on, her voice sliding into its persuasive lilt. “More nareians live in abject poverty than not, and even those who are middle class are one crisis away from joining them. It’s not something they want to know about themselves, but the fear is there. We have to show them. We have to ignite that fear.”

      “How exactly do you suggest we do that?” Mara looked back up at Ezana.

      “You want to stir up trouble? You’ve been working quietly to bring some relief to the destitute. But you’ve limited yourself to being a go-between for the hami. So I suggest we go to one of these slums, talk to the people. You talk to the people. And we broadcast it. We show how the Empress is failing to live up to the promises she made on coronation day. We show the limitations of monarchy. I’ll handle the behind-closed-doors negotiations with my colleagues. If we can get just a few of them to be interested in actually governing… Well, it will be a long, slow process, but I have faith that it can be done.”

      Mara sighed, pulling her eyes away from the holo-feed for a moment. Winter had set in on Lachta. Outside her window, snow fell thickly, fat flakes splatting on the glass, melting on contact and dripping down. Inside, it was warm. Mara had spent many nights on jobs in this kind of weather, without the thick protection of stone walls and the heated air inside. She and Tai had huddled together in a blizzard on Presnovodnyy once, when they were tracking down a weapons smuggler, the heat of their bodies protected at their cores while their toes froze. On another job, after Tai’s death, Mara had braved icy rain alone, a small generator providing a tepid warmth that kept her from freezing in the dark.

      She shivered, despite the warmth of her current surroundings. Both those memories were dim and distant now, from inside this compound. From inside this new life.

      “I can reach out to my mother,” she finally said. “Give her an opening to invite me back in. She wants to take me back, although I’m not sure she ever wants me to rule.”

      Ezana scoffed. “That makes two of us.”

      Mara glared. “Three.”

      A smile curled on Ezana’s lips and softened the icy blue of her eyes. “Three,” she said. “But I like the sound of this.”

      Mara nodded. It was starting to take form—not a plan yet, but at least a series of actions she could begin to take. Mara liked doing things.

      “Make the arrangements,” she said. “You choose the location, the date, the cameras. I have no fucking clue what I’m doing.”

      Ezana’s smile grew. “You just rest your pretty royal head. I’ll take care of the optics.”
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        * * *

      

      It didn’t take long for Ezana to arrange the details of the trip. She chose Ilika, a colony on the border of space disputed between the Empire and the Union for over a century. As Mara wound through narrow, dirt-clogged streets, she squinted up at the spires of the city. Behind her clomped the handful of mercenaries that—at the insistence of both Iseru and Ezana—she had brought with her. It meant making an extra stop at Aris Station every time she left Lachta, but she supposed the headache was worth it if it made her a more difficult target for Emory.

      Ilika had been a good choice, she had to give that to Ezana. When the ceasefire had been announced between the humans and nareians, Mara’s grandmother had chosen Ilika as the location of the war memorial. Wealthy citizens had flocked to the colony, bringing with them a flurry of expensive building projects, and within a few years, an elegant and beautiful city had bloomed amidst the war-ravaged countryside. Decades later, the building had ceased, and the beautiful desert flower remained a bastion for the wealthy and a symbol of nareian glory.

      The people displaced by the gleaming spires of the city had settled just outside, in temporary housing that still stood in the settlement. Well, stood was a strong word. Mara took in the odd angles of the buildings, the rust that flaked from salvaged materials turned into walls and doors. The greenery of the Ilikan capital ended abruptly at the silver walls that enclosed the city center, giving way to muted brown and ferrous red and flinty gray.

      Mara had lived on both sides of those walls. Her childhood had been one of finery and facades. Of green gardens and polished surfaces that reflected her face back at her from every angle. And her adulthood had been one of poverty and insecurity. She had lived in rent-by-the-hour rooms with peeling paint and shelters where wind whistled through gaps in the seams. She was more at home with the people her mother neglected than she ever had been in the palace.

      Except now, she passed through places like this and people stared at her. Eyes appeared in the shadowy spaces of cracked doors, and crowds shifted and pooled around her, their gazes hot on her neck and always vanishing the moment her eyes found theirs. She didn’t belong here, either. Not anymore.

      Ezana was also watching her as they walked. The camera crew trailed behind, intermingling with hired guards, pointing out shots and talking among themselves.

      “You see what you mean to them?” Mara couldn’t tell if the edge in Ezana’s tone was bitterness or respect. Mara was more useful to Ezana if the people cared about her, but she also represented everything this young and ambitious politician intended to dismantle and cast into the garbage compactor of history.

      Mara grumbled in response, acknowledging the power of her presence here while leaving her own opinion out of it. She was still working that part out, anyway.

      “How do you want to do this?” Mara asked.

      Ezana frowned thoughtfully, casting her gaze around. “We can start taking footage whenever you’re ready. Take some time talking to people. Let them warm up to you. Show them you care.”

      “You do know who you signed up to work with, right?”

      Ezana turned her blue gaze back to Mara, the frown continuing to crease her forehead. “You’re an asshole, but I don’t believe for a second that you don’t care.”

      Mara shook her head and broke eye contact, but she registered that observation almost as if it were her own. She wondered sometimes if she had cared too much as a child. It had only gotten her in trouble. She had tried to break the habit in adulthood, but it still nagged at her like a chronic disease.

      “Let me worry about the optics,” Ezana said, her voice turning gentle. “Remember the things we talked about.”

      “I’m not worried,” Mara snapped. She heard Ezana’s chuckle but continued to look away. Ezana had prepared her for this day, reviewing a list of questions over and over until Mara’s responses had become quicker, more confident, less meandering. Mara had even started to think she might be able to pull this off. But now, taking in the sidelong glances of people going about their daily life, she wasn’t so sure anymore. Perhaps they didn’t want the lost princess inserting herself into their lives. She might just be upsetting the very people they were trying to help.

      “Just be you,” Ezana said. “Call out what you see, what’s wrong with all of this. I’ll make sure the edits tell the story we need. Remember that just your face and your voice will make people pay attention. All we need is for them to look, for once in their lives. And to consider that this might be their future, if we don’t give them a voice in the way the government is run.”

      Mara nodded. She stopped walking.

      Ezana and the camera operators exchanged a few quiet words, and then Ezana turned her attention back to Mara as the cameras focused their lenses on her.

      “Tell me about your change in career,” Ezana said, using one of the questions they had gone over in their practice sessions. “What made you leave bounty hunting and start working with aid organizations?”

      “Leaving the palace opened up the galaxy to me.” Mara launched into the answer that had resonated the most, that was the closest to the truth without naming Richard Emory and the betrayal that had actually caused her change of mind. “For the first time in my life, I saw the way the average nareian lived. I got to know the diverse Empire, not just the few select guests we received at the palace.”

      They were in the middle of an open area—a market of sorts. Temporary stands clustered, covered in plastic tarps, where nareians sold and traded food and water, scraps of fabrics and materials, and parts salvaged from the castoffs of the city. One of the cameras swept its gaze over the area, gathering footage of their surroundings, while the other remained fixed on Mara’s face to record her reactions to the place. If Ezana was looking for shock, she wouldn’t get it. Mara wasn’t her mother—wasn’t ignorant of the way things really were.

      And yet, it stirred something in her. As it always did. The rehearsed answer crumbled away, falling into the dirt at her feet. She didn’t want to circle around the topic.

      “The Empire has failed,” she said.

      Ezana perked up. “How has it failed?”

      Mara had learned the history of her nation as a child. Her tutors had drilled the names and the dates and the ideology into her head. Those stories had never left her, but had remained a mirror to which she held up her lived experience. A mirror that reflected back something warped, something wrong.

      “The first Empress united Narei before we had first contact,” Mara said. “We were alone in the galaxy, as far as we knew. The first colonies had been settled, the first far-flung settlements were asking what it meant to be from Narei. It wasn’t a question we’d ever had to ask before. When Empress Hisantos the First was crowned, she promised a nareian unity, a community that would be connected to each other, that would protect and support each other. She promised a strong government that would have the power to make sure every nareian citizen could have what they needed. To ensure no one was left behind.”

      Ezana was nodding beside her. Mara looked out at the people in the market. They had built their own economy here in the slums, just as Mara had seen in the central neighborhoods of nareian stations and in the settlement towns that crowded up against the wealthier cities. The people who lived here were blocked from working in the cities. There was no need for their labor, and no desire to see their poverty. They were invisible in the cities, treated as though they weren’t there. And so they had retreated to their own worlds, building whatever they could from the scraps of the great Nareian Empire.

      “The Empire failed long ago,” Mara said. “The Empress and her Legislative Assembly have heard only the voices of the ultrawealthy for as long as I’ve been alive. Longer. The very people who have the power to change this have been silent. It benefits them to keep the system as it is.”

      When Mara had first struck out on her own, decades ago, she had reveled in her newfound control over her own life. She’d had resources—stolen from Yanu—and so making her way in this underworld hadn’t been a struggle, but an adventure. But those resources burned away faster than she could earn them, and soon she was destitute. External forces pressed in on her, just as they had when she had been enclosed in the palace walls.

      All she had ever wanted was freedom. The power to choose her own path. The structure of the Nareian Empire made that impossible at every stage in her life. Even now. She had lived under the illusion of freedom for a few decades, but had been sucked back in by the Empire. She was here, again, responding to its excesses, its failures. Her story wound its way around the imperial saga, just another vine in a climbing plant scaling its way through history.

      Mara turned her gaze on Ezana. “Why are you fighting for change? You’re one of the wealthy, one of the elite. You could sit in the Legislative Assembly for decades, feeding off the Empress’s need for fawning and ineffective lawmakers until you retired.”

      Ezana stiffened, waving away Mara’s question. She spoke in a harsh whisper. “This isn’t about me.”

      “Yes it is,” Mara replied. “As much as it is about me. What’s in it for you?”

      Ezana’s glare was her only answer. She glanced at the cameras again. “The Empire is dying. You know that. I’d rather see something good born out of its ashes.”

      “Sometimes I wonder if we have it in us.”

      Ezana let out a frustrated sigh and motioned for the cameras to shut off. “What the hell are you doing, Mara?”

      “Being myself,” Mara snarled back. “Sorry if you don’t like it.”

      “It’s not me you should worry about,” Ezana snapped. “It’s the future of Narei. No one wants to watch you wax poetic about the death of our civilization. We aren’t trying to make them despondent, we’re trying to make them care.”

      “Caring is not exactly on brand for me.”

      The way Ezana folded her arms and fixed Mara with a cool stare sent a bolt of ice down Mara’s spine. “You keep saying this. I don’t believe you.”

      Words fled Mara’s mind for a moment and all she had was a cold certainty. Unshakeable confidence in her uselessness here. This video would be a failure, their call to arms would flounder, and Mara would return to being an irrelevant celebrity nursing a grudge against her mother. All while Emory tightened his grip around Narei, molding it into a servile ally, picking its leaders to do his bidding.

      Ezana’s eyes narrowed as she watched Mara, and she opened her mouth to speak.

      “Your Imperial Highness…”

      The voice that came from behind Mara cracked with age and emotion, a tentative breath that seized at something in Mara’s heart. Ezana’s eyes widened and she gestured again to the cameras. Mara tried not to notice the way the camera operators swiveled then, their focus bearing down on her and the person who had spoken at her back.

      Mara turned and looked down. The person who had addressed her by her former title was hunched and at least a head shorter than Mara even at full height. The faint stripes on his brown skin hung loose and wrinkled, and his mane was shot through with so much gray she could barely tell what color it had once been. But his eyes were bright, hard and gray like her own, and fixed on her intensely.

      When she met his eyes, he bowed deeply.

      “They didn’t believe it,” he whispered.

      “Don’t do that.” Mara winced at the harshness of her own voice, but she reached out and helped him stand upright. “Don’t bow to me. Who didn’t believe what?”

      “My daughter and son. They said I was seeing things. They didn’t believe the lost princess could be here, in our home.”

      “I’ve spent more time in villages like this than palaces by now,” she said. “I haven’t been a princess in a long time.”

      “My granddaughter is the same age as you,” the old man continued, her protests not stopping him from stooping his head further and speaking with a hushed reverence in his voice. “She always looked up to you, was proud of her eyes because they looked like yours. When you chose your coming of age rite, she snuck into the city to watch on the screens.”

      That had been one of the first major battles she had waged against her mother. A princess’s rite of passage was supposed to be about leadership and community. About displaying the strengths her mother believed the Empress of Narei should have. But Mara had fought viciously for her choice: an ancient tradition embraced by a small tribe long ago absorbed into the larger nareian culture. Days of isolation, survival in the wilderness. Quiet time for self-reflection, a thing Mara had craved in her overstimulated childhood even as much as she fled it now.

      Too much quiet time had worn on her.

      Her mother had finally relented, with conditions attached to the rite. It had taken place on a private garden planet where Nusantos had a palace retreat, and the Imperial Guard trailed her closely throughout the entire process, silent but waiting to intervene should something go wrong. To ensure Mara’s safety.

      Despite the changes, she had seen it as a victory, and that week of hunger and exhaustion and exertion had thrilled through her for months after. It had been her first sip of freedom, as artificial as it was. And it had only made her more thirsty.

      The ceremony at the end of the rite had been broadcast across the Empire. Mara’s memories of that day were hazy from exhaustion and the clash of emotions. After a week alone with her thoughts, she’d been surrounded again by her mother’s influence. It was at that ceremony that she had first met Yanu, although she barely remembered it. What she remembered was how heavy the ceremonial robes were. How the diadem itched behind her ears. How she had struggled the entire day to avoid bursting into tears, furious at herself for her weakness and for not knowing why she was so deeply, permanently sad.

      “I’m glad your granddaughter found something to look up to in my life,” Mara said.

      Next to her, Ezana cocked her head to the side, watching her carefully. Mara took the old man’s hands in her own and asked his name.

      “Aro,” he said. “My granddaughter is Hezia.”

      “I would like to meet her.”

      Aro took in a gasping breath, and Mara squeezed his hands. “She is in our home. We have little to offer you—”

      “You’ve already given me something.”

      She followed the stooped figure to a shelter made of corrugated metal, the corners of the structure held together with thick, braided twine. She ducked in the door and allowed her eyes to adjust to the dim lighting. Half a dozen nareians ranging in age from toddler to elder stopped what they were doing to stare at her, wide-eyed.

      In the commotion that followed, Mara lost track of Ezana and the cameras. She was brought a mug for tea and apologies for the time it would take to steep. She learned six new names and promptly forgot them all. But after a while, as the buzz of excitement began to settle down, Mara found herself exchanging stories with the gathered family.

      She sat cross-legged on the floor, Hezia to her left. When she had first come into this little settlement, the whispers of awe and admiring looks had irritated her. She hated the attention. She hated the expectations. But when she sat with them on the dirt floor of their home and shared the food from their stove and heavily edited stories from her first years as a bounty hunter, something fell away.

      As the light grew dim, Mara realized that one of the camera operators was still hovering nearby, documenting this extremely mundane dinner. Mara would have to argue with Ezana about this footage. She didn’t know anything about politics, admittedly, but this felt too intimate to broadcast out to the world. She realized this day was likely a failure—a waste of some of that free-flowing money that poured from her mother to the legislators to satisfy their whims. Mara didn’t care about wasting those resources.

      But she realized, with surprise, that she felt some regret over wasting Ezana’s time.

      Mara slipped away from the cozy, chattering circle and stepped out into the cool evening air. Ezana was sitting nearby on a discarded crate, her eyes scanning her data pad. The sun had already vanished beneath the spires of the city, and the shadows spread their long, purple contours over the settlement.

      “How long have you been out here?”

      Ezana jumped at Mara’s voice, nearly dropping her data pad. Mara sat down next to her on the crate, the cracks in the box’s surface pinching even through her clothes. She grimaced.

      “A while,” Ezana answered, tucking her data pad away in a pocket of her jacket. “You didn’t need me in there.”

      The twilight sky glowed azure with the last of the day’s light, making Ezana’s eyes seem somehow fiercer in her face as she stared off at the city far away.

      “I want to change this place,” Ezana said. “I want to die knowing I made it better.”

      “I think I feel the same,” Mara said. “I just stopped having any idea what to do about it years ago.”

      “I know.”

      The breeze picked up, and Mara drew her arms around her chest. It was cooler than she expected out here, the streets empty, light leaking from the cracks in the buildings, voices carrying on the wind.

      “You think we can actually do this?” Mara asked.

      “I do. At least, I hope so.”

      “Any other brilliant ideas up your sleeve?”

      Ezana frowned. “I can never tell when you’re being sarcastic.”

      Mara grunted. “Usually, that’s the best guess. But this time, I was actually being sincere. This was a good idea, Ezana. Even if I fucked it up for you. I tend to do that.”

      Ezana kept her eyes on Mara, her gaze as piercing as the rapidly cooling wind. Mara fidgeted.

      “My friends call me Zan.”

      Something shifted in Mara, something that made her feel cold all over. She rubbed her arms against the goosebumps forming there. A nervous laugh escaped. “You think I’m your friend?”

      If she thought Ezana’s eyes were icy before, it was nothing compared to the wintry freeze that transformed her entire face in that moment. “Fine. Call me whatever you want.”

      “I’m sorry,” Mara said, not sure anymore if the goosebumps were from the chilly air. “Old habits.”

      Ezana stood up, the space next to Mara sucking in the cold air in her absence. Mara shivered.

      “Are you done here?” Ezana asked. “We should get going.”

      Without waiting for Mara’s reply, she began to head back toward the city, where their ship awaited, leaving Mara asking the question she had yet to find a satisfying answer to.

      What the fuck is wrong with me?
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      A volcanic storm was brewing as Kier brought his ship in to dock on Aisen, nominally a colony of the Nareian Empire, but in reality a moon left to its own devices. Clouds of sulfur and red jets of flame shot up in the distance as he touched down on the surface, the gas giant Balashka lumbering over the horizon of the desolate moon.

      The port on Aisen was barely more than a set of dull gray habitat bubbles bolted into the dense rock of the moon. It had the feeling of perpetual impermanence—like the residents might pack up any day and take their habitats with them to the next settlement. The hazy, pale yellow fog of poisonous gas that clung to the rounded domes of the habitats was Aisen’s best attempt at an atmosphere, and the vision did not do anything to contradict the feeling that this settlement was little more than a temporary blight on the surface of an already-ugly moon. Attempts to make Aisen more welcoming to sapient life had been expensive and mostly useless, so the nareian government had effectively abandoned it years ago, leaving it to attract those members of society who were not wanted in more hospitable worlds.

      The interior of the port was all dim light and watery shadows, the small portholes of thick, shatterproof glass revealing little more than bile-colored darkness through the grime caked over them. The construction looked old—not just last-generation nareian technology, but last-dynasty. A hangover from the earliest days of their space colonization. Narrow tunnels gave way to claustrophobic rooms with rounded ceilings, the port as busy as any major industrial hub despite the settlement’s profound lack of appeal.

      But that very lack of appeal to the civilized galactic population was what made Aisen so popular among a different subset of the galaxy: those criminals and black market entrepreneurs and off-book bounty hunters that subsisted everywhere. Like the film of grime over the station’s portholes, in some places they existed more obviously than in others.

      Kier left his weapons on his ship. A stupid move for most on Aisen, but it was a series of stupid moves that had led him here, and he’d rather take the admittedly negligible risk on his hand-to-hand skills in a fight in the streets than go armed into this meeting.

      The Alibi was a windowless bubble on the surface of Aisen, the squalor of the place barely disguised by the low lighting. Like everywhere on the moon, the smell of mildew and rust lingered. Mara had reserved the back room of the bar as promised, and the bartender who let Kier in had frisked him before leaving him alone, throwing him an uneasy look when he found no weapons. Kier waited there, knee bouncing anxiously under the table. He took out the thumbnail-sized data drive he brought with him and placed it on the table next to the strong drink he’d purchased and then downed in the futile hope that it would blunt the edge of his nerves.

      The condensation from the glass left a ring on the table, and Kier ran his fingers through it, spreading the liquid along the synthetic surface. It smeared into thin films, then separated and beaded again. Kier’s nerves began to shift. How long should he wait here? What if they didn’t come?

      He wondered for one terrible moment if Mara had discovered the tracker he’d placed on the cuffs. She had removed them back on Uduak, once they had finished talking, and replaced them in her bag. He’d watched the signal of the long-range tracker, until it came to rest on a mostly abandoned colony on the outskirts of the Nareian Empire. Lachta.

      Did he have the courage to press the issue, if they didn’t show up today? What might happen if he appeared at Mara’s actual doorstep this time, instead of just a place she cared about? But then he remembered the second half of Mara’s promise. Someone would meet him here today.

      He watched those little beads of liquid, admired how still and perfect they were. Calm little orbs. He would die today, or he would get an opportunity to prove himself. He didn’t need the leverage on Mara, didn’t want to use it. It had just felt wrong to go into this without some sort of backup plan. He was used to having something he could pull out at the last second—a way to assuage the anger or disapproval directed at him—but he sensed that Jaya would not be assuaged. She would see him for who he truly was, and then he would live or he would die.

      It was strangely comforting.

      When the door opened, he stood, his chair screeching as the legs scraped across the floor. He kept his hands out, pressed against the table. I’m unarmed.

      Mara walked into the room first. “He came alone,” she threw the words over her shoulder. “No one came before him.”

      A slender man around Kier’s age entered next, hands on his hips, surveying the room. And behind him, Jaya appeared in the door. Kier’s heart thudded in his chest, his nerves sending blood rushing to his head. Jaya’s hazel eyes swept over him once, her mouth firm, and when her eyes met his, her pace faltered. But her raised shoulders and tensed jaw didn’t soften.

      She looked away.

      The three took their seats across from Kier, and he eased back down into his chair. He looked at the man, and was surprised not to see anger on his face, but instead an expression of frank curiosity.

      “I guess I’m the only one here you don’t know,” the man said. “Salman Azima. You can call me Sal.”

      “Kieran—” He faltered over the surname. He hadn’t used one in decades. Hadn’t needed one. When he was a Union prisoner, he might as well have had no name. When Father rescued him, he was simply Kieran. Sometimes, when Father was feeling sentimental, he was son. And then there was the name that Jaya had given him. Augustus. When she didn’t know the man at the helm of the Sons of Priam and her big brother were the same person.

      Father had changed his name when he changed his face. Jaya had changed hers when she became the adopted child of Simon and Aman. And Kier? Where did he belong now? Whose name did he claim?

      He realized the man—Sal—was staring at him, eyebrows raised in amusement.

      “Just Kier, I guess,” he finished lamely.

      “Yeah, I know who you are,” Sal said.

      Kier chanced a look at Jaya. She was watching him with eyes like flint, but as soon as he looked over at her, she dropped her gaze to her hands. Her jaw worked.

      “Right,” Kier said. “Of course.”

      “I’ve told them your pitch,” Mara said. “Lucky you, they decided to hear you out instead of sending me back with a team of assassins.”

      “Lucky me.” Kier couldn’t keep the bitterness from his voice, and Jaya’s fingers twitched. Sal’s eyes flicked toward her, and he shifted in his chair.

      He turned to Kier. “Why not just kill your father and take over for him? You could stop the war. Wouldn’t that solve your problem and ours?”

      Kier looked back at Mara. “Clearly you left out some details.”

      She shrugged. “Maybe they want to hear it from you.”

      Sal was still watching him, so Kier turned his attention back to the young man. “I’ve been edged out,” he said. “Tully and Reid are closer to my father. If I killed him, they would just kill me and then pick up where he left off.”

      “Aren’t you a bit difficult to kill?” Sal asked. Jaya shot a warning glance at him, and he mouthed an annoyed what? back at her.

      “Difficult—not impossible,” Kier said coldly. He sensed Jaya’s eyes on him, but resisted the urge to direct his words to her. She clearly didn’t want to be part of this.

      “About that,” Sal said. “Can you get us the code to the enhancements? Whatever it is that makes this virus work?”

      Kier’s stomach soured. The one thing he most wanted, but couldn’t have. Of course, they wanted it, too. He formed his hands into fists, then released them slowly. “I wish I could. It’s something he never let me get close to. Coolidge is overseeing the lab. I haven’t set foot on Hermia since—”

      The last time he’d been on Hermia he was dragged from his home, heavily drugged. They had dosed him once, twice, three times, until he had finally stopped fighting them.

      He’d still been lucid enough to recognize his mother’s body slung over the shoulder of the man who led the team. He couldn’t move his limbs when they stopped at the bridge over the River Helena, couldn’t lift his arms to stop them or force enough air from his lungs to scream when they threw her over the side. He still remembered them talking about what to do with him.

      “I’ve never seen the lab,” he concluded. “Not like it is today, at least.”

      “Convenient,” Mara said.

      Sal frowned. His eyes moved back and forth, thoughts brewing under the brown irises. “So we’re no closer on that front,” he murmured. “What can you offer us, then? How can we be sure the risk we’re taking in working with you will pay off?”

      “I may not have access to the research,” Kier said, “but I have access to almost everything else. I’m overseeing the training of the enhanced soldiers. I know where they’re going next. I’m involved with the military strategies, so I know where the fleets will be and who will be in charge of them. All that information can help you evade them, maybe even ambush them when you have the ability to do so.”

      Mara turned to Sal. “I can help with that, too,” she said. “There’s more funding where that last bit came from, and we can get you more equipment and weapons. This might let you chip away at them long enough to make a dent. That’s why I thought it was worth bringing his offer to you.”

      Sal nodded at her words. “We can use this information, that’s for sure. I just wish we had more on the enhancements. There’s only so much we will be able to do when they’re all faster and stronger and… who knows what else.”

      Kier let out a breath slowly, trying to ease the building pressure in his chest at the way they were talking about him as though he weren’t there. Appraising his worth openly in front of him. Just like Father did. His heart pounded insistently, loudly, as if it wanted them to hear its thudding rhythm and turn their attention back to him. He looked at Jaya, who was watching him now, her face still a grim mask and her eyes hard.

      He met those eyes, challenged them for a moment, until he thought better of it and looked away. He deserved her anger. He’d earned it.

      Mara and Sal were watching him now, too. He wondered how long they had been silent, his awareness startled suddenly back to the room.

      “I brought something,” he said, nudging the drive to their half of the table. “Another example of the kind of information I can continue to provide.”

      Sal looked over at Jaya, who tore her gaze from Kier and responded to his glance with a look of her own. Something passed between them, something Kier couldn’t interpret, and then Sal reached for the drive and turned it over between his fingers. He pulled out a device from a kit at his hip and connected it, running a quick diagnostic.

      “It’s clean,” Sal said, looking back up at Kier and flashing him a quick grin. “We’ll take a closer look, and if this is helpful, we’ll be in contact.” He pulled another small device from his kit and set it on the table in front of Kier. It was a flat disk, nondescript, with a small light embedded on one side and a subtle raised button on the other.

      “The light will turn on if we want to meet with you,” Sal said. “Is this a place you can get to normally?”

      “Yes,” Kier said. “I can get here.”

      “Good,” Sal said. “If you need to meet with us, use this. I coded it myself—nothing in there the Union could use if they decrypt it, so don’t try it. You just press that button, hold for a count of five, and repeat twice. Three of those pulses will turn on the light on our end.” He pulled out a matching device and demonstrated. “Then come here. The bartender will tell you where to meet us. We’re not dumb enough to just meet you here every time.”

      “Makes sense.”

      “Great to hear,” Sal said, his voice flat. He pocketed the drive and their half of the communicator.

      They began to exit the room, and Kier threw one last look at his sister. She was watching him, her face still and hard as marble. She stood last, following her friends toward the door.

      He took a step toward her and said her name, softly. He wanted a minute with her, a chance to say something—anything—that would melt her icy exterior. He reached out, touched her shoulder.

      Jaya whirled, snapping his hand to the side with her arm and grabbing both his shoulders. She slammed him into the wall, shifting her forearm to press against his throat. Her face was inches from his, eyes a conflagration.

      “If you cross us, Kier, I will kill you.” He hadn’t expected the dangerous quiet of her voice, the controlled whisper.

      “I won’t,” he promised.

      The blade of her forearm crushed his neck, the full force of her strength still pressing his back to the wall. The corners of her eyes shimmered, the only motion in the tense set of her face. “I won’t make the same mistake again.”

      He believed her. Everything he had done had been to protect his little sister, and everything he had done had wounded her deeply. He closed his eyes, not wanting to see the hurt in hers anymore.

      She released him. He slid down the wall, opening his eyes to see her walking away, shrugging off Sal’s comforting hand on her shoulder. Sal looked back at him with a brief flash of sympathy on his tan face, and then he turned to follow Jaya out the door.
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      The drive contained a note, inside a file titled with her name. Little bear, it read, my eyes cannot see everything our father does. Maybe your eyes are better than mine.

      Sal frowned at the note, leaning forward over the central table of the command center at Swallow’s Landing. He had already been over the files with his tools, pronouncing them safe, and now they were looking at the content together with the rest of the council. Jaya closed the note and brought up the rest. She transferred them to the main database, under the codename Ursa Major.

      “It’s full of blueprints, naval codes, fleet assignments,” she said.

      “Things that would be much more useful if we had a fleet of our own,” Luka added, his eyes scanning the display.

      Onyema began to flip through the documents. The files flashing on her data pad screen caused her image to flicker. She was seated in what looked like a very soft chair, in a sweater that draped elegantly over her broad shoulders. Wherever she was, it looked much more comfortable than Swallow’s Landing.

      “There’s nothing on the lab compound on Hermia,” Jaya said. “But look—the shipyards in every sector of Union space. Pallas and Saitama, Anat, New Yokohama, Valkyrie Yards. There are dozens here. Even the complexes on New Hong Kong.”

      Rhodes’s dark eyes shone as he followed the files she pulled up and cast to the floating holo-screen. His voice was hopeful. “If we could take shipyards, we would finally have a presence in the black.”

      “How many companies can we put together from our operations centers in the colonies?” Jaya asked.

      Sal was already paging through his palm drive. “I’d say we can probably have six to eight assembled, depending on how the numbers are looking these days in our smaller satellites. There will be logistical issues—how do we transport them and put them in place near the shipyards without drawing attention? We can’t tip our hand too early here.”

      “Have Vargas and Werner put together a plan,” Jaya said. “They should work directly with the branches who will be sending people to take the yards. They’ll have a better eye for how things are on the ground than we do.”

      “Understood,” Rhodes said, tapping out a message already.

      “What about Aurora Corp?” Sal asked.

      Onyema answered quickly. “I’ll speak with them, see what kind of equipment they can provide.”

      “We should assume a large presence of enhanced troops at all the shipyards,” Luka said. “I can’t imagine Emory wouldn’t protect them, knowing how hamstrung we are without a starfleet. They have to know these are top-priority targets for us.”

      Jaya chewed her lower lip. It was a little convenient, Kier handing them such precious intelligence. But, she supposed, if he wanted to funnel them into a trap, all he had to do was hand over false intel about the lab at Hermia or the mechanism behind the enhancements. He hadn’t done that.

      She looked at Tynan, who was already shaking his head at her.

      “We still can’t isolate the effects of the virus,” he said, “we can’t undo the damage we cause, and crucially we have no clear way to use it.”

      “He’s right,” Sal said. “We don’t have a delivery method even approaching useful. Right now, it’s a sledgehammer with one hell of a wind-up.”

      “An operation like this takes more subtlety than that,” Luka said.

      “There’s nothing in here on his research,” Onyema finally said, putting her data pad down on her lap with a frustrated sigh.

      “I’m not surprised,” Jaya said.

      “I know,” Onyema replied. “He’s paranoid. He keeps his information carefully compartmentalized, so he’s the only one with the entire picture. And we can’t hope to recreate decades of work in months.”

      Tynan sniffed at that, as though he were considering taking offense. But the forlorn expression on his face was one of defeat. Jaya felt a pang of sympathy for the doctor and his tireless efforts. For all their tireless efforts. It was one long series of impossible fights, increasingly long odds. They had to do something, and soon.

      “We can’t,” Jaya agreed. “And so we shouldn’t. We need to play by a different set of rules. If we can’t match him, then we need to get in his way.”

      “If we can’t reach the head, strike at the knees,” Luka said.

      “Are you so sure we can’t reach the head? Or at least the heart.” Onyema’s words were in response to Luka, but she was looking at Jaya. “What happened with Augustus, or Ursa Major, or whatever we’re calling him now? Why didn’t we move on him?”

      It was Luka who replied, in the cold, swift vacuum that formed in Jaya’s chest.

      “I’m not so sure he’s at the heart of this anymore.”

      Onyema looked at him now, half her face cast in shadow. Luka raised his chin with a firm gaze.

      Jaya’s eyes went to the dump of data. It was there—she had noticed it right away when her galactic map had connected the coordinates listed in Kier’s drive—a station in the middle of the Canis Major system, orbiting Sirius A and B. The Avernus. Kier had included everything on it, from detailed floor plans to codes that would grant access to the security on-site. She knew how many ships could fit in its hangar bay and how many were generally there and the names of every person who served on that station.

      She had been right when she guessed Kier’s location. He had been operating from there since more than a year ago, when Jaya had first begun to receive his cryptic messages. How frequently was Emory present, she wondered?

      Was this meant to lead them to him? Kier had warned them against killing Emory, insisting that the machinery of his empire was already self-sufficient. But Jaya wondered if Kier thought that she might act out in revenge. Was giving her access to a place Emory thought was safe and hidden a sort of invitation?

      “I agree,” Sal replied, his voice calling her back to the meeting. “Whatever power he had before, it’s been chiseled away. It’s…” He paused, his eyes flicking to Jaya before settling back on Onyema. “It’s complicated.”

      Luka pointed to a file he had just opened, drawing all their attention to the holo-screen.

      “We need to get this to the rest of the colonies,” he said. “The ninth fleet—the one that took out Providence—it’s moving toward Cotterston now.”

      “I’ll order an evacuation,” Rhodes said. “We can at least stay out of their reach. For now.”
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      Sal found her a few hours later, sweat dripping down her face as she bent over her notes in the empty gym.

      “You made a pretty convincing tough guy on Aisen,” he said.

      She didn’t respond for a moment, recording the latest numbers for Sunny and Tynan. She had come here to wear herself out, to try to empty out the mess of emotions in sweat and carbon dioxide, but she still recorded the numbers. For science. In the longshot hope that anything might help.

      “Look, Sal, I know you think you know everything, but maybe stay out of this one.”

      He squared himself, hands on hips. “I’m just getting pretty sick of wondering when you’re going to go off the rails.”

      “Then stop wondering.” She snapped the data pad shut. “Because I’m not going to. He needed to know I was serious. I got his attention.”

      “This is getting old, Jaya. You’ve been like this for a year now. I thought maybe Luka could pull you out of this mood.”

      “What mood?” she snapped. “You think I’ve been in a mood for a year? One long emotional tantrum?”

      “Your words, not mine.”

      “Fuck you, Sal.”

      “I’d offer to fight, since you obviously need to take out some rage, but you’ll kick my ass and it won’t be fun for either of us.”

      “You’re right, it won’t.”

      “Then what do you need?”

      “I don’t know!” She choked on the words. She threw her hands up.

      He stayed silent, eyebrows drawing together as he watched her. She tried to breathe steadily, but something in her chest kept hitching, drawing her breaths in syncopated gasps.

      “How many deaths can be directly attributed to me, Sal?” she asked. “I’ve tried to count them, to add them to this weight I’m already carrying, and I can’t even do that. I don’t know if I can trust anything. But I keep making decisions, keep sending people into danger. Because I have to.”

      He stepped closer to her, the tension in his face softening into something else—something that looked too much like pity for her taste. Jaya turned away from him, pinching the bridge of her nose, trying to pull the pressure away from her throat and her burning eyes. She drew in a shuddering breath and let it out slowly.

      “Jaya you have to learn to lean on us,” Sal said. He stayed a few feet away, and she was both grateful for and disappointed by his caution. Some part of her wanted to go back to the days when her biggest fear was the vague, unknown entity who had attacked her family. That fear had hung around her for so long that it had at least become familiar. And back then, she’d known there was exactly one person she could trust—Sal—and that the responsibilities on her shoulders were the lives of her team members, not the fate of the entire Union. Perhaps even the fate of the balance of galactic power.

      “I have been leaning on you,” she said. Then, reluctantly, “Well, I’ve been trying.”

      “Try harder.” That sardonic bite was back in Sal’s voice—somehow it didn’t sound mean or petty. Maybe it was because she knew him—knew how strong his loyalty was, the depth of the friendship that had carried them through more than a decade of equal parts monotony and danger. And loss.

      She turned around. She was losing the battle with the tears. It was just one more battle to lose—and maybe this one wouldn’t end with anyone dead. Although she hadn’t counted the universe out just yet—it seemed to have a way of making the ground evaporate from beneath her just as she thought she’d found her footing.

      “I should be paralyzed by everything I don’t know, but I have to keep making decisions. I have to keep pressing forward, even when I know that tomorrow there will be more blood on my hands. It would be worse if I stopped, if I just gave up.”

      “I know,” Sal said. He closed the space between them and pulled her into a fierce hug. Her shoulders trembled with the pressure of the tears, and she let them come.

      “I let him kill Armstrong,” she choked out. “How am I supposed to trust my instincts when they were so wrong before?”

      Sal didn’t reply for a minute. He sat her down on a bench, letting her cry into his shoulder.

      “I think maybe you don’t know the whole story,” Sal said. “Your instincts might have been right, even then.”

      “How is that possible?”

      “I think your brother has been of two minds for longer than even he knew. I think he’s been hiding behind all that bluster about creating a better galaxy.”

      “Hiding from what?”

      “From making a choice. From leaving your father. He’s probably never even seen that as an option.”

      Jaya squeezed her eyes shut, remembering the way Kier had looked at her on Aisen. The tremor in his voice when he’d promised he wouldn’t cross them. How he hadn’t even seemed surprised when she’d threatened to kill him. He had blinked, his eyes subdued. Tired. Defeated.

      She remembered the pain in his eyes when she had last seen him on the Avalon. How betrayed he had looked. Betrayed by her, even as he held the life of her commanding officer and the closest thing she had to a father in his hands. Even as he snuffed that life out.

      And she remembered how he had looked at her in Luka’s shop. It was the same way he had looked at her often as a child. With envy, with longing. Like something was backward, upside down. He had tried so hard to protect her when they were little, and yet he always seemed to be watching to see what she did, trying to recreate it. Trying to make Father see him the way he had seen Jaya.

      “What’s going on in there? You got real quiet.” Sal’s voice was soft, the vibrations carrying through his chest to where Jaya’s cheek pressed against the now damp fabric of his shirt.

      “I’m… thinking.”

      “Well, I’ve got very important things to do, so you better hurry it up.” The levity was returning. He always had been able to sense when the clouds were clearing from her mind.

      “You’re an ass. You can wait.”

      “Fair enough.”

      She pulled away, wiped her face with the heels of her hands. Sal leaned his elbows on his knees, waiting with that rare patience he reserved for just a few people.

      “I’m afraid to trust him,” she finally said.

      “But?”

      “But I’m willing to see where this goes. He’s given us something we can use, so let’s use it. Let’s see what he gives us next.”

      “That seems fair.”

      She nodded once, resolve returning slowly to her mind. She reached over and squeezed Sal’s shoulder. “Thanks. Looks like you better change your shirt. Some girl cried all over it.”

      Sal snorted. “That’s definitely a first.”

      The sound of voices passing in the hallway echoed in the empty gym, distorted laughter and dialogue rising and then falling away again.

      “I’m sorry,” Jaya said. “I haven’t been a very good friend to you this last year.”

      Sal shrugged. “You’ve had a lot on your plate, with being a hero and all.” She frowned, but he forged on. “Just don’t forget that you’re human, too, okay?”

      She nodded. “I’m trying.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When Jaya finished her shower and stepped out of the adjoining bathroom, Luka was already in bed, a book propped on the stand of his knees beneath the blankets. He looked up, reserving a spot with his finger in the worn paperback, and smiled at her.

      He had spent every night here since that first night, the gradual addition of his few belongings bringing the room a warm touch. The cool stone walls, scuffed metal bed frame, and lonely chair took on a cozier feel when Luka’s jacket was draped over the armrest and his shoes were tucked beside the door.

      She leaned over to kiss him, then slipped under the covers with him, resting her head in the hollow of his neck. He closed the book and laid it on his lap, kissing her temple in a gesture that had already become familiar.

      “Poetry?” she asked.

      He hummed his acknowledgment against her forehead, his breath warm on her skin. His fingers stroked her damp hair back from her forehead. Jaya picked up the book and turned it over, tracing the abstract design on the cover and the uneven seams in the broken spine.

      “Why bring a paper copy of a book when you can choose from hundreds of options on any palm drive or data pad or console?” she asked.

      Luka’s hands shifted from her hair to the arm she had draped over his chest, still trailing in soft, absent-minded strokes. “This was a gift from my father. He gave it to me the day I enlisted.”

      A book of poetry seemed an odd gift to give to a new marine. Luka took the book gently from her hands. The book opened easily to a page, like the motion was the most familiar thing in the world.

      “This one’s my favorite,” Luka said. Jaya’s eyes skimmed the words, but Luka kept talking. “He wanted me to keep my sense of wonder. He was afraid I would become cynical out there in the galaxy.”

      “Was he right to worry?”

      “Yes. And no. I lost a lot of things, but I’ve chosen the ones I brought back.”

      Luka closed the book again and set it aside. They were silent for a while in the warmth of the blankets. This silence had been with them before. It called up memories of the evenings spent in Luka’s old shop—a place that seemed tailored to peaceful stretches of thoughtful daydreaming. She saw it differently now, knowing how deliberate his choices had been. How he had designed that place for harmony and intimacy, how she had opened up to him like a flower in the warm light of the amber lamps. He had drawn her effortlessly out into the open like she had drawn the first notes out of the piano.

      “Where did you come from?” she murmured against his shoulder.

      He laughed, the motion moving her body with his, like they were the same body. “You mean before you met me on Argos?”

      “I guess,” she said, realizing she hadn’t thought the question through.

      He considered his answer for a moment, his fingers moving distractedly through her hair, now. “I spent my entire life before I enlisted on Fudo-Myoo. It’s the largest planet in the Myoo system.”

      “Mmm,” Jaya said. “I’ve heard of it. The Navy has a contract there—it’s where one of the main engine components for the destroyers is manufactured.”

      

      “That’s right. My parents worked in one of the manufacturing plants. My mother was a technician and my father was a shift manager.”

      “Is that how they met?”

      “It is.” He was silent for a moment longer, the brush of his fingers in her hair a gentle rhythm. “Any particular reason you’re asking this now?”

      She had already anticipated the question and thought through her answer. She still took the time to look it over again, to wonder if that was really why she wanted to know.

      “I’ve been thinking a lot about family,” she said. “About my family. I thought I should know about yours, too.”

      He caught her hand up in his, twining the fingers together and pulling her more tightly against him. His heart beat slow and firm in his chest, the drumbeat of it steady in her ears.

      “You’re going to be disappointed,” he whispered. “My childhood was quite boring.”

      “I still want to know all of it.”

      “Okay, then,” he said. He let out a slow sigh, and Jaya looked up at his face. His eyes were closed, long lashes shadowing his cheeks in the low light, a slight smile on his lips as he called up memories. “Amma taught me to cook when I was about ten. She and Papa both worked long hours at the factory, so I spent a lot of evenings alone as a child. But Amma also loved to cook, and it was something she wanted me to love, too.”

      Jaya shifted, and Luka opened his eyes to look at her. He smiled and continued his story without losing a beat.

      “When she had a night off, we’d spend hours in the little galley kitchen. She would show me how to cook rice and bake bread, how to braise the tough pieces of meat we could get our hands on. We never ate fancy, but we always tried to make those meals look pretty, arranging them on the plate so they'd look like the advertisements for the restaurants we couldn't afford.”

      “So I should be looking forward to when you have kitchen rotation,” Jaya said.

      “Absolutely.” Luka smiled. “I would have cooked for you on Argos, if things hadn’t changed so fast. I was getting up the courage to ask when—”

      “Yeah.”

      “Yeah.”

      “And your father?”

      His hands stilled. He held her close for a moment, and then he picked up the book again, holding the worn cover in his hands.

      “Papa is the biggest bookworm I’ve ever met,” he said. “He actually started a virtual library for our building. Took in scraps of fabric and metal and paper from everyone and stockpiled them until they could be turned in to the reclamation center, and then he'd take the little credit they gave out for reclamations and buy a new book to lend out. He was the only person in the building who read every single book in the collection.”

      “Really? The only one?”

      Luka grinned, the smile creasing his face. “Well, I'd read almost all of them when I left for the service. I could never catch up to him. He read like it was water. Like he needed it to live.”

      “Sounds like my mother and music,” Jaya said.

      Luka met her eyes, his expression soft. “Yeah, I guess it does.”

      His hands found her skin again, tracing comforting patterns along the blades of her shoulders. Jaya thought back to her own childhood, to cozy evenings gathered around the piano. The farther back she looked, the rosier those memories looked. The most recent ones were threaded through with a faint tension that thrummed forward to the present moment and made her uneasy. Father had been around less often, and Kier had grown moody as he approached his teen years. Jaya recalled her mother frowning more, the feeling of everything coming apart beneath her fingers even as she tried desperately to hold it together.

      But before it could break apart, it had been broken for them. The Union’s raid on her home had robbed her even of that closure.

      Luka pulled himself up, bracing himself on one elbow as he reached with the other hand to cup her face. She looked at him.

      “You know we are not what our parents made us,” he said. “We are so much more.”

      “I know,” she said. But she didn’t believe it even as she said it, and she knew from Luka’s frown that he heard the doubt in her voice as clear as she did.
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      Father was due to arrive today. The Avernus bustled with energy as the staff prepared for his stay. Kier held the tiny drive between his thumb and forefinger—the flat, slender piece of metal shone pale in the light of his room, like a sliver of bone.

      It had been difficult to find this. Not just difficult—Kier had spent many late nights in his father’s office searching for this information. The initial entry into Father’s office had been simple. His father used a password no one could possibly guess unless they had known him before he became Richard Emory. For once, it worked to Kier’s advantage that Father didn’t think much of him.

      Kier was the only person who knew the story of the two gold rings Father always had in his pocket. Kier might be the only person who knew those rings even existed, who knew where Father’s thoughts went when he put his hands in his pockets and seemed to vanish into his mind.

      So Kier was only a little disappointed to learn that Father’s passcode was Abigail. Mama’s name.

      His disappointment evaporated into anger when he saw what that passcode gave him access to. Nothing on Father’s console was labeled in a way any person could possibly understand. It was stored in a code that was certainly of Father’s own devising. And it was locked—Kier’s first attempt to copy everything over to a drive resulted in a flashing error that nearly stopped Kier’s heart with adrenaline.

      But this was it. The piece Jaya needed. If he was being honest with himself, he needed it too.

      And so the late nights, working his way methodically through the directories. Looking for anything that required no explanation—pictures, schematics, equations. Everything that seemed relevant he recreated painstakingly by hand and saved to this tiny sliver of a drive, which he kept hidden in a rip in the seam of his pajama pants.

      His heart pounded in elation when he found the blueprint he knew Jaya would want. He recognized it the moment he saw it, although the original compound had been expanded, dwarfed by the outbuildings and walls that now made it a massive military facility. But he knew the heart of the compound well—Father had tried to keep them out when they were children, but Kier had walked the perimeter of that laboratory hundreds of times, daydreaming scenarios in which his father would invite him in to teach him everything he knew. To train his son to follow in his footsteps.

      Kier traced the image on the screen with his finger, closing his eyes and recalling the sound of the gravel beneath his feet, the cool shade of the windowless building in the heat of the day. He allowed that longing to seize him again for a moment, and wondered what he would say if Father let him in now, after all these years. Wondered how it would feel.

      He took a picture. Transferred it to the drive. Deleted the evidence.

      Now, in the quiet of his room, Kier stashed the drive in its hiding space. The secret communicator was in the hollow base of a light fixture. Every night, he checked to see if its tiny light was on and blinking. Nothing yet, but when Father left again, Kier would activate it. Maybe if he brought the resistance the information they wanted… maybe they would start to trust him.

      Kier stood, smoothing the sleeves of his shirt, making sure his collar was straight and his hair neat. He would hold the outside of himself in perfect composure, even if he was a little frightened by how loose he felt inside. Like he could break apart into constituent atoms with the slightest shift in energy.

      He went to the hangar bay and watched Father’s ship come in. Father debarked, and Kier tensed. Father’s face seethed like a storm on the surface of a star, anger emanating from him in waves that Kier imagined he could feel. Father didn’t even look at Kier, passing him forcefully as Kier followed with his eyes, feet heavy and unwilling to move.

      Someone grabbed his arm, ripping him from the ground. Kier stumbled in surprise, and looked up. It was Tully, his mouth twisted in an unpleasant smile.

      “Your father requests your presence in his office,” Tully said, dragging Kier along beside him. His grip was strong. As strong as Kier’s, now. Kier got his feet under him and pulled away, loosening Tully’s grip and stopping. Father disappeared into the corridor, and Tully squared his shoulders.

      “Why doesn’t he request it himself?” Kier asked.

      “You’d better start walking. Or I’ll make you.”

      “I’d like to see you try.”

      Tully stepped closer, flexing his hands. His eyes flashed. “You might want to be careful. You’re picking on someone your own size now.”

      “I can handle myself.”

      “You’re not special, boy,” Tully growled. “You might have been first, but I’m new and improved. And I am looking forward to finally crushing you under my heel.”

      “We’ll see about that,” Kier said. He pushed past Tully and into the corridor, following Father’s retreating back to his office.

      Kier’s courage melted as Father took a seat at his desk. He could feel his anger, could see it pulsing in the careful control of his muscles. Kier stood before the desk, hands clasped in front of him, and swallowed his fear, wiping his face into the most neutral expression he could muster. Father fixed his eyes on Kier, their hazel flame burning. When Tully appeared a moment later, that sick smile sent another dagger of fear into Kier’s back.

      Tully closed the door.

      “The ninth fleet arrived at Cotterston today,” Tully said. “Only to find it empty.”

      A muscle in Father’s jaw twitched. He kept his eyes on Kier.

      “Empty?” Kier asked. “What happened?”

      “Someone must have alerted those filthy mutineers,” Tully said. “They had enough warning to save their people this time.”

      Father spoke for the first time, his voice low and quiet. “I believed I had surrounded myself with people I could trust.”

      Kier nodded, squaring his shoulders. He had to lean into this one. “We’ll find the person responsible, Father.”

      “I’m already looking into it,” Father said.

      “Father, if I can help in any way—”

      Tully’s smirk was sickening. “You could turn yourself in.”

      Kier turned to Tully, letting the fear in his body flare up like anger instead. “You have no right to accuse me—”

      “Don’t worry, we’ll know soon enough,” Father said.

      Kier looked back at Father and kept his voice strong. The ring of indignation in his tone reverberated in the room. “Father, there are many who seek to manipulate our relationship for their own gain. Don’t let them come between us. Remember when we started out, remember I was at your side at the beginning, and I will be there at the end.”

      “I don’t confuse proximity with loyalty.” Father’s voice was as cold as his eyes.

      “I’m your son!” Kier knew the outburst was a mistake, but it was out before he could think better of it.

      Father’s lip curled at that, just for a moment. The sneer landed powerfully, stealing Kier’s breath. He understood how Father felt about him, but the flash of undisguised contempt still flayed him open, tearing at an already-raw wound.

      There was a knock at the door, and two staff entered and spoke in low voices to Tully. They held something out, putting it in his outstretched palm. A small, flat cylinder. Adrenaline flooded Kier, replacing the lost breath in his chest with the pounding of his heart.

      “What is this?” Tully asked.

      “It’s just a toy. A way to pass the time.”

      “A toy?” Tully sneered.

      Kier set his jaw and said no more. Father steepled his fingers, and Kier avoided looking at him, too afraid of what he might see.

      Tully moved closer, turning the communicator over in his palm. Kier thought his options through—wondered at the chances of them breaking the encryption. Was there any way they would be able to trace it back to the resistance without knowing the instructions Kier had been given? The man called Sal had suggested not, but Kier wondered how much of that was bluster.

      He wondered, too, if he could be coerced into giving up those instructions. He hadn’t given up Jaya’s existence, all those years ago, but the Union interrogators had been strangers, enemies. Kier looked at Father now, the burning embers of his eyes filling him with the hot rush of shame, of fear. But Kier squared his jaw, forced his breathing into a slow rhythm, and felt a surge of pride in his deception.

      Tully stepped between them then, forcing Kier’s attention back to him. He held the device in his palm. “If it’s a toy, how does it work?”

      Kier realized with a sudden jolt that his thoughts had never been so clear. His options swept out in front of him, a string of choices and consequences in quick succession. He swiped the communicator from Tully’s palm—despite the older man’s newly enhanced senses, Kier still had the element of surprise—and dropped it to the ground, bringing his foot down to crush it.

      To his relief, it gave under his heel.

      He expected Tully to leap at him then, enraged. But he only smirked.

      “Leave us,” Father said, his tone flat. Tully nodded and stepped out of the office, closing the door behind him and leaving Kier with Father and the two staff members.

      Father frowned and typed something into his palm drive’s display, holding one finger primed to confirm his wishes, and raised a single silver eyebrow.

      “You will do well to remember just how much you owe me,” he said, and it barely sounded like a threat. But he put his finger down, acknowledging the command he had entered, and the cold words sunk into Kier’s skin, infusing his veins with ice.

      He had felt weakness like this before. Father had shown him just how weak he was without his assistance.

      Kier tried to hold himself steady, even as his legs shook with the effort. He was cold. And tired. Disorientation flooded him, the precision of sounds and sights and smells that he was used to all blending together into a confusing and dim muddle. The two staff members searched him, pulling roughly at his clothes and sending jolts of pain through his joints with the force of their hands. He could barely make out Father’s order, but when the two men grasped his arms and led him out of the room, he was almost grateful for the cruel strength of their grip.

      They left him in his quarters, and Kier let himself fall to his knees. And then, because it felt so good, so steady and reliable, he sank all the way to the floor, pressing his cheek against the unyielding surface.

      He hadn’t been this tired in ages.

      Kier stared at the floor stretched out in front of him. He just wanted to lay here forever, as the artificial twilight drew the room into hushed darkness. They had removed his belt and his shoes when they searched him, and his belongings were scattered across the room. Kier squinted at the unfamiliar shapes of his space. They had taken things.

      A surge of nausea drew his knees up to his stomach. He crawled his way across the floor to his bathroom, vomiting into the toilet and then falling back to hug the floor with a sigh. How long would Father leave him in this state, this time? An hour? Two?

      Time passed. Kier couldn’t track it, couldn’t follow the station’s artificial day-night cycle. Darkness came for him and then released its grip for a while so he could expel thin streams of bile from his stomach.

      Kier crawled back into his room, forcing his trembling arms to dig through the pile of clothes they had left him. He found the pajama pants and squinted so his eyes would focus. There, in the seam. The drive. He began to weep, relief as exhausting to his body as fear. He sank into darkness again.

      Time passed. Once, when Kier woke from his stupor and held his body steady long enough to bring up a time display on his palm drive, he saw that it had been a full day. He blinked away tears he was too dehydrated to shed and let the darkness pull him back under.

      When Father came to see him, Kier watched his stern face collapse into something like sympathy.

      He’d seen that look before. It was pity.

      Father helped him to his bed and sent for a bucket for Kier to throw up in.

      “My son, I only want you to live up to your potential,” he said, his voice surprisingly gentle. “You know that, right?”

      His potential. If he would only do what he was supposed to, and stop letting his imagination run wild and drive him to stupidity. Maybe Father was right. Maybe he really was nothing without his help.

      It hurt. Was this really what it felt like to be human? To be normal? Aches in his bones and searing tenderness of his skin. Overwhelming queasiness and exhaustion. How did they live like this? Kier couldn’t do it. He couldn’t live the rest of his days like this. He needed relief.

      “I’m sorry, Father,” Kier said. “I found the nareian. I was passing her information.”

      Father crossed his arms. “How will you make up for this mess you brought on us?”

      “She’s on Lachta,” Kier said, the words bringing at once a rush of relief and regret.

      Father smiled at that, and for a moment Kier saw the face of his father from before. He shivered.

      “That’s my boy,” Father said, and left the room.

      The weakness continued, and Kier shook through the night in convulsions of regret and longing. He had given Father something in his desperation and still he was punished. Everything about him was wrong. Every choice he had made and continued to make was wrong. Since the day he had been taken, he had been lost. And even when Father had come for him, Kier wasn’t sure if he would ever find his way back.

      Father refused to restore Kier’s strength, even after his offering, although he did allow him back some of his possessions and the freedom to leave his room. It shouldn’t be easy, Father said. Real redemption comes through suffering. Through understanding one’s own weakness.

      Father was going back to Argos for a while. He would give Kier time to think, but Kier had already been thinking.

      After a few days, the chills ceased. The nausea faded slowly away. And Kier was able to walk, to roam the halls of the Avernus.

      He tired quickly, and he felt it, the loss of it. The power that had been in him was stilled, awaiting Father’s instructions to awaken it again.

      He spent many hours in his room, at his viewscreen, watching the twinkling of the tiny star as it revolved around its greater sibling. His thoughts reached back, beyond the new life Father had given him when he freed him from the Union’s torturous studies. His thoughts wandered through grassy hills and trampled the brush of a sunlight-dappled forest. They echoed with laughter—two children cackling into the freedom of the air on Hermia.

      The weakness was easier to manage now, and Kier found himself wondering again if this was what normal felt like.

      Maybe it wasn’t so bad.
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      The fire cracked loudly, sending sparks up. Tynan had a weight sitting on his chest tonight. Min had been watching the news from Dresha for him, and she had alerted him to an update. The Arbiter’s ethics council had begun an investigation into Tynan when he was revealed to be involved with the so-called treasonous mutineers from the Avalon. They had determined he had worked with the Sons of Priam to attack the United Human Nations. Kujei was quoted in every news clip: Dr. Vasuda showed such promise, so early in his life. It is truly a stain on all of us who influenced him to see how he has turned from the ideals of our people.

      Kujei and his unity movement had been gaining more and more attention. Kujei and his utter mischaracterization of the resistance. We szacante follow the teachings of the prophets of old: that reasoned debate is the only way to harmony. We are not like these human terrorists, who must grind their enemies into the dust. We instead make allies of our enemies, when we show them the worthiness of our cause. Tynan’s hands twitched with the effort to suppress his anger. Sunny had given him a few sidelong looks after he had refused to talk about it.

      He didn’t have the words yet to express how this made him feel. He knew anything he tried to say would just come out a mess of ideas with nothing to connect them. He also knew she didn’t mind that and was adept at finding the signal in the noise. But this felt bigger. This felt like something he needed to hold onto a bit longer before he let it all out.

      There had been a time when he had believed in the integrity of his nation. Trust in the Federation’s rigorous processes was central to the szacante way of life. He knew everyone back home would believe the leadership, the council that was putting him so publicly on trial. He would have, too, if things hadn’t changed so much. If he hadn’t come to understand that human society was not a monolith, just like szacante society.

      He stared into the orange glow of the logs, watching the fire dance and jump from pocket to pocket. It was like a living thing itself, the fire, and tonight it was more lively than any of the people clustered around it. He latched on to it, envious of the beauty of its energy and passion. The fire sparking in him had nowhere to go.

      Beside him, Jaya opened her violin case, and Tynan breathed a sigh of relief. At least with music, they could all sink into their deep silences together, letting the melody speak for them. Tynan felt the energy shift, all eyes on Jaya as she retrieved the instrument from its case and applied rosin to the bow. She drew the bow along a single string, adjusting the knobs at the end until she seemed satisfied with the sound. Then she played two strings together, fiddling again with the knobs. The resonance of the two notes shifted, one held steady as the other grew higher in pitch, and the sounds hit Tynan like a revelation.

      He must have jumped, because Sunny gave him an odd look, and even Jaya opened her eyes, diverting her focus from her tuning to Tynan’s face.

      “What is it?” Sunny asked.

      “I think I have an idea,” Tynan said. “I think…”

      Across the fire, Sal was watching him, too. Jaya lowered her violin slowly.

      “What’s up?” she asked.

      “Sal,” Tynan said, “I think I know something we can try.”

      Tynan leapt up, driven by this new energy, this urge to tinker. He heard Sal scramble to his feet as he disappeared into the First Light, the automatic lights flickering on as he tore through the corridors. Sal appeared in the door moments after Tynan arrived in the converted closet. Sunny followed after, her face bright with excitement.

      Tynan gave her a confident smile, and she brightened even more. She recognized the triumph in his face, and pride swelled in his chest.

      “What are you thinking?” Sal asked.

      “We don’t know how the virus communicates, except that it’s using some sort of electromagnetic field. If we can build a device that scans through possible resonances in that field, we might be able to mimic whatever it is the virus is doing. Or interfere with it somehow.”

      “A tuner,” Sal said, latching on immediately with shining eyes.

      “Can you build something like that?” Tynan asked. Electronics were not his area of expertise, but Sal spoke to machines like they were a part of him, an extension of his own mind.

      “Yeah,” Sal said. “I can do that.”

      “Great,” Tynan said, bringing his project notes up and throwing the projection to the small section of wall not occupied by shelving and equipment strapped in for flight.

      “We’re doing this now?”

      Tynan turned around to stare at the human. Everything in him was humming with anticipation, with the months of accumulated frustration and panic of working on a shortening timeline with no breakthroughs. Sal’s eyebrows shot up, and he ran a hand through his dark, messy curls.

      “Okay, fine,” he said. “I’ll see what I can find to start tinkering.”

      “We’ll need more samples from Jaya,” Tynan added. “I’m down to just one or two more batches we can use.”

      “Wait to ask her for this.” Sal’s voice was filled with wry amusement. “Let her have at least one night off.”

      Tynan knew he was right, and he resolved to wait until the morning to ask Jaya to sit for him to prod her with biopsy needles. They had enough to at least do some initial tests. To see if his idea was the key to breaking this dry spell or just another dud. He began to prep a sample, as Sal opened the cabinet Sunny had cleaned out for him when he had begun keeping a stash of wires and hardware here in the medical bay.

      It was odd, Tynan realized, to feel that familiar energy of progress in this cobbled-together lab that had once been a ship infirmary. The three of them had grown in to the space, converted it into a multidisciplinary laboratory, and Tynan found himself smiling as Sal sat with his ankle on his knee, tongue pressed to his teeth in a ludicrous expression of deep thought, and Sunny gathered cleaned glassware for their experiments, humming softly to herself. This felt like home.
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      Morning came outside the First Light, but Tynan didn’t notice the shift. All time had run together, concentrated itself into the progress of the culture in the dishes. External hours made no difference—the ticking of time began and ended with the multiplication of these cells.

      “It’s ready,” Tynan said.

      Sal was practically breathing down Tynan’s neck, looking at the cultures over his shoulder with a fist-sized piece of equipment clutched in his hands. The boxy gadget was still half-formed, wires running at odd angles and makeshift connections twisted together. A pair of tweezers and a wire stripper peeked out from his pocket, and a miniature soldering tool sat ready on the counter.

      “Okay,” Sal said, forming the word slowly. He paused, hands on the piece of equipment he had spent all night bent over until his eyes were red and bloodshot and his hair was a greasy snarl beyond saving. “Okay,” he repeated.

      “What are you waiting for?” Sunny asked. She clutched a cup of coffee—Tynan had lost count of how many pots they had made, dark and strong. His whole body was like one of the wires protruding from Sal’s device, stripped and sizzling with energy.

      Sal made a face. “I’m not waiting for anything,” he said. “Okay. Let’s do this. Make sure the door is locked?”

      Sunny rolled her eyes. “I checked twice already.”

      “I am synced with the First Light’s systems.” Even Min sounded annoyed, and she didn’t bother to appear this time, simply projecting her voice into the room. “The doors are locked and require my permission to open.”

      “Good,” Sal said, pressing his tongue to his front teeth again. “Okay, here goes nothing.”

      He pressed a button on the device. A pause. Then he whooped, his voice piercing Tynan’s ear.

      But Tynan couldn’t be angry. He couldn’t care less that his ears were ringing and Sal was grabbing him and pulling him into a sort of crazed half-dance. He reached out a hand for Sunny, and she joined them in celebrating.

      They had broken the algorithm, using just electromagnetic waves. They had found the frequency the virus used to send its instructions and disrupted the connection. It was portable. It was instantaneous. This was something they could actually use.

      Tynan halted the celebration to turn off the device. As much joy as this progress brought him, he wanted to perform rigorous testing. He needed to see how the cells behaved after the field had been on. He needed to test the intensity and range and—he began listing off the items he wanted to include in his plan for further action to Min.

      Sal and Sunny were chatting excitedly, their voices a warm background drone as Tynan noted the time the device had been active and started cleaning up some of the mess they had left behind in their bleary-eyed enthusiasm. He even hummed happily to himself as he worked.

      When he checked the dish again, he made a surprised sound.

      “What is it?” Sal was beside him immediately, peering over his shoulder.

      “They’re damaged,” Tynan said. “That much is clear. But we turned off the targeted field a full fifteen minutes ago. I was hoping they would have recovered by now.”

      “Why?” Sal asked. “Wasn’t the goal to break the things? Why do we want them to bounce back? Isn’t that exactly the opposite of what we want?”

      It was like a switch, just like Jaya had described the debilitating something that had happened to her when Emory interrogated her. One minute the cells were fine, rebounding from damage in seconds, and the next minute they were ordinary cells again, ripped to shreds by the radiation dose that had moments before seemed little more than an annoyance.

      It was a signal, that was all. A little series of electrical pulses of just the right frequency in just the right succession. And everything fell apart. It worked perfectly, except—

      “It’s not reversible,” Tynan said. “It’s supposed to be reversible. Or at least temporary. As it stands right now, this is incredibly dangerous.”

      “Yeah, to the bad guys.” Sal’s voice was filled with exasperation. That was a human emotion Tynan had learned to interpret easily. Perhaps from spending so much time with this particular human.

      Tynan met Sal’s eyes and cocked his head. “What about Jaya?” he asked. “We can’t use this if she’s anywhere near it.”

      Sal stopped his pacing. “Fuck,” he muttered. “You’re right.”

      “It’s possible,” Tynan said. “It has to be. Jaya says that whatever Emory did was short-lived. Either when he walked out of range, or when he chose to stop the field that was interfering with her programming, it stopped.”

      “But our device just kills it entirely.” Sal sat down heavily and ran his hands through his hair.

      All three of their palm drives alerted simultaneously.

      “New Sons of Priam video,” Sal said. “Jaya’s called us all to the conference room.”

      “I’m going to need more coffee if we’re having a council meeting,” Sunny said. She picked up the pot and offered it to Sal and Tynan, who both shook their heads.

      “I have enough adrenaline now to keep me awake another twenty-four hours,” Sal said.

      Tynan was not interested in amplifying the tremors he could already feel in his fingers. He would be bone tired, but at least he would be able to crash after the meeting. Sunny shrugged, pouring the last of the pot into a mug.

      They crossed the small clearing between the First Light and the mines, their eyes watering at the burst of chilly air and the bright morning light outside, and then again when they descended into the darkness of the tunnels. Jaya, Luka, and Rhodes were already assembled around the table, and as Tynan, Sunny, and Sal entered the room, Onyema flickered to life, holding a mug of something that steamed in the holographic projection.

      The Sons of Priam video was already suspended around the central table. It looked hazy and gray, paused in the middle of a frame.

      “What’ve we got?” Sal asked, bracing his arms on the table and pulling up a suite of tools on his data pad.

      “The video just went out,” Rhodes said. “There was an uprising on an industrial colony that’s disputed with Narei. Not one of ours—seems the people were just unhappy.”

      “Maybe something we should have been keeping our eyes on,” Onyema said. “I’ll see if I can do better at extending our reach. We want to know when these moments of unrest might come around, so we can offer assistance.”

      Jaya nodded. “Of course. But the Sons of Priam are taking credit for this one, too. Either Emory doesn’t know we’re not behind it, or he just wants to keep everyone’s eyes focused on his fake enemy.”

      She started the video. Tynan listened and tried to keep his eyes open, but the lilting voice and the steady flicker of the images lulled his mind into a hazy state desirous of sleep. He kept snapping his head back up as Min prodded him in his ear to stay awake.

      The video ended, and everyone stood silently, thoughtful expressions on every face as they tried to catch anything new and interesting about this one. Sal was fidgeting with his toolkit, and he frowned at his data pad. His bloodshot eyes narrowed and he massaged his jaw, where stubble was already beginning to darken his face.

      “What is it?” Jaya asked. Her eyes had snapped to Sal as he began to move in that agitated fashion.

      “I don’t know,” Sal said. “Hang on. Let me see if I did something wrong. Don’t want to make a claim and then find out later it’s because I was running on no sleep and pressed the wrong button.” He typed again into his data pad, muttering as if I would do that under his breath. He frowned even more as the results came in. He looked up, hand still clutching his own jaw, eyes ringed in red. “There’s no new content in this video.”

      “What?” Jaya’s voice was sharp, her brows knitted together. “What do you mean no new content?” She rewound the video and began to play it again, her face frozen in concentration.

      “I mean I just ran my usual analysis looking for background noise and any audio artifacts that might give us some new information, and it came back identical to other content we already have. His narration in this video is literally pieced together from old videos.”

      “So they just cut and pasted old narration?” Rhodes asked. “Why would they do that?”

      He seemed to think of one reason the moment the words left his mouth, his face going slack. Jaya’s jaw worked, and she crossed her arms over her chest as she stared at the paused video, as if hoping it would produce new content out of thin air.

      “I’ll see what I can do to trace where these clips came from,” Sal said. “Maybe there’s a hidden message in here, too? Could Kier be trying to tell you something by doing this?”

      Jaya didn’t respond, her face a mask.

      Onyema was the one who spoke next. “Has anyone heard from him?”

      Sal swallowed. He took out a small, flat disk from his pocket and examined it before looking up at Onyema. “He hasn’t sent us a signal to meet since we saw him on Aisen.”

      “It seems like we should consider arranging a check-in.” Onyema’s face was unreadable, the dark brown of her skin shadowed further by the low light wherever she was calling from. But even in full light, Tynan was sure her commanding officer expression would betray no emotion. The very absence of emotion was enough, however, to set Tynan’s teeth on edge. The mood in the room had shifted, in a way he still hadn’t really grown accustomed to, though he had observed it a handful of times since he first joined up with what was then the Avalon. There was a second dialogue happening in the silences, in the shifted postures.

      “I think that’s wise,” Luka said.

      “On it,” Sal said. He pressed the button on the device three times, slowly. “Okay. Have Mara pick a safe meeting site and give the coordinates to her guy on Aisen.”

      “How long?” Tynan’s voice rasped, and he cleared his throat. “How long until—”

      Sal cut him off. “He’s supposed to get back to us within forty-eight hours.”

      Forty-eight hours. Tynan wondered what those hours would look like around here.

      “I know this is not an easy question,” Rhodes began, his voice cautious, “but someone needs to ask it. What do we do if we don’t hear from him? He’s a new asset, and a potentially important one.”

      “We knew working with him would be a risk,” Onyema added.

      “We don’t know yet what’s happened.” Luka held his hands out as if to calm the room. Voices weren’t raised yet, but Tynan felt the tension in their stiff postures.

      “Sometimes, assets are lost,” Onyema said.

      Luka looked stricken at her words, but he recovered quickly. Jaya’s mask remained in place, her silence complete. Tynan wondered for a moment if she was even breathing, but then he saw her shoulders expand and contract and he realized that was an absurd worry.

      “We should do what we can to understand the situation,” Luka said. “He has access to Emory that none of us can claim. We need him.”

      “We didn’t have him even two weeks ago,” Onyema said.

      “And look where we were then!” Jaya broke her silence, her voice ringing in the room. “We had just lost our largest outpost, and we would have lost another if it weren’t for our intel from Kier. We were desperate. We’re still desperate, but he might be able to give us a way out.”

      “And if he’s been compromised?” Onyema said. “What are we going to do, rescue him? We don’t even know where he is.”

      “I think I do,” Jaya said. “He left me clues in these videos, clues that match up with messages he was sending me a year ago. I think he’s in Canis Major. There’s an outpost there. A station. He included its layout and security protocol in the rest of the intel.”

      “And if we go there, we could lose everything. We could be walking right into a trap.”

      “She’s right, Mill,” Rhodes said softly. “We can’t risk losing what few ships and personnel we have by walking right into a Union stronghold. It’s up to him to come to us, if he needs extraction.”

      “He might not be able to do that,” Jaya said, but her voice had died down to little more than a whisper. She dropped her head into her hands and remained silent for a moment.

      “Jaya,” Sal ventured, “let’s just wait and see what happens.”

      She looked up then, and her face was back to its fixed expression, jaw set and eyes forward. She looked right at Onyema when she answered.

      “You’re right. We can’t risk our resources on this. Let’s wait and see.”

      The meeting disbanded. Onyema vanished, and the others in the room began to make their way to the door. Sal caught Tynan’s eye and jerked his head toward Jaya.

      The motion caught her attention and she looked up. “What’s going on?”

      “We have an update,” Tynan said. “We spent the night working on a device we think might be able to interrupt the virus’s ability to communicate with the cells. It produces a targeted electromagnetic pulse.”

      Jaya frowned. “I thought you tried EMPs. And I use mine all the time and it’s never been a problem.”

      “Yes,” Sal said, grinning, “but this device is more complex than just a general EMP blast. It allows us to adjust the pulse, to layer signals on top of signals.”

      Jaya’s face lit up. “Like music.”

      “Exactly!” That excitement began to grow again in Tynan—it wasn’t perfect, but this was the closest they had come to having something that might work. “Well, not exactly music, but there’s a layering of frequencies, of pulse widths. It approximates something like a language.”

      “Still sounds like music to me,” Jaya said. She was smiling at him, though her eyes still looked tired.

      “We’ll keep working on it,” Sal promised. “Right now, it’s not reversible. But it’s something.”

      “At least we have some good news,” she said. Her smile faltered, but she nodded resolutely. “And something to do while we wait.”
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      The tunnels of Swallow’s Landing were silent in the dark of night as Jaya slipped through them, her steps light and slow. She had freed herself carefully from Luka’s embrace and waited a long moment in their room, watching him sleep, until she was certain he wasn’t about to open his eyes and ask her what she was up to. And then she had wished for one regretful kiss, not daring to press her lips to his forehead lest it wake him, and left the room in silence.

      More than sixty hours had passed since that video had been released. Sixty hours with no word from Kier. Just a few weeks ago, she would have written him off as a loss. The worst-case scenario would have been a betrayal by him, and she would have assumed as much immediately. But with each second that ticked by in silence, an alternate worst case had become more and more plausible. He had nothing of theirs to betray. He knew nothing and had given them enough to save thousands of lives.

      It was enough to tear every barrier she had put up against him back down to the ground. And sixty hours was far too long to wait for that new worst-case scenario to confirm itself.

      She had prepared a pack and hidden it away in the forest near the landing strip. Chrome armor stolen from a shipment long ago, water and protein bars for the journey home, weapons for herself and Kier, in case he needed them. She crept into the forest, the light of the two moons—both full and at their closest point to Swallow’s Landing tonight—spearing through the trees as she swept the leaves and branches away from her hiding spot.

      When she emerged from the trees, her pack slung over her shoulder, she saw Luka, leaning against the Atonement and watching her calmly. He tucked a loose strand of his hair behind his ear as she approached and cocked his head to the side. His breath frosted in the air and then dispersed in the cold breeze.

      “Where are you going?” he asked, but his eyes said he knew the answer.

      Jaya’s reply died on her lips. Luka’s eyes were like water on the flame, dousing it as quickly as it had ignited.

      She sighed. “If it’s even a little bit possible he’s changed, I can’t leave him there.”

      Luka watched her for a long moment, his eyes bright in the darkness. Then he nodded slightly and stood straight.

      “I’ll start the ship if you go get me whatever you’ve got in there.” He nodded to her pack. “We’re going to need two of them.”

      “No,” she said. “You’re not coming. I’m not risking anyone else for this.”

      Luka didn’t respond, just turned away from her and palmed the door controls. The Atonement’s platform began to extend, the ship’s emergency lights washing his broad shoulders in pale blue. He looked back at her once, then walked up the ramp and disappeared into the ship.
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      Jaya held her breath as the Atonement approached the station. They both kept their eyes fixed on the display in front of them. As the station grew in the window, the control panel’s lights blinked wildly, sending and receiving messages, communicating with the station. Using a script and a Union IFF code from a list Kier had given them in the dump of files.

      She exchanged a look with Luka. His expression was resolute. He had not questioned her again, from the moment they set foot in the ship, and by the look in his eyes now, he wasn’t going to start. He had committed to this decision as fully as she had. They waited together now, hands clasped and hearts racing.

      She searched for the words to thank him, to express what it meant to have him here, beside her in the chrome armor she had retrieved for him. Bitter regret for pulling him into this mess blended so smoothly with deep gratitude for his steady presence that it was impossible to pull the sentiments apart. She opened her mouth to try, and Luka turned toward her, taking her face in his hands.

      “This was my choice.” His voice was quiet. “You are my choice. This isn’t about the resistance or about the Union, this is about the reason we fight at all. For the people we love.”

      The lights on the console changed their frantic pattern, commanding their attention. Luka dropped his hands back down to the console.

      “What does that mean?” she asked, her eyes fixed on the blinking lights.

      Luka was staring, a frown creasing his face. “I’m not sure.” He brought up the readout and they scrolled through it together.

      Ahead, the hangar bay doors on the station began to open, and Jaya breathed a sigh of relief.

      “That’s one obstacle down,” Luka said. “Let’s see about the rest.”

      Jaya nodded, tucking her braid into the collar of the suit and slipping the helmet over her head. Luka did the same, and the helmet attached with a click and a hiss of pressurization.

      She opened a private link between them. “Let’s do this.”

      “I’m all in,” Luka responded.

      The ship sailed smoothly through the field that kept the station’s air in, and Luka guided them into an open spot in the hangar. He set the ship down and ran through the shutdown protocol, then gave Jaya a thumbs up.

      The airlock opened, and they stepped out into the Avernus. It was a small station, barely larger than a cruiser, but infused with an ominous feeling that may have originated from the flat lighting and vaulted ceilings or just from her own misgivings. But she moved forward anyway, walking with purpose through the hangar, Luka at her side and matching her pace.

      It was quiet in the Avernus, clearly not a hub of Emory’s activities. Jaya imagined that hub must have shifted to Argos after the election. This was a prison, she realized, in all but name. Quiet, isolated, forgotten. With Kier at its center. She had felt his wavering—his uncertainty—when she had confronted him on Aisen. As much as she wanted to believe the repentance she had seen in his hazel eyes, she still had doubts.

      But this was right. She couldn’t leave him here. She had to give him the chance to come back with her. To change.

      “Where will he be?” Luka asked over their private line as Jaya led them out of the hangar bay.

      “I’m not sure,” she replied. The schematics of the Avernus were among the files Kier had given her, but he hadn’t slipped her any information about where he slept at night. “I’ve flagged the largest living quarters, so we should check there first. He is still leadership.”

      “And if he’s not there?”

      Jaya swallowed. “The brig.”

      “If we find a console, we should at least check to see if there’s any indication of his location. Or his status.”

      Jaya agreed. “This is where it would have been helpful to have Sal here,” she admitted.

      Luka turned toward her for a moment, and Jaya was grateful for the helmet obscuring his view of her face. She wasn’t sure she wanted to confront those keen eyes right now.

      “He would be here if you’d let him, you know.”

      “I know,” she replied. “Both of you are too stubborn. Only one of you caught me. This is your punishment.”

      She expected a laugh from him, but got silence. They turned a corner, the only sound the echo of their steps in the brushed chrome halls. After a while, he spoke, and the misery in his voice nearly stopped her mid-stride.

      “He won’t be grateful you left him behind. And I wouldn’t have been either.”

      Her stomach turned, but she had made her decision. This was her risk to take, and she hadn’t intended to give anyone the option to follow along.

      They continued their steady progress toward the living quarters Jaya had marked on the map. These quarters were suites, with small offices and their own bathrooms. A galley just down the hall appeared to be just for the use of the occupants. Jaya guessed it would be staffed with cooks and servers. This was where the leadership lived. This is where Kier would be, if his cage was still gilded.

      When they reached the wing she had flagged, Jaya stopped Luka just around the corner with a raised hand. This part of the station was quiet, with none of the occasional passing officers in uniform or marines in armor, but Jaya wasn’t prepared to walk into a hallway filled with closed doors without a plan.

      She brought up her heat scanner and did a quick read on the wing. There were two people in the galley, moving back and forth. She watched them for a moment, until it was clear their movement was the habitual motion of routine work. In the corridor, a cluster of bodies stood outside an empty room, with a few more posted at regular intervals in the corridor. Most of the suites were empty, but two of them were occupied. One with a single warm blip on her scanner, the other with two.

      Luka watched the readout with a frown. “Not as helpful as I’d like.”

      “There’s no information on the occupants of these rooms,” Jaya muttered. “Either they aren’t permanent residences or they just aren’t tracking that information here.”

      “Or everyone knows which room belongs to Augustus.”

      “Everyone but us.”

      Jaya huffed out a frustrated breath. They could only wait around so long before someone identified visually that their ship didn’t belong here and sent up an alarm. And even in the same unmarked chrome armor all the station security wore, they would stand out the moment someone tried to talk to them.

      “Maybe we should check the brig first,” she said.

      Luka pointed to the readout. “Look. They’re on the move.”

      The two figures in one of the occupied rooms were moving toward the entrance. The hiss of the sliding door and the muted, snare drum rhythm of their footfalls reached Jaya’s ears.

      She poked her head around the corner—two figures in Union Navy dress grays receded away from her. A short, dark-skinned man and a long, lean woman whose sleek brown hair was pulled into a ponytail.

      Jaya ducked back and looked at Luka. “Not him. He must be in the other room.”

      “If he’s here at all.”

      Jaya nodded. They risked opening the door to someone else. To Tully, or Reid, or her father.

      “I think it’s Kier,” she said. “Security isn’t high enough for Emory to be on-site. We’d have seen much more personnel, probably even some of the Chancellor’s personal guards. And if it’s Tully?” She considered that option for a barely a second before settling on the answer. “If it’s Tully, we have a chance to incapacitate him before he calls for help. The room is unguarded. They’re not expecting anyone to come for him.”

      Luka’s eyes narrowed, and for a moment he looked like he might argue. But then his eyes went to the readout, to the little orange dot that remained motionless in the room, fixed in the same spot it had been when they first arrived.

      “Okay.” His hand went to his gun. Jaya mirrored the motion, and they rounded the corner into the empty corridor.

      Jaya stopped at the door, pressing the call button once. The sound echoed faintly, and then silence.

      “Is he a heavy sleeper?” Luka asked.

      Jaya shook her head, then held up a finger. A shuffling sound came from within the room, bare feet and fabric rustling. She stepped back, her hand closing around her weapon, unsure of what face would greet her as the door slid open.

      The panel moved, slipping with a whisper on its tracks, to reveal the man inside.

      Kier paused in the door, glancing from Jaya to Luka and then back. The copper of his hair contrasted starkly with the pallor of his face. His eyes were bloodshot, unfocused. He narrowed those eyes at Jaya, and for a brief moment she wished she had taken the risk of removing her helmet. But he met her eyes through the visor, and shock and recognition washed over his features.

      Kier staggered back. Jaya and Luka followed him in and closed the door. The room was large, with vaulted ceilings. A wide viewscreen provided expansive views of Sirius A and B, filtered to not hurt the eyes. The tiny star winked alongside its massive companion, the background spray of astronomical objects dim in comparison. Kier caught himself with an uneasy arm against the wall and then pushed back toward them.

      “Are you stupid?” he snarled. “Do you want to die? Why are you here?”

      Jaya removed her helmet. The slight pop and hiss was too gentle a noise for the rush of her frustration.

      “I’m not letting you rot away here,” she snapped.

      She stood toe to toe with him, her eyes level with his in her reinforced boots, and she spared a thought of gratitude for their bulky weight. She needed to meet him on level ground, and would take as many symbolic victories as she could.

      He was breathing heavily, his chest rising and falling beneath his tailored, half-unbuttoned shirt.

      Luka, too, removed his helmet and spoke softly from behind her. “We can get you out.”

      Kier flashed a look of rage at Luka and closed his hands into fists. He looked back at Jaya, and her breath caught in her chest at the sudden faltering in his face. He turned away with a groan of frustration. Jaya moved to follow him, but something in the caged way he was pacing stopped her in her tracks. Finally, he turned around.

      “We have to move fast,” he said. “Father isn’t here right now, but if anyone sees you with me, they’ll start talking.”

      He disappeared into the next room and began pulling an armored suit from a storage compartment and attaching the components around his limbs. Jaya and Luka followed him in. Luka picked up the helmet with its tinted visor from the compartment, holding it in his hands and looking it over with a thoughtful expression.

      “I have a stop to make on the way,” Kier said. “There’s someone else who should come with us.”

      “No one else,” Jaya insisted, but Kier shook his head.

      “I can’t leave him,” he said. “He deserves to come home.”

      Luka met his eyes. “You have someone from the resistance here.”

      Kier nodded. “From Providence.”

      Robin hadn’t made it out, but someone else had. Luka stared at Kier, and for a moment, that revelation hung between them, and Jaya saw Luka’s fingers tighten on the helmet. But he handed the helmet to Kier, who took it with an odd trembling in his hands. Jaya frowned, but then Kier looked at her and smiled, and hope expanded in her chest.

      “Where is he?” she asked.

      “They were keeping him in a room on this wing for a while. But they changed interrogators when I—” He shook his head. “He’ll be in the brig now.”

      Kier put the helmet on, his face disappearing behind the dark visor. He could see her, but she could no longer see her brother’s face.

      “We have a ship in the hangar bay,” she said. “We used the files you gave us—codes that got us access to the Avernus. We need to hurry before it draws attention.”

      Kier nodded, and Jaya and Luka donned their helmets again. Jaya added Kier’s suit to their internal channel.

      “Ready?” she asked.

      “Ready,” Luka replied, in his warm, clear tone.

      “Ready,” Kier agreed, a strange and hopeful lightness in his voice she hadn’t heard in years.

      They left Kier’s rooms, walking quickly but not running. People turned to stare as they passed, their attention likely drawn by Kier’s recognizable suit.

      “I’m not sure about this,” Luka said over a private channel, excluding Kier from their dialogue. “Everyone is watching us.”

      “I know,” Jaya replied. “We’re unlikely to get out of here unchallenged. But if we look like we’re doing something official, it might take longer for them to catch on. We’re with leadership.”

      “I think that’s exactly the problem. The power structure has shifted.”

      They picked up more and more looks as they progressed, following Kier toward the brig. Jaya’s pounding pulse kept rhythm with their steps. The surge of hope that had set her heart racing hadn’t entirely evaporated, but a steady thrum of tension was fast becoming the driving force.

      “Kier,” Jaya said on the three-way channel, “can you tap into any of their comms?”

      “I’ve been monitoring the administrative chatter since we left,” he said. “Nothing yet there, but local channels are starting to question us.”

      “How likely are the local channels to report up?” Luka asked.

      The pause before Kier’s answer was long. Too long. Jaya’s pounding heart skipped, her breath catching.

      “That depends,” he finally said, “on how much Father has said without my knowledge.”

      Jaya didn’t like the sound of that.

      “Is he okay?” Luka asked, using the private line again. “You know him better. Is this normal for him?”

      She couldn’t see Kier’s face through his dark visor, but she’d heard the tremble in his voice. The forced courage. Her mind took her back to another day—his knuckles white on a borrowed gun, his voice thick and wavering at the same time. She swallowed.

      “I don’t know what’s normal anymore,” she replied. “But I trust him.”

      A pause, barely a heartbeat, then Luka replied, “That’s enough for me.”

      Kier paused in front of a door and turned to Jaya. “There will be a security guard inside, probably sitting at a desk on the far right as you come in the door.”

      Luka brought up the heat scanner again, showing the location of the warm dot inside to be on the right, as Kier had suggested. Behind, there were two cells, one occupied.

      “When we go in, you take the guard,” Kier said. “I’ll get to the console and enter the release codes. Then we get out, as fast as we can. This will send up an alarm.”

      Luka shot a concerned look at Jaya. This hadn’t been part of the deal. But they had come this far, and the hangar bay was just around the corner. With the element of surprise, two enhanced combatants, and a trained ex-marine resistance fighter, surely they could get a single prisoner to the hangar bay? Jaya saw that same calculation running behind Luka’s eyes, and she pressed her lips together in a resigned line.

      “Okay,” she said.

      Luka nodded.

      She readied her weapon, the thud of her heartbeat slowing as her senses sharpened. Kier entered the code. The door slid open.

      Jaya lunged into the room, taking aim and shooting the security guard through the forehead. He went down with a thud, his mouth open. He hadn’t had time to even shout. To her left, Kier was entering a new code in the pad that controlled the cell doors.

      Luka moved forward, crouching in front of the occupied cell.

      “It’s okay,” he said in a low, soft voice. “It’s us.”

      Jaya stepped up behind Luka as the cell door clicked open. The shatterproof glass slid into the wall and the man inside sat up.

      “Ash.” Luka’s voice remained calm as he held out his hand. The man reached for it with thin fingers. Dark half-moons shadowed his eyes, the heterochromic mix of green and brown bright against his colorless skin.

      Luka helped him stand, bracing him with an arm around his shoulder. Ash walked cautiously, his limbs slow to move, like he had to concentrate very hard for each motion.

      “I’ve got him,” Jaya said.

      For a moment, it looked like Luka might refuse. But Jaya could support Ash more easily, and they would need speed. Luka nodded, and Jaya slipped under Ash’s free arm, her arm around his waist to help him stay upright.

      “Let’s go,” she said.

      They slogged down the hallway slower than Jaya would’ve liked. The hangar bay was just a few turns away, just a few corridors to cross without incident.

      “We’re almost there,” she said over the shared line, hoping it was reassuring. The silence of the response suggested otherwise.

      They moved with purpose, eyes forward. Kier didn’t press ahead, as Jaya’s instincts were screaming at her to do. He stayed level with them, even hanging back slightly at times. Something in his movement wasn’t right—the way he walked, the way he looked around the space.

      The memory of Armstrong dangling in Kier’s rough grip flashed through her mind, and she felt again the leaden sensation her doubts had produced in her then.

      She swallowed that fear and held Ash tighter against her side. She wasn’t wrong this time.

      They rounded the corner to the hangar, where two armored marines and a naval officer in dress grays were speaking in hushed tones. Kier stepped out in front, and Jaya resisted her protective urge to lead, falling back next to Luka instead with Ash nestled between them.

      “Stand aside,” Kier said to the assembled three. “Chancellor Emory has an urgent task for me.”

      The marines looked to the officer, who stood taller and stared down at Kier’s armored form. She was a lieutenant commander, judging by the bars on her uniform. Jaya had once worn a uniform just like that to every meeting at HQ. A pang of misplaced loss surged through her at the sight of it. The strangest things triggered that flash of wrongness.

      The lieutenant commander’s eyes fell on Ash, and she turned her gaze back to Kier and raised a dark eyebrow. “Why do I have no record of this task?”

      “I just heard from him moments ago,” Kier continued, his voice ringing in the small space, altered in a surprisingly sinister way by the reverberations of his helmet.

      Still, she refused to step aside, and her two marines shifted slightly, blocking the remaining space in the hangar bay door.

      “I outrank you,” Kier hissed. “My father is absent, which makes me the head of this station. Don’t forget that.”

      She hesitated a moment, but her hand crept closer to her weapon.

      Jaya spoke to Luka over their private line: “Take Ash,” she said, but Luka was already anticipating her move and had slipped his arm under Jaya’s, pulling the slight man gently away. “If this goes south, you get Ash to the ship. Let me and Kier take the marines.”

      “Understood,” he said. He squeezed her hand as she withdrew her support from Ash.

      “I can’t let you through,” the officer said to Kier. She drew herself up taller, her hand still creeping toward her weapon.

      Kier drew his gun and fired. The shot seared through her forehead a fraction of a second after a burst flared from her weapon. But she crumpled to the ground. Jaya was already in motion at the first twitch of Kier’s arm, throwing herself fast at one of the marines, who reacted just as quickly. Enhanced.

      Jaya grappled with the marine, knocking them into their partner. She drew her gun and fired three times, the force at close range finally shattering the helmet and letting her final shot through.

      Luka was also moving, pulling Ash with him through the opening she had created and across the hangar. They disappeared into the ship as two more marines came screaming around the corner behind Jaya. That was fine. Three against two, and Jaya had already knocked the firearm away from the second marine. She slammed the butt of her gun against their helmet, then shot them in the weak shoulder joint of the armor. She reeled on the approaching marines, firing steadily into their path.

      “Kier,” she warned. “More coming!”

      He swung around, his motions sluggish. But he fumbled along the belt of his armor and freed a small, round device, sliding it across the floor away from them.

      “Frag grenade,” he said, and Jaya ducked just as the device went off with a percussive bang.

      When she looked back, one of the marines was clutching at the mess of their intestines, staggering on their knees down the hall. Kier fired. His first shot missed, but he eventually put the marine out of their misery. The last remaining marine was shooting from behind cover, and from beyond her in the hangar bay Jaya heard the grumble of the Atonement’s engines.

      “Let’s go,” she called, grabbing Kier’s hand and pulling him along.

      He dragged behind, and Jaya noticed with a growing dread the way his feet stuttered, his free arm clutching at his stomach.

      It’s fine, she told herself. If he’s still moving, he’s fine. He’ll heal.

      She heard the gasping of his breaths—ragged as sobs—over the comm, and he lagged behind, a weight on her arm. There was shouting behind them, and a blaze of particle beam fire.

      He’ll heal, she promised herself again, and slowed to duck her shoulder beneath his to support him, bearing down for the last few meters to the ship.

      She barreled up the platform, shouting to Luka to close it behind her. Ash was already strapped into a passenger seat, and she fastened Kier into another.

      “Something’s wrong,” she gasped as Kier’s head lolled to the side.

      “What is it?” Luka asked. He had removed his helmet already, hair wild with the exertion of the escape.

      “Just go,” she said. “I’ll hold on, just get us out of here.”

      She struggled with Kier’s helmet, using one hand as she clung to the seat with her other, bracing through the shifting accelerations. The clasp finally released with a click and she pulled the helmet away. Kier’s eyes were half-closed, his face smeared with blood.

      “Kier, can you hear me?” she asked.

      He blinked, focusing his eyes on her for a moment. They broke free of the station’s field and Luka tapped away on the controls to initiate the FTL jump.

      “Brace yourself,” he said, and Jaya gripped Kier’s chair with all her strength as the ship heaved into FTL speeds.

      Then, abrupt calm descended, and Jaya was on her feet immediately. Luka unstrapped himself from his own chair and joined her, checking over Kier’s armor for punctures. She pulled off her helmet to see better and wiped the blood from Kier’s face.

      “Jaya.” Kier’s voice was breathy, barely a whisper. “There’s a drive in my pocket. It’s important.”

      She shushed him with promises that they would talk about it later.

      “It’s coming from his abdomen,” Luka said, looking up from his examination.

      The blood she had wiped from Kier’s face crept back, weeping from the corners of his mouth.

      “No, Jaya,” Kier insisted. “Tully. He’s with Father. On Argos.”

      “We have bandages and accelerant in the kit,” Jaya said.

      Luka immediately fetched the first aid kit and brought it back as Jaya unstrapped Kier from the chair and laid him on the floor, releasing the side catches of his armor to remove the piece that covered his torso.

      Beneath, his white shirt was soaked a deep red. Jaya bared his stomach, where a vicious hole throbbed insistently, spilling more blood over his pale flesh. She sat him up, leaning his back against the chair, and pulled repair accelerant and gauze from the kit. She applied the accelerant with shaking hands and then pressed the gauze into the wound.

      “Kier,” she whispered. He had closed his eyes, his face white, but he opened them when she spoke.

      He mouthed something, barely a breath, but she heard the whisper of her nickname and she smiled as reassuringly as she could, despite the growing fear inside her.

      “Kier, it will be okay. You know that, right?”

      He kept gasping for air, the sound wet.

      “I know now,” she continued. “We’re special. Like you told me. Both of us.”

      His eyes filled with tears, which tracked through the blood on his cheeks when he squeezed his eyes shut.

      “Right?” she asked, the fear blooming in her, the awareness of everything that had felt so wrong today swelling. Her voice rose. “Right, Kieran?”

      Luka’s hand rested on her shoulder with a steady pressure. She bent closer to Kier, cradling his head in her free hand. In the hand not applying pressure to his wound. In the hand not growing hot and wet with still more blood, from a wound stubbornly refusing to close up, to heal.

      “He turned it off,” Kier said. “Punishment.”

      His words rang in her chest, like she had suddenly gone hollow and empty. Her voice failed her, the tension in her throat strangling, suffocating. Luka handed her more gauze and she packed it in tightly with trembling fingers. Kier winced at the pressure, the freckles on his face frighteningly dark. A long silence passed as Kier’s eyes ranged over her, his breathing still ragged.

      “How?” she finally asked, choking on the word.

      “I don’t know,” he said. “He would never let me see it. How it works. How we work.”

      She brought her head down to his chest, pressing her cheek to his bloody shirt. The warmth of him was a lie now. She could hear his heart struggling, hear his breathing change.

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      He sighed, long and slow and terrifying. His answer came as a breath stirring her hair, faint and distant. “It wouldn’t have changed anything.”

      She wanted to tell him it would have, wanted to scream at him for his pointless sacrifice. She could have made him go with Luka and Ash, could have taken on all four security personnel at once. But she knew he was right. He was likely dead the moment he drew his weapon against an enhanced naval officer. The moment she returned fire. He was doomed from the moment he decided to walk away from their father. All the rest was just his final chorus.

      She felt a hand in her hair, trailing sticky blood through the strands. Kier was stroking her head, his mouth forming words she could no longer hear.

      “I love you,” she whispered. “Big bear, I never stopped loving you. I never stopped looking.”

      Another sigh from him, fainter still this time. And his hand kept stroking her hair as she buried her face in his chest.

      When his hand stopped moving, she held her breath, something in her wanting to believe for the first time in her adult life that miracles happened. That the bleak fatalism that held her together through loss after loss was an unnecessary suffering. She wanted to be proven wrong, to laugh at herself later for her years of pessimism, of energy wasted in crafting this miserable narrative for her life. She held that breath for so long, waiting to feel his chest rise again. Waiting to hear the hiss of air between his lips.

      Spots formed in front of her eyes and she released the air in a gasping sob. Kier’s hand fell away, and she grasped at his shirt.

      She heard Luka kneel beside her, let him take her hand from the gauze that was again soaked with Kier’s blood and hold it in both of his.

      Jaya lifted her head. Kier’s eyes were closed now, a peaceful emptiness on his face. She had seen that face twisted in anguish and in fear, in confusion and frustration and anger. And briefly, today—when he had chosen to come with her, to follow her to what was ultimately his end—joy.

      Luka handed her some clean gauze, and she wiped the remaining blood and tear streaks from Kier’s face. He helped her stand on the slick floor, and when she leaned her weight into him, he simply held her tight until she was ready to let go.
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        * * *

      

      Luka brought them around to the far side of Swallow’s Landing, at Jaya’s request, thousands of miles from the base. She pointed out a clearing in the thick forest around a freshwater lake, and Luka found a flat area suitable for landing.

      When he lowered the platform, she stepped out, blinking, into the daylight. The sunlight glittered off the surface of the lake, and she shielded her eyes and looked into the source. Not yet below the trees—there were a few hours of daylight left yet.

      Luka stepped off the ship behind her. He had spoken in hushed tones with Ash, then had given him water and medicine and helped him into the back room of the Atonement to sleep. She sensed Luka’s question brewing, but didn’t want to answer it. There was something about forming the words—constructing a sentence of her purpose—that felt base and ugly. But an urge tugged at her, an understanding. A need.

      She turned without a word and headed into the forest. Her feet pounded on the earth, the force of it reverberating up her legs. It felt real. A connection to the ground, the cold hard earth. The striations of dark and light overhead were dizzying, making colors swim across her vision. The clinging nausea she had fought for hours now crescendoed, and she couldn’t repress the image of Kier’s body. Smears of dark blood on his pale face.

      Jaya’s stomach churned, and she bent over to vomit into the fresh green carpeting of the forest floor. The bite of bile in her throat remained and she retched again. The heaving continued, but her stomach had nothing left to give.

      She stood there a moment, hands on her knees to steady her shaking. She wiped her hand across her mouth, wishing she had thought to bring a bulb of water.

      She had gone too far into the woods, but it didn’t matter. Ahead were branches that would do, strewn across the forest floor: the victims of a violent windstorm. Thick and sturdy, the kind that could burn hot and slow. She grasped a branch in her hands, rough bark scraping her palms, and heaved it up, carrying it back out with her.

      Luka waited at the ship with arms crossed and concern on his face. He watched her deposit her branch on the ground and return to the forest. Watched again as she retrieved another, solid and heavy. With the third one, he uncrossed his arms and started into the trees, emerging with arms full of sticks and desiccated bark, which he began to deposit into a pile. They labored in silence until the sun had dropped below the tree line, casting gold and pink shadows on the surface of the lake.

      Jaya’s arms burned from the weight she carried. She knew her limits—she had tested them daily for the last year. Tried to understand how far she could bend, how much she could do. And lugging thousands of pounds of lifeless trees from an alien forest for hours on end was heavy labor. Still, the burning was almost pleasant.

      She arranged the branches into a raised platform. Beneath, she set the kindling Luka had acquired. He stepped back, letting her place everything where she wanted it, not asking her for anything. She felt a dull gratitude for his silence, for his unwavering patience, but found no energy left to voice it. There was no room for words yet. The silence rang in her, resonated in her chest. It felt right, silence. It felt like loss.

      Inside the Atonement, they had put his body in the airlock, stripping the armor and placing it alongside him. They had cleaned the blood from every surface on their journey home, Luka eventually backing off from his insistence that Jaya let him do it. He had scrubbed the floors alongside her, cleaning rags fading from white to rust to red. Now, Kier lay pale and bloodless, only his hair and the reddened scraps of his shirt providing color to his form.

      Jaya bent down and slipped her arms beneath his back and his knees, lifting him from his place on the floor. She cradled his body against her, and when she shifted, his head rolled up to rest beneath her chin. Despite the way her arms had burned before, he felt like nothing in her arms. A ghost.

      She carried him outside, laying him gently on the pyre.

      They lit it, and the flame sparked beneath the haphazard frame of branches, rippling with the air currents until it grew strong enough to reach up, to lick at the wood above it, to spread.

      As the evening darkened, the fire grew stronger, reaching its tendrils up around Kier’s body. It teased at the fabric of his shirt, catching the fibers until they glowed. Eventually, it subsumed him entirely, and Jaya could no longer tell where Kier ended and the fire began.

      She watched it all without tearing her eyes away. Luka draped an emergency blanket over her shoulders, although she could barely feel the cold as night set in. Finally, words came to her. Words worth disturbing the crackling of the fire, the silence of the stars.

      “He always had the burden of being different,” she said, not understanding where the words were leading her until they emerged. “Long before I knew. Long before I understood. Father always demanded more of him, and expected less.”

      “I wish I had known him.” The earnestness in Luka’s voice called to her, but she had nothing to give in return.

      She turned toward him, wanting to reach out, to take his hand, to wrap her arms around his waist and let him draw her in. But everything in her was heavy and numb, and so she just stared at him.

      “When something like this happens,” she continued, “people always say at least he’s at peace now.”

      She thought of Kier’s face, the fleeting joy she had seen in his eyes. The flutter of his lashes as he realized he wouldn’t heal, wouldn’t stop bleeding. The tears leaking from his eyes.

      She turned back to the blaze, the power of its heat pressing against her, potent and violent and fresh.

      “But that’s not enough,” she said. “It’s not enough.”
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      The anteroom where they put Mara to wait was sleek white marble. Intricate carvings in a wood so dark it was nearly black graced the arched ceilings. Mara didn’t bother dressing up for the meeting with her mother. She knew nothing she wore would make her mother see her any differently, and she had to admit the pleasure she took from making the Empress squirm to see her daughter’s rough edges on display. It almost made Mara wish she had still more tattoos to show off, or that the ones on her face were more garish.

      But she still liked the look of those markings when she caught sight of her own reflection. She would carry Tai’s life with her everywhere she went.

      The seven mercenaries she had brought with her stood at attention along the edge of the anteroom. They would not be allowed to proceed further, and she already saw the boredom in their eyes and the way they picked at their armor. Glorified babysitting. She would have hated it, too.

      Elya’s absence was only conspicuous in Mara’s mind. She had been intentionally excluding him when she selected the squads she hired. Despite what she had told him about whatever it was that had happened between them not affecting their professional relationship, she didn’t entirely trust herself around him. No, she needed to let that cool for a while.

      Yuzira appeared in the doorway. Her mother’s head of security wore her ceremonial armor: a light tunic that recalled the braided metal armor of ancient days, but made with the latest in nareian technology. That simple tunic would repel most particle beam bursts like beads of water. Yuzira’s arms were bare, framed with the metallic fringe that decorated the border of the tunic at her shoulders and ornate silvery cuffs at her wrist. The framing drew the eye to her arms, powerful musculature displaying the elite training of the Imperial Guard.

      Yuzira’s eyes flicked once over Mara, and she gave a long-suffering sigh and waved her closer. She gestured for Mara to pass into the throne room first, but Mara felt Yuzira’s presence behind her as they entered the vast space.

      “Her Imperial Highness, the Princess Marantos.”

      Mara looked around for the voice. Servants ringed the room, and the one that had announced her was in a particularly fancy uniform. Mara couldn’t remember all the rankings of the palace staff, the hierarchy below the hierarchy. It made her head hurt just to think about it.

      Her body remembered what to do next, though. She bowed low, ducking her head down to bare the back of her neck. She had released her mane from its braids for this ritual, and the black locks cascaded in thick waves in front of her face, obscuring her view. When she rose, she gave the Empress a closed-lipped smile.

      “Your Imperial Majesty,” she said.

      Her mother blinked, gray eyes hard like Mara’s. She beckoned Mara forward.

      “I was hoping to have a private discussion with you,” Mara said.

      “There are no other visitors here,” her mother said. “Only my staff. That is private.”

      Mara snorted. The Empress ignored the indecent sound without even the tiniest flicker of annoyance on her face. Damn, she was good. Mara wasn’t even going to get to enjoy watching her mother disapprove of her.

      “Fine.” Mara shot a glare at Yuzira. “This stays between us.”

      “That is up to my discretion,” her mother said. “But there are few people I would share personal matters with who are not presently in this room.”

      “Fine,” Mara repeated. This was not going as she had hoped. Nothing with her mother ever did, but there was something about the way the experience dimmed in memory that had left her thoroughly unprepared for the fresh reliving of her adolescence.

      Her mother raised an imperious eyebrow, her flinty expression otherwise unchanged. “What is it you wanted to speak with me about, daughter?”

      Mara approached the throne, close enough that only a few long strides separated her from her mother. She knelt, as was the centuries-old tradition for courtiers requesting favors of the Empress.

      “Last time we met, we spoke of the dangers to Narei,” Mara began. “I told you the nareian people were hurting. But there’s more to it than that. Outside forces are trying to influence Narei, to remove our autonomy.”

      The Empress scoffed. “I am perfectly in control of my empire, my daughter.”

      Mara let out a slow, tense breath, concentrating on the flow of air through her nostrils and keeping her lips tightly closed to avoid spitting out the angry remark that had risen to her mind. She looked up and met her mother’s eyes.

      “With the most sincere respect, Mother, I disagree. Narei is a very large place, and its complexities are far greater than I ever understood as a child. You may be an exceptional ruler, but you can’t have eyes and ears everywhere.”

      Her mother didn’t reply, assessing Mara with a sort of frank respect Mara had never seen from her. The Empress tilted her head and pursed her lips, and Mara wondered if she had touched a different nerve than usual.

      “So what do you want from me?”

      “I want you to meet with someone,” Mara said. “Narei has to evolve. There is unrest within our own borders, and there’s a war raging in our neighbors. We have to be smart and cunning about this if we want to avoid being swept up in the mess the humans are making.”

      “Who is this person you want me to meet with?”

      “She’s a legislator,” Mara said. “And she loves Narei. She believes in Narei. She’s a far better leader than I could have ever made, and she has a vision for our people.”

      Her mother made a disapproving noise. She blinked, and her expression closed in on itself, the openness that had stared to unfold vanishing just as quickly as it had arrived. “Rise. I won’t have the crown princess on her knees like a beggar.”

      “Mother, what can I do to make you understand that I am not the best way forward for Narei?”

      “Give me another heir.”

      Mara faltered as she rose, her mother’s words startling her off-balance. She narrowed her eyes and saw that the Empress’s face was serious.

      “Narei needs the security of a line of succession. You’ve made it clear you don’t intend to take the throne, so give me someone who will.”

      “I assume you mean someone of our bloodline,” Mara said.

      The Empress inclined her head in a graceful nod. Mara held her tongue again, her jaw tight from the effort of not speaking exactly what was on her mind. Speak little. Listen more. It hadn’t worked on Uduak, but losing her temper hadn’t exactly worked either.

      “And how do you propose I do that?”

      “I am too old to birth another child now. But I am still healthy and have many years before me, gods willing. You are still young. Allow me to select an appropriate match and we can ensure that Narei has an heir. Once the child is born, you will be free. I won’t bother you again.”

      This time, it took no effort not to respond to her mother. No words formed in her mind, only a faint ringing sound like the reverberation of a brush on a bell. Disgust curled itself around her stomach. Mara glanced over at Yuzira, but the angular head of security remained as poised and unmoving as a statue, her face revealing nothing.

      Mara wondered if her mother had proposed this idea before—perhaps this was nothing new to Yuzira. Perhaps this is what her mother had hoped for all along—for Mara to bring a daughter into the world and then deposit her back into her mother’s arms to raise. For Narei to continue its matriarchal line of rulers without the hitch in the flow that would be the disastrous rule of Empress Marantos the Fifth.

      But Mara knew with a cold certainty that she could not do this. She would sit on the throne herself before she would bring a life into this world and put it back in the very prison she had fled, to be a piece in her mother and Palva’s game—in Emory’s game, now. Mara tasted iron, as though she had bitten down on one of her own knives.

      Her mother was watching her with curiosity.

      Mara didn’t want to play this game. But she was already caught up in it, and so her mind rushed forward. She was terrible at political strategy, but she had learned a thing or two in her years of hunting. Sometimes, the best move was to outlast your opponent. To wait. To make them think they were safe, that the hunt was over.

      It wasn’t over. But Mara softened her face, smoothing away the anger and contempt she knew was written all over it.

      “I have one condition,” Mara said.

      The Empress blinked, her eyes widening for a fraction of a second before her composure returned. “So you will consider this option?”

      “Yes, but only if you comply with my request,” Mara said. “You meet with Legislator Devian. You work with her on reforms. If I’m to have a daughter preside over the Empire, I want to know she will be able to hear the voices of her people.”

      “That is a condition I can abide by. I will meet with your legislator.” There was a shift in her expression, a smile. An actual, hopeful smile, not the condescending smirks directed at Palva or the performative graciousness of the monarch hosting a dignitary. This was something authentic and warm. “I would like you have a role in your child’s life, you know.”

      “You would?”

      “Yes. You should have that chance now. You should have a family, like you wanted.”

      “Like I wanted?”

      Her mother looked away, her expression once again the mask of the monarch, but Mara hadn’t missed the brief flash of insecurity at Mara’s response. “Of course. I’m sure you’ve thought about starting a family. I know you better than you think.”

      Someone does, Mara thought. But it certainly isn’t you.

      Her mother had been talking to someone about her. Someone she clearly believed had gained some insights into her daughter. The recognition shot through Mara, a spike of adrenaline.

      Those pretty lies had served her well for years. Had she gone soft, telling a truth to someone? Even wholesome emotional truths were dangerous in the wrong hands, and she had let one slip for the first time in years.

      “Of course, Mother,” Mara soothed. “You’re right.”

      Her mother waved to the servant to her right. “Send a message to the office of Legislator Devian. Let her know the Empress wishes to arrange a meeting. Make the message high priority. This is a favor for the crown princess.”

      Mara smiled at her mother, showing her teeth. She bowed low. “If your Imperial Majesty will permit my departure…”

      “Of course, my daughter. I will be in touch shortly with a list of approved matches. Your nation thanks you for your sense of duty.”

      “My greatest wish is for Narei to thrive.”

      She bowed low and turned, her parting words still on her mind as Yuzira escorted her out. The head of security walked in long, confident strides. The same way Mara walked—head forward, eyes up, on alert. They passed through the gauzy curtains that separated the throne room from one of the many anterooms.

      Yuzira came to a stop and turned back to face Mara. There was a pause, a hesitation in her stance.

      “Spit it out,” Mara said. “I’m not like my mother—I don’t believe in tact.”

      “Are you really going to do this?”

      Mara might not believe in tact, but she also didn’t believe in answering probing questions. And now, with the suspicion that Elya had delivered up their conversation to the Empress beating in her chest, she certainly wasn’t going to risk any truth making its way to her mother’s ears.

      “I told her I’d think about it.”

      Yuzira crossed her bared arms, the muscles flexing with the motion. Her angular face was expressive now, without the ceremony of the throne room imposing on her.

      “It’s a lot to ask of you,” Yuzira pushed.

      “Yeah, well she’s the fucking Empress. She asks a lot of everyone.”
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        * * *

      

      Mara hesitated as she left the palace. Across the vast plaza, the Legislative Assembly building shone in the late-evening light, the marble catching the golden glow of sunset and reflecting it back. Between the palace and the Assembly chambers, the tree of Hisantos the First shivered in a sunset breeze, its leaves painted in gold. She considered delivering the news to Ezana in person. She imagined the way those blue eyes would blaze with joy—it would be a nice change from the flash of exasperation she so often found herself at the receiving end of—but she couldn’t bring herself to lift her feet.

      It had been more than exasperation in Ezana’s eyes the last time Mara had seen her. It had been a sorrow she didn’t fully understand. Mara would have to learn to be more careful with her words, if she didn’t want to carry more of these memories with her. They prodded at something already tender.

      She didn’t know how to face Ezana. So she waited until they were en route to Aris Station to drop off her hired bodyguards before making the call. She slipped into the back cabin of the small ship and turned on the private communicator.

      Ezana picked up immediately, flickering to life in the shadows of the tiny cabin. “I got a formal summons.”

      Mara laughed, something shaking loose in her at Ezana’s abrupt greeting. “My mother works quick when she has enough motivation.”

      Ezana folded her arms, the gold cast of sunset spilling in from her window and lighting her face.

      “Should I be asking what you had to give up to get this meeting?”

      “I don’t plan on actually giving anything up,” Mara said. “But my mother doesn’t have to know that.”

      “We’ll make a politician of you yet.”

      “Don’t you dare.”

      Ezana laughed, uncrossing her arms and leaning back in her chair. “Thank you for doing this,” she said. “I appreciate it.”

      “Don’t mention it. When’s the big meeting?”

      “Two hours,” Ezana said. “I took it seriously when she said she wanted to meet immediately.”

      Mara whistled. “You ready?” Ezana gave her a look that said what do you think? Mara smiled. “Stupid question. I’ll bet you’ve been prepared for this meeting for years.”

      “It’s been on my mind, yes. I never really dreamed it would happen. Not in my lifetime.”

      Mara nodded. She chewed the inside of her lip, as if she could convince the words to stay inside by doing that. She sighed.

      “Look.” She leaned forward, looking at the projection of Ezana that hovered over her crossed legs. “I’m an ass. You know this. But, uh…” She paused. Ezana was watching her, an eyebrow raised and lips pressed together. “I’m sorry I’m an ass. Would you believe me if I said I was working on it?”

      Ezana released a breath.

      “I believe you,” she said. “I think I’m starting to understand you. Why you are the way you are.”

      “Don’t look too hard,” Mara said. “You won’t like what you find.”

      “And if I do?”

      “Then I may have to recalibrate my whole worldview.”

      Ezana laughed. There was a pause, then she asked, “Is it safe to guess you’re not still in Urran?”

      “Yeah,” Mara said.

      “Heading back to your mysterious fortress?”

      “Not yet. I have a detour to make.” Mara gripped the arms of her seat. She wasn’t sure yet what she would say when she confronted Elya, but she wanted to confirm that her mother’s strange insight was, in fact, the product of spying and treachery, not some late-blooming maternal instinct. She needed to pinch off that vein before she let herself trust again.

      “Why did that sound ominous?”

      “That thing I said about not looking too closely?”

      Ezana frowned. “Be careful, Mara.”

      “Yeah,” Mara replied. “I’m realizing I should do that more.”

      “Okay. Well, I should prepare for this meeting.”

      “Thought you were already prepared.”

      Ezana grinned. “There’s always more that can be done. Safe travels, Mara.”

      Mara nodded. She clasped her hands in her lap. “Hey, Zan?”

      Ezana’s eyes widened, the blue softened to a muted aquamarine in the warm light of sunset.

      “Thanks,” Mara said. “For giving a shit.”

      “About Narei?”

      “Yeah, that too.”

      She closed the connection.
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        * * *

      

      The trip to Aris Station from Narei took a little under four hours. Mara napped fitfully in the small room in the back of her ship, unable to get comfortable and unwilling to pass the hours drinking and playing games with the mercenaries. She told herself it was the way her body was starting to ache in the most unusual places after a lifetime of accumulated injuries. She told herself it had nothing to do with her thoughts swirling like a sandstorm on Uduak, refusing to settle back to the ground in peace, burning her with a thousand tiny abrasions.

      She went back into the main space of the ship as they were approaching the station. The mercenaries were all awake, though some of them sported the red-eyed look of someone who had tried to nap in the uncomfortable jump seats. Most of them looked instead like they had spent all evening drinking and playing tiles.

      When they arrived, Aris Station was in the middle of their simulated day, and Mara waited for the mercenaries to debark before she locked up the ship and went out on her own. Mara had called ahead to the office of the contractor. She had already cashed in her favors. She decided Elya’s address was worth putting herself one favor in debt.

      Elya lived in a nice neighborhood of the station. It was hardly upper class—the paint in the public recreation areas was peeling in the corners, and the corridors were narrow and the domiciles windowless. But it was clean and quiet, and the people wandering the streets dressed nicely and cast anxious glances at Mara as she walked by them, picking up their pace to put more distance between them once they had passed.

      She knocked on the door. After a moment, it opened and Elya’s pretty face appeared.

      He opened his mouth in greeting and then froze. She felt that odd mix of satisfaction and disappointment as she watched shock and confusion bleed into fear. She hated that she was right.

      “May I come in?” She smiled as sweetly as she could. Elya blinked, his face still slack with fear. He held onto the door with both hands, wavering. Mara stuck her foot in the open space between the door and its frame, her body following. Elya shrank back into his home.

      Mara shut the door behind her.

      “What are you doing here?” Elya asked. “You’re not supposed to be here.”

      He was recovering—not fast enough—and his tone was light. He almost managed flirtatious, and his face was finally pulled into a friendly smile.

      “Last time we talked, it seemed you might be interested in seeing me off the books,” Mara replied, crossing her arms. “Well, here I am.”

      He blinked. His expression warped—he seemed even more confused than before. Mara could almost read his thoughts as he slid from one possibility to the next.

      “I’m happy to see you.” He lied almost as easily as she did. “I’m just surprised.”

      Mara barked a laugh. “That part is true, at least.”

      All pretense dropped. Elya stepped back. She watched as fear morphed to anger. He stepped back again. Behind him, the hallway opened into a main living area.

      “No,” Mara warned, “you stay exactly where you are. All I want to know is who you were talking to.”

      “How did you find out?”

      Mara shook her head. “I ask the questions, Elya. Who were you talking to?”

      She just wanted him to confess that he was working with her mother. That the Empress had sent a nosy little spy to get into Mara’s bed and it had almost worked. Or maybe it had worked better than the Empress had intended—she had revealed something personal to Elya instead of just fucking him.

      She stepped closer. Elya raised his hands in surrender.

      Then he ducked back and to the side, disappearing into the main room. Fuck. Mara sprang after him, managing to swing around the corner and catch his ankle with her foot, sending him crashing to the ground. He caught himself with his arms and sprang back up quickly. She shot at him, but she didn’t want to kill him before she got her answers, and he seemed to know it. He darted through the doorway into another room. The door slammed shut. She heard it latch.

      Mara threw herself against the door, but it didn’t budge. She holstered the pistol, slamming her hands against the door.

      “Elya,” she called, “I don’t want to kill you. I just want answers.”

      Inside, she heard noises. The clack of a weapon removed from a holster. She swore and ducked to the side just as the door swung wide and Elya opened fire.

      She was off-balance, but she recovered quickly, pushing off the ground and back toward Elya. She grabbed his wrist, wrenching it up and slamming into him. They crashed into the wall, his other arm pinned between their bodies. She pushed into him, unsheathed a knife, and pressed it against the side of his neck so he could feel the edge of the blade against his skin.

      “More inclined to kill you now,” she said. “Drop the gun and give me some answers and maybe I won’t.”

      “Fuck you,” Elya said.

      “Not interested anymore.”

      He grunted, his arm shaking as he tried to free it from her grip. She slammed his wrist against the wall and he yelped, loosening his grip on the gun. It fell with a clatter.

      “That was a freebie,” Mara said. “I’ll pretend you dropped it on purpose. Now don’t waste your goodwill. Start talking.”

      He wrenched his torso, throwing Mara just enough off-balance to pull free. He dove for the gun, and she clawed at his feet. He tripped, going down hard with a grunt of pain. He started to claw forward, reaching for his weapon, but Mara clambered over him and grabbed his hands, pinning his lower back with her knee.

      They struggled as Elya fought to free his hands. Their frantic motions jostled the gun, sending it skittering farther away. Mara got Elya twisted around onto his back, his weaker arm trapped beneath his own body and Mara’s weight pressing into him. She sat on his hip and pulled out another knife from her belt and pressed it to his throat, drawing a hiss from his lips and a trickle of blood from his skin.

      “Now,” she said, “or I cut deeper.”

      “I wasn’t spying for your mother,” he gasped.

      “You think I’m an idiot?”

      “I was spying for Yuzira.”

      It clicked. Mara had been so busy running interference between Emory and the rival matriarchs that she hadn’t even noticed him infiltrating the Imperial Guard. Mara, her mother, and Palva had all more than proven that Emory couldn’t hope to control them, so he had moved on. He wasn’t waiting for the dust to settle to see who would come out on top—he was making sure that none of them did.

      “Fuck.”

      “Yeah,” Elya said. “Fuck.”

      She grabbed him by the collar with her other hand and slammed his head back into the floor. “What were you supposed to find out about me?”

      “No one could figure out where you had set up shop.”

      A spark of pride warmed her for a brief moment.

      “Why did they want to know where I lived?”

      “Okay, now I think you’re an idiot.”

      She slammed him against the floor again. “I don’t care what you think. Answer the fucking question.”

      “You’ve been traveling with a whole team of protection for weeks now. And without me. I know you’ve blacklisted me, Mara.”

      “Yeah, well, you got too close.”

      “You need help.”

      “That’s the least of my problems right now,” Mara said. “So you wanted to flush me out of my hiding place?”

      He didn’t respond. She took a minute to think. She knew how the Imperial Guard worked. She understood their tactics and their reach. Palva’s security would all be ex-Guard, and at least a few of them could likely be turned. Loyalty tended to have a long shelf life, especially in a culture as steeped in tradition as the Imperial Guard. So Mara would have been the only one they couldn’t watch closely, couldn’t control.

      Then she remembered something.

      “When you saw me, you said you’re not supposed to be here. Where am I supposed to be right now?”

      He didn’t respond. Mara pressed the point of the knife into the hollow of his throat, dragging a thin line of blood across his neck.

      “Where am I supposed to be?”

      He glared up at her, his amber eyes like hot coals. He pressed his lips together.

      “Where, Elya?”

      He spat, fat droplets splattering on Mara’s face. “Fuck all you royals,” he said. “You’re the last remaining heir to the throne and you’re all alone now. It’s just a matter of time before we kill you too.”

      Mara slit his throat.

      She sat on his chest until the open seam of his neck stopped spilling his purple blood. His eyes dimmed, their bright amber tone losing its flame, turning to cold, dead jewels in his face.

      She wiped her knife clean on his shirt and sheathed it, rising to her feet, still straddling his corpse. The apartment was quiet around her, but the silence wouldn’t lull her into complacency. She cleaned up, changing into some of his clothing and throwing her own blood-spattered shirt in the apartment’s reclamation chute. As she did so, she called Iseru, swearing under her breath as the call rang and rang and rang. She closed the connection and tried again, with the same results.

      Palva’s estate had dozens of staff. No call ever went unanswered in the great homes of the nobility, but as Mara put through call after call, they were swallowed up into this great yawning silence.

      She tried Ezana next. Nothing.

      The wet, rushing pulse of her own heartbeat in her ears drowned her thoughts. Why was she always just a moment too late?

      She thought through her choices.

      Lachta was three hours away, likely crawling with Imperial Guard. Either Iseru had it under control or he was dead.

      Urran was four hours away. Also crawling with Imperial Guard, who were the only people her mother trusted. So her mother was dead. And Zan? She was in the palace, too. And she wasn’t picking up.

      There was a third choice. Cut her losses. Retreat into the black, rebuild, begin again. She had done it already, four times. She wasn’t sure she had it in her to do it again.

      Mara made her choice. She went back to her ship and set a course, breaking free of Aris Station’s protective fields and jumping away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          34

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      The sun had already risen over Swallow’s Landing when they touched down, but Jaya’s mind was still with the darkened forest and the violent, snapping flame of Kier’s pyre. Ash was walking on his own, a short rest and the nutritional fluids they had given him having brought some color back to his face, but Jaya and Luka flanked him. They brought him to the infirmary, where Sunny and Adaeze were talking over steaming mugs of coffee.

      Sunny stood when Jaya entered the room, but her trajectory arced toward Ash as soon as she saw him.

      “We have a survivor from Providence,” Jaya explained as Sunny pulled out her diagnostic kit. Ash might be walking on his own, but it was with uneasy, swaying steps. Luka had asked him about his time on the Avernus on the flight home, but he wasn’t very forthcoming. He sat slowly on the bed Sunny guided him toward, bracing himself on her arm.

      “You’re in good hands here,” Luka assured Ash. “I’ll be by to check on you later, but Dr. Choi has seen us through the worst of the resistance, and kept us in good spirits as well.”

      Adaeze brought up the readouts and started calling out numbers to Sunny, who accepted them like a familiar language.

      Jaya met Ash’s eyes—the brown thumbprint on his half-green eye looked a little less stark now that his skin was beginning to flush with life again, even with the dark pools of fatigue beneath his eyes.

      “As soon as the doctor has cleared you, we’ll get you set up here,” she said. “You’re home, Ash. You’re home now.”

      Ash nodded. He still was barely speaking, but something eased in his face. He swallowed and turned his eyes back to Sunny as she began to examine his limbs.

      Jaya left the infirmary, her pace a steady march. Behind her, Luka jogged to catch up.

      “You should rest,” he said. She so rarely heard steel in his voice, but it was there now.

      “No,” she said. “I need to do this now. Call Onyema—I want her to be there.”

      “Jaya.” He grabbed her arm, his touch light. She resisted the urge to shake him off, and stopped walking, swallowing down her grief. “I understand—”

      “You don’t.”

      He blinked, dropping his hand from her arm. His nostrils flared and his eyes flashed as he spoke, betraying his calm voice. “This can wait.”

      “You heard Kier. We have an opportunity. We need to move fast.”

      It wouldn’t be long before Emory discovered Kier and Ash both gone from the Avernus. He had already known Kier’s treachery, which meant he would be moving to close any gaps in his plans. Once he knew they had come for Kier—and rescued another potential source of information—he would retaliate.

      They had to hit him now, in the space between the inhale and the exhale.

      Luka opened his mouth to protest again, and she stepped closer, taking his face in her hands.

      “I’ll rest later,” she said. “I promise. I know it’s been a lot.” Her voice wavered, threatening to break, and she cleared her throat. “I know it’s been a lot, but I can’t stop now.”

      He leaned into her touch, reaching up to cover her hands with his own. The motion tugged at something in her belly, and she wished for a moment of peace to draw him close to her. But the certainty of what they had to do beat insistently in her, driving the rhythm of her heart and the blood rushing in her veins all toward this one task.

      “Just promise you won’t shut me out.”

      “I know I’m not alone,” she replied. “I know that now. But I’m afraid if I stop, I won’t be able to start again.”

      A frown of concern wrinkled Luka’s forehead, and his eyes hunted for something in hers. He seemed to find it, because the tension in his jaw eased. Then he sighed and lowered his head. “Okay.”

      She kissed his forehead, then freed her hands from his and turned back toward command central.

      Sal and Rhodes were already in the conference room when she opened the door. They turned toward her, shock on their faces, as she entered the room.

      “Where the hell were you?” Rhodes asked.

      “I think I can guess.” Sal crossed his arms tightly over his chest, his eyes burning into Jaya.

      “You’d be right.” Luka’s voice was weary as he followed her into the room. “Better call Tynan. He’ll need to hear this, too. I’ve alerted Onyema, and she’ll be calling in any second now.”

      “What’s going on?” Rhodes asked.

      “We got new intel,” Jaya said. “And more—we freed a survivor of the attack on Providence.”

      Rhodes stepped back, the news a blow. A painful, raw hope emerged in his face. “There was a survivor?”

      “Ash,” Luka said. “We don’t know exactly what happened, but the Union had him.”

      “There’s more,” Jaya said. “Better call the doctor.”

      Rhodes released a breath and typed out a message. Jaya put her hand in her pocket and closed it around the tiny drive. She shut her eyes, the memory of Kier’s face flashing across the inside of her lids. The urgency in his eyes, wanting to be certain she would find the information he had sacrificed so much to give her.

      She opened her eyes and pulled the drive out, syncing it to the room’s system and displaying its contents on the holo-feed.

      Onyema’s call came in, her projection appearing in its usual spot just as Tynan rushed through the door in response to Rhodes’s urgent message.

      “Jaya!” Tynan gasped. “Where were you? We were worried.”

      “I went to Canis Major,” Jaya said. She looked at Onyema when she said it.

      The older woman’s face didn’t change at all in response to her confession. Luka was right—it was nearly impossible to surprise Onyema.

      “I found Kier,” Jaya continued. “Emory had figured out he was spying. We tried to extract him.”

      She swallowed. Her mouth felt like it was filled with sand. She tasted iron and dirt.

      “He died as we were leaving the station,” Luka said, finishing the story. “But he gave us something invaluable.”

      Jaya scrolled through the files in the drive. There were only a handful, but one was far more precious than the rest. She paused, the copied schematics of the lab on Hermia glowing in the display.

      Rhodes gave a low whistle. “Is that what I think it is?”

      Sal’s eyes were bright as he leaned forward, fixing his attention on the image. He looked at Tynan. “What do you think is the max range we could get on that device?”

      Tynan frowned. “It will depend on the power we can supply. Effects will diminish rapidly away from the origin.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Sal waved his hands. “Decreases as r squared.” He pointed at a spot on the blueprint. “What if we could broadcast from here?”

      Onyema was watching the exchange closely. “You’re suggesting infiltrating the laboratory and taking command of their central communications facility?”

      “We could neutralize every enhanced soldier on the compound,” Sal said. “Then we would actually stand a chance at taking the thing over.”

      “Or destroying it,” Rhodes said. “I don’t like the odds of us hanging on to that compound if Emory decides he wants it back.”

      “Which he will,” Onyema said.

      Sal turned to Jaya, eyes still shining in anticipation. “Did Kier manage to get anything else? Anything on the way Emory has programmed the virus?”

      Jaya shook her head. “This drive is all he gave us. And he told us Tully is with Emory right now, on Argos. We don’t know when he’ll be back on Hermia, but he’s away at the moment.”

      Sal frowned, turning his attention back to Tynan. “We should see what kind of effective range we’ll get with the power this relay will supply. It’s rough, but we could get some estimates.”

      “We need to move fast,” Jaya said, bringing the subject back around to their plans.

      “No, we need to fight smart.” Onyema turned on her. “It makes no sense throwing our resources away on fights we can’t win.”

      “But we can’t wait until his advantage becomes insurmountable,” Jaya replied, her voice rising. “The longer we wait, the greater his strength will become. We can’t just hope that Mara and her fledgling democratic movement can fight him off in Narei. We can’t just wait for a miracle to happen. Miracles don’t happen. We happen.”

      The silence that followed rang in the room, and Jaya kept her eyes fiercely locked on Onyema’s penetrating gaze. The older woman leaned back, crossing her arms over her chest, but keeping her expression fixed.

      “We don’t get many chances like this,” Luka said. He was leaning forward, hands braced on the table. He looked at Onyema when he spoke, and she shifted, frowning slightly at him. “Gemma is busting her ass on Argos to get us anything she can,” he continued. “The Fox is smuggling enough weapons into the capital to arm a resistance there if we could get one to last. We’re all scattered to the ends of the galaxy, trying to find a weakness. Well, we just found one. Maybe the only one we’ll get for who knows how long?”

      He paused. Onyema took a deep breath, her eyes calculating. For a second, her expression reminded Jaya of Armstrong—a weight drew her face into harsh lines, like a thousand memories had suddenly risen up in her at once. Jaya felt the loss in her own chest as she watched Onyema touch the scar beneath her collarbone.

      “We waited too long before.” Luka’s voice was quiet, his eyes on his own hands now.

      Onyema returned her eyes to Jaya, who met them with stubborn resolve.

      “He gave us enough,” Jaya said. “Ursa Major gave us a way in. It’s up to us to use it. We can’t keep running. We have to turn around and face them.”

      Onyema considered her carefully, finally nodding. “You’re right. It’s time to take the fight to Emory. To set him back.”

      “We have to cripple him,” Jaya agreed. “Or he’ll keep running through us.”

      “Wait a minute,” Rhodes said. “Are we really ready for an op like this? Shouldn’t we test the device on a larger scale first?”

      “It’s the only way to stop him.” Jaya replied.

      “We can work more on the device later,” Sal said. “Figure out how to tune it more carefully, make it more flexible. Turn it into a tool, something everyone in the resistance can keep on their belt. But for now, we use what we have.”

      Jaya pointed to the map, to the site where her childhood home stood. “We can have our forward operating base here. It’s far enough to stay out of the range of the lab’s sensors, but close enough that we can get in and out of the base quickly. I know the place well. I can lead the teams through a wooded area that will reduce the chances of them seeing us.”

      “Jaya,” Luka said, his voice cautious, “you should probably stay here, on Swallow’s Landing.”

      She frowned at him. “No way. I’m not sitting this one out.”

      His eyes searched her face, alarm beginning to grow in them. “What if this device kills you?”

      “What if anything we do kills me? Or any one of us? We face that risk every day.”

      “I’m not sure I’m okay with this.”

      She quelled the flare of anger, but some of it seeped out in her voice. “I’m not sure it’s your choice to make.”

      He flinched. Silence hung between them for a moment, and she softened, just a little.

      “You should sit this one out,” Sal said quietly.

      “No,” Jaya insisted. “You’ve seen the scope of this facility. We’ll need at least five teams, maybe six. We need every hand.”

      “No, I’m with him,” Sal said, jabbing a thumb toward Luka. “It’s stupid to have you there.”

      “This is my home colony, my father’s laboratory. I know the land like no one else.”

      “At least stay with Sunny and Tynan at the forward operating base,” Sal said. “We’ll need our medical team on the ground. I can adjust the range of the device, make sure you’ll be safe with them. Then when it’s all over, you can be there. You can help us clean up the mess. When we’re sure it won’t shred the essential parts of your body.”

      “We have lots of details to work out,” Rhodes said firmly. “I’m sure we can find a way.”

      Sal glared at Jaya from across the table, and beside her Luka watched her in silence. She tried to take a calming breath, to ease the tension in her muscles, but her breaths were shaky and far from soothing. This was crucial. The future of their entire movement in one operation, and she was being pushed out.

      “Fine,” she said after a pause. “Rhodes, work with Onyema to develop an initial strategy to target the compound. Tynan and Sal, you do what you can with the device. We need to know all the parameters we’re working with. I’ll speak with Vargas about preparing our people. We’ll need more strike team leaders, and everyone will have to be on their toes for this.”

      There were nods of acknowledgment around the table. That would have to be good enough for now. Jaya dismissed everyone, the room emptying out quickly. But Luka lingered, arms crossed, still watching her. She sighed and turned toward him. The anger bled out of her at the misery in his eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “I shouldn’t have snapped.”

      “I shouldn’t have told you what to do.”

      He opened his arms, and she relented, letting him wrap her in a warm embrace. His hair tickled her forehead, the smell of him familiar and sweet.

      “I know this is who you are,” he said. “I understand. That doesn’t mean I have to like this decision.”

      She pulled back, taking his face in her hands. “We face this risk every day.”

      “I know,” he confessed. “But I think you forget what you mean to this movement. Are they ready to go on without you?”

      “I wasn’t ready when Armstrong died,” she said. “No one is ever ready for this. But we find a way.”
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      The crowd that gathered around the fire that evening was boisterous. The nights were growing colder and longer, but Luka felt this one rushing swiftly to its end. Too soon.

      In the morning, they would be leaving. They had spent the entire day training for their mission, running simulations and drilling possible scenarios until they should all have scattered to their beds in a daze, the usual evening of socializing around the fire an impossibility. But adrenaline’s bite was stronger than liquor, and both were present in abundance once the day’s work ended. Luka’s mind raced, repeating the exercises they had done, launching him forward to tomorrow, to the danger they would all face. To the possibility that everything could change for the better.

      His eyes searched for Jaya in the crowd of bodies moving in the dancing firelight. He found her standing off to the side, her back to the fire, eyes to the sky. She had held herself stiff and straight all day. Since they had returned from the Avernus, she had been somewhere else: her mind fixed on their plan, on their work. She had barreled forward with a kind of delirious energy, stoking the flames beneath their council and then beneath the teams they had assembled.

      She looked over as Luka approached, her eyes glimmering in the darkness. She said nothing, but held out a hand to him. He took it, then stepped closer and wrapped his arm around her shoulder.

      She deflated, leaning against him. All that energy, that flame that had been in her, remained with the people who followed her. The people whose drunken shouts and howling laughter brightened the space around the roaring fire.

      Here, just a few paces away, the hush of the forest seemed to press in around them.

      The wind picked up, biting into Luka. He shivered and Jaya snuggled closer.

      “Cold?”

      “I’m fine,” he assured her. “How are you holding up?”

      She was silent for a long while, looking up at the stars. Luka followed her gaze. The night was clear, the sky dark velvet. Stars burned, and the blue halo of the night shivered at the edge of each twinkling light.

      “We used to pick out the stars that made up the constellations from Earth,” Jaya said. “The ones that went with our mother’s stories.” She breathed deeply, her ribs expanding against Luka’s chest. “They were scattered all over the sky on Hermia, and some of them we never could see. But we catalogued them on our palm drives, our little celestial scavenger hunt.”

      “My father used to tell me the stories of the constellations, too,” Luka said. “Different ones, but just as scattered across the skies where I grew up.”

      “Mama showed us videos of what the stars looked like back on Earth. We eventually grew tired of studying someone else’s skies and made up our own constellations. But we always liked the way the big bear and the little bear circled each other in the night sky. We could see Polaris from Hermia sometimes. It would rise just above the horizon for a few days every winter, and we would sneak out to watch it appear, like it was emerging from the trees.”

      Luka watched the winking lights. Many of those lights held life in their orbit. He supposed they always had, even before his ancestors on Earth could have possibly known, but he had grown up understanding that the night sky was filled with other people like him, living their lives on their own planets or moons or stations. He knew the spaces between the stars were filled with travelers, navigating the black of space that had been mapped out for them by those who came before.

      In many places, those stars were already clouded by the lights of cities, but here on Swallow’s Landing it was so dark their light cut through the sky, almost painfully sharp and bright. The stars pulsed with a visual resonance so absolute that Luka imagined they had transcended the senses and he could hear their song.

      “I wonder just when it was that humanity stopped seeing its past in the stars and started to see its future,” he said.

      She hummed some wordless reply, drawing his arms closer around her waist. Behind them, a shout went up, dissolving into cackles of laughter and echoing yells. Jaya turned to look at the fire and the people assembled around it. The light fell across her face, illuminating the salted tracks of silent tears. But her eyes were dry now as she looked at the fire, and then to Luka.

      Warmth coiled in him at the look in her eyes, and he kissed her, tasting the salt on her lips. His mouth lingered on hers for a moment drawn out like the starlight, a moment frozen in time and hurtling toward them all at once.

      Jaya pressed into him as her hands searched his body. She kissed him hungrily until he pulled her against him, her breath quickening against his lips.

      They stole away, creeping around the edges of the firelight and into the tunnels of the base, to find warmth again in the tangle of limbs slippery with sweat. To find the song of the stars in their own sighs and whispers.

      Later, they lay together in silence, heavy-limbed and peaceful. Luka closed his eyes and saw again Jaya’s head tilted back in delight, face flushed and free of the little lines that ordinarily traced her worries on her forehead. The weight of tomorrow lifted, still waiting for them to find it again, but pushed back for just a brief moment of joy.

      Her fingers moved idly, mapping out the scars on his body. He had shared the stories with her, opening his mind and his heart to her as readily as he had opened his body to her hands. Each scar had a memory—a training accident, a battle wound, a childhood exploit gone wrong. She had no scars to show, but she offered up stories, too. Injuries that should have left a mark. Injuries whose marks were invisible, except to someone who could read the shadows in her eyes and the flicker of tension in her jaw.

      Jaya sighed, her breath warm on Luka’s neck. He tilted his head down to see her face. The little furrow between her eyebrows had returned, and her eyes met his. In the warm light of the room, the flecks of copper shone in the green. She reached up, pushing his hair back from his eyes, her smile sad.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      The furrow of her frown deepened, and her hand went to her mouth. Luka took that hand in his own and brought it to his lips.

      “What is it?” he asked again.

      “Tomorrow,” she said simply. “Tomorrow will change everything.”

      He heard the unspoken implication: the possibilities that change could bring were not all good ones. Luka propped himself up on an elbow to see her better. She did the same, her eyes moving rapidly, tracking the worries in her mind.

      “You were right,” he told her. “When you argued for this. If we don’t take initiative, he’ll always have the upper hand.”

      “I know,” she said. She sighed and rolled onto her stomach, raising herself up on her forearms. She scanned the wall behind the bed, thoughts moving agitatedly behind her hazel eyes.

      “Armstrong always told me it was hard. These decisions. That no matter the outcome, it weighs on you. I thought I knew what he meant, but I don’t think I really understood it until now.”

      She looked over at him, her hair trailing along her neck, parting over the strong muscles of her shoulders. That strength existed in the definition of her arms and back, in the stubborn set of her jaw. But Luka saw the fears she faced, and in those fears the scope of her strength shone. It revealed the unfathomably deep reservoir of courage with which she confronted everything that came after her. His own fear was a gnawing sore inside him. He had practiced letting go. He had gone through the routines for the last two years, training his mind as much as his body. He had let this break him once, and he had learned resilience, but despite his best efforts, fear still lingered.

      Tomorrow hurtled toward them, and Luka still wasn’t prepared for what it might bring.

      “You can’t know what will happen,” he said. “You’ve done what you can. You fought for this opportunity, and now we have it. It was your intuition and your courage that got us this far, but the rest? The rest is in the hands of the future.”

      She gave a rueful laugh. “Are you talking about fate?”

      Luka considered the question. He could argue against the idea all he wanted, but he also knew he had never been truly free to make his own choices. He was constrained by the forces of powerful people around him, by the events churning the galaxy, by his own personality. That interplay was strong, its pull not something he could escape.

      “Not fate,” he said, recognizing the truth in the words as he said them. “But we can only do so much. Once we’ve done everything in our power, all that’s left is to let it play out.”

      “I wish that was as comforting as you try to make it sound. But I can’t believe that anything is decided yet.”

      He reached out, brushing his fingers against her jaw to tip her face up toward him. “It’s not. But I trust us and everything we’ve built. I trust the plans we’ve made and the choices we will make. And I have hope.”

      Hope. He saw her mouth the word.

      “Do you want to know what I hope for?” he asked.

      “What?”

      “When this is all over,” he said, “when we’ve won, when we can finally rest… I hope that there will be a place for you and me on some beautiful colony. Somewhere with vast oceans.”

      She smiled and he shifted closer to her, tracing the curve of her spine with his fingers. He drew up the comforting images, for his benefit as much as hers, and he wished with everything in his aching chest that someday they would be real.

      “We’ll build a house, right by the seaside. And at night, we’ll hear the crashing of the waves. We’ll have sunlight every morning streaming through our windows, and a garden out back overflowing with flowers and vegetables and fruit trees.”

      “You’ll cook, right?” she asked.

      “Of course,” he said, stroking her back. “All my Amma’s recipes. And others I’ve picked up in my travels. Maybe we’ll travel together, pick up some more. But not until we’ve rested.”

      She sighed, closing her eyes and leaning into the motion of his fingers.

      “Will we have a piano?” she asked.

      “It will be the first thing we buy.”

      “It’s a nice dream.” Her voice was melancholy, doubt creeping in.

      Luka leaned close, pressing his forehead against hers. She opened her eyes and that furrow reappeared, drawing all the curves of her face into an expression of worry.

      “It will happen,” he said. “I’ll make sure of it.”

      The flicker of joy in her eyes sparked in his chest. She nodded, resolute.

      “It will happen,” she repeated.
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        * * *

      

      Morning arrived as fast as Luka had dreaded.

      He gripped the armrests of his seat all the way to Hermia. Sal had used the naval codes in the drive Kier had given them to set up a back door into the system’s defense alert program, opening a narrow path for their ships to fly in. Three passenger ships—they didn’t risk bringing the First Light on this covert mission—each carrying two teams, six teams in all. One to infiltrate the center of the laboratory to cut the communications and broadcast the pulse that would disrupt the enhancements. Four to wait in the wings until the enhanced marines were neutralized, then sweep in and clear the site. And the medical team, to stay at a safe distance and provide help if needed.

      Jaya sat nearby, her jaw hard as Lupo guided their shuttle down. Tynan and Sunny whispered low to each other in their seats across the ship’s main room, heads close together. The members of Bravo team waited in the same anticipatory silence that gripped them all, and Luka—their leader—watched their faces, wondering if the same expressions he saw fluttering across their features were mirrored in his own. Cameron was there, as well as two colonists—Van Rossum and Guo—who had been training with the resistance for the past few months. All the teams were like this, strung through with colonists whose first experience with a weapon began on average four months ago.

      Everything was riding on Tynan and Sal and their device.

      He expected to feel empty and tired, like he had spent the night thrashing against violent, salty waves, fighting the sea of fears and dreads. Instead, his pulse beat calmly. His thoughts were quiet and focused. All that was left now was to see this through.

      They approached while the capital city was still on the far side of the planet, skirting away from its lights and toward the silent, dark clearing where Jaya’s childhood home waited. That was their medical team’s site. Far enough away that Sal was certain the radius of their device wouldn’t reach. This was where Jaya had agreed to wait, to guide the operation until the five teams were in place, until they would have to cut the communications in the compound.

      Clouds were gathering as the ships landed up the hill from the house. They positioned them along the seam of the forest to minimize their visibility. Jaya led the way out of their ship, Luka and the rest of Bravo team and the medical team following her footsteps.

      Her face was calm this morning, all evidence of last night’s fears evaporated. Or, more likely, buried down deeply enough to remain in shadows. But there was also a hush to her movements, a watchfulness in her eyes, that spoke of the gravity of this day. On either side, teams poured out of their ships.

      To the right, Sal led his team with a stubborn thrust to his chin, his eyes hard and set. Shea stepped out of the ship behind Sal, their team following close behind like ducklings. To the left, Rhodes led Alpha team down their platform, colonists grim-faced behind him. And Vargas with her team last, her eyes gleaming with the promise of a fight.

      The twenty-three others converged around Jaya. Light was beginning to wash the horizon in pale blue, and fog rose from the thick, knee-high grass, blurring the edges of the assembled warriors.

      She stood for a moment in silence, staring out at the complex. It sat in shadow, its edges indistinct in the dark. After a moment, she took a deep breath. Her shoulders expanded beneath her light armor as she turned back to the waiting forces.

      “I don’t have words powerful enough to inspire you all today,” she said, her voice quiet and musical in the suspended fog, “because you are the inspiration. All of you. I never asked you to follow me, I asked you to join me. To fight side by side against a man who would make the galaxy his tool.” She paused, a frown creasing her forehead. “No, not even that. He is the one standing in our way, but what we fight for is a galaxy where everyone has a chance to choose their own life. To live well. Our lives were marked out for us, whether we liked it or not.”

      She turned back to glance over her shoulder, at the first light touching the laboratory complex.

      “We are here to show that we will not be intimidated into silence. We will not let Emory dictate the terms of this war. We are powerful because we are together. Because of what we love. Because of what we are willing to sacrifice.”

      She looked back, her eyes shining brightly in the rising glow of the sun. The first oranges and golds of sunrise were breaking over the trees, piercing the clouds, lighting her hair and her eyes in dawn.

      “No matter what happens here today, remember that we fight for each other. Remember that the resistance will never die as long as we are true to each other. We broke through the noise and heard the ring of truth, and they can never take that from us now.”

      The warmth of the sun brought with it a sudden breeze, melting the fog away in its wake. Jaya released a heavy breath and looked at each of the team leaders in turn, her eyes falling on Luka last.

      That hope from the previous night shone in her eyes, her mouth not quite a smile, but set in a resolute line. Morning was here. It was time.
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      Mara stood in the airlock for a long moment before she opened the door. Port authority had no ties to the Imperial Guard, and so she had been allowed to land without incident. If the coup had been successful—and Mara had no reason to believe it had not been—it hadn’t leaked out from the palace walls yet. The capital city was quiet—the kind of quiet that could be mistaken for peace.

      Mara had sent out one message en route to Urran. She had broadcast it across the Empire, but the people she most needed to be listening right now were all here on Narei. This was the day she discovered whether the devotion to the stories that had grown up around the mysterious lost nareian princess had any teeth to back it up.

      If it did not, she would likely die today. She might die anyway, but if she faced down the entire palace security team by herself, her odds were significantly worse. Mara had gone up against very poor odds more than once in her life. She had made it out each time before, often due more to luck than she would ever want to admit. She had no shortage of skill, but even she had limits.

      She had managed to sleep on the four-hour return journey—a deep, purposeful rest. There had been nothing left to do until she arrived, and so she’d slept. In the peace of knowing what would come next.

      This was it.

      Mara drew her pistol. She palmed the controls. The airlock opened.

      It was quiet in the docking bay as Mara stepped out of her ship, her eyes scanning rapidly. It was late—most of the ships coming in or going out were cargo ships with light crews, and the commercial passenger wing of the port was subdued. Mara was aware of the sound of her own heartbeat as she walked. It throbbed in her chest, in rhythm with her footfalls.

      She listened carefully to the gentle murmur of the port.

      Had she fucked up sending the message? Was it still in her ship’s outgoing comm stream, having failed to broadcast? Even if no one came to her aid, she expected the Imperial Guard to have seen it.

      That was the problem with calling openly for an army to meet you at the field of battle. You also told your enemy exactly when and where you planned to appear. And yet… it was quiet in the port.

      Mara steadied her finger on the trigger, keeping the weapon loose at her side. She made good time through the port, her path through the corridors undisturbed, her short exchange with the customs officials less fraught than usual. She supposed she was reserving all her energy for the battle ahead and had none left to use on snark.

      It made things much more pleasant. She filed that away for later use.

      As she exited the customs area, the two-story glass-and-metal facade rose before her. Outside, it was dark. The only light was artificial—the capital city’s aesthetic lighting focused most of its power on the massive statue of Marantos the Fourth. She could see the glare of the white material through the glass.

      She checked the hour. This time of year, Urran had early sunsets and late sunrises. Twelve hours of darkness in a twenty-hour day. It was still an hour now before sunrise, with the time she had eaten up on Aris. Mara wondered again if her message had failed to make it out. If everyone who might care had been asleep… they might wake too late.

      She considered waiting. She considered running back to her ship, changing her mind entirely. Was she playing right into the Imperial Guard’s hands? They had tried to kill her and failed, only to have her walk right up to them and practically beg for a beam through the brain.

      Emory had backed her into a corner. Iseru’s continued silence suggested that he had found and dismantled her support. She had nothing left but her name. And the faint hope that Ezana hadn’t died in the attack. Ezana, who was perhaps the only person who truly believed Narei could be better than it was. Who believed enough to actually work for it.

      Mara stepped out of the port and into the streets.

      It had rained. The air smelled green, even in the midst of this vast city, and the streets shone in the faint light like rivers of silver. Mara heard the slosh of feet on the pavement.

      She whirled, dodging the beam as its trajectory sizzled just past her ear. She fired on her attacker and sprinted for the statue, registering the wet thud of the body falling. She needed something that could give her cover.

      Shouts around the side of the port alerted her—there were more coming. She ducked behind the massive base of the statue and caught her breath. The person who had shot first was dead or wounded—she had heard them hit the ground. There were at least three other voices calling out to each other, searching for her.

      More bursts of particle beam fire interrupted her thoughts—more voices shouted, these ones closer. Moving away from her and toward the original attackers. Mara peeked out from behind the statue.

      At least a dozen nareians had burst into the square from a side road and were pressing forward against three Imperial Guards, who were hauling the wounded body of a fourth guard with them. Mara watched as her mysterious rescuers gunned down the guards, absorbing a few shots of their own. When the four guards were down, the group began to search them, taking weapons and armor and murmuring among themselves.

      Mara felt something awaken in her. A breeze stirred in her mane, tight braids gathered low on her neck. As she stepped out from behind the statue, the breeze carried their voices to her ears.

      “She’ll be here,” one of them said. “We might just be early.”

      “Or the Guard already have her,” another replied. “We could be late.”

      “Actually,” Mara interrupted, “I thought your timing was pretty perfect.”

      They jumped, the initial startle rippling through the group as they turned to see the crown princess standing behind them, holstering her pistol. The first one to speak began to bow, but Mara grabbed his shoulders and forced him back upright.

      “None of that nonsense,” she said. “Consider me your general, not your princess.” She wrinkled her nose. “Not that I have any experience commanding armies either. But I don’t want that bullshit getting in our way. You follow my orders, you help me liberate the palace. I’ll consider that thanks enough for a lifetime.”

      There was a low muttering of yes, your Highness, and they each brought a hand to their shoulder in salute. She decided not to complain about the title—it was good enough.

      “Anyone else coming?” she asked, looking over the group. They looked like a relatively fit bunch, but she had no idea if any of them had combat training or skill with a weapon. They had taken out four guards, so they could apparently handle themselves. Well, three and a half. She had to give herself some credit for the first one.

      “We don’t know,” one said.

      “Okay,” Mara said. “We’ll wait here a minute. But the longer we wait, the less I like our chances. We need to be at the palace before the guard is able to get their feet under them. The longer they have to strategize, the less likely we can overtake them.”

      The wind was picking up, funneling the vague, wet sounds of the city into this square. The capital was starting to wake. All the ordinary sounds of daily life were beginning. Mara shivered at the chill damp of the morning.

      “Over there!” someone said. Mara followed a pointing finger to the opposite corner of the square. The indistinct sloshing sound of many footsteps reverberated in the narrow alley that fed into the square. Voices, too. Hushed voices, like people trying to be surreptitious without any understanding of what that meant in a place like this.

      “Get behind the monument,” Mara whispered. She raised her pistol, pressing against the side of the base so she could still see the alley the sound was coming from.

      No one appeared. The sound grew, turning from a mushy murmur into something approaching the roar of a river. Mara crept out into the middle of the square and peered into the alley.

      There were people there, alright. A crowd had formed somewhere ahead—bodies were pressing together, filling the streets and spilling into the alley. Voices were raised far away—some sort of chanting.

      “Well, shit,” Mara murmured. She lowered her pistol and stepped into the alley, following the chants, the syllables familiar and yet the most unexpected sound she had ever heard.

      Her name. They were chanting her name.

      Behind her, the group that had met her at the port scrambled to follow, already forgetting her order. It was no matter. This was something different—this was a scale she had never imagined.

      She pushed through the crowd, and it melted behind her. The initial indignation at her pushing withered and gave way, and the realization rippled out beyond her. Eventually, she no longer had to push. The people in front of her turned, eyes wide, and stepped aside for her.

      She stopped running, but her feet continued to stagger forward, carrying her when her brain had ceased to understand, ceased to work.

      The chanting died down. The sea of faces turned toward her, like flowers toward the noon sun. They waited, silent. She stopped, finally coming to a rest at the center of the plaza that ran from the Legislative Assembly to the palace. The ancient, twisted tree broke the flow of the crowd, its silvery leaves catching the first rays of the sun as they shivered in the breath of morning.

      Mara was not religious, and she certainly didn’t believe in the monarchy. But in that moment, she was compelled to silence, to awe. The branches of the tree were braided, their strength in their connection to each other. They reached together, dark wood twined and knotted, until they spread wide at the end, the small, flat leaves turning up to the light. This symbol of her people, as broken as they had become, still stood here in the plaza.

      Mara turned to face the crowd. Around her she saw nareian faces. Warm earthen browns and the pale yellow of sunshine. The gray of clouds heavy with rain and the black of the igneous rocks. Faces that were spotted and striated and bare-faced. The colors of her homeworld.

      Mara climbed up onto one of the benches that gazed onto the tree. She looked out over the nareians that surrounded her—hundreds of bodies clustered together in the space. All here in response to the call she had put out. Her throat burned, and she found herself struggling to pull in a breath. Her eyes filled and the sound of her pulse echoed in her ears.

      She swallowed, waited until her voice returned.

      “My people.” She still choked on her words. She shook her head, blinking away the tears and sniffing thickly. What a fucking joke of a leader she was. “My people!” She roared this time, her voice carrying on air still thick with the evaporating water. “Narei is under attack from outside forces. Your Empress has been betrayed by her own Imperial Guard, under the influence of the United Human Nations. Our empire is in danger.”

      The sea of nareians moved softly as the horizon began to glow with the sunrise. The susurrus of hundreds of shifting feet and whispering breaths stirred something in Mara, set her blood alight.

      “The Empire has not treated you well,” Mara said, “and I failed you when I left. I may not have liked the responsibilities I was born into, it may have taken me four decades to grow into them, but I am here now. I will not turn my back on my people. I will not allow outside forces to break us apart, to use us for their own gain. But I also will not allow our empire to continue to mistreat its own citizens. From this day on, I am all in. I will not rest until this is done—until it means something again to say I am nareian.”

      She swallowed. Her eyes were prickling again, and she felt her throat tighten up. Emory had forced her hand, but she was going to show him what a mistake it was to back her into a corner. She was not going to roll over—she was going to fight.
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        * * *

      

      As a child, Yuzira’s predecessor, a tall and striking woman who carried herself like a spear, had made Mara memorize and repeat back the palace’s defenses and the protocol if they were overrun.

      She was supposed to flee to the tunnels beneath the palace. This was the first priority—the royal family must escape.

      If she could not reach the tunnels, she was to take shelter in one of many safe rooms in the palace. These were the places the Imperial Guard would come to find her when the danger passed, or when a tunnel cleared.

      She knew exactly how many guards there would be in the palace on an ordinary night. She imagined Yuzira was not a fool, and so she doubled that number. It was still less than a tenth of the numbers Mara found herself suddenly in command of.

      Mara called on anyone in the crowd who had skill with a firearm to come find her. She had a special task for them. She sectioned the rest of the crowd—the army—into eight divisions. Five of those divisions would block the tunnel exits, waiting to be let in. Three divisions would rush the front entrance.

      Fifty-odd self-identified markspeople had presented themselves in response to Mara’s call. She formed a special division with them—while the people stormed the palace, these fifty would be the ones to take out the guards. Mara knew where they would be positioned, and she drilled her elite division on these locations as much as she could in the short time they had to prepare.

      She gave the order, and the crowd rushed in, sloppy and enthusiastic.

      The Imperial Guard gave a single warning before they began to shoot, but the flood of bodies made Mara anonymous. It gave her and her specialists cover. They took out the Imperial Guards at the front of the palace quickly, delivering well-placed shots from within the crashing wave of bodies.

      Inside, the three divisions split up to search the palace, each with a cadre of the markspeople. Mara led one division to the throne room.

      The gauzy curtains that separated the anterooms from the throne room billowed. Mara parted them with her gun.

      The main doors to the throne room were open, the source of the draft that had set the curtains to fluttering. The lights were still off, and the room was empty. The rushing sound of the wind filled the room with the ghost of motion, as if her mother had only just stepped away.

      Mara motioned for the division to follow her. Her steps echoed in the hollow room, then were drowned out by the sound of fifty more feet shuffling on the marble floors. Mara stopped in front of the throne itself, carved from the same night-dark wood that graced the ceilings of the anterooms. It looked peaceful, forgotten there on its dais.

      She checked for blood, but there was none.

      Then she stepped down from the dais and crossed to the door on the left side of the throne. It was a small door, the frame beautifully carved but still understated. This door promised intimacy. It led to a private chamber where the Empress would conduct meetings that required less pomp and circumstance, but held much greater importance.

      The door was ajar, a thin knife of light cutting into the cool shadows of the throne room. Mara positioned herself against the frame and nudged the door. It opened wider.

      The table here was carved from dark gray stone, its weight intended as a message about the gravity of the meetings that occurred around it. The chairs usually positioned neatly around it—each separated by a precise distance that would have been measured at least three times by a servant—were askew. One lay on its side, the robust wood of its arms broken, splinters poking out like fractured bone.

      Purple stains shimmered on the floor. Still wet, the blood caught the light.

      A shout went up behind her, in the throne room. “We have her!”

      Mara turned on her heel and pushed through the few nareians who had followed her into the meeting room, nearly knocking them over. She burst into the throne room, where one of the other divisions dragged a tall, angular nareian woman in front of them.

      Yuzira. Mara stopped.

      One of the men at the front of the crowd stepped forward. “We found her trying to escape through the southernmost tunnel.”

      Mara nodded. The man continued to stare at her, as if waiting for something.

      “Dismissed,” Mara said. She flinched at the sound of her own voice and tried again. “Thank you.”

      The man bowed and backed away. Mara didn’t bother correcting him—she barely even saw him. Her eyes were on her mother’s head of security.

      “Where is she?” Mara asked.

      “Dead.” Yuzira’s voice was flat.

      Mara nodded again. Her legs began to shake, and she took a step forward, trying to create a sturdier base for herself.

      “It must have been easy,” Mara said. “This decision. You saw how broken the Empire was. Saw how it all would end, with a stubborn criminal as the only viable heir.”

      “Chaos,” Yuzira said, finishing the thought. “You knew it, too.”

      Mara shook her head. “You’re an idiot to think Emory would ever let you have true autonomy here.”

      “I owe him nothing,” Yuzira said. “He got the regime change he wanted. Narei got the chance to finally have a competent ruler.”

      “You?”

      Yuzira raised her chin.

      Mara gestured to two nareians who were standing among the division she had led into the throne room. They were both military veterans, recently discharged, whose presence at her back had given her more security than the other fifty members of the division combined. They stepped forward.

      “Pick an interior room in the palace for her, and make sure she’s properly restrained,” Mara said. “I imagine there will need to be a few conversations with local law enforcement before we’re able to get an appropriate place for her. And security for the palace, now that I think of it.”

      She began to walk away.

      “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      Mara stopped mid-turn. She felt the ripple go through the room, the heads bowing. Yuzira was forced to her knees as her captors lowered their heads and shoulders in reverence.

      “Go.” Her voice broke. She berated herself internally for this mess she was in, her legs continuing to shake as the weight of the entire Empire dropped onto her like sand in an hourglass—one grain at a time, until she was crushed.

      The room emptied out. The throne’s shining black wood drew Mara’s gaze. Her vision swam, making the throne appear to pulsate, dark like a beating heart in the body of the hall. She stepped up onto the dais, bracing herself with her hands on the armrests of the throne.

      She sank to her knees, the tremor in her legs rolling up her body until her torso shook and her breaths came ragged.

      She was all that was left. She was the only thing standing between Narei and complete anarchy. Her mother was dead. Palva was dead. Ezana was dead. Was this what Emory had hoped for? To bring the whole thing crashing down around her feet? He had wanted her dead, but wasn’t this more or less the same?

      He would come swooping in. In the vacuum he had created, the vacuum Mara now felt herself flailing around in. She was not strong enough to hold it for long. Narei would fall, and Mara with it.

      She pressed her cheek against the cool wood of the throne, still clinging to the armrests. Even the hot sting of tears in her eyes had left her. There was nothing now.

      “I’m sorry.” The voice, subdued compared to its usual volume, still rang in the room. Like a quiet bell, not the boom of an orator. Mara stilled, her hands tightening around the carved wood. Her heart thudded with the suddenly disrupted silence.

      “I’m sorry,” the voice repeated again, drawing closer. “I was there, but I—I couldn’t stop it. I ran.”

      Mara turned. Ezana stood behind her, small in the vast, arching space of the throne room. Dried blood caked her forehead, the color of sticky sweet wine. The skin around her blue eyes was bruised with exhaustion and the residue of tears.

      She met Mara’s eyes, holding her hands out in front of her like they had failed her.

      Mara was on her feet and leaping down from the dais before her heart thudded again. The trembling in her body was forgotten, sucked away in the great rushing of everything filling up that space in her chest again. She threw her arms around Ezana. She heard the sound of her own laughter—wild and half sobbing.

      “Zan, you’re alive.”

      “I ran,” Ezana repeated. “I’m not a complete fool.”

      Mara pulled back, holding Ezana’s shoulders firmly. She reached a hand up to the blood on her face and found its source. A deep slice at her hairline, the edges blackened.

      “You took a shot,” Mara said.

      “It grazed me,” Ezana said. “I didn’t even notice until later. I’m okay.”

      “You’re okay,” Mara breathed. “Thank the entire fucking pantheon. You’re okay.”
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      Jaya waited.

      Against her every instinct, she waited. Across the table, Tynan was engrossed in the map, his eyes reflecting the green light of the hologram in the dim room. Sunny sat with her legs folded under her on the couch, hands picking idly at the hem of her shirt, eyes flickering toward the hologram from time to time. Lupo was the only one not looking. She turned her back to the map, staring out one of the front windows of the house with her knuckles white on the windowsill. Outside, the morning sun struggled to break through the clouds. A storm was rolling in, the air crackling with static.

      Their three ships lay hidden against the tree line behind the house, shrouded in the shadows brought by the clouds. Ready to transport them all to safety once the mission was over.

      Jaya shifted in her chair—it was disquieting to be sitting in the same place she had eaten dinner every night as a child, only now instead of watching her family chat over a hot meal, she was watching on a projected screen as the people she loved crept into certain danger.

      “We’re in position for phase two.” Rhodes’s voice was calm as he reported in. “Comms going down as soon as all teams have reported. Alpha team is in place at the northern entrance.”

      “Bravo One here,” Luka reported. “Bravo team is in position on the eastern entry point.”

      “Charlie One reporting from the western entrance,” Shea chimed in. “All set.”

      “Delta One here, ready to fuck things up on the south side.” Even Vargas’s hushed whisper oozed bravado.

      “I guess that leaves me.” Sal’s voice was tense. “Disruption team is nearing our position. Had to wait for an extra patrol cycle, but we’re almost there.”

      “Sal does that make you Disruptor One?” Shea joked.

      “You know it,” he replied, and Jaya could hear the smile in his voice. “We should be in position in about a minute. I’ll keep you posted.”

      “Good work,” Jaya said.

      They had practiced this dozens of times. Walked through the scenario, carefully coordinated the timing of every team from this moment on. When Sal’s initial pulse dropped the shields and the communications in the laboratory, they would all have thirty minutes to complete their objectives. The most critical of these was Sal’s. He would need to rig the laboratory’s communication system to amplify the signal from his device. The one that would destroy the synthetic virus and its ability to enhance human cells, clearing their way to lay the explosives and destroy the laboratory.

      It wouldn’t stop Emory from building a new one, but it would slow him down. It would give them a chance.

      They didn’t know if the pulse would kill the enhanced combatants or only sap them of their abilities. Jaya remembered with a chill that feeling of weakness so deep she could barely raise her head. It would be enough.

      And she was here, waiting. Far enough away to not be caught in the blast. Far enough to be safe.

      “Okay, Disruption team is in place,” Sal said. “I’m connecting to their communication stream now. Give me a minute.”

      Lupo turned around at that, and Jaya gave her a thumbs up as Rhodes replied. “Great, Sal. We’re waiting for your signal.”

      Tynan sighed forcefully in the silence that followed, and when everyone’s heads turned toward him, he seemed to shrink under their gazes. Jaya bit back a smile—she didn’t want him to think she was mocking him. But while Tynan had come a long way in the year since she’d first met him, some things hadn’t changed at all.

      “I’m in position,” Sal said. “All strike teams, ready for dark?”

      The four other leaders confirmed. Anticipation twisted like a knife in her stomach. Sal spoke up again. “Mothership, you ready?”

      “I wish you wouldn’t call us that,” Jaya replied. “But yes. We’ll be waiting at the RP when you’re done.”

      “Great. See you on the other side.”

      The map flickered in front of her, the clusters of little orange dots each in their appointed places. She let her eyes linger on the dots to the east. One of those was Luka. And offset from the rest, a smaller cluster. Sal, Werner, and two colonists.

      

      A year ago, she had met with her father on Argos. Before she knew he was her father, she had considered taking a job working for Richard Emory. He had recruited her, tried to groom her. And she still remembered what she had told him. One person can’t save the world, she had said. Every hero has five or ten people behind them making their actions possible.

      These were the five or ten people, only she was lucky enough to have far more than that. Her team. Her allies. Kier, and his final contribution. They all made it possible. They would all be necessary to see it through to the end.

      “See you on the other side,” she said.

      Another flicker of the map. A new dot appeared, large and moving in from orbit above the station. Then everything went dark.

      “What was that?” Jaya stood, pointing to where the dot would be. The clouds outside were growing heavier, sliding the interior of the house into shadow. The space where the map had been was blank and ominous in the dark. “Did anyone else see that?”

      Tynan was blinking, his face frantic. “I don’t know.”

      Lupo whirled away from the window, long braid swinging over her shoulder as she joined Jaya at the table.

      Sunny nodded slowly. “It was something. Min, did you get any identification information from that object before long-range comms were cut?”

      Of course. Jaya never thought to consult Min. The VA appeared at the scientist’s side, nodding as she spoke.

      “The transponder was blocked,” she said, “but it was a Union ship. A Valhalla-class frigate.”

      “Like the First Light,” Lupo said.

      “Tully,” Jaya said. “It’s him, it must be. He was traveling in the Shambhala. He’s back.”

      “Why would he be back?” Tynan asked.

      “Does it matter? Worst case, he knows we’re here. Best case, he had a sudden change of plans and is about to walk in on our strike teams, who have no way to see him coming.”

      “How many marines were on the Shambala?” Lupo asked. “When Tully left.”

      Min answered. “Files from Ursa Major suggest he travels with a contingent of eight.”

      “Eight,” Jaya repeated. “That’s not bad.”

      

      “Not bad?” Tynan squeaked.

      Jaya turned away from Tynan’s nervous stare. It was bad, but eight was a number they could manage. Eight was better than the four strike teams that a fully crewed Valhalla-class frigate could contain. He wouldn’t leave it unguarded, either, which put the number closer to four. Maybe even two. And two…

      Two enhanced marines, plus Tully.

      If she was smart about it—if she used her knowledge advantage—she might be able to stop them from ambushing her people.

      “I’m going,” she said. She reached for her helmet, and when she looked back up, Tynan was standing in the door.

      “You can’t.” His voice trembled as he said it.

      Jaya closed the distance between them. “Let me out, doc. Tully will land in less than ten minutes and know something is wrong. The path from the landing zone to the control room cuts right past the communications hub where the disruption team is working, and they have no idea he’s coming. He’ll stop them.”

      “It’s too dangerous,” Tynan protested. “If you’re there when Sal sets off the pulse, you’ll… you’ll…”

      “I’ll be stopping Tully from ruining the only chance we have.”

      “You could die,” Sunny said calmly.

      Jaya turned to look at the doctor, who still sat perched on the couch. She was leaning forward now, her brown eyes serious.

      “That’s a possibility I face every day,” Jaya said. “I can’t let it stop me now.”

      Lupo had crossed her arms, a frown carved deep into her face. Jaya looked to her for support, and the diminutive pilot gave her a look of anguish. Jaya turned back to Tynan and the door.

      “Tynan.” She cringed at the plea in her voice. Every second they wasted here brought Tully closer. She could throw Tynan aside easily, make her way through the door in an instant. She saw those same thoughts flicker fearfully across his face, and she stepped back. “If I could stop this, and I didn’t…”

      At that, his face crumpled. He stepped aside.

      “Thank you,” she whispered. “I’ll try to stop him and come straight back before the blast. If I don’t make it before the comms come back online, tell them where I went. And why.”

      The doctor nodded once, his face miserable. She ran out the door.

      The air was thick with the taste of rain. The clouds gathered, bloated and dark as night, but the rain hadn’t started to fall yet. Wind gusted in the dry grasses.

      “Wait!” Lupo called. “I’ll fly you.”

      Lupo sprinted up the hill, braid flying wildly behind her. Jaya followed and caught up in a moment. They clambered into the smallest shuttle—it would be quick and keep a low profile. Lupo fired up the engines and tore out of the shadows of the trees.

      The grass of the rolling hills blurred beneath them as Lupo pushed the little ship’s engines and expertly skimmed the ground below. The ozone smell crept into the ship, adding to the bitter stink of fear. Jaya put her helmet on and secured it, filtering some of the smell. Ahead, the landing strip for the laboratory rose into their view as they crested a hill. Five small figures were walking the strip between the Shambhala and the laboratory. Lupo swung lower, hugging the outside wall of the compound to stay out of sight.

      She pulled the ship in, sliding along the grass in a desperate landing, and Jaya leapt out of the transport’s doors the moment they opened. Lupo secured the helmet to her armor and followed. They pressed themselves against the wall, moving through the shadows to the entrance of the laboratory compound where Tully and his men had disappeared.

      Jaya led the way through the door, Lupo close behind with her weapon drawn. It was dark inside. The deepening gloom of the storm and the disabled power worked together to draw the shadows out, long and thick in the cramped space between the outer walls and the first knot of buildings.

      These buildings had not been there when she was a child—they had sprung up more recently, likely in the months since her father had begun his work here. Hoses carrying water to the modular dwellings snaked down from their low roofs, and the heating and cooling boxes clustered alongside. The whole thing was a maze of shadows and sharp edges.

      She heard them up ahead, and knew the moment their boots scraped the ground in a sharp turn that they had heard her too. She held up a hand to caution Lupo. With comms down, she couldn’t send her a warning. Enhanced. But the pilot seemed to get the message. She crouched down, melting into the shadows with her gun trained out.

      Jaya looked around. The boots were headed back toward them, scratching loudly in the grit that coated the ground. She jumped onto one of the heating units and scrambled onto the roof of the building, making noise to draw them away. Across the rooftop she sprinted, her boots clanging.

      They were just below her, to her right. They stopped moving. Jaya didn’t give them time to think. She leapt across the gap between buildings, shooting down at them.

      Tully ducked, his gray-streaked hair visible in the low light. He wasn’t wearing full armor—none of them were. Just the light standard armor for peacekeeping assignments, no head protection. Normally they could count on their palm drives for some ballistic dampening, but here, inside the range of Sal’s technical prowess, everything was scrambled.

      One of the guards dropped, bloody brain matter spraying the dull gray walls of the modular habitat behind him. The other three trained their weapons on Jaya, one shot grazing her left calf as she landed hard on the next roof.

      Behind them, Lupo started shooting. They turned toward her.

      Jaya scrambled to her feet, ignoring the fire in her calf, and sent another spray of particle beams into the alley. Another one fell, then a third, hit by Lupo’s fire.

      One remaining. And Tully.

      Jaya shot again. The last guard took a beam to his thigh as he tried to jump out of the way. Lupo sent another round toward him, and he ducked to the other side. This time, the beam sliced through his shoulder.

      Tully took off running into the compound.

      “Go!” Lupo yelled. “I’ve got this one.”

      Jaya froze for a brief moment, the conviction in Lupo’s voice not quite enough to override Jaya’s protective urge. But then the tiny pilot shot again, and the guard crumpled. Jaya ran.

      Tully was fast. Too fast. He had the enhancements, too, she was sure now.

      It was just like him, to think they were enough to protect him. To walk into this potential ambush with light armor and no helmet and then turn and run the moment he was attacked.

      He was enhanced, just like her. But he didn’t have years of training with these enhancements, months of experience fighting enhanced foes, or a chip the size of Argos station on his shoulder. She pushed herself, months of after-hours training and testing her own limits outweighing her doubts. She was going to catch him.

      Rain started to fall in thick, splatting drops. They sang against the metal rooftops, following their own mysterious time signature.

      In this maze of buildings, her only guide was the sound of Tully’s footsteps. She could hear them above the chorus of raindrops. Thundering left, now echoing to the right. He was below her, ahead some distance. She launched herself across ragged alleyways, crashing from one slippery roof to the next, trying to cut a diagonal where Tully was zigging and zagging.

      She caught up to him just as he entered the main laboratory facility, launching herself down from the last roofline. Her foot connected with his shoulder as he waited for the doors to slide open. The momentum slammed them both against the metal exterior.

      He was up again, heaving breaths just as she was. He struck at her with his hand, something gripped in his fist. She blocked with her left, his arm glancing wide of her, but he swung again.

      Her armor hissed as a minuscule stream of pressurized air forced its way from the tiny puncture. Tully cast the syringe aside and reached for his gun. She gasped for air, her head feeling light and faint, but she crashed into him and pinned the arm that held the weapon on the ground.

      He had put something in her suit. It was poisoning the recycled air. Using the pressure of her body to trap his arm, she scrabbled for the catch of her helmet.

      With a click and a hiss, it released. She tore the metal casing from her head and gasped huge gulps of air. Rain dampened her face, cool and soft. Clarity began to return just as Tully’s fist struck her temple.

      She twisted around. Her solid right hook connected with his face, and he squirmed, throwing her away from him with the force of his legs. She slammed into one of the outbuildings, her legs buckling as she hit.

      “You’re nothing special here, Mill,” he laughed. “How’s it feel to be weak?”

      “I wouldn’t know,” she spat. “I’ve never been you.”

      Tully stepped toward her and she rolled left out of his range, just as his foot impacted on the wall. He swore.

      The rain came harder, drumming on the packed-dirt road, turning it to mud. Jaya pulled herself up to her hands in knees as a thunder rumbled its warning through the slate-gray clouds.

      “You always were oblivious to what was happening right under your nose,” Tully sneered, turning on Jaya.

      She tried to catch her breath, crawling along the ground as Tully limped behind her.

      “You and your brother both,” he continued. “Too simple to see your father’s genius. Too attached to each other to give him your loyalty.”

      She yelled a wordless sound of rage and bounded back to her feet, the pain in her leg flaring as she landed hard. She drew her gun, but he was as fast as she was—her shot went wide, and he was on her again, her gun clattering to the ground as he wrenched her wrist. This time, she used his momentum to swing him around and strike his head against the wall. She hit him. Again. Again, and then he ducked as her fist came at him a fourth time.

      Pain exploded in her hand as it smashed into the wall.

      Tully grabbed her around the waist, driving into her with his shoulders. She staggered back and crashed into the reinforced glass of a greenhouse that butted up against the main compound wall. The glass shattered, the sharp edges snagging on her armor and then tearing through with the force of Tully’s strength. Heat seared through her back, and her vision flared white.

      Tully was running again. His gun lay far ahead on the ground.

      Jaya pushed against the slippery glass and warped metal frame, freeing herself from the tangle of sharp edges, slicing through her gloves as she did so. Her back burned. Her hands burned. The rain dripped from her nose and her chin, and she wiped it from her eyes with the backs of her bloodied hands.

      Tully had reached his weapon. Jaya dove for her own, picking it up just as she heard Tully do the same. She spun and fired. Her shot ripped through his left knee. He staggered forward.

      His own shot struck her in the chest. Her armor took the impact, but it knocked her off-balance. She hit the ground hard, her face in the mud. He was still standing. He shot again, the beam searing through the seam at her shoulder. She tried to crawl up on all fours, but his foot came down hard on her back, knocking her down again.

      She couldn’t catch her breath. Blood and rain slicked the ground beneath her. When she closed her eyes, she saw Kier’s face, the dark pool spreading beneath him as his eyes went empty.

      “You’ve been a thorn in our side,” Tully said. “But not anymore.”

      He kicked her stomach, the impact rolling her over onto her back. She reached for her weapon, but he brought his foot down on her wrist and pinned her. He raised his gun.

      A weight bore down on her chest, fatigue like she had never felt. Tully staggered forward, his eyes suddenly glassy, his arm dropping like the weight of the gun was too much. Another step freed her hand but she couldn’t move. Couldn’t lift her limbs.

      No, she had felt this before. But now, with blood draining from the wounds in her leg, back, hands, and shoulder, swelling contusions on her skull and in her abdomen, the weakness only grew worse, pulling her down into blackness. She was bleeding out. The dim light was bleeding away.

      The device was on.

      Tully dropped to his knees beside her, his face full of confusion. He blinked against the same threatening darkness that was compelling Jaya now. She willed herself to move, drew every last bit of strength to pull her arms back in, to control her movement. She forced her eyes to focus as she adjusted the settings on her palm drive.

      It was online. The device had been activated, and comms were online. She turned up the EM pulse to its highest setting—one that could stun through heavy armor. She let it charge, and then she grabbed Tully, slamming her hand into his chest with the last of her strength.

      He convulsed as the pulse hit him. The light left his eyes, and he slumped onto her.

      She couldn’t move between the weight of her exhaustion and Tully’s body crushing her down. Her breathing grew shallow; she began to feel she needed less. Her vision was hazy, the darkness closing in and blocking her periphery.

      There were voices on her comms now. Her team. Her family. She couldn’t make out the words, but she heard the tone. Joy. Victory.

      The smell of rain was gone. The sound of it pelting her armor and the road receded, vague and muddy in her mind. She was so tired.

      She closed her eyes, a warmth in her chest even as a chill spread up her limbs. They had done it. She had stopped Tully, and they had succeeded. The resistance had won back a level playing field. They could move forward now, without her.

      Kier’s sacrifice would not be for nothing now. And neither would hers.

      More voices swam through the muddy haze of consciousness. These ones were close. A shout, and this time she could make out the words. A string of cries—the word no in rapid succession. The voice was familiar despite the strained, foreign tone. She heard one last cry before she slipped into darkness.
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      Luka held Jaya’s hand tightly in his own. It didn’t matter that Sunny said she couldn’t feel it. It didn’t matter that she hadn’t opened her eyes, had barely drawn a breath, since they brought her back to Swallow’s Landing. He squeezed her hand with his like it was another intravenous tube, the continued pressure pushing his strength into her.

      He was cold. It was the kind of cold that swelled in his chest, defying the heat of the med bay, defying the blanket Sunny had insisted on wrapping around his shoulders. It was the cold of pulling a corpse off the body of your lover. The cold of holding her as two marines performed emergency care, pumping her full of coagulant and tissue repair accelerant while a third made desperate calls to the doctor. It was the cold of her heart stopping, again and again. Of reviving her again and again. Of not being sure her heart wouldn’t stop again now.

      And so he squeezed her hand in both of his, grateful for the weak pulse against his skin as he shivered beside her bed. He fixed his eyes on her face—freckles dark against the stone white of her skin, fine strands of copper hair pressing damply to her neck. Her face was carved in stark lines, but peaceful. Sunny had seen to that.

      “You need to shower.”

      Sal’s voice came from behind him. Luka shook his head.

      “You can’t do anything more,” Sal persisted. “Sunny has her on a close watch, and you’re in shock. You need to take care of yourself.”

      Luka closed his eyes, bloody visions of Jaya’s twisted form following him as he did. He pressed his lips to her hand.

      “You get less pretty by the minute—you want her to see that when she wakes up?”

      That got a laugh. Luka felt it shake loose from his chest despite his every instinct driving him to despair, not to humor. He sighed and opened his eyes. He sat straighter and turned back to look at Sal. The other man winced, an attempt at a smile, his own face painted in brushstrokes of anguish.

      “I’ll personally come get you if anything changes,” Sal promised.

      Luka murmured a thanks and placed Jaya’s hand carefully at her side.

      He emerged into the dark hallways of Swallow’s Landing and fumbled his way down the hall to the room he shared with Jaya. The door opened into the darkened space, where blankets were still pooled at the end of the bed, clothes discarded on a chair, over which were draped the coats from that last night.

      He picked up her shirt from the chair and held it to his chest. It smelled of smoke and sweat, of the life that had so recently shattered.

      In the bathroom, their shower pumped out cold water from the pipes until the small heater finally kicked in and steam began to rise. He scrubbed the blood from his face and his hair. He scrubbed his skin until it was raw, until the water ran clear. Then he dressed, and made his way to the mess hall.

      Outside, the celebrations were muted. Even in him, he felt the competition rage. Elation and victory, and the very deep gouge of the cost it came at. Rhodes and Cameron waved him over when he entered the mess hall, and as he took a seat, Cameron got up to bring him food. Van Rossum was cooking tonight, her eyes bright with a successful first mission, and with the hope their victory had brought. But when Cameron took a bowl from her, her eyes flickered to Luka and he saw the way her face shifted.

      “We leveled the place after you’d gone,” Rhodes told him in a deep, muted voice. “Nothing survived for Emory to salvage. Made sure of that.”

      “Good,” Luka said, nodding. Sunny had already relayed the news, but he knew Rhodes wanted to be helpful, so he let him. “Then we’re close to the end.”

      Cameron set a steaming bowl in front of Luka. Some sort of soup, thick with beans and greens they had dried for the winter here. He reached for it, knowing that the turning in his stomach had nothing to do with bodily needs.

      When he started eating, it got easier to continue, until he had worked his way methodically to the bottom of the bowl. The meal brought strength back to his body and clarity to his mind.

      “Sal’s making the rest of the devices,” Rhodes said. “They’ll be ready soon, and so will our allies.”

      Their six largest operations teams, scattered through Union space, were preparing to storm Union shipyards. With the intel Ursa Major had provided and an emitter to broadcast the virus-destroying signal, the resistance could take the yards, and probably even hold off a counterattack. They finally had an opportunity to take the fight to the black.

      “Good,” Luka said. “We should move fast on this.”

      He picked up his empty bowl and brought it to the machine for washing. Rhodes followed him as he made his way to the command center. The two of them approached the darkened table.

      “I think it’s time we grew our leadership,” Rhodes added. “We’re going to need everyone on board to put the pressure on Emory.”

      Luka agreed. “We need to be developing a political wing, too. Start rescuing the people that Emory wants to disappear, and we’ll need more leadership to keep that effort strong.”

      “Vargas, Shea, and Werner have been with us from the start,” Rhodes said.

      “Call them in,” Luka said. “We shouldn’t waste a minute.”

      They sent out a call and waited for the rest of their newly expanded team to arrive. Luka leaned forward, bracing his palms on the table, willing the heaviness in his chest to lift. Wishing for a glimpse of light through the haze of exhaustion.

      His mind was split, half of it consumed with Jaya’s motionless body, deep in a drugged sleep. The other half forged forward, dredging up possibilities, wedges they could drive into the weakened Union. They would stagger forward—they had to.

      Years ago, he had left the Union’s military a corporal, but he had never shaken off the responsibilities he had taken on then. He might not have a rank now, in any sense of the word. He might have spent the last fifteen years trying to run from the very force that he had once pledged his life to in a naive dream of justice. But everything he had experienced had driven him here, to face the mess that had been made, to face the man now trying to reshape the mess into his own personal empire.

      It was time for the resistance to scale up. It was time for them to start building the future they wanted, not just struggle to survive. They finally had an advantage to use, and Luka was going to make sure that they didn’t lose sight of what they were fighting for.

      He glanced around the room, Jaya’s absence a painful hole. But she would want them all to push on. She had run into the danger with the hope that her actions would allow them to continue, even if she could not.

      He still believed that one day, there would be a little cottage by the sea waiting for them. There would be music and laughter and sunshine, and the crashing of waves would be the most dangerous thing they would have to face for the rest of their lives. He believed because he had to. He believed that she would wake up.

      And when she woke, Luka intended her to wake to a new galaxy. The bright and beautiful one he had promised.
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      Tynan was afraid to leave the room he shared with Sunny. She had tried to coax him out of bed that morning, to join her in the medical center. But the thought of facing what he had allowed to happen filled him with dread.

      It was almost as terrifying as the realization that it would have been worse if he hadn’t let Jaya go.

      He knew she could have pushed past him. Could have moved him bodily aside if she wanted. That day, she could have fought all three of them without breaking a sweat. It wasn’t really his choice to make.

      And yet, he felt responsible for not stopping her. He could have argued more, could have stood defiantly in the way, but he had stepped aside. He had let her pass.

      She would never have forgiven you if you had prevented her from helping, Sunny had told him. Somehow, that felt worse. Knowing that the rift would have been this deep no matter what. How much had they been through? How festered was the wound in everything if it meant that there was no good answer anymore?

      He had contributed to this miserable victory. He had done what needed to be done, made the hard decisions. The taste of it was terrible.

      Min appeared in front of him. Once Sunny left, his VA had taken over her pleading with him. Well, not pleading so much as admonishing him. It was unnecessary. His own mind was doing a good enough job of scolding him for all he had done wrong.

      “You have a new message,” Min said.

      Tynan blinked. So she wasn’t appearing to tell him again to go to the medical bay, to look at Jaya’s still form and face what he had done.

      “Who’s it from?”

      “Perit Turay again. Do you want to read it?”

      He had been surprised to see he’d received a message from the szacante lawyer while they were on Hermia. Even more surprised when the message contained an apology for not helping him a year before. She believed in his innocence. She volunteered to defend him if he needed an attorney. He had almost laughed—what good would an attorney do him now?

      It should have brought him joy, that at least one person back home didn’t believe Kujei’s lies, but it didn’t. Not really. It was another reminder of where he was failing. Or perhaps where his hands were impossibly tied. Would he only make things worse there, too? Either by acting or by staying out of it?

      He crossed his legs beneath him on the bed and dropped his head heavily into his hands.

      “Tynan,” Min said, “all you can ever do is try.”

      “But what if trying just makes everything worse?” he asked. “The greatest evil is to play a part in the destruction of my people. It’s clear that there is something terrible happening, not just on Dresha but everywhere. But what power do I have to stop it?”

      She faded away, the loss of her visual projection darkening the room back into gray shadows.

      “Min?”

      He paused, staring blankly at the walls of their little room.

      “Yes?” Her voice in his ear was calm, soothing.

      “Read it to me. The message.”

      “Oszca is going forward with the trial in your absence,” Min said, reciting Perit’s words. Tynan felt a chill. “I will fight in your name and for your reputation.”

      In a way, it was true. The very crimes he was being charged with, he had just committed. He hadn’t been working against the Union back when this all began, but now he was. Everything had warped and changed in that time, and now he really was the enemy of his own people.

      Well, not of his own people. He had thought a lot in the last year about the why of it all. He had ended up in this mess by accident, and had allowed himself to be dragged along, deeper and deeper. But the more he thought about it, he realized that his role wasn’t entirely passive. He was choosing to follow certain people and not others. He was choosing their vision, their values. He believed these choices were better for his people—for all the people of the galaxy—in the long term.

      He had chosen Jaya Mill. He had chosen John Rhodes. He had chosen Salman Azima. He supposed lately, he had chosen Indigo Onyema, too.

      He had chosen Sunny Choi.

      She had chosen him. She had seen something in him.

      Tynan stretched his legs out and scooted to the edge of the bed. He would make at least one choice today. He would do this one hard thing, and then see where it went next.

      He dressed and found his way to the medical center. He lingered a moment in the door, his uncertainty flaring up. Sunny was at the far side of the room, replacing the bandage on the leg wound Werner had received in the fight. She stood, placing a reassuring hand on Werner’s shoulder, and helped him arrange his crutch. As the young man hobbled away, she noticed Tynan standing there and cocked her head to the side.

      Tynan moved out of the way, letting Werner through, and let his feet carry him the rest of the way to Sunny.

      “You made it,” she said mildly.

      “Yeah.” He shook his head, embarrassed at himself. At his fear, which still banged around loudly in his chest. He looked over Sunny’s shoulder, at the curtained bed in the back of the room. Sunny followed his gaze.

      “Are you ready?”

      He wasn’t. He really wasn’t. But the last year had been one long lesson in taking that leap before there was time to talk himself out of it. It was a lesson in ready being a more or less meaningless concept. So he nodded.

      He followed Sunny to Jaya’s bed, and she drew the curtain back.

      “You’re in luck,” she said. “I just kicked Sal out. He and Luka have been here around the clock. I told them they needed to take a break and that she would be perfectly fine seeing my face when she woke, even if it’s not as pretty as either of theirs.”

      She stopped his protest with a raised hand, and he realized she was joking.

      “You’ll have some privacy,” she said. “I know you want it.”

      He swallowed, unable to speak, and Sunny clasped his hands tightly in hers for a moment before retreating and closing the curtain behind her.

      Tynan took a deep breath, watching the gentle sway of the fabric, hearing the muted beeping of monitors and the slow sounds of Jaya’s breathing. Then he looked over at her.

      She appeared frail, purple bruises blooming on her pale and motionless face, blankets tucked neatly below her arms. There was still strength in those arms, the muscles of her shoulders visible among the bandages, but it was strength that had been broken already, the remnants disappearing slowly.

      This wasn’t what they had intended, any of them. Even Jaya, with her willingness to run into the danger, couldn’t possibly have wanted this.

      He remembered asking her once if she worried about death. She had told him then that she didn’t. She couldn’t. It was somewhere her mind was not allowed to go. People had to believe on some level that they were immortal, that nothing could stop their constant push forward into the unknown. The only way to survive was to forget that someday it would all end. Even more for people whose someday was likely to be soon.

      Tynan sat in the vacant chair. Was he supposed to take her hand? Was that the right thing to do, or would it mess with the intricate balance Sunny had put together with so much care? Jaya was held together with drugs and bandages and the collective will of every person on this base, and if Tynan bumped the wrong wire and…

      He clasped his hands in his lap.

      The night the team from the Avalon had showed up in his apartment, he had been afraid he would die. Cornered, with no escape, he had envisioned his own death, faced his own mortality with wild terror. And when faced with the calm voice of this woman, her hand outstretched in an offer of help, her toughness visible but somehow contained, he had forgotten for a moment his fear.

      He had taken her hand. She had inspired his trust from the moment he first met her. He didn’t understand it—he supposed some people just had that way about them. Others, like him, had to learn to make their voices count. To give their actions meaning.

      Tynan reached out, brushed her fingers with his.

      His agitation had receded, replaced with something else. A cold equanimity. He stood, pausing before he opened the curtain to look back.

      “Goodbye, Captain Mill,” he whispered.
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      Sunny took the news without a flinch. He didn’t know what he was expecting—she was the giver of bad news on more occasions than he could ever imagine, and she understood when there was nothing she could do.

      She also knew him better than anyone, and he was lying to himself if he said she hadn’t seen him turning this possibility over in his mind. She had likely known he would return to Dresha before even he had. She asked for one day before he left, and he gave it gladly.

      They spent the day on the grassy plateau of the mountain range where she had shown him how it felt to fly on the air, to float in the upwellings with the entire planet stretched out ahead. But they didn’t fly. She left her glider packed away in the First Light, not even bringing it on the shuttle. Instead, they wound their way through the trees of the nearby spur, forging a path through thick underbrush, letting the dappled light leave them blinking in confusion.

      They found another spot, sheltered from the chilly wind by the thrust of mountain alongside it, where the sun spilled over the outcropping to warm the stone. Winter threatened, and the air was bitter, but the sun promised the eventual return of long, warm days. They held each other, looking out over the expanse below.

      “I wish I could come with you,” she confessed.

      “You’re needed more here,” he said, although it hurt him to say it. “They would only separate us anyway. I’ll be arrested the moment I arrive.”

      “I know.”

      She guided the shuttle back to the base in silence, and Tynan sat miserably beside her.

      There was nothing he could do that wouldn’t end in pain for someone. But maybe this didn’t have to be the end. Maybe he could win, could turn the Szacante Federation back to the truth. Then he would be free. He could find his way to her again.

      Lupo was waiting alongside one of the smaller ships when they returned to the base. She had agreed to drop him on a nearby colony, where he could arrange a flight the rest of the way to Iralu City. Behind her, Tynan saw figures moving toward him. Dozens, nearly half the base, walking to the landing zone.

      Sunny stepped aside as Rhodes approached, holding his hand out for Tynan. They shook, Rhodes’s large hand nearly swallowing Tynan’s.

      “The resistance won’t be the same without you,” he said.

      “I’ll just be fighting on a different front,” Tynan replied.

      Rhodes smiled. “That you will.”

      Sal was next, raising his hand to his temple in the traditional szacante greeting.

      “I won’t miss you cleaning me out at poker,” he said. But then he pulled Tynan into a hug, clapping him on the back. “Come back safe, okay?”

      “I’ll do what I can,” Tynan promised.

      Rhodes was the one who replied. “That’s all any of us can do.”

      Tynan always believed he hated long and drawn-out goodbyes, but as the various people he had grown to care for over the past year came up for a hug or a handshake or just a strained word, he realized that he wanted this to go on forever. Maybe he had just never had people in his life worth saying goodbye to properly.

      Sunny walked with Tynan and Lupo to the ship, and when they reached it, she hugged him fiercely. He wrapped his arms around her shoulders, hoping that something of this embrace would stay with him when he left. If he could remember the way she felt pressed against him, then he would have the strength to carry on, to return home to her.

      She kissed him one last time before she let go, and he forced himself to move forward, to carry himself up the ramp and into the ship. One step, then another.

      You don’t have to fight in my absence, he had messaged Perit earlier that day. I’m coming home.
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        Nolan Garrett is Cerberus. A government assassin, tasked with fixing the galaxy's darkest, ugliest problems.
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        Someone betrayed him. He'll probably die finding out who.
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