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        ‘Tis thine to ruin realms, o’erturn a state,

        Betwixt the dearest friends to raise debate,

        And kindle kindred blood to mutual hate.

        Thy hand o’er towns the fun’ral torch displays,

        And forms a thousand ills ten thousand ways.

        Now shake, out thy fruitful breast, the seeds

        Of envy, discord, and of cruel deeds:

        Confound the peaces establish’d, and prepare

        Their souls to hatred, and their hands to war.

        - Virgil, the Aeneid
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      The rains soaked the central green expanse of the University of São Inácio de Azevedo. Luka stood beneath the awning of the university-owned faculty apartment complex, shielded from the wet splats of water that flung from the roof’s drainage channels. The campus was quiet in this pre-term period. The only people in the university’s buildings were faculty and graduate students.

      Luka squinted up at the clouds, the wind driving spray into his eyes. The rainy season had come early this year, Dr. Barbosa had told him. Usually the rains followed the students back to campus from harvest. She had wondered aloud how the rains would affect a colony already at the end of its means.

      Dr. Barbosa—Fátima, as she had asked him to call her—taught history. She said it was important, even—perhaps especially—out here, where days were filled with the work of basic subsistence from dawn to dusk, to learn what had come before. It was exactly this attitude that had drawn the attention of the Resistance and likely that of the Union, if Sal and Tynan’s algorithm was to be trusted. And Luka did. He trusted the algorithm because he had to; it was his only hope for saving the people who were disappearing.

      The Resistance had seized the momentum of their attack on Hermia and leaned into it. The yearlong growth of the command structure was codified, and Rhodes had given them a formal name: the Human Resistance Movement. Sal created six more devices like the one that had taken down the enhanced personnel on Hermia, and their operations teams in the colonies used them to attack Union shipyards. With the beginnings of a fleet, they had more colonies openly supporting them.

      Luka had spent much of the last five weeks since Hermia traveling, bringing in academics and political dissidents from far-flung colonies to join their movement. In the rare days when he was on Swallow’s Landing, he spent every minute not occupied by briefings at Jaya’s side, her hand enveloped in both of his, her eyes still and closed beneath pale lids.

      He checked his palm drive. No messages from Swallow’s Landing. He knew silence was probably good right now, but half of him was still back there, deep in the tunnels. He flexed his hands. This was the job. This was important—he had been the one to argue for it. And yet he couldn’t help the squeeze of impatience in his body, raising his blood pressure and driving his mind back to the base.

      A roll of thunder resonated in his chest. Few figures moved through the driving rain, and those who were unfortunate enough to have to traverse the squall bent forward against the sheets of water, hoods pulled over their faces.

      Good, Luka thought. No one would be looking their way. No one would notice them leave.

      Fátima appeared in the door behind him. She was a petite woman—the dark locs twisted into a messy bun on top of her head added significantly to her height, and yet she still barely came up to Luka’s shoulders. With her full lips painted deep red and a floral scarf fluttering against her neck in the wind, she was a burst of color in the gray exterior. She had a single duffle bag slung over her shoulder, as Luka had advised. One bag; there wasn’t time for anything more.

      “Got everything?” Luka asked.

      “Everything that matters,” she replied.

      Her hand clutched something. She stopped and put her bag down, opening her hand to reveal a silver necklace gleaming in her palm. She fastened the clasp around her neck, patting the small pendant before arranging her scarf over it.

      “I took the drive from the console like you said. I’m not sure I did it right.”

      “That’s okay,” Luka said. “We just don’t want to leave it for them to find.”

      “I understand,” she replied in an even tone.

      She had been remarkably calm since Luka had knocked on her office door and told her why he was there. Fátima Barbosa had been speaking up about the overreaches of the Union peacekeepers on São Inácio in the preceding months. Her involvement with student protests had made the colony’s local news, but hadn’t spread much farther. But Luka, working with the search algorithm Tynan and Sal had devised, understood that where the average Argosian might not be interested in news about historians at small colleges on the outskirts of Union space, Union intelligence certainly would be.

      People continued to vanish quietly throughout Union and szacante space. At least, from a distance their disappearances were quiet. Luka had arrived too late more than once to find the oppressive stillness of a home recently abandoned, the violence of shoes waiting at the door, of tea left steeping and long since grown cold.

      Fátima patted at her scarf again, and then hoisted the bag over her shoulder. “I’m ready.”

      The downpour only strengthened as they made their way to the port. Luka wrapped his rain jacket more tightly around him and wiped wet strands of hair from his forehead and eyes. As they drew closer, the Atonement’s blue standby lighting filtered hazily through the thick air.

      The platform lowered as Luka and Fátima approached the ship, and Van Rossum’s white-blonde buzz cut poked out.

      “Welcome back, boss,” she said. She extended her hand to the professor, who shook it warmly. “Corporal Eveline Van Rossum. Welcome aboard, Dr. Barbosa.”

      “Call me Fátima, please,” the professor said. She pushed her hood back, splattering droplets on the airlock floor. Shoes squeaked on the damp metal as Luka and Van Rossum escorted her inside.

      As the platform retracted behind them and the airlock whispered shut, they emerged into the central room of the ship. Van Rossum stopped in front of the two other marines they had brought with them—Jialong Guo and Darla Baker, both colonists who had been training with the Resistance for a few months. Guo and Baker sat around a table, a holographic strategy game hovering in the space above it.

      There should have been another person here, and Luka noted their absence with the same sick feeling that had been following him since their last stop. A civil rights lawyer from Ipoh Baru, whose home had been abandoned when they arrived.

      Luka swallowed the bitterness in his throat. They should have started earlier, but it wouldn’t help to look back. At least they were doing the work now. At least some would make it out.

      Van Rossum took Fátima’s bag from her and secured it in a storage compartment.

      “It’s about an eighteen-hour journey back to HQ once we jump to FTL,” Luka said. “There’s a room in the back if you need a quiet space to rest, and we’ll throw together something to eat in a couple of hours.”

      “Hope you’re not picky,” Van Rossum cracked. “Travel food around here isn’t very fancy.”

      Luka slid into the pilot’s seat and began setting the controls for their departure. “We have an assortment of prepackaged food. Not exciting, but it fits all the dietary restrictions.”

      “And it lasts for-fucking-ever,” Guo complained.

      Luka shot him a wry grin. “We could eat it for months, whether we like it or not.” He turned back toward Fátima, who was standing in the center of the room. “Strap in. There will be plenty of time to get comfortable once we’re in FTL.”

      She nodded and took the nearest seat, securing the jump straps around her hips and chest. Van Rossum checked the rigging and then secured herself in the copilot’s seat.

      They received clearance from the port and lifted off, crossing the airspace of São Inácio de Azevedo in moments. Fátima watched the viewscreen as the planet grew smaller. She let out a deep sigh, and Luka felt that sigh in his own heart.

      An alert on the console drew his attention. Van Rossum turned her gray eyes to the same blinking red lights, and then she exchanged a concerned look with Luka.

      “What is that?” Fátima asked.

      “Union ships,” Luka replied.

      “Fuck,” Van Rossum muttered. They were still too close to the planet to jump away, and as Luka counted the Union frigates that appeared on his screen, a chill went down his spine. The Atonement had false identification now—good documents, well forged. The Union ships might ignore them—what was a small passenger vessel to them?

      Unless they were here looking. The Union had beaten the Resistance to their last pickup. What if they were only a little slower on this one?

      Luka swallowed, his hands poised over the controls. The space around him was hushed—the only sounds were the beeps of the ship’s alerts and the soft breath of the life control systems.

      The Union ships headed toward the port after they blinked in. Luka altered their own path to avoid them—standard space traffic etiquette.

      He held his breath. He watched the screen.

      The blinking red lights of the Union vessels shifted, altering their trajectory to intercept the Atonement.

      “Fuck,” Van Rossum said again.

      “Brace,” Luka warned, and he turned them hard.

      Inertia slammed Luka against the side of his seat and sent blood rushing away from his head. He tensed his body, holding himself upright against the strength of their acceleration.

      “Incoming comms,” Van Rossum said. “They’re sending a warning. Ordering us to surrender.”

      “Like hell,” Luka muttered. He pulled out of the turn, skirting back along the colony’s airspace boundary. If he moved fast enough, he might be able to lose the Union ships on the other side of the planet. Frigates were fast and maneuverable, but not as fast as the Atonement, and if they were lucky, the Union ships would have already decelerated when they hailed them and would lose a few precious seconds changing their momentum.

      Luck was not how Luka liked to operate, but he knew sometimes it was all he had.

      In the screen, two of the red dots peeled off to follow them.

      “They’re warming up their pulse cannons,” Van Rossum said. “Ten seconds to viability.”

      “Are we in range?” Luka asked.

      Van Rossum grimaced. “Yes.”

      Luka checked the readouts on the console. He was pushing the Atonement as hard as he could. To one side, he could see Fátima gripping the sides of her seat. To the other side, the marines were watching the screen with rapt attention, their faces strained.

      “Eight seconds,” Van Rossum said.

      “I’m going to try to take us back down,” Luka said.

      “Planetside?”

      “They might not fire on us if the colony is behind us.”

      She laughed bitterly. “Yeah right.”

      Luka scowled. He knew she was right. But the atmosphere would alter the effectiveness of the pulse cannon beams. It might soften the blow, perhaps give them a chance to escape while the cannons were recharging. If nothing else, he’d rather eject into air than empty space.

      “Three seconds,” Van Rossum said.

      Luka felt the bump as they crossed into the first layer of the atmosphere. The heat shield temperature gauge glowed yellow, a safe level.

      “Weapons firing.”

      “Brace for impact,” Luka said. He heard Fátima take in a quick breath. He counted down the delay in his head, and then the ship shuddered.

      The temperature gauge had shot up to a dark red-orange. Not great, but it was holding for now.

      He pulled them out of their dive, skirting through the atmosphere. The Union ships followed, their trajectory wider, closing in.

      “How long?” Luka asked.

      “Twenty seconds to full charge,” Van Rossum replied.

      Luka pushed the Atonement harder. The ship trembled around them, a dreadful shiver of metal. Luka’s mind tried to fly ahead, to think beyond escape and to survive, but his navigation required all his focus.

      Van Rossum counted down in a grim, flat tone. The heat shields pushed into the red. If they could just get out of the line of the Union’s beams, if they could just round the planet a little faster…

      She reached one, and Luka shouted again to brace.

      The ship bucked. Inertia heaved him to the right and didn’t let up. They were in a spin. Luka grasped at the controls, fighting the dizziness that pushed in, the pressure on the edges of his eyes. He righted them, but they kept dropping.

      “FTL drive is down,” Van Rossum said.

      The console lights winked, guttering out and then flashing back on.

      “Nav system is fucked too,” she announced.

      “I’m bringing us down,” Luka said.

      “What?”

      “We’re losing altitude. We can’t jump away. We have to land.”

      He saw her out of the corner of his eye as he struggled against the ship’s attempts to drive them down into the surface of the planet. She hesitated only a split second before turning her head and shouting back to the marines and their civilian passenger. Her voice was lost to Luka as his focus narrowed.

      The map display gave him topographical readouts alongside the video feeds. They were far from the port, far from the small town that housed the university. Deep jungle stretched across this part of the planet, a tangle of emerald foliage and deep blue shadow.

      Luka wasn’t sure what lived in the wilds of São Inácio, but at least there, they would be difficult to track. He shouted a warning as they approached the canopy. His eyes scanned the forest, flickering back and forth. There.

      He broke through the trees, alarms blaring as branches cracked and the ship pitched. The ground rose to meet them.

      Everything went black.

      When Luka woke, the alarms still wailed, a keening that echoed in his ears. His left wrist hurt, and moving his fingers sent a searing pain through the joint. His head throbbed—he reached up to touch his face with his good hand, and his fingers came away bloody. Dark red painted his shirt in a roughly vertical stripe, trailing from where his head wound had dripped down his neck.

      He remained still for a moment, taking an inventory. Feeling for any abnormalities, any pains or tingling or unusual absence of sensation. He was sore where the safety straps had held him in his seat—he would be bruised, but a deep breath brought no sharp pains, so his ribs weren’t fractured despite their ache.

      He raised his head, and his vision wavered only slightly, so he unstrapped himself from the pilot’s chair, holding his left wrist against his chest and fumbling with his right hand. Van Rossum was slumped over the console to his right, eyes closed. Her arms were scraped up from contact with the lights and switches on the panel, and a purple bruise had already spread across her forehead. He checked her pulse—a strong beat pressed against his fingers, and she stirred under his hand.

      “Don’t move just yet,” he said.

      She groaned in response, but stayed bent over, bringing her hands up to cradle her head. Behind them, Guo was already up and helping an unsteady Baker stand. Fátima was awake, too, dabbing with her fingers at a wound on her cheek. She hissed as she touched it, but she seemed to be moving easily.

      Luka scanned the room—the ship’s structure was intact, but some of the internal panels had come loose, and their gear had been ripped from its organized assemblage. Weapons were strewn across the floor, protein bars and water bulbs scattered. Fátima’s duffel bag had burst, clothes settled around it like fallen leaves.

      “How long?” Luka asked Guo.

      Guo shrugged. “Not sure. I woke up before you, but you were already moving before I could get up.” He gestured to the tangled mess of straps behind him.

      Luka crossed to Fátima and knelt in front of her, helping her with his good hand to loosen the fastenings. Her face was calm, but her hands shook.

      “Are you okay?” Luka asked. “Does anything hurt?”

      “Everything?” She met his eyes, reached up toward her face again. A shallow gash traced her cheek, from her jaw up to just below her eye.

      “I’m getting a first-aid kit,” Luka said. “Stay there.”

      Guo was bracing Baker, who was limping and struggling to breathe deeply. Luka opened the panel where they stored their medical supplies and stuffed handfuls of bandages, antibiotic cream, and repair accelerant into his pockets. There were a few braces—he would need Guo or Van Rossum to help him put one on his wrist. At least it wasn’t his dominant hand.

      When he turned around, Van Rossum was out of her chair. Her eyes were alert, the bruise dark purple beneath the platinum bristles of her hair.

      “I’m okay,” she assured him. “Some pain meds will set me right.”

      “Nausea?”

      She shook her head. “It hurts, but I can see straight and I can balance.”

      “We should keep an eye on it.”

      “Fine,” she said. “But let me help.”

      Luka nodded to the open first-aid panel. “The professor’s got a scrape. She seems fine otherwise, but patch her up and run a scan to make sure nothing else is wrong.”

      “On it. You got a gusher on your face.”

      Luka winced. He could feel the trickle of blood on his cheek—slow, so he knew it was clotting. “You can stitch me up when you’re done with Fátima.”

      Two needs strained against each other. The need to check everyone carefully, to make sure their wounds weren’t life-threatening, that shock and adrenaline weren’t hiding serious injury. And the need to get out of here as fast as they could—before the Union set ships down and followed them. A crashed vessel would be relatively easy to find, even in dense jungle. Even after Luka disabled the search-and-rescue beacon that would otherwise be pinging every comm array on the colony. Five people moving quietly through the underbrush, disappearing into the wilds—that would be a lot harder to track.

      They patched up the worst of the damage to their bodies and picked up the scattered supplies. Medical items, food, water, and weapons came with them. One spare change of clothes each. They had only four bedrolls. Someone would need to keep watch while the others slept, anyway. Luka packed a water filtration system into his backpack and a tent into Van Rossum’s. Everything else they left behind.

      Luka sent a message to Swallow’s Landing before wiping the ship’s system and disabling its broadcasting capabilities. The Union wouldn’t be able to use the Atonement’s flight history or messages to track the Resistance back to their base.

      Now, they just had to stay away from the Union forces long enough for someone to come for them. The Resistance would be able to track their locations from their palm drives once they had a ship in-system—everyone except Fátima was connected to the Resistance’s network. He had to hope it was enough.

      It had been pouring rain in the capital, but out here—thousands of kilometers from the sodden university campus—it was just humid. The air was thick with water and the alien calls of local wildlife. Van Rossum led them slowly, at first climbing carefully around the plants to avoid leaving a trail from the ship, but after a few hours of walking she began cutting away at the flowering vines.

      Outside of the cities and cultivated farmlands, most Union colonies were still wild. The first settlers had been brought by the corporations who had purchased land rights to the early extrasolar discoveries, paying the cost of their transit by hacking away at alien plant life and controlling the populations of alien animals. A euphemism as mild as most, one which hid the truth of the brutality of early colony life. It was easy to see it now, in the parts of the colony that could not be tamed or had been deemed not worth the investment.

      Van Rossum stopped to throw up, and her face was pale when she turned back to the group. Luka handed her a bulb of water, which she drank gratefully.

      “Might have some nausea now,” she said, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand.

      “Yeah,” Luka said. “Figured. We should find a place to camp so we can rest.”

      “Gotta put some distance between us and the Union.”

      “No good running from them if we run ourselves to death.”

      Van Rossum considered that, then forged ahead. “Just a little farther.”

      The ache in Luka’s wrist demanded his attention, but he forced himself to focus on his steps and the space around them. Sweat dripped from his face, tinted rusty brown as it washed away the dried blood. After a while, the color brightened, the fresh red of new blood. The wound stung, and so did his sweat as it dripped into his eyes.

      They walked in silence, their breath reserved for pushing them forward, away from the danger of their downed ship. The light was soft through the leaves and vines, so soft that at first Luka didn’t notice it diminishing until it was the same deep indigo of the blossoms cascading down from the branches overhead.

      Luka stopped them to set up camp the next time they paused to catch their breath. Baker was still limping along with the support of Guo, whose face was beaded with sweat and flushed pink from the effort. Fátima’s eyes were glassy, though she hadn’t complained once in the arduous trek. Her bright scarf now bound her dark locs back from her face, the cut on her cheek already scabbing over beneath the butterfly suture. A bruise spread purple against the cool-toned brown of her skin.

      Van Rossum took a swig from her water bulb and secured it back in her bag before she began to cut away the plant life around them, making a clearing for their tent. Guo helped Baker sit and pulled out his first-aid kit. Baker was pale, her olive skin almost yellow.

      “How are you feeling?” Luka asked Fátima.

      She was squatting, balancing elbows on knees as her back expanded with deep breaths. The silver necklace fluttered at her neckline, and Luka could see the pendant clearly now—a small, teardrop-shaped stone.

      “Were they coming for me?” she asked.

      Luka met her eyes. It was a lot for one day, he worried. A weary, disheveled commando showing up at her door and warning of imminent danger, followed by a shipwreck on a foreign part of her home colony. She was out here with four complete strangers, bleeding and sweating. But she looked at him with determination in her eyes alongside the fear. So he gave her the truth, unembellished.

      “Yes, most likely.”

      She nodded. “You got me out just in time, then.”

      They had. That was something, at least. Fátima’s breathing slowed, and she stood.

      “Let me help,” she said. Her eyes went to his wrist, which Guo had strapped into a brace and secured with a sling. With Guo tending to Baker and Luka one-handed, Van Rossum had her work cut out in setting up camp.

      “There’s a shelter in Van Rossum’s bag,” Luka said. “She’ll need help putting it up.”

      Fátima inclined her head once, then walked away to join the blonde marine. They were a study in opposites—Fátima short and soft with dark hair piled on her head, Van Rossum tall and sinewy and her scalp visible through her short-cropped pale hair—but they worked with the same steady focus.

      Luka did what he could around the campsite. He pulled the bedrolls awkwardly from bags one-handed and set them inside the tent. He gave Baker a shot of the strongest painkiller from their trauma med kit and sent her to bed. The rest of them crowded around in a circle as the light faded, the sky lapis blue between the trees.

      Van Rossum emerged from the trees wiping her mouth again.

      “I’m checking you for concussion symptoms morning and evening,” Luka told her as she took a seat beside him. “Until I give you the clear, you’re to get eight hours of shut-eye every night. Guo and I will handle the watch. I’ll take first.”

      Van Rossum looked like she was going to protest, but Luka held her gaze and she backed down. He handed her another bulb of water.

      He pulled a protein bar from his bag and opened it with his teeth. The jungle around them came to life as the light faded, the whistle of birds and hum of insects growing. A dark shadow swooped from the branches above, capturing something in its mouth before winging away. With the Atonement offline, his palm drive was limited to the light-speed communication of electromagnetic waves. They no longer had a quantum communicator to interface with, so he couldn’t confirm that his message had made it to Swallow’s Landing or that anyone was coming for them. But that was the procedure, and he had followed it, the knowledge old and familiar in his body.

      Their only job was to wait. And try to stay out of the reach of the Union commandos who would be combing the jungle in search of them.
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      Tynan only ever had one visitor in the high-security facility on the outskirts of Iralu City. His days were confined within three white walls and the thick shatterproof glass that slid open to admit the guards at meal and recreation times. So when the guards announced that they were taking him to meet a visitor, he knew it was the same one as always: his lawyer, Perit Turay.

      Min’s projection sat cross-legged on Tynan’s bed as he perched on the side. They didn’t speak much, but she made herself visible nearly all the time lately. It was a response to his loneliness, Tynan knew. And their shared heartache. They both missed Sunny.

      At least they had each other. Even if there were only so many games of Sequence they could play before they began repeating strategies, lending the already-monotonous days a deeply uncomfortable sense of déjà vu.

      This was a temporary situation, Perit assured him. They were holding him here until the government could ensure that his old apartment would be secure. Tynan didn’t ask her if they were concerned about him getting out or someone else getting in; he could hardly be considered a flight risk when he had voluntarily returned to Dresha five weeks ago. He had intended to step off the ship into the port, arms raised in surrender, but they hadn’t even allowed him that gesture. His name was on the passenger manifest, so the moment the ship landed, it was boarded. Tynan was greeted by stern-faced officials who cuffed him while he was still fastened into the jump straps and led him off the ship as everyone watched.

      Perit was working on recovering the money that had been drained from his accounts. When he had first reached out to her more than a year before, he was rich. Or at least something approaching rich. Now the only thing that remained in his possession was the apartment he had once inhabited, and even that was in question. The government had seized it after he left Dresha, in the same flood of paperwork that had designated him an enemy of the state. But now, they were offering to return it to him. Or, more accurately, return him to it. It would be his prison throughout the legal proceedings. And then, if he won, it would be his home again.

      Tynan wondered if anywhere on Dresha would feel like home again. For so long after he’d left, he’d longed to return. To Dresha, specifically, but it was really a return to his old life that he’d wanted. He had finally made it back, and he wanted nothing more than to leave again. Home wasn’t here anymore. Home was the laboratory he shared with Sunny on the First Light. Home was the smell of her skin and the lilt of her voice. Home was somewhere out in the stars.

      The guards opened his door and led Tynan from his cell along the wide, white corridor to the room where Perit waited. She sat at a table, a slim charcoal suit complementing her silver-blue skin. She clasped her long fingers together on the table. Her VA, Danim, stood behind her, acknowledging Tynan and Min with a hand to his temple in the traditional greeting, his narrow face as serene as always. Tynan and Min returned the greeting. Tynan had seen exactly this tableau so many times the meetings had begun to blur together in his mind—an interminable vortex of legalese explained in a calm voice.

      Before he reached the table, Perit stood.

      Tynan narrowed his eyes in confusion. This was not the usual order of events. She smiled broadly and fanned her hands out in front of her.

      “You’re going home, Tynan,” she said.

      For a moment, his heart leapt, but he knew she meant he was to be moved to his old apartment.

      “Right now?”

      Perit nodded. “They’re finalizing the paperwork as we speak. I’ll be accompanying you to your apartment, where the Dreshan Security Services will be providing a guard. You will be free to move within your own apartment, and I’m working to arrange a regular delivery of essentials. It won’t be back to normal, but it will at least feel a little cozier.”

      Tynan almost laughed, recalling his old apartment and its sparse furnishings. Cozy was certainly not a word he would have used to describe his living space. Utilitarian, maybe. Functional. His head ached thinking back to how barren his life had been and how he had filled that emptiness with work. Somehow, he didn’t think there was any amount of work that could fill the emptiness he felt now.

      “Will I be able to speak with anyone outside my legal team?” he asked.

      Perit frowned. “Technically, yes. But as your lawyer I must strongly caution you against it. You won’t have the kind of privacy you’ll want.”

      He heard the words she didn’t speak: he would be a risk to anyone he reached out to. It would be reasonable to expect that any calls he made would be followed up on, the recipients’ locations tracked. A few stupid, heartsick calls from him could cost the Resistance lives.

      “Okay,” Tynan said. “I understand.”

      “Good,” Perit said.

      Danim moved forward, projection flickering with the motion. “They’ve completed the documentation. Your place of residence has been officially changed.”

      Place of residence. For the second time in as many minutes, Tynan felt like laughing, though not from joy. There was a level of absurdity to it all. Two years ago, he would never have believed what his own people would do to him.

      Well, he might have believed it if someone had told him Kujei was involved. His complicated feelings about his former mentor would have allowed him to believe a lot of things, while ignoring the most important part: how easy it was for the Szacante Federation to fool itself into complacency.

      Integrity, unity, harmony. These were szacante ideals. But something had been emptied out of those words over the years, leaving them fragile.

      “Let’s go, Dr. Vasuda,” Perit said. “And don’t be alarmed by the chaos outside.”

      Tynan frowned. Sure, he’d been gone a while, but he understood the noise and bustle of a city. Perit’s concern felt condescending. He followed her down a new corridor, this one as wide and white as the one he was familiar with. A small contingent of security personnel ringed them as they walked.

      As they drew closer to the end of the hall, a sound caught Tynan’s attention. At first, it was just a faint rumble, and he thought perhaps the building’s air-filtration unit needed servicing. But the sound grew louder and more frantic.

      “Is that… shouting?”

      Perit and her VA exchanged a look. “I told you it was chaotic,” she said. “That’s the reason for the protective guard.”

      Protective? Tynan glanced around at the ten lean szacante that surrounded them. He had assumed the guard was to keep him from running, as preposterous as that idea was to him. He was a prisoner, after all, and a high-value one. Of course they would want to ensure he remained in their custody.

      But why would they need to protect him?

      Perit was watching the expressions that no doubt were flying across his face. “Are you going to be okay, Tynan?”

      He swallowed. “Yes.”

      She didn’t seem to believe him, but she turned her face forward and put a reassuring hand on his shoulder.

      The door opened, and the sound flooded in. The security contingent closed around Tynan and Perit, their bodies jostling together as they crossed the threshold and the crowd broke around them. There were loud voices and bright flashes of light. He caught the whirring of cameras zipping around above him like insects. Waves of indistinct shouting crashed on him over and over. He couldn’t catch his breath.

      “Tynan” —Min’s voice pierced the cacophony—“remember your breathing.”

      He counted, but drawing in a slow and deliberate breath was significantly harder as he was being dragged along in this little cocoon of bodies.

      Occasionally, a shout broke through the background racket, the fragments of a question.

      “How do you explain—”

      “—to fight the charges?”

      “—brought you back—”

      “—opinion on the human civil war?”

      A wave of anger surged in him, and he nearly found himself shouting a rude answer, but he tripped over his own feet and his voice failed him.

      Perit’s hand tightened on his shoulder, and they stopped. He noticed the aircar in front of them then, and the new formation of the protective guard. One of them opened the door to the aircar and Perit herded Tynan inside. She slid onto the seat next to him.

      The door closed, silencing the crowd.

      Tynan’s heart thudded. In the quiet of the car, he began counting his breaths again. He didn’t recall interactions with the press looking anything like this in his days as a scientist. He’d done a handful of interviews about his work, all in neutrally lighted studios with a list of questions sent to him beforehand so he could prepare. Aside from the occasional annoyance at improper terminology employed by the reporters—or their annoyance with him for insisting on the power of technical jargon for specificity and accuracy—they had been calm endeavors. Nothing like the riotous crowd outside.

      “What did they want?” Tynan asked.

      “A reaction, no doubt,” Perit said. “This case has been all anyone can talk about in the capital for weeks. Your return home raised quite a stir, Doctor.”

      Iralu City blurred by outside, a rush of silver and white against the blue backdrop. The twin suns were high in the sky, their light glaring from the metal skyscrapers. Aircars flowed in neat channels through the spaces between buildings, and everything was clean and shining. It was a beautiful city, and despite everything, Tynan still felt a nostalgic pang at the dual shimmer of the suns reflected in the buildings.

      As the aircar approached more familiar neighborhoods, Tynan sighed.

      “Something wrong?” Perit asked.

      “I just hope I didn’t come back here for nothing,” he said.

      “You didn’t.”

      Tynan wished for just a fraction of the confidence he heard in her voice. He had been so certain of his choice when he left Swallow’s Landing. Even as it hurt him to walk away, he knew it was time to face his homeworld and the people who had decided he was their enemy. He had entered this conflict passively more than a year ago, but he was no longer willing to be dragged along with the currents. It was time to be deliberate.

      But now, in the bright and familiar light of the city where he had spent the golden era of his early career, doubts started to creep in.

      The block around his apartment had been sealed off by a security team. Their car was waved through the barricades and stopped in front of Tynan’s building. There were crowds here, too, held back by more security. The shouting was more subdued than it had been at the prison, but the voices still set Tynan on edge as the door slid open.

      Perit and four guards escorted Tynan to his apartment on the top floor of the building. Tynan stepped inside, peering around tentatively. His living room greeted him with its cold equanimity. The last time he had seen this place, it had been the middle of the night, and he’d been certain he was going to die.

      Outside the door to his bedroom, the floor was clear. That was where he had first met Jaya. Behind her had been Sal and Rhodes and the bodies of the nareian mercenaries that Emory had hired to kill him. His pulse quickened at the memory of the sick dread that had frozen him. He’d made a decision that night to trust Jaya and her team—a decision that hadn’t entirely felt his own. What if he hadn’t left with her and instead had run away as originally planned?

      Emory would have found him in a matter of days. Enough people had disappeared in Dresha for Tynan to understand that. They vanished quietly, like dew evaporating in the morning sun. He would have vanished, too, his death attributed to something that would divert all blame away from the real perpetrators. An aneurysm. Suicide. A terrible accident.

      Tynan shivered.

      More guards were stationed throughout his apartment and out on the terrace. He would not have any privacy, that much was clear. But they watched him with a uniform blank expression that made them feel almost more like strange statues than people. Quiet and uncanny.

      He nudged the door to his bedroom open. The bed was neatly made, just as Tynan had always done it, and yet it looked strange to him. The whole place had been cleaned and straightened, not that Tynan had ever had much in the way of possessions to arrange. Most of what he owned was furniture and appliances. He’d valued efficiency and convenience above all, back when this was his home.

      Perit handed him a small box. It contained the only possessions he had brought with him from Swallow’s Landing. They had taken everything when he arrived, which was why he had come mostly empty-handed. In this box would be anything that the government hadn’t confiscated. His heart pounded as he lifted the lid.

      There, nestled atop the clothing that he had been wearing on the journey, was the only thing he cared about right now: a white ceramic mug, chipped slightly along the bottom and bearing the gray scratch left by one of the many machines in the med bay. Sunny had pressed this mug into his hand the day he left. The mug she had shared with him back on his first days on the Avalon, before it became the First Light. The mug that had warmed his hands during their late-night talks, as she refilled her own cup with steaming coffee over and over and he drank his sweetened and diluted brew so slowly it grew cold.

      Tynan put the box on his bed and took the mug out, cradling it in his hands as he’d done so many times. He placed it gently on the bedside table, next to the slim silver lamp.

      “It looks good, Tynan,” Min said. “We’ll be going back soon.”

      He hoped she was right. Her optimism and Perit’s failed to catch in him. He felt like the coals that burned down at the end of their nightly bonfires on Swallow’s Landing. He would need something more to kindle any kind of hope in him.

      A sound in the door drew his attention. Perit was standing there, arms crossed.

      “We have a lot to discuss once you’re ready,” she said.

      Tynan shook his head. “I’m ready now.”

      They sat together at the small, round kitchen table. Light streamed in the windows, casting a bright parallelogram on the white floor.

      “I’m sorry I don’t have anything to offer you,” Tynan said. He almost finished that thought with coffee or tea, and then realized that Perit probably drank neither of those. That was a very human thing, one that had become more familiar to him than any of his old habits.

      Perit waved his concern away. “That’s actually one of the things we should talk about. I’ve arranged a weekly delivery for you, so you can get what you need to prepare meals.”

      Tynan nodded blankly as Perit continued to explain the details. As familiar as the space around him was, everything about his life here would be different from how it had been before. There would be no early morning commutes to his lab as the edge of the first sun crested the horizon. There would be no stops at his favorite restaurants to pick up takeout on the trip home. There was one blank data pad for amusement with a selection of entertainment options, and every decision he made would be run through a number of screening tools before it was approved.

      He recognized the pity in her expression, in the way her eyes softened as she talked to him. It had been a year since he’d seen another szacante face, and he found himself initially looking for human expressions on hers. The crease between the eyes, the downturned lips. Instead, he reminded himself to look for the flutter of eyelids, the twitch of ears, those subtle szacante indicators of emotion.

      She reached across the table, placing a hand gently over his. “I’ll come back tomorrow, and we can discuss your case in more detail. For now, you should rest. It’s been a very busy day.”

      “All I did was sit in an aircar for half an hour.”

      Perit tilted her head to the side. “It was a busy day nonetheless.”

      She stood, leaving him at the table, alone in his apartment.

      Tynan looked around his kitchen, at the sharp lines of the counters and the lengthening shadows on the floor. He got up and went to his bathroom to splash water on his face and then paced the length of his living room. The skyline stretched out in front of him, glittering just on the other side of the glass windows. In the periphery of his vision, everywhere he went, were the lean forms of szacante security guards.

      He almost wished he were back in the high-security holding site. At least that place wasn’t pretending to be something it wasn’t.

      He met the eyes of one of the guards, the tallest of them, whose skin was the same silvery-gray as Tynan’s. The guard watched him with sharp blue eyes.

      “I’m sorry,” Tynan said. “I’m afraid this is going to be a very boring job for you.”
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      The cup of bitter tea in Mara’s hands had gone cold long ago. The few sips she had taken still lingered unpleasantly on her tongue, but her throat was parched enough from talking that she was seriously contemplating draining the cup in one gulp. The intricately carved dark wood walls of the Temple of Narei’s reception hall absorbed the murmur of cultured noble voices, and the scent of traditional bitter tea and salt-baked biscuits lingered. No symbolic gesture had been left out of Nusantos’s funeral. The rich traditions of Narei—culled from the absorption of so many of the planet’s tribes into the tributary of the Empire—were lavishly displayed.

      This was the second funeral Mara had attended since the assassination. The first had been conducted in solitude, on Lachta. She had found Iseru’s broken body and bathed it and dressed it in clean clothes. The bitterness in her mouth as she’d arranged for him to be sent home to his family had nothing to do with expensive tea or grieving rituals, but it was grief nonetheless. Mara was too familiar with the feeling by now, and she twitched irritably at how raw it made her.

      She told herself she couldn’t care less that her mother was gone. Iseru may have been a judgmental asshole, but she had seen something in him that had bound them together. Some hope for the future of their people, a sentiment her mother had long forgotten.

      Mara tried to claw her attention back to the conversation with yet another member of the nobility: Lady Nazara of Petras. Mara had long ago lost count of the number of nobles who had stood black-garbed and somber before her, expressing their condolences for Mara’s loss and searching for an opening into Mara’s inner circle. She wasn’t sure about the use of this exercise—it wasn’t like she was going to charm any of the nobility with her manners and wit.

      She at least looked the part of crown princess for the first time in years, in a gown of deep midnight blue strewn with milky white gemstones cut to catch the light. The loose panels of the skirt were massive, the delicate material rippling in the faint breeze of each passing courtier, sending the stones twinkling like stars in the night sky. The color of mourning for the common people of Narei was black. But this was an imperial gown, representing the ascendance of the first Empress, Hisantos, into the pantheon, where she lived with the gods of old in the stars.

      Mara knew what stars were made of, and it wasn’t dead empresses or gods. She missed her broken-in leggings and utility belt with a fierce pang.

      She glanced around the room, marking the locations of each member of the Imperial Guard assigned to the funeral. The guards had all been carefully selected and interviewed in detail to ensure their loyalty to Mara and not the deposed former head of security. Sasoa, the newest occupant of that role, was a broad-shouldered nareian woman with a crooked nose and a grave set to her lips. She stood nearby, her sharp eyes taking in the room, much as Mara’s did.

      Mara trusted Sasoa more than most, if only because she had been Ezana’s head of security on Nemet. But Mara’s thin trust for her new head of security didn’t extend to Sasoa’s hand-picked guards. That was one level too deep for Mara. Her inner circle was far too open for her comfort already, and all these nobles were rushing in, sucked into the vacuum created by Nusantos’s death. She had enough to worry about without nobility bickering over their status in court.

      Ezana appeared, popping out of the crowd—that sea of whispering gowns and cloaks—as she made her way deliberately to Mara.

      She inclined her head toward Nazara, then gave a deeper bow to Mara.

      “Your Majesty, I must call you away.”

      “A shame.” Mara attempted to hide the sarcasm in her voice and mostly succeeded, judging by the pleased expression on Ezana’s face. “I hope to hear more from you, Lady Petras.”

      “I look forward to the opportunity, Your Majesty.”

      Ezana led Mara away with a firm hand at her elbow, hidden by the voluminous draping of Mara’s gown. She had to admit that the ostentatious garb had a few advantages—it allowed Ezana to lead her around discreetly, preventing Mara’s own blundering lack of social grace from showing, and Mara had hidden away no fewer than two particle beam pistols and half a dozen knives in the folds and billows of the garment.

      Her eyes went back to the Imperial Guard at that thought. She counted them as she followed Ezana through the crowd of mourners and noted one missing. Her hand went to the gather at her waist where she had concealed one of the pistols.

      “Where is the guard who was positioned at that door?” Mara nodded toward the empty space where a guard had been just moments before.

      “Someone tried to get in without an invitation,” Ezana said. “Sasoa had her escort them away. She’ll be back any minute.”

      Mara frowned, reluctantly releasing the handle of the pistol.

      “What are you doing?” Ezana’s whisper was sharp in Mara’s ear. “This isn’t a bar brawl waiting to happen, it’s the imperial funeral.”

      “There’s less distance between those two things than you think.”

      Ezana sighed. “Sasoa has the security under control. I’m more worried about the conversations.”

      “You would be. Who’s next?”

      “Me.” Ezana brought them to a stop in front of a closed door. One of the acolytes who had assisted the high priestess during the funeral ceremony opened it, and Ezana inclined her head in thanks before escorting Mara in.

      “You?” Mara looked around the room. It was a waiting room, one in which she had spent a good deal of time as a child. This was where the royal family stayed as the crowds milled about during the high holiday ceremonies—a quiet place to separate them from the common people in the interval before the service began.

      Mara sat on the edge of one of the chairs, sweeping the long skirt of the gown up to her thighs and scrunching the fabric in one hand.

      “Worried I would snap and start throwing knives?” she asked.

      Ezana arched an eyebrow and cast a cool eye to where the tip of a sheathed blade poked out from beneath the gathered fabric. Mara grinned, and Ezana’s icy glare shattered into a smile. It was hard to believe they had only known each other a few months now, considering the experienced way in which Ezana navigated Mara’s temper. And the way Mara had started to read the subtle variations in Ezana’s sighs and the range of emotion she could express in a single arched eyebrow.

      Ezana went to the room’s small window and looked out over Urran. The Temple of Narei sat on a tall hill—second only to the one bearing the white-walled Imperial Palace itself. The palace shone against the backdrop of the great mountain range that provided a protective boundary for Urran on three sides: a site Hisantos the First had chosen for her capital for historical and symbolic reasons. These mountains had provided natural walls to many of the great civilizations of Narei. Those past realms had crested and broken like waves in the vast ocean of time, until Hisantos had declared this the capital of the great unending Empire of Narei.

      Mara had the distinct feeling she was at the crest of another wave, about to break violently on the shores of a mountain range that had seen the fall of so many empires.

      “The nation is grieving today,” Ezana said as she stared out at the city. Over Ezana’s shoulder, Mara could see the black banners of mourning fluttering in the breeze. They were hung from every government building and many of the homes.

      Mara frowned. “It will be better off without her. They’ll see that eventually.”

      Ezana cocked her head to the side. From her periphery, Mara could see her cool blue eyes watching closely. Mara was used to her scrutinizing looks by now, but it still made her itch to be stared at. She shot a glare at Ezana, who remained unperturbed, arching an eyebrow, a canny expression on her pale face.

      “That may be so. But even complicated losses must be grieved.”

      “What did you want to talk about?” Mara asked.

      “Actually”—the word held more weight than it should, and Mara’s alarm ignited—“there’s news you need to hear.”

      “Well? Spit it out.”

      Ezana sat in a chair across from Mara, the straightness going out of her spine all at once. She heaved a sigh. “An informant says that Emory has been communicating directly with the Lorean clan.”

      The Loreans were one of the noble families, and since Nusantos’s death, they had taken a renewed interest in their own weak claims to the throne.

      Mara had not yet been crowned. It was bad luck to crown a new ruler before the former Empress was laid to rest, and so much of the last five weeks had been spent securing the palace and the city of Urran from Yuzira’s sympathizers that they were only now able to arrange the imperial funeral ceremony. Her mother’s former head of security had been thorough—Mara only wished the woman had been an ally instead of a foe.

      In the pause between empresses, the noble families had been scheming. Some aligned with Mara, seeing the true heir, however scowling and tattooed she might be, as the safest bet. But others were not so interested in letting an outsider, no matter her bloodline, into the palace. They’d much rather it be their own daughter on the throne, of course.

      Scheming among the nobility was a time-honored nareian tradition. But Mara knew Emory would be seeking another way into Narei after the failure of his triple assassination attempt, and his support could be enough to push the nobility over the edge into rebellion.

      “Is there proof?” she asked.

      Ezana shook her head. “Right now, it’s all word of mouth. But we’ll increase our surveillance of the matriarch and her children and close relatives.”

      “Doesn’t he have enough on his plate with the shipyards the Resistance stole from him?”

      Ezana frowned. “His admirals are likely handling that without him. He’s been set back on his heels, but he’s hardly out of the picture.”

      “We should assist the Resistance with their shipyards,” Mara said. It was a well-worn topic, instantly arousing an expression of displeasure from Ezana.

      “That would lead to outright war. We can’t sustain a war with our security as thin as it is right now, and with half of the noble families looking to take the throne.”

      “We can’t just wait to see what Emory is going to do next,” Mara snapped.

      “We can, and we will,” Ezana said, returning Mara’s ire with plenty of her own. “We need to match Emory’s manipulations, build up ties with the Szacante Federation. Dresha is roiled with protests right now over that scientist’s trial. Their defense minister will be as worried about civil unrest as we are. If we can get on their good side, maybe we can loosen Emory’s grip there. With the Szacante Federation backing your rule, we’ll have more legitimacy on the galactic political scene.”

      Mara rubbed her forehead. It was a lot of maybes, too many what ifs. She longed for the days when a challenge could be met with a fully charged weapon and a fast draw.

      “We can’t prove Emory is meddling. Not yet. But Mara, it all fits with what I’ve been seeing. There are more families missing from the funeral than I would like. And some of the ones who are here—let’s just say they’re acting suspicious.”

      “Suspicious?”

      “I’m concerned about the way they were canvassing the room,” Ezana explained. “The way they were watching you. They’re all families with economic interests aligned with the Loreans, with intermarried children...” She sighed. “I don’t know what they’re after exactly, but they were following up with everyone who spoke with you. I couldn’t get close enough to hear their conversation, but…” She opened her hands, palms up. “There are still rifts. And Emory is still trying to widen those rifts.”

      A silence descended on the room.

      “Speaking of rifts,” Mara began.

      “My mother still isn’t talking to me,” Ezana answered. “And now my oldest sister won’t answer my calls either.”

      Mara grimaced. “Sorry to have caused family drama.”

      Ezana didn’t respond.

      Mara looked at the closed door. On the other side, the murmur of voices continued: the subdued crowd of mourners in their somber black garb with their bitter tea and their salted cakes, demonstrating their grief through rituals older than the Empire itself.

      “They think I’m weak,” Mara said.

      “They think the Empire is weak,” Ezana replied. “And they’re right. Some of them are just gossiping about it, but others will try to take advantage. We need to move forward with the coronation.”

      “Great,” Mara grunted. “The sooner you get me on the throne, the sooner I can retire.”

      Ezana tilted her head, exasperation in her eyes. “I need you to take this seriously.”

      Mara stood, readjusting the folds of her dress to cover the concealed weaponry. “This is me taking it seriously. Now that Nusa is in the ground, we can move on.”

      Ezana continued to watch her, expression inscrutable. Her eyes were like blue gems, and the longer they remained fixed on Mara, the more they seemed to glimmer. Mara could fall into those eyes, into that fathomless gaze. She shook herself out of it.

      “What?”

      Ezana shook her head. “I can never tell.”

      “Can never tell what?”

      “If you’re actually this angry, or if you’re just trying really hard not to feel anything else.”

      Mara opened her mouth, but no response came to her. She closed her lips, snapping her teeth shut.

      Ezana rose and smoothed out her skirt.

      “Fine,” she said. “Back to the show.”
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      The night was dark in the depths of the jungle, but it was not quiet. Luka sat outside the shelter as the end of his watch approached. The air was calm, but the trees chattered with the sounds of wildlife. The flowers had folded in on themselves, closing into buds until the light returned to coax them out.

      Van Rossum came out of the tent behind him. Her symptoms had improved significantly after two days of close monitoring, and he had given her the okay to take second watch.

      She crouched next to him. “Four hours sure feels less luxurious after two full nights of sleep.”

      “I bet,” he said. “How are you feeling?”

      “Good as new, Sergeant.”

      She grinned at him, her pale face shining in the weak moonlight. She had been more energetic today, and it had been thirty-six hours since they’d stopped for her to vomit into the undergrowth of the forest.

      “Okay,” he said. “Wake Guo if you need a break. Knowing your limits is wisdom, not weakness.”

      “Yeah, okay. Message received,” she said, laughing.

      She settled into a spot in front of the temporary shelter, weapon ready at her hip. Luka holstered his own and stepped into the tent.

      It was even darker inside. After a moment, his eyes adjusted and he could make out the rough shape of his sleeping companions. The empty bedroll waited, and Luka crawled in.

      For a moment, his thoughts whirled so rapidly that he feared sleep would remain a distant hope. His mind counted the rations that remained, calculating the amount of exertion it took to continually flee from Union forces. And behind all of that, the ticking clock on the message he had sent to the Resistance. They could have been here by now. It was only a two-day trip from Swallow’s Landing to São Inácio. That they hadn’t arrived yet meant either something was delaying them or they weren’t coming at all.

      Luka understood that he would be a high priority for retrieval, under most circumstances. But he couldn’t know everything that had happened since he was shot down, and it was perfectly plausible that there was some new intel out there that would force the Resistance to burn him.

      It was calculus, as Tynan would have said. He just didn’t have all the variables.

      Despite the churn of anxieties, the dark of the room and the rhythmic breathing of its three other occupants eventually lulled Luka to sleep.

      He woke when the tent’s door flapped open, Van Rossum spilling in.

      “We gotta move!”

      He was on his feet in an instant. “Union?”

      “Three scouts on my infrared,” she said. “If I see them—”

      “Then they see us.”

      Luka brought up a light from his palm drive. Fátima was sitting up, rubbing groggily at her face. Guo, like Luka, had gotten to his feet and was helping Baker sit up.

      “Guo, take Baker and Fátima. Get ready to move.” Luka turned to Van Rossum. “You saw three scouts?”

      She nodded. “Back the way we came, east-northeast. Moving toward us.”

      “Let’s go,” Luka said.

      They broke out into the humid air. The light was just starting to turn, and the flowers had begun to unfurl, the promise of sunrise in their violet petals. The chatter of wildlife had shifted to early birdsong and the rustle of small morning predators. Luka’s left wrist throbbed as he shrugged the sling back over his neck and settled the injured wrist into its stabilizing grip. He brought up the infrared scanner on his palm drive and saw them: three figures fanning out around the camp.

      Luka reached into his pocket, pulling out the small metal device Sal had handed him before they left. The retrieval teams had each gotten one of these precious devices. Luka turned it over, powering it on. A faint light blinked, then glowed a steady white.

      Without a communications hub to amplify the signal, the devices had a smaller range. They were intended for hand-to-hand combat.

      “We need to let them get closer,” Luka whispered to Van Rossum.

      “You joking?”

      He shook his head and opened his hand, the device sitting flat on his palm. He tapped a control and the device’s range appeared superimposed on the heat map.

      “If it doesn’t take them out?” she asked.

      “Then they’re like us. We can handle them.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Luka squatted, handing the device to Van Rossum. He couldn’t hold both it and his gun with only one hand. They waited, watching for movement, but the three approaching figures had stopped. Everything seemed to pause, to wait.

      They couldn’t afford to wait.

      “Let’s split up,” Luka whispered. “Draw them in. I’ll move toward the one at my nine, you take the one at my three.”

      “What about the one at twelve?”

      “Let’s see which way they choose. But we can’t wait them out. They’ll have called for reinforcements by now.”

      “I would have.”

      “Let’s try to get them within the device’s range. If you can get all three, activate it.”

      They split. He went left, and Van Rossum went right. He kept his infrared scanner up. As he had hoped, the person in the middle began to cut inward, trying to separate Luka from Van Rossum.

      Ahead, Luka could finally make out his target. A man in full armor, pressed against a tree smothered in the wide, flat leaves of a creeping vine. Luka ducked behind a tree as the man raised his weapon and shot. His beam sizzled, and the scent of burning wood filled Luka’s nose. Luka ran, ducking behind another tree and drawing the man in toward the camp. Van Rossum was moving inward, too, pulling both other Union soldiers with her in a shrinking triangle.

      “Now!” Luka shouted as another beam stripped a line of bark from the tree beside him.

      The man kept approaching. Luka couldn’t tell if Van Rossum hadn’t activated the device or if this man wasn’t enhanced.

      Luka dodged between the trees, his balance off, one hand performing the dual role of holding the weapon and preventing him from falling on his face. He stumbled and landed hard on his knees.

      A spray of particle beams seared over his head. In front of him, Van Rossum appeared with a gun in each hand. The man pursuing Luka disappeared, ducking behind a tree as her shots charred the bark, sending up little curlicues of smoke.

      “They’re normal!” she yelled. “Two down, one to go!”

      Luka gritted his teeth and twisted his torso around. The man emerged from the other side of the tree, and Luka shot, his beam going wide. Van Rossum continued her spray of particle beams. The man staggered, but his armor absorbed most of the shots’ energy. He aimed at Van Rossum.

      Luka shot again, the beam searing through the weak point at the armor’s seams, beneath the armpit. The man dropped to his knees but raised his weapon. Luka heaved himself up with an unsteady lurch. He closed in on the Union soldier, the shorter range finally overcoming the armor’s shielding. He shot, and his target collapsed, motionless on the forest floor.

      The sounds of the jungle had evaporated, leaving eerie quiet. The scent of charcoal lingered as Luka took in a deep breath, standing over the body of the Union soldier.

      Behind him, a wet gasp broke the unnatural silence. Luka turned—Van Rossum was sprawled in the creeping vines, her chest heaving. He knelt beside her.

      She was moving her lips, but no words came out. Blood bubbled up from her neck, rapid and violent. More spilled from her mouth, pushed out as she moved her tongue, trying to form words.

      Luka hushed her. He pressed his hand against the wound in her neck as he brought up the group’s shared communication line. “Guo, I need the trauma kit ASAP.”

      “Coming, Sergeant.”

      Van Rossum reached for Luka’s hand with both of hers. She was still trying to speak: a wet, gurgling sound, the words indiscernible.

      “You’re going to be fine,” Luka soothed. “You did great, Corporal.”

      She fixed her eyes on Luka’s face, slivers of white visible around her irises. Luka heard Guo crashing through the trees in the distance.

      Van Rossum’s hands slipped down. Her eyelids started to droop.

      “Hang in there,” Luka whispered.

      But he knew—even as Guo arrived, dropping to Van Rossum’s other side and flinging the trauma kit open—that she was gone. She let out one last breath, blood foaming out her nose and at the edges of her lips, and then she was still, eyes half-lidded, gaze nowhere.
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        * * *

      

      The Resistance ship arrived on São Inácio as they were setting up camp the next night. Luka watched in numb silence as the sleek corvette—one of the new ones from their shipyards on Pallas—appeared through the tree cover. Staff Sergeant Yusuf Werner led the rescue team, still limping slightly from the leg wound he’d gotten in their assault on the lab on Hermia. He welcomed Luka and his bedraggled team onboard, the wide smile on his bronze face faltering when he noticed the missing member.

      There had been no time to bury Van Rossum. They had left her where she had fallen, a string of blossoms draped across her chest, her blood enriching the soil of the jungle.

      The return to Swallow’s Landing blurred by in a daze of pain medication and intravenous fluids. When they arrived at the base, Luka sent Baker and Guo straight to the infirmary and walked Fátima to the section of tunnels where they’d arranged a civilian living community. She paused in the door, hand at the pendant on her neck, and looked inside at the sparse room. For a moment, Luka wondered if she was regretting her choice to uproot her life and follow the Resistance here, but when she turned around, there was no mistaking the resolve on her face.

      “Van Rossum said you were the best commanding officer she’d had.”

      “She was only with us for a few months,” Luka said, his voice quiet.

      “It was enough, for her. Your leadership made a difference.”

      Luka swallowed, his throat thick. He nodded, not trusting his voice.

      “I’m glad to be part of this,” she said.

      “We’re glad you’ve joined us,” he replied.

      She smiled, then disappeared into her room.

      Luka headed next to the medical bay, where Sunny and her assistant Adaeze were tending to Baker. Sunny waved him over as Adaeze took over Baker’s care. He sat, and she replaced the sutures on his forehead and examined his wrist with a gentle touch and a frown of concentration. She scanned the joint with her diagnostic tool and gave a satisfied nod.

      “Guo did well to splint it,” she said. “How has the pain been?”

      “Manageable.”

      She raised an eyebrow.

      “Pretty bad, but not as bad as being pursued by Union soldiers,” he amended.

      She gave a sardonic laugh. “Okay. We can manage the pain and swelling better here, but I expect it to take about six weeks to heal, even with a daily dose of accelerant, given the strain you put on it after the break. Keep it in that sling—it needs rest. And no leaving base. You’re grounded until I clear you.”

      Luka knew there was no arguing with her, as much as he wanted to continue his work. He would have to leave it to Onyema, who—true to her word—had called Santi and Claude back from their infiltration work to spearhead two more retrieval teams. There was a comfort to knowing that the people working on this task with him were his oldest colleagues. That they had all become disillusioned together, their shared experience forming a base for their work today. It felt stronger for their involvement, easing a little of the worry that had only been growing in Luka since Hermia.

      He glanced over at the curtained-off bed in the corner of the infirmary.

      Sunny caught his look, and her face softened. “She’s about the same. She’s been stable for about a day now, but it’s been up and down.”

      She finished securing a brace around his wrist and produced a new sling, helping Luka to fasten it around his neck. Then she rose from her seat and crossed to the curtain, drawing it aside and looking back at Luka.

      “Sit with her,” she said. “I’ll bring the meds to you.”

      Luka nodded, using his good arm to pick up the chair he had been sitting in and carry it over to the bed where Jaya lay.

      The bruises on her face had faded to yellow. Luka brushed his fingers against her temple, where stitches had held together an angry red cut when he left for São Inácio. Now, the healing wound puckered slightly at the seam, its forming scar tissue pink and delicate. Another scar dimpled her lower lip. He took her hand in his and squeezed it.

      “I’m back,” he whispered. “And I’m not going anywhere for a while.”

      Her face remained stone, pale and calm, lips parted slightly. This was the face he saw every day since Hermia, this impassive, sleeping visage. Luka closed his eyes and brought her hand up to his lips, drawing up memories. The face he wanted to remember: bright with a smile, rapt and absorbed in her music. Even the face lined with worry, her eyes focused on something far away as she carried the weight of the galaxy on her back. Those were the versions of Jaya he hoped he would see again, not this living corpse.

      The curtain drew back with a soft sound, and Luka opened his eyes.

      Sunny handed him two small vials. “One dose of each before bed every night. This is enough for a week, and I want you back in here when they run out so I can check your wrist.”

      Luka pulled his face into a smile despite the effort it took. “Understood. I’ll be a model patient.”

      Sunny smiled and left, the curtain wavering with the motion of her exit.

      Luka rose, slipping the bottles into his pocket and heading out into the busy tunnels. There was still work to do. His palm drive chimed incessantly with updates and reports.

      When he arrived at the command center, the room was empty. He brought up the galaxy map. It flickered in the dim light, and Luka stood in the blue cast of the projection, the star systems suspended around him. His eyes found the small dot that had transfixed the leadership team for days before he had left: New Yokohama. He thought, as he watched it shimmer, that he could almost see the turmoil raging on the little planet. Luka scrolled through the map, reading through the reports he had missed—the dozens of messages that had flooded his palm drive as soon as he reconnected to the Resistance’s network. He tried to bring his attention back to this, their urgent fight for the galaxy, when it had been pulled so many different directions in the previous days.

      The stars swam in front of him as he manipulated the map, regaining his sense of the conflict, finding the hotspots in the vastness of space, reminding himself of the work yet to do.

      “Hey, welcome back.”

      Luka turned as Rhodes entered the room. Behind his calm, dark form, the halls of Swallow’s Landing split the quiet room with a blade of light and energy. The sliver of that activity slipped away as the door closed, leaving the two men in the hush of the room.

      “I’m just catching up,” Luka replied. “You see the latest on New Yokohama?”

      Rhodes nodded and ran a hand along his jawline, where thick black stubble had transformed into a neat, groomed beard in the week Luka had been away. He had taken on the full mantle of leadership since Hermia, the weight of responsibility adding new lines to his face. “We’ve heard nothing from leadership there yet.”

      “Gemma said Union naval intelligence is reporting progress there.”

      Rhodes grunted, crossing his arms over his broad chest as he joined Luka in the hazy sphere of the map. Luka followed his gaze back to New Yokohama and the red-tinted boundary that surrounded the shipyards there, marking them as a conflict zone.

      “Progress for them is probably bad for us,” Rhodes said.

      “It is,” Luka replied. Rhodes didn’t wince at the blunt delivery. In this room, they set aside all adornment, leaving only the situation in whatever detail could be rendered by the reports.

      “It was too close to the Argos fleet,” Rhodes said. “Emory got there before we could get ships off the ground.”

      “We’re still holding four yards,” Luka said. “The more remote locations, where Emory couldn’t bring in reinforcements fast enough. Sal’s devices were enough there.”

      “Emory can’t reverse their effects,” Rhodes mused.

      “And neither can we.”

      Rhodes eyed Luka for a moment, then returned his gaze to the projection. The lights of the galaxy map flickered, superimposed on his dark skin like he was made of the night sky.

      The door opened again, and Vargas, Werner, and Shea joined Rhodes and Luka at the map.

      Shea turned their serious brown eyes on New Yokohama, then pressed their lips into a firm line. “No change?”

      Rhodes answered with a shake of his head. Vargas nudged Luka with her elbow as she stopped beside him. Since she had joined the leadership team, Luka had seen another side of her. The loud, brash marine was more serious in this room, although she never failed to bring every ounce of the same energy that made her voice ricochet off the gym walls during training.

      “Where’s Sal?” Shea asked.

      “Late,” Rhodes snorted.

      “Let’s loop Onyema in,” Luka said. “We shouldn’t keep her waiting.”

      They gathered around the table in a loose circle, leaving a gap. He opened the connection, and Onyema flickered to life in that gap, her face warm with sunshine. A breeze stirred the shawl collar of her blouse. She almost looked like she was on vacation—except for the serious expression on her face.

      She opened her mouth to greet them just as the door swung open and Sal burst in.

      “We just got word from intelligence in the Perseus sector,” he said, taking the spot between Luka and Shea at the table and muttering a greeting to the assembled group before launching into the news. “The Union sent a fleet to Valkyrie Yards. Bombardment started about an hour ago.”

      He brought up a miniature version of the large galactic map over the table, then zoomed in on the sweeping Perseus Arm to where the Resistance-controlled station Valkyrie orbited a white dwarf star. The recording from intel showed a sprinkle of ships in green: one of the nascent Resistance fleets. The ships moved in a protective sphere around the yards. Further out, scouts traced invisible webs in the depths of space, looking for Union ships.

      A single red blink in the outskirts of the system warned of the Union fleet’s arrival.

      “They jumped in pretty far away,” Sal said, “trying to remain undetected. But we caught them.”

      The single red dot was joined by more. Sal zoomed in, revealing the extent of the fleet. Three carriers lumbered out of the dark reaches of space, accompanied by a dozen frigates. The carriers vomited out a swarm of fighters, which converged on the green-hued projection of the Resistance corvette they had surprised. The other green ships in the area changed their course.

      Luka watched as the shape of the entire defensive net shifted, pulling into a new formation to protect the shipyards from their attackers. Two dozen more green frigates and corvettes blinked into existence around the station as the Resistance leaders on Valkyrie ordered their people into the fight.

      “What’s intel’s assessment?” Rhodes asked as he watched the battle play out, time compressed so that the movements of the ships took seconds instead of hours.

      “We can hold Valkyrie for now,” Sal said. He pointed as one of the red carriers vanished, wiped away by the converging forces of the Resistance fleet. “But the fleet there was almost ready to deploy. Now they’re wrapped up in protecting Valkyrie, putting us back on the defensive.”

      Shea frowned. “What’s our fleet on New Yokohama look like?”

      “Half a dozen cruisers, twenty frigates, two carriers almost completed,” Onyema answered, paging through her data pad. “Now all consumed with holding onto the yards there.”

      “How long until the carriers are completed?” Werner asked.

      “At this rate?” Onyema’s lips pursed, a sour expression. “Three or four days, if they cease all other production.”

      “And at the rate the Union is coming at us there, we’ll lose at least a third of what we’ve already built,” Rhodes added.

      Vargas blew a frustrated breath out her nose. “We need as many shipyards as we can get.”

      “It doesn’t matter how many we have if every ship we build is out of commission within a week,” Luka said. “The Union bombardment is slowing production. We’re losing lives and bleeding resources. We need to be strategic about this.”

      Rhodes turned away from the events playing out over the table and folded his arms as he considered the galactic map. He reached out, touching some of the stars, rotating the projection so he could see a new angle.

      Luka joined him, and Rhodes pointed from Valkyrie to another of their yards—Pallas. “We can shore up our defenses at Valkyrie,” he said, his finger tracing the path from Pallas back to Saitama and then to Anat—a jeweled necklace of shipyards blinking gold against the surrounding white stars of the map. “Those four are more protected, with an uninterrupted supply line between them. And they provide shelter for Cotterston and some of our other Resistance hubs.”

      Luka squinted at the colonies along the path of the yards—they were all aligned with the Resistance, their numbers increasing daily in that region. Cotterston had grown in the last six weeks, the leadership there establishing an integrated network of Resistance colonies. Cotterston and its satellites were becoming a clear beacon of the Resistance, a glowing example in the Perseus Arm of what life outside of the Union could look like.

      “Other hubs will have to be ready to declare their allegiance,” Luka said. “The moment the Union tries to break up our movements outside of the area, they’ll be forced to come out of hiding.”

      “We can offer more protection than we could before,” Rhodes replied. “We can put in a training facility here”—he pointed to a small manufacturing colony on a moon near the Pallas yard—“so we’ll have planetary forces ready to deploy as well.”

      “It’s time,” Onyema said.

      Rhodes nodded. He turned back to the round table and met her eyes. Then he looked at Vargas. “Order a retreat at New Yokohama. But we aren’t giving them their yard back. Bring it down. Then we shore up Pallas and Saitama with the forces we get out of New Yokohama. That frees up a small mobile fleet.”

      “We need to start making more trouble for the Union,” Onyema said. “Now that we’re closing ranks in the Perseus Arm, we can’t stop putting pressure on them. I think it’s time for my contacts to come forward. Take their eyes off the yards and get them focused on something else. There are other targets that will make them hurt.”

      After the purge, the middle ranks of the Union Navy had filled with uncertainty, though the upper ranks had become rigidly consolidated. A few of the surviving captains had old connections to Onyema, and her tireless work with them in the year since the purge had paid off, bringing them over to the Resistance.

      Rhodes leaned over the table, pressing his hands against the dark surface. The light of the projectors flickered over him, the wash of blue and green and red highlighting his tense jaw.

      “I’d like to meet with them,” he said. “See what they can do with the new fleet. Under your supervision, of course.”

      Onyema nodded.

      “What’s going on with Aurora Corp?” he added.

      “Emory is still pushing to have the CEO extradited,” Onyema said, “but the nareian government isn’t budging.”

      “Helps to know the queen,” Vargas chuckled.

      “Let’s hope Emory keeps his focus on them,” Sal said. “If he starts making emotional decisions, he’ll start making mistakes.”

      Rhodes nodded thoughtfully, his arms still bracing against the table.

      “We can’t miss a step,” he said. “We have to keep pushing him, until the tide turns.”
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      She was suspended in a haze of pain. A thick, soupy darkness tinted red, sucking the strength from her. There was a background ringing, chaotic and disorienting.

      Was she breathing? She wasn’t sure.

      Was she alive?

      She tried to move, but the wish was too vague, the force of will spreading thinly through her body and dissipating in her exhaustion. She needed to focus.

      Her hand. Her left hand. There was a warmth there, pulsing orange and comforting in the darkness of her mind’s eye. She channeled her energy into that hand, curling the fingers up.

      A pressure. Something squeezed back, sending that gentle warmth up her arm, suffusing it through her body. Sounds were beginning to filter through the ringing noise. Muffled voices, maybe footsteps.

      The red shadows were fading now, replaced with a hazy light. A whisper reached her ear: someone speaking her name.

      Her heart pounded in her chest at the voice. Had it been beating before? She hadn’t noticed. She moved her fingers again, wrapping them around the shape beginning to take form in her mind. The warm pressure of a palm, the soft brush of fingers against her own. A hand squeezing hers tightly.

      She breathed in, her chest aching as it expanded. The air sent oxygen to her muscles, flooding them with life. She opened her eyes.

      The face above hers creased in a smile, even as the dark eyes brimmed with tears. He said her name again, the word a sob and a sound of delight at the same time, and his hand left hers and pressed warmly against her cheek. His hair fell loosely around his face, and she wanted to reach up and run her hands through it, push it away from his forehead so the light could illuminate the warm brown of his skin. She wanted to say his name back to him, as he had just whispered hers.

      But her arms were too heavy, and her chest seemed unwilling to fill with air again, so she contented herself with roaming her eyes over him until the blurring of her vision had cleared and he stared back at her in perfect sharpness.

      “We’re taking good care of you,” he said, seeming to understand her silence for what it was. The exhaustion was stealing back in, washing away the edges of her vision. “Just rest.” His face faded away. “I’ll be here when you wake again.”
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        * * *

      

      Luka was true to his word. Nearly every time she opened her eyes, he was there. Sometimes her hand was in his as he dozed in the chair beside her bed. Sometimes he was hunched over his data pad, his eyes narrowed in concentration behind the curtain of his hair as he scribbled away with a stylus. Sometimes he was a few feet away, talking in hushed tones with Rhodes or Sal or Vargas or Shea.

      His left arm was in a sling, and a jagged red line announced a recent cut at his left eyebrow. Jaya tried to ask once if he was okay, but the words failed somewhere between her lungs and her lips. Luka took her hand in his good one and squeezed it tightly and told her not to rush as she slipped back beneath the surface.

      Others were there, too. Sal’s face swam in and out of her drugged sleep. He spoke with her, but she was never sure if she spoke back or just lay there in exhaustion, mouth open but empty of words. Sal didn’t seem to mind her silence—whether that was because he liked the sound of his own voice or he didn’t want her to worry about keeping up with the conversation could be sorted out another day. For now, it was nice just to have his chatter, even for brief moments before she dropped away again.

      She felt worse every time she woke. The pain was everywhere in her body at once. It invaded her mind, swamping her in bloody and violent memories. Shards of memory pierced her—chasing Tully through the lab complex, the burning in her lungs when he poisoned her suit, the white-hot pain in her back as he shoved her into the broken glass. Rain dripping from her chin, mixing with her blood to turn the dusty road to mud. The memories blinked away when she opened her eyes, but the pain remained, tying her present to her past. Even the warm, gentle pressure of Luka’s hand wrapped around hers or tracing soft strokes through her hair felt distant, like it didn’t belong with the jagged fragments of her consciousness. Sunny appeared often in her field of vision, hovering over the machines regulating her medicine and frowning.

      But the weakness was worse than the pain. She wondered sometimes, as Adaeze and Sunny adjusted her position on the infirmary’s cot, if she would ever be able to move on her own. If she would ever be able to translate her will into motion, or if she would remain trapped forever in a body made of lead and a world inhabited by nightmares.

      She began to stay awake longer, to find ways to force her body to move—reaching for Luka’s hand, adjusting her own pillow, or lifting her head to look around the room, for example. These were all incremental victories, and each one bled her dry, leaving her breathless and clawing at the slivers of light to keep the darkness from inching in.

      A few days after Jaya had opened her eyes for the first time, Sunny deemed her well enough to finally satisfy her questions about the state of the Resistance: questions that had begun as soon as she found the strength to string the words together. Sunny brought extra pillows and placed them securely at Jaya’s back so she could sit up.

      Even with Adaeze’s arms supporting her and Sunny’s quick and efficient movements, the process left her ravaged with shooting pains, which she tried to hide with gritted teeth. But Sunny frowned and turned to the machines monitoring Jaya’s medication, tapping in new orders that brought a rush of relief.

      “Not too much,” Jaya said. “I want to be alert.”

      Sunny pursed her lips, but she watched Jaya like a hawk, fingers poised at the machine’s controls until she seemed satisfied that her patient wasn’t being too self-sacrificing.

      It took a long time for Jaya to get her breath back. The whole world seemed separated from her, like she was wrapped in thick gauze muffling the sounds and dimming her vision. Only the pain was sharp, the expansion and contractions of her breath sending jolts through her back.

      Luka sat beside her on the bed, the heat of his body a comfort, and took her hand in his uninjured one, twining their fingers together.

      Sal was uncharacteristically early, the first of the council aside from Luka to arrive. He pulled a chair alongside her bed and sat backward on it, crossing his arms over the back.

      “Well, you still look like you got hit by an aircar,” he said.

      Luka stiffened, but she eased him with a hand on his shoulder.

      “You be careful,” she said. “I’m sober enough to remember what you’re saying to me now.”

      Even though she still felt slow and achy, even though there was still a heaviness that spread in equal measure across her body, mind, and spirit, she was grateful for Sal’s sharpness.

      It felt normal.

      “Yeah, and I know you hold a grudge,” Sal replied, his angular face breaking into a grin. “I missed you when you were asleep.”

      “I missed you too, Sal. Every annoying minute.”

      Rhodes appeared in the door, tall and straight as a cedar. He came over to the bed and reached out a hand. Jaya read the uncertainty in his eyes.

      “You won’t break me,” she said, and he released a huge breath and swept down to give her a loose hug. The embrace tugged at a few stitches, but the pain was almost sweet.

      Rhodes drew the curtain around Jaya’s bed closed and took a seat, resting his elbows on his knees. “There’s a lot to tell you.”

      She looked at the three faces assembled here: Rhodes, Sal, and Luka.

      “Where’s Tynan?” she asked.

      Sal’s face darkened, and Rhodes pressed his lips together tightly. A neat black beard shadowed his jaw, another change that Jaya found unfairly jarring.

      “He left,” Luka said. “Went back to Dresha.”

      She saw from their faces that the story was more complicated than that. Sal sighed and began to fill in the rest.

      In turns, they told her what had happened while she was unconscious. It had been nearly seven weeks since their victory on Hermia. Seven weeks for the Resistance to acquire the beginnings of a starfleet and scale up their attacks now that the Union’s greatest weapon had been taken away. In seven weeks, they’d begun bringing Emory’s most outspoken critics to join their team, and the base and the leadership council—now a formal military command unit—had both more than doubled.

      She closed her eyes. If she hadn’t already been exhausted, this would have taken it out of her. As it was, she heard Sunny yelling across the room about abusing her patient. Her voice sounded small and distant. Jaya focused on the noises around her, dim and muddled as they were, until she felt strong enough to open her eyes again.

      “We’re still limited in what we can do.” Rhodes’s tone was cautious. “We’re holding four shipyards now, and we’ve had some success with small operations on the outskirts of Union space.”

      Jaya gave a small nod.

      “But we’re keeping the pressure on,” Luka said. “And we’re growing stronger every day. With the Nareian Empire as an ally, we’ll have a chance.”

      Sal scoffed. “Yeah, but that requires Mara to get control of her empire.”

      Luka frowned, concern wrinkling his high forehead. “We have to hope she can do that.”

      Sunny drew the curtain. “Okay, that’s quite enough excitement.”

      A spark of anger flared in Jaya, and she opened her mouth to protest.

      Sal quirked an eyebrow at her and spoke to Sunny over his shoulder as he held Jaya’s gaze. “You’re right, doc. We’re on our way out.”

      Jaya tried to push herself more upright, but the tiny gap she made between her back and the pillows sapped all her energy, and she collapsed down, shaking. The anger guttered without oxygen, but still smoldered in her chest.

      Sunny was at her side in an instant, changing the machine settings. Jaya couldn’t even find the strength to protest as fire consumed her back. Her mind flashed to the jagged shards of glass, the searing pain in her back. Pain that should have been long gone by now.

      All this pain should have been gone.

      She had lost seven weeks. Seven weeks unconscious, sedated. Her body had had more than enough time to heal. Before, she would have bounced back from these injuries in days. She would be on her feet now, in the command center. She wouldn’t be learning for the first time about their victories more than a month after they’d happened.

      Tears leaked out of the sides of her eyes, and she squeezed the lids shut. The new dose of painkillers sent ice through her veins, which spread into a soothing pool in her aching back and legs. She was alive. She knew she should be grateful for that. Instead, she was bitter at her helplessness.

      The drugs pulled her back under.

      When she opened her eyes again, Sal and Rhodes were gone, and Luka had dozed off in his seat, lips parted and chin dropped down to his chest. His hand rested beside her, palm up and fingers loosely curled. The pain had dulled, and Jaya reached groggily for his hand. He woke with a start and sat upright, blinking rapidly. He squeezed her fingers in his. The pressure was an anchor in this sea of disorientation.

      She met Luka’s eyes. His face was drawn, the skin around his eyes puffy. That new pink scar slivered through his eyebrow, giving his face a permanent, almost quizzical asymmetry.

      “You should rest.” Her voice came out hoarse. It sounded hollow in her ears.

      “I can rest here,” he replied. “Unless you want to be alone.”

      Jaya searched his face; his expression was earnest, his dark eyes discerning. He would know if she lied to him. He could always sense whatever was brewing under the surface of her skin. But no matter how hard she tried to reach into the sluggish flow of her thoughts and pull out something coherent, she came up empty-handed every time. The discomfort inside was as delocalized and chaotic as the pain signals her body was sending to her brain. It was all wrong, but when she tried to pin down the cause of her suffering, it slipped away, vanishing into the haze.

      “I don’t know,” she said. It was the best she could do.

      Luka leaned forward, squeezing her hand tighter. The shadows cast half of his expression of sympathy into darkness.

      “I’ll stay here until you do,” he said.

      She nodded, the motion sending the room spinning. She looked up at the ceiling, fixing her eyes with effort on a dimple in the rough-hewn stone. Nausea rose and then abated, and her throat tightened.

      The sense of helplessness surged until she couldn’t tell where the exhaustion ended and the despair began. It was all mixed together, a heavy weight on her chest. The Resistance was pushing forward, clawing their way out of their desperate position, and she could no nothing to help. She couldn’t even sit up without assistance.

      “I hate this,” she whispered. The sound of her voice reached her own ears as a pathetic whimper, and shame flushed the skin of her face.

      But Luka didn’t respond with the same anger Jaya felt bubbling inside. He didn’t look at her with frustration or disappointment or impatience or even pity. His brow furrowed, his dark-fringed eyes softening.

      “I know,” he said gently.

      Her last thought before she sank into sleep again was that the room was quiet. The murmur of machines and soft rhythm of Luka’s breath seeped away into silence long before she closed her eyes and gave in to the darkness.
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      Onyema arrived at Swallow’s Landing about two weeks after Jaya first woke. Luka met her at the landing zone, the brisk wind flushing his face and snapping stinging tendrils of hair against his cheeks. He drew his coat tighter around him. Winter had come in full force, the mornings frigid and the short afternoons barely warmed by the sun’s weak rays over the forest canopy. The first snow had fallen, and it melted away beneath the heat of the ship touching down on the landing strip.

      Onyema stepped out of her yacht into the driving wind, pulling the fur-lined collar of her white coat up to cover half her face. Her dark hair was in a tight knot atop her head, the silver that threaded through the curls catching the fading light with a gleam. Two familiar figures clambered out of the ship behind her, and Luka couldn’t help the smile that spread across his face, stretching cheeks stiff with cold.

      “Tap!” the taller of the two shouted, accelerating into a run as he closed the distance between them.

      “No one’s called me that in a while.” Luka opened his arms, and Claude grabbed him in a bear hug.

      “A year is too long,” Claude said. He pulled back, gripping Luka’s shoulders, and looked him over, his dark brown face split with a broad smile.

      Luka shrugged. “I don’t make the rules.”

      “I hear you do,” Santi said as he caught up. A blue hat was pulled down over his ears, and his fair nose and cheeks were already turning pink. He shivered as he held a hand out to Luka.

      Luka clasped it and then pulled Santi in for a hug as well. “I help,” he admitted. He looked over Santi’s shoulder to where Onyema stood, a hint of a smile on her face. A man stood beside her, a red scarf rippling out behind him. His broad nose and cheekbones were smoothed in a serious expression, but his eyes were lively in his dark brown face.

      “We come bearing a civilian,” Claude announced. “That should bring you up to seventeen members for your coalition now.”

      “Seventeen souls now snatched from Emory’s grasp,” Onyema said, her smooth voice carrying to him on the wind.

      “And still more to come,” Santi said.

      “Let’s get inside, where it’s warm.” Luka gestured for them to follow and headed back toward the base.

      Inside, they shed their winter clothes, the tunnels enveloping them in warmth. Luka showed the new arrival—a philosophy professor from New Hong Kong named Elijah Ogawa—to the civilian quarters of Swallow’s Landing. Some spaces in the old mining facility were shared, but the military sleeping spaces and conference rooms were in a separate wing from the civilian ones. It was something Rhodes and Luka had agreed on, both for information security and to minimize the sense of the military supervising the civilians. The last thing Luka wanted was a government formed under duress, whether real or perceived.

      The civilian wing was becoming just as crowded as the military wing these days, but the energy of the space was more relaxed. People moved with less urgency, ambling down the halls in small groups, heads bent together in conversation.

      They waited in the corridor outside Elijah’s room as the new arrival took a few minutes to settle in. Onyema stood to the side while Luka caught up with Santi and Claude, watching the three former members of her IRC strike team with a thoughtful expression. The last time they had all been together was on Argos, with Gemma and the Fox and their two now-fallen friends, in the early days of their renewed alliance.

      Claude stood with his hands on his hips, broad-shouldered and intimidating until his booming laugh dissolved any question as to his warm nature. Santi spoke in a rapid stream of words, as if making up for all the time they had lost, and Luka leaned his shoulder into the wall, his eyes on his friends.

      “Hey Luka.” Sal’s voice came from behind him. “Have you—” Luka turned. Sal had just rounded the corner, Shea at his side, and he stopped talking when he saw the others there. “Oh, I forgot we had civilian delivery today.”

      “They just got in,” Luka said.

      “What do you think of our little base these days?” Sal addressed his question to Santi and Claude.

      “I think you might need to start digging more tunnels.” Claude said with a laugh.

      “We still have some space to use,” Shea said. “Not much, though. Might have to start doubling up on rooms for the civilians. Military’s already packed tight.”

      The door opened and Elijah rejoined them in the hall, in a new shirt still wrinkled from his bag. He smoothed the front as he closed his door behind him.

      “And who is this?” Sal asked, his eyes on Elijah.

      Elijah returned the look with a frank assessment of his own, then held out his hand.

      “Eli Ogawa,” he said.

      Sal took the offered hand and shook it. “Sal Azima.”

      “Our newest member of the political coalition,” Luka said. “We still need to show him around the wing, but I can come find you when we’re done.”

      “Oh no,” Sal said, “I’m happy to stay around. It would be a shame if our new guest didn’t get the full welcoming committee.”

      Shea rolled their eyes. “There’s a reason you’re not on the welcoming committee.”

      “Really?” Sal feigned confusion. “But I’m so charming.”

      “Only when you want to be,” Luka said. “Let’s keep moving.”

      He led the group—now including Sal and Shea—down the main hall of the civilian quarters.

      “The conference rooms in this wing are for your use,” he said. “The details are left up to all of you, so you’ll have to ask around for more information on activities. This is the main conference room.” He palmed the controls for one of the rooms, and the door slid open to reveal an array of surprised faces. Twelve humans and four szacante sat around a wide table. There were still empty seats, which Luka hoped to fill with more of the voices Emory tried to silence.

      Luka apologized for the interruption, but Fátima stood and waved them in.

      “Please,” she said, “stay. We would love to welcome our new member.”

      Elijah stepped into the room and took a seat. Luka began to back out, but Fátima gestured expansively.

      “All of you,” she insisted. “You should have a chance to see what we’ve been up to, thanks to you.”

      Claude and Santi exchanged curious glances with Luka and then sidled into the room. Claude leaned his broad, tall frame against the wall near the door, Santi mirroring his stance. Sal put himself in one of the open seats, ankle crossed over knee and eyes bright. Shea stayed in the door, their eyes narrowed skeptically at this room full of people who spent their lives immersed in theories and politics and not on the battlefield.

      Luka caught Onyema’s eye and she smiled, one of the rare smiles that opened her serious face and dimpled her brown cheeks. She waved him in, and Fátima slid a chair in his direction. Luka took a seat, but he didn’t miss the uneasy expressions that passed over a few of the faces at the table.

      For a moment, silence hung awkwardly in the room, but then one of the szacante seated opposite Luka frowned, his forehead creasing.

      “Mitya, I disagree with your point,” the szcante said, picking up the train of the conversation they had interrupted with their arrival. “The current situation is unworkable, and people are starting to wake up to it. Inconsistently, yes, but we’re at the point where accepting a new paradigm will be possible.”

      “Your outlook is too optimistic,” an older man across the table replied. Luka remembered his rescue—it had been one of the early ones, in the week after Hermia. Mitya was the governor of a small manufacturing colony and had welcomed and supported organized protests against Emory so massive they even made Argos news. “People can’t handle radical social change on the scale you’re talking about. The chaos would be unthinkable.”

      “We already have radical change,” interjected a woman whose eyes were lined with creases. “The state of the Union is one of massive upheaval. We already have the chaos, might as well lean into it.”

      “Without any clear leadership?” Mitya responded, his face twisted into an expression of disgust. “The result would be anarchy.”

      “You always jump to extremes,” the woman said. “It wouldn’t have to be anarchy, but we could significantly change the social norms.” She leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table. “Look, we’re in unprecedented times. I mean, who could have predicted Emory?”

      “According to the talk you gave at last year’s SPC conference, you should have been able to.”

      The retort came from the szacante man who had started this exchange. She turned her attention to him. “Even the best statistical models can’t account for everything.”

      Mitya waved her off with an annoyed gesture. “We can learn more from the past than your silly numbers games. You people are so obsessed with statistics that you can’t imagine a case in which the outlier comes out on top. Yet history is full of those cases—all you have to do is open up a book and read about it.”

      “Don’t you change the system by writing laws?”

      All the heads at the table swiveled to look at the source of that question: Claude. Luka crossed his arms, foreboding coiling in him as he took in the frowns and pursed lips at the table.

      “That’s one way, yes,” Fátima spoke up, her expression thoughtful.

      “So why not write the laws to be more fair? What if you just mandated that everyone be treated the same?”

      Someone snorted a laugh. Luka turned, searching for that person around the table. It was a middle-aged man who leaned back in his chair, eyeing Claude with skepticism. Claude returned the look.

      “I see the Marxists survived the exodus from Earth,” the man said.

      “What?” Claude frowned in confusion.

      “Vinh.” Fátima’s voice was filled with warning.

      The man turned his attention to her. “Oh, come on. Where did this guy get his PhD?”

      There were some snickers around the room, and Luka caught a glimpse of Claude’s crestfallen face. Luka clenched his hands into fists.

      Sal crossed his arms and leaned back in his seat. “No, he’s just the reason you haven’t been disappeared by Emory. I’d treat him with more respect, if I were you.”

      Vinh frowned. “I’m grateful for everything you all have done for us, but there’s a reason the military doesn’t write the laws.”

      “Is there a reason the laws have to be written by jackasses?”

      Luka dropped his head into his hands. Bickering resumed from all sides, now focused mostly around Sal. Luka took a deep breath, trying to find something to say to smooth it over. This was why he had wanted to keep the two parties separate. Or at least, it was one good reason among many.

      “Am I misunderstanding something?” a warm voice interrupted smoothly, cutting into the tension in the room. The speaker was Elijah, his hands spread wide and a disarming smile on his face. “Were we all brought here to criticize each other’s experience, or are we here to design a government around shared values and some actual moral principles?” An uncomfortable shuffle and stifled silence greeted his question, and his smile vanished from his face, replaced by the solemn expression Luka had first seen on him. “Right,” he said. “So why don’t we talk about that?”

      Luka’s palm drive chimed, and for once he was grateful to be pulled away by the duties of command. He apologized as he stood, catching Claude’s eye before he left the room. Sal extricated himself from his seat with a wink at Elijah, and Claude pushed off from the wall. The rest followed him out, Onyema bringing up the rear of their little military retreat from whatever civilian battle was happening in there.

      “Guess I don’t know what I’m talking about.” Claude’s tone was sarcastic, but Luka sensed anger beneath it. Anger that pricked at Luka as well as he walked down the corridor toward the military wing. “Only been on the front lines fighting Emory for two years. What could I possibly know?”

      “My statement about jackasses stands,” Sal said.

      “Their goals are different,” Onyema said coolly. “They don’t have to focus on beating him. They have the luxury of thinking about what I’m sure they see as much loftier ideals.”

      “I think they just don’t know what it looks like from our side,” Luka said, but the excuse tasted sour on his tongue.

      Shea frowned. “I’m not surprised. What do a bunch of rich people who could afford to go to college understand about what’s wrong with the system?”

      “They’re not all like that,” Luka said. “And anyway, it was exactly their opinions about the system being broken that put a target on their backs.”

      “Knowing something’s broken doesn’t mean knowing how to fix it,” Shea said. “I’m not saying the military has the answers, but at least we’re mostly made up of people who actually struggled under the Union. These politicians and academics might not like Emory, but that doesn’t mean they know how to do better than he did.”

      Luka shook his head. “I don’t know. I guess I hoped that they would.”

      He sensed Onyema’s eyes on his neck as he walked, but he didn’t look back at her.

      Sal and Shea split off to head to the command center, but Luka paused at the room Santi and Claude were occupying while they stayed at Swallow’s Landing. Luka promised to see them that night at dinner, since they would be departing again first thing in the morning with Onyema. They disappeared inside, and the door closed, leaving Luka and Onyema in the quiet corridor.

      “We should get to command,” Luka said. “Showing up later than Sal is never a good look.”

      Onyema tilted her head to the side, the corners of her mouth playing at something approaching a smile. Luka struggled to read her expression; it was so mixed. Her eyes were soft, the set of her jaw hard. And that faint smile eluded his understanding.

      “It’s much harder to build a civilization than it is to tear one down,” she observed.

      Something in her voice sucked all the air from his lungs. His chest deflated, and he rubbed his forehead.

      “You’ve taken on a gargantuan task,” she continued. “Watch out that it doesn’t consume you.”

      “I’d rather be consumed by this and know I tried than stand by and watch something terrible take the place we worked so hard to empty.”

      Onyema gave a determined nod, the smile vanishing from her lips. “Then I hope you know what you’re doing.”

      Luka turned, leading the way toward the command center with Onyema’s words repeating in his head.
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      “Bend your knee,” Sunny said, “and bring your heel up slowly.”

      Over the last few weeks, Jaya had managed to stay awake for longer and longer stretches, every extra hour an exhausting victory. Sunny had deemed her ready to start physical therapy this morning and now hovered over her bed, her eyebrows knit together in an expression of concern.

      “Bend my knee,” Jaya repeated. “That’s it?”

      “Slowly,” Sunny cautioned. “And I’ll support you as you go.”

      Jaya chuckled, half because the instruction was so ludicrously simple and half in frustration. She didn’t want to bend her knee; she wanted to sit up. Hell, she wanted to stand, to take her first step. She had pushed through pain before. How was it going to help her to baby herself now?

      “Okay.” Jaya drew the word out. She took a deep breath and focused on her right leg, tensing the muscles and drawing the knee up, Sunny’s hands gentle on her leg.

      Sharp pain stole her breath away in a gasp, her vision blurring suddenly. Sunny’s grasp strengthened, supporting the knee and helping Jaya raise it just a little more before stopping the motion with a firm touch.

      “Now the other one,” Sunny said, and Jaya managed a tight nod, her eyes squeezed shut against the pain radiating up her back.

      They repeated the exercise a few times, Sunny providing most of the strength, reading Jaya’s limits closely. By the time they had finished, tears leaked from Jaya’s eyes, and she replied to Sunny’s questions in short grunts and one-word qualifiers. Sunny helped her sit up against the pillows and adjusted the pain medication, sending a soothing dose into Jaya’s bloodstream.

      Jaya stared at her hands, where sutures sealed the gashes in her palms. The wounds beneath were angry scabs, the skin around them red and inflamed. Her hands trembled when she tried to raise them, and she dropped them back into her lap, her chest suddenly tight with fear.

      For the first time she was almost grateful for the fuzzy feeling of the drugs, the way they dulled her senses even more. She was already slow. She could no longer sense the vibration of approaching footsteps and calculate their proximity, nor could she pick out a whisper from ambient noise across the room. Sunny and Luka had murmured conversations a few feet from her bed, yet they reached her ears as static. What was a little more haze in exchange for a little less pain?

      Sunny abided her silences with equanimity, and after a week, Jaya was finally able to complete the entire set of motions and even sit up unassisted, if she moved slowly enough. She scooted herself as close to the edge of the narrow hospital cot as she could and slipped one foot, and then the other, over the side, until she felt the cold, solid floor beneath her feet. She leaned forward, resting her weight on her elbows, listening to the pounding of blood in her ears until the shaking in her body subsided.

      “Is this normal?” she asked as Sunny appeared in the crack between the two panels of curtain that blocked Jaya’s bed from the rest of the infirmary.

      Sunny pursed her lips, cocking her head to the side. “Very little about your case is normal,” she said. “But if you’re asking whether it takes time for most people to recover from life-threatening injuries, the answer is yes.”

      Jaya swallowed. This didn’t feel normal, but she knew that she had little comprehension of what that word actually meant. She looked down at her hands again, palms resting face up on her knees, jagged wounds glaring up at her. Sunny sighed and sat next to Jaya on the bed.

      “I don’t know exactly what happened to you,” she said. “I know it was some combination of the injuries you sustained and the shock to your body at the destruction of the enhancing virus. You had extremely elevated levels of an enzyme associated with muscle damage, much higher than I would expect to see even with traumatic injury.”

      “Muscle damage? So with the virus gone…”

      “Your body started to break down all the things it had built,” Sunny said, finishing the thought with a gentle voice. “At least, that’s our best explanation. It explains the unusual disorientation and weakness we saw in enemy combatants, and it explains your blood tests.”

      Jaya nodded. “I felt that. On Hermia and on Argos, when Emory interrogated me. It felt like my body was just… dying.”

      Some part of that feeling remained. She closed her hands into fists, the motion stretching the scar tissue forming on her palm. She couldn’t close them all the way, and her fingers tingled.

      “But that part was over by the time you woke,” Sunny continued. Jaya could feel Sunny’s eyes boring into her, but she didn’t look up. “Your body seemed to have recovered from its withdrawal from the virus after about a week.”

      “So this is normal.” Jaya’s voice was flat.

      Sunny sighed again. “I think this is as close to normal as we can expect, yes.”

      Jaya swallowed, her throat tight.

      Sunny reached out and closed one of her small hands gently around Jaya’s loose fist. “You’re making progress. I know this must be really disorienting for you, but I can tell you that I’ve been doing this for over two decades, and I know progress when I see it. You’ll be back, Captain Mill. You just have to be patient.”

      “I won’t ever be back to where I was,” Jaya said. “That’s gone.”

      “That’s gone,” Sunny agreed. “But trust me when I say that the way the rest of us live? That’s not so bad. You’ll be able to be independent. You’ll be able to do the things that most of us can do. It will just take time to get there.”

      Jaya pulled her hand away, and Sunny hesitated before retracting her own hand back to her lap.

      “If you say so,” Jaya said.

      Sunny was silent a moment, and then she stood and walked toward the fabric barrier. She stopped, reaching out to pull the curtain aside.

      “You were never strong because of that virus,” she said. “You were strong because of what’s in your heart and in your mind. Hold on to that.”

      Jaya opened her mouth to respond, but her tongue was dry and heavy and the words died in her throat. She dropped her head into her hands, and when she looked up again, Sunny was gone.
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      Another week passed, and Jaya began to relearn how to walk, supporting herself on parallel bars set up in the infirmary. Her palms ached from the added stress, but the gashes had dwindled to thin red lines, the beginnings of scars. Jaya hadn’t seen her reflection yet, but when she touched her face, she could feel the raised spine of scar tissue along her left temple and the ridge of a formerly split lip. Luka told her the bruises had faded from the rest of her face, but these marks she could feel. She didn’t want to see it for herself. Not yet.

      After every session of walking, Sunny wrapped Jaya’s legs and back in a smart material programmed to send heat and cold to her muscles in response to the inflammation. She moved between the bed and the bars with the assistance of a pair of crutches. It still ached, but the feeling of moving on her own was exhilarating.

      Luka and Sal visited regularly, and even Rhodes showed his face from time to time. Luka’s wrist was finally strong enough to be free of a sling, and he would press her hands between both of his while they spoke like he’d missed the feeling. No one would tell her much about the Resistance’s progress. Just that they had a fleet now, and they were working to identify strategic targets. When she pushed for more information, they fell silent, glancing over at Sunny and changing the subject.

      It wasn’t that she didn’t trust Rhodes. Or Luka, or Sal, or any of the new members of command that had been admitted since her injuries and Tynan’s departure. But layered in with the physical strain in her body was a tension that hummed nonstop in the back of her mind. She had stumbled into the discoveries that led to a revolution. She had only started to connect them back to the grief of her own childhood and understand how deeply corrupt the Union had been even before her father had risen to the top. But as late as she had come to these discoveries, they were a thunderclap that shattered any illusion of peace. She couldn’t sit by and wait, now that she knew the danger the galaxy was in.

      One afternoon, after Sunny disappeared into her little office to complete paperwork, Jaya was left alone on her narrow bed, eyes cast up to the gray ceiling.

      Adaeze hummed softly to herself as she organized the supplies in the infirmary’s closet. Jaya suspected she was listening to music on her implanted earpiece, and she shifted herself up carefully. She reached for the crutches leaning against the wall, then pulled herself up to standing. It took a moment for her breath to come back, and she steadied herself on the crutches until the lightheadedness subsided, then pulled the curtain back.

      The light of the infirmary made her blink, but Adaeze’s back was to Jaya, and Sunny was in her office. The room was bright and clean and quiet.

      Jaya moved slowly on the crutches, creeping past the other, empty beds and the examination tables. She made it to the door undetected and snuck out into the corridors of Swallow’s Landing.

      There were more people in the base than she remembered. People she had never seen before passed her as she hobbled down the hallway, casting glances of concern and bewilderment her way. The last time she had walked down these halls, she had been dressed neatly, her jacket buttoned up and pants folded carefully so the crease remained sharp. Now, she was wearing training sweats rumpled from days in bed, and her hair was lank and greasy. At least she had convinced Sunny to braid it for her this morning.

      But she didn’t look like she was in charge. Not anymore.

      Some of the faces were familiar, and Jaya saw two of them talking with each other, hands obscuring their lips from her. She couldn’t make out the words they said from even this short distance, but she had an idea.

      The command center was not far. Jaya knew they were meeting. She had become familiar with their regular schedule. She had begun to time her visits from the leadership council, learning their rhythms. They would be there now. She could finally get a proper update.

      The looks intensified as she continued down the corridor. More of the faces were familiar here, and so her presence outside the infirmary would be more noticeable. Jaya’s heart rate increased. She rounded the corner and palmed the controls to the command center. The panel read her identifying information from her palm drive and flashed green, admitting her. The door slid open.

      In the moment of stunned silence that greeted her, Jaya entered the room. Her shoulders were beginning to protest, despite the conforming foam of the crutches, and for a moment, she considered asking for a seat. But then she saw the shock on the ring of faces around the table, and realized she needed a strong stance. Two feet on the ground, carrying her own weight. A little pain would have to be endured.

      Luka stepped toward her, but it was Rhodes who spoke first, his tone terse.

      “What the hell are you doing? You’re in no state to be walking around on your own.”

      “I made it here just fine.” Jaya lifted her chin. “If I can get updates from my hospital bed, I can get them right here. Easier for everyone.”

      She met his angry gaze with her own, daring him to admit that the updates they had given her were fractional, toned down. It wasn’t the same, and he knew it. His nostrils flared, but he stayed silent.

      “Sunny will be furious,” Vargas said, interrupting their face-off. “Even I didn’t pull this shit with her.”

      “Your situation was different,” Jaya said. “We weren’t at war, and you were on leave. How am I supposed to do my job if I’m not here?”

      “Your job right now is to get better,” Sal said. He had followed Luka, and the two of them now stood less than a meter from her, arms slightly raised as if they thought they might need to catch her.

      “And I can’t do two things at once?” Jaya asked.

      “You’re fucking right you can’t.”

      “You’re going to have a much harder time recovering if you don’t rest.” Luka’s voice was calmer than Sal’s, but when Jaya met his eyes, she saw a bleak fear in them. It pinched the lines of his face, made them sharper.

      Behind her, the door opened again. Jaya couldn’t turn easily on her crutches, but she saw Rhodes’s hand go to his face, massaging his eyes like a headache was coming on.

      “Captain Mill!” It was Sunny’s voice that boomed behind her. “What the fuck are you doing outside of the infirmary?”

      Jaya flinched, her stomach souring with nausea, vertigo pulsing in her ears at the volume of Sunny’s voice. Luka stepped closer, his hands hovering near her shoulders as she swayed slightly on her crutches.

      “I’m well enough to attend a briefing,” Jaya protested. “I can’t just sit around waiting.”

      “Captain Mill, I will carry you back there myself if I have to.”

      Jaya managed to turn herself around and fix her own stubborn glare on Sunny, who returned the expression in equal measure. The ache in her shoulders was spreading down her back now. She was starting to wish she’d asked for that seat after all. She wanted to be here, not prone in a narrow cot, lapping up whatever dribbles of information her council deemed her healthy enough to receive.

      She ached all over, and the nausea was increasing, but the idea of returning to the infirmary sat just as sour in her stomach as the idea of staying here with the growing pain.

      “This is where I belong,” she insisted.

      Sunny’s face softened for just a moment, but her arms remained crossed, her posture firm. “You’ll be back here,” she said. “But only if you focus on recovery.”

      For a moment, Jaya thought someone had brought up the galaxy map, as spots flickered in her vision, but she blinked and they cleared, then returned in new positions. The weight of her own body started to feel unwieldy, and she adjusted her grip unsteadily on the crutches.

      Luka’s hands finally came to rest on her shoulders, their touch light and warm. “Come on,” he said. “I’ll walk you back.”

      She opened her mouth to protest, but all that came out was a sigh. Sunny pulled the crutches gently away as Luka wrapped an arm around her waist and supported her.

      They returned to the infirmary in silence, Jaya focusing all of her energy on making her steps fall evenly so Luka wouldn’t have to carry her entirely, leaving nothing left to form the words she wished she could say. Her chest burned, but she was too exhausted even for the tears trying to push their way out.

      When they reached her curtained-off bed, Luka and Sunny helped her back into it, propping her up with pillows. Luka sat next to her, his arms encircling her shoulders, and she buried her face in his neck.

      She didn’t have the time to focus on recovery. She had lost months already, and the Resistance was pushing forward, leaving her farther behind with every step.

      If she didn’t push herself, she would never catch up.
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      Tynan’s security team escorted him to the towering office building where he had first met Perit Turay what felt like a lifetime ago. Thick cloud cover obscured the light of the twin suns, painting the spare, elegant lobby in muted gray and softening the shadows cast by the potted plants. The guards moved him quickly through the lobby as eyes followed him—the transit from his apartment to the aircar and from the aircar to the office building had been just as dramatic as his arrival at his apartment weeks ago. Perit was right: this case was raising quite a stir in the usually unflustered Iralu City.

      He was ushered into a small conference room, most of its space occupied by an oval table around which eight chairs were neatly arranged. It reminded him of the room where he used to meet with the board of his research foundation. The transparent wall that looked out onto the hallway was opaqued: a flat, ivory surface that stared back at him, faintly reflective. He blinked at himself.

      “Would you like something calming displayed?” Perit’s voice startled him as she entered the room through its second door. Danim trailed behind her, his projection watery blue. “We have scenes from the Great Ocean that tend to have a relaxing effect. If beach scenes aren’t your preference, we also have cityscapes and jungle greenery.”

      All the wealth of Dresha, available at the touch of a screen, to soothe him in his hour of need. An hour of need—he anticipated there would be many more. He stared at the wall a little longer. The images he longed to see would be ill-advised: the faces of the friends who had welcomed him over the past year, the people he was here to defend with his testimony.

      “No.” He sighed. “Thank you. It would be distracting, I think.”

      “Very well,” Perit said, sitting at the table and gesturing for Tynan to join her in the adjacent chair. “You seem calm.”

      “I’m not,” Tynan admitted as he sat beside her. But he realized as he said it that there was a sort of numb acceptance to the rhythm of his heart. He might not be calm, but neither was he agitated. He was resolute.

      “Just remember you don’t have to give them everything they ask for,” Perit said. “They will try to get you off-balance. They’ll try to make you reveal more than you should.”

      “I understand.”

      “If you’re ever in doubt, just look to me. I can give you guidance about what to answer. And we can pause whenever you need it and take a break.”

      “Okay.” The word exited his mouth with little input from his brain. He wasn’t sure he would know if or when he should take a break. He wasn’t sure he really knew how he would respond to the questions, despite the number of times he and Perit had talked through their plan for this day. The fact-finding phase of the szacante legal process was rigorous, and Tynan was just as certain about the truth of his testimony as he was certain he couldn’t provide much evidence to back it up.

      He had written countless messages to Arbiter Vihica, messages he never sent. All the evidence to support his case was back on Swallow’s Landing. He had left it behind to protect the Resistance, to keep his testimony from leading the Union straight to them. He knew secrets were necessary, that this war was not being fought on equal ground, but he still wrote the messages. They languished in his outbox, eleven of them at his last count. He had to fight this on their terms if he was going to make them listen.

      The door opened again, and the lawyer representing the Szacante Federation stepped in. His face revealed nothing, his body language similarly opaque. His VA was visible alongside him, a placid mirror. Tynan swallowed.

      The lawyer sat and placed his empty hands on the table. He had no data pad to read his notes, prompt questions, or record Tynan’s response. All of that would be done by his VA.

      “I’m here with you,” Min reminded him privately. She had projected herself behind him, just as Danim had done with Perit. They presented a united front, the four of them. A wall of solidarity. Tynan tried to set his own expression in an emotionless mask, but found himself unable to hold his concentration on the muscles of his face.

      “Let’s get started, shall we?” the opposition lawyer said. “I’m Kino Lahir, the counsel for the Federation.”

      Tynan knew his name, knew his face, because Perit had run through everything. She thought greater familiarity with the details would help keep Tynan calm. He wiped his sweaty palms on his pants and decided she was mostly correct. He felt the uneasy hum of his body trying to panic, but he took a deep breath and nodded.

      “I’m ready to start,” he said.

      “Very well,” Perit’s authoritative voice broke in.

      “Dr. Vasuda,” Kino began, raising the fingertips of his right hand to his right temple. Tynan mirrored the gesture. “Do you solemnly affirm, as the prophets of old admonished, to speak only with integrity and candor, to present only the truth and the evidence supporting it, and to approach these proceedings with a genuine desire that the outcome be equitable and right?”

      “I do solemnly affirm that I will act in accordance with the prophets,” Tynan said, with his whole heart.

      “Good,” Kino said, and they both lowered their hands. “Now, let’s begin with the visit you received from one Indigo Onyema, a human now classified by the Szacante Federation and the United Human Nations as a hostile actor.”

      “Indigo Onyema approached me in Port View Park,” Tynan said, “after my research foundation had been bought out from beneath me by another corporation. That buyout was enacted by a man who—at the time—was at the head of a known terrorist organization, the Sons of Priam.”

      “Dr. Vasuda,” Kino said with a sigh, “must I remind you of the promises you just made, to speak only the verifiable truth?”

      “This is the truth,” Tynan insisted. “At the time, I didn’t know who that man was. But in the past year, I have learned that he was a man named Kieran Morgan, the son of Chancellor Richard Emory, and that he purchased my foundation in hopes of acquiring my research for—”

      “Doctor,” Kino interrupted, “the Chancellor of the United Human Nations has no children. He never has. This is wild speculation. Extraordinary claims require extraordinary evidence, Dr. Vasuda. Do you have such evidence?”

      Tynan swallowed his frustration, forming his hands into fists beneath the table. “Indigo Onyema approached me because she knew the true goals of Richard Emory, and she was concerned about his interest in my work.”

      “The Chancellor of the United Human Nations has never expressed any interest in your research, nor has his company, TA Tech, even so much as requested a write-up of your now defunct foundation. If you can’t answer our questions about Onyema truthfully, let’s move on.”

      Tynan clenched his jaw, the pressure of his teeth sending a spike of pain up the sides of his face, but before he could protest, the lawyer was starting into the next question.

      “Before you fled with the Sons of Priam, how did you communicate with them?”

      Perit had warned him this question was coming. The Union government insisted that the biological attacks on the Union colonies were part of a partnership between Tynan and the group Emory was publicly equating with the Sons of Priam: the Human Resistance Movement. Tynan gave the answer they had rehearsed.

      “To my knowledge, aside from the man who purchased my foundation, I have had no direct contact with the Sons of Priam at any other time.”

      “Right,” Kino scoffed. “You’ve been on vacation for the last year.”

      “I’ve been missing for a year out of fear for my own life,” Tynan said. “I’ve been hiding from the Sons of Priam and the government using them to disguise their own actions.”

      “Where were you in hiding?”

      Tynan looked at Perit, who pressed her lips together.

      “Danim says you don’t have to answer,” Min said on their private line.

      Tynan looked back at Kino. “I won’t answer that.”

      “You understand the severity of the charges against you?” Kino’s face warped into an expression of disdain.

      “My client understands perfectly well,” Perit snapped. “Please remember your own responsibilities under the oath of the prophets and keep your questions in line with the case at hand.”

      “The location of Dr. Vasuda is relevant to the case,” Kino said. “His whereabouts for the past year are central to understanding his activities against the Federation.”

      Perit looked at Tynan. “You don’t have to answer the question.”

      “Fine.” Kino leaned back in his chair. “In your time working with the Sons of Priam—”

      “I insist that you rephrase your question, counsel.”

      Kino flicked an annoyed glance at Perit. “In your time away,” he amended pointedly, “what research did they have you working on?”

      “You don’t have to answer,” Min reminded him again. The phrase was starting to repeat itself unbidden in his mind, a tape that wound itself around and around the inside of his head.

      “No,” he said, “I’ll answer this one. I was working to counteract the very illegal and dangerous experimentation being performed on members of the Union Navy by their supreme commander, Chancellor Emory.”

      “Remember your oath.” Kino’s voice began to rise.

      “Remember yours, counsel,” Perit cautioned.

      Tynan took a deep breath, counting the inhale and the exhale. “I’d like to take a break.”

      Perit stood, ushering Tynan out through the door she had used to enter the room. He was surprised to recognize her office immediately. She pulled up a chair and Tynan sat in it.

      “I’m glad you spoke up about needing a break,” she said. “This is good. Take as many as you need.”

      “I don’t understand,” Tynan said. “What are they doing?”

      “They’re trying to make you nervous,” Danim said, flickering into view in front of Tynan. “They want you to say something they can use to support their claim that you were sympathetic to the Sons of Priam before you left Dresha.”

      “How am I supposed to prove that they’re the ones supporting the Sons of Priam?” Tynan put his head in his hands.

      “You’re not,” Perit said. “This case is about you. About proving that you didn’t act against the interests of the Szacante Federation.”

      “But this is so much bigger than that,” Tynan said.

      There was a long silence, and Tynan looked up at Perit. She had taken a seat at her own desk, fingers interlaced on the surface. “That’s what you have wrong,” she said. “This case is only about you and your involvement. The rest is for afterwards.”

      “They can’t wait that long!” Tynan said.

      Perit frowned. “You have to be careful what you say,” she reminded him. He had heard this lecture before, a hundred times. “We can only work with the case that’s been presented to us.”

      Tynan understood this. He might not like it, but he understood it on some level. The case against him was built entirely on lies. The truth was that the Union had orchestrated all the terrible things the Resistance was being blamed for. All the things he was being blamed for. But he had scant evidence to back up his counterclaim. To win this case, he had to focus only on the facts that concerned his leaving Dresha more than a year ago. He couldn’t speak of what he had learned since then. At least until he could restore his own integrity. He could hold those two opposing ideas in his head at the same time, much as the tension between them seemed to sizzle like air in an electric field about to ionize. The moment before a lightning strike.

      He pressed the pads of his fingers into his forehead, massaging away the beginnings of a headache.

      “I know,” he finally said.

      They sat in silence another moment, Perit waiting as Tynan continued to rub at his forehead.

      “We made this choice,” Min said privately. “Do you still believe it was the right one?”

      Tynan nodded. “I do,” he whispered.

      “Then remember that. Remember why you’re doing this.”

      He lifted his head. “Okay,” he said to Perit, “I’m ready to go back in there. Thank you for the break.”

      “We can take as many as you need,” Perit said. “Don’t mind if they start accusing you of stalling. Leave the arguing to me.”

      “That I can do,” Tynan said.

      The prosecution lawyer and his VA were already back at the table when Tynan and Perit emerged from the office. Tynan took his seat, his nerves steady again. He just had to remember that they were playing a long game. He couldn’t let the pace of it frustrate him, as much as he wanted to jump to the hoped-for resolution: when the people of the galaxy heard and accepted the message about the harm Richard Emory was causing. When the szacante people, in particular, could see the damage done by their Arbiter and their Minister of Science.

      “May we proceed?” Kino asked.

      Perit answered, “My client is ready to resume.”

      Kino nodded, his gaze never leaving Tynan. His hands were clasped on the bare table, his face calm. His eyes softened.

      “Dr. Vasuda,” he said, “I fear we started on the wrong foot.”

      Tynan frowned. He cast a glance at Perit, but her expression didn’t change. She kept her gaze fixed calmly on Kino. Tynan returned his attention to the prosecutor.

      “We know you mean well,” Kino continued. “You have a history of incredible service to our people. Your research on the mechanisms of cross-species viral transmissions opened up huge possibilities in the medical field. My wife is a physician, and she’s told me personally of the way your contributions have led to innovative solutions on the frontlines of human-szacante joint settlements. You’re a legend in the medical community, and you may not even realize how many lives you’ve saved.”

      “As kind as your words are, counsel, I would like to know the purpose of them,” Perit interjected.

      Tynan agreed. The gentle flush of praise flooded him, alongside a faint confusion. Before he had left the room, this very person had been accusing Tynan of treason, and now he was calling Tynan a hero.

      Kino flicked a glance toward Perit before returning his eyes to Tynan. “Of course, counselor Turay. I’m merely trying to help Dr. Vasuda understand our own confusion.”

      “Your confusion?”

      “Yes, counsel. Our confusion when we learned of his activities with the human mutineers. How could someone who had given so much to his people turn on them like that?”

      “I never turned on my people,” Tynan said. He kept his voice quiet and firm, but even he heard the note of sadness.

      Kino frowned, the expression not angry or unkind, but laced with that same sadness. “We know your history of commitment to the ideals of the prophets of old. And we think we understand what happened.”

      “You do?”

      “Caution, counselor,” Perit said. “You’re not here to write an epic poem about the doctor. You’re here to ask him questions.”

      “I have a purpose to this,” Kino said.

      “Then get to it.”

      Kino nodded. He turned that sad expression back on Tynan again. “Someone with your history wouldn’t turn on his people unprovoked. We know you love your people, and that you intended to serve the ideals that guide us.”

      “That’s all I’ve ever wanted,” Tynan confirmed, bemused.

      “The humans knew that as well,” Kino said. “They knew what drove you, and they reached out to you with assurances that what they asked of you was not only legitimate, but the correct path.”

      “Don’t reply,” Min cautioned in his ear.

      When Tynan kept his mouth shut, Kino continued. “They would likely have insisted your life was in danger, that violence would follow you and only they could save you from that violence. They told you many things that are not true, Doctor. Their kind can be quite manipulative. They understand our desires and play on them. The Federation knows their behavior. Our diplomats are trained to identify and avoid their manipulations, but you were not prepared to resist them.”

      Tynan gripped his knees, his fingers digging into the joints painfully. He recalled the way Jaya had held her hand out to him that night in his apartment, the bodies of nareian assassins scattered around his living room. He recalled the grim set of Sunny’s mouth as they hid behind her desk in the med bay while the Sons of Priam boarded their ship, her hand gripping her gun with confidence. He recalled how surprised he had been to feel safe in that moment.

      He had known more violence in his year with the humans than he had ever thought possible, it was true. But he had come to his conclusions on his own. He had been the one to discover the missing people, both human and szacante. He—alongside Sal—had finally broken the mechanism that Emory was using to manipulate the bodies of his own people. The one that he had first perfected in his own children. Of all the manipulations Tynan had seen, that one still shocked him to his bones. And that was the one the Arbiter was supporting materially and spiritually.

      But he knew better than to say so, the advice to remain silent fresh in his mind. He continued to grip his knees, the effort to keep his posture neutral difficult enough to set his arms to shaking.

      Kino assessed him, reading his silence and the stiffness of his expression. When Tynan still didn’t reply, he sighed.

      “We want to offer you a deal,” he said. “The Federation recognizes your contributions, and is willing to accept that your actions with the humans were performed under coercion or possibly duress.”

      A flare of anger threatened to break Tynan’s posture. He bit his tongue, tasted blood. A year of happy memories rose to his mind in response, and he clung to them: the lingering scent of wood smoke in Sunny’s hair, the background sound of Sal’s bickering with whomever would rise to the bait, the flood of laughter from the marines gathered around their dinner in the mess hall.

      “We were not informed of any deals to be presented at today’s fact-finding session,” Perit said.

      “I know,” Kino said. “We have been struggling to get this approved by the Arbiter. It’s highly unusual, but we truly believe it is the option that will put this misunderstanding to rest.”

      “What’s in this deal?”

      “We ask the doctor to sign a statement of his involvement with the humans. In return, he will be freed. No fines owed, no restrictions on his movement, just some community service. He can return to his life and his work.”

      “What else?” Perit said. “What will the statement of involvement include?”

      “We can craft the language together with the doctor,” Kino said. “But we would like acknowledgment from him that his actions were harmful to the citizens of the Szacante Federation, and we would like an agreement to put this all to rest.”

      “What does that mean?” Tynan asked. “You’ve said that twice now. How will this put this all to rest?”

      Kino returned his sharp eyes to Tynan. He looked him over for a moment, as if surprised at what had finally provoked Tynan to speak.

      “A nondisclosure agreement,” Kino said. “A simple promise not to speak about this case, your time with the humans, or your involvement with them. You and the government can both put this situation behind you and move on.”

      “Danim says not to respond now,” Min said in his ear.

      Tynan bit his lip. He kept his thoughts to himself, and after a moment, Kino nodded.

      “We’ll leave this offer with you,” he said. “And we can resume talks when you’ve had some time to think it over.”

      “Thank you, counselor,” Perit said. “My client and I certainly have much to talk about now.”

      Kino stood, smoothing the front of his trim suit. He cast one last glance at Tynan before leaving. Tynan kept his eyes on the table, his hands still braced on his legs.

      When the click of the door announced that they were alone in Perit’s conference room, he let out a long breath.

      “What do you think about this deal?” Perit asked.

      “I didn’t see it coming.”

      “To be frank, neither did I.” Perit leaned back in her chair, crossing one slim ankle over her other knee. She tapped her leg lightly with her fingers, hands revealing the motion of her mind.

      “They want to bury this,” Tynan said.

      Perit nodded. “It seems that way.”

      “I’m not taking the deal.”

      She frowned at him. “You should consider it. Dropping all the charges, no fines, and only community service as your restorative sentence—that’s a big offer. We might not get one as good again.”

      “I don’t want to lie about the Resistance,” Tynan said. When Perit started to open her mouth, he cut her off. “I won’t lie about it. The government is wrong, not me.”

      Perit closed her mouth again. She considered him thoughtfully. He felt the way her mind turned, saw it in the narrowing of her eyes in concentration.

      “If you choose this route, you’re making your life harder,” she said. “They’ll come after you with anything they can. They’ll drag this case out and you may never get a deal as good as the one they just gave you. As your lawyer, I have to advise you against rejecting it.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Tynan said. “They released some of my finances back to me. I have money. I’ll pay you whether we win or lose.”

      “I’m not just concerned about who’s paying, Tynan. I’m worried about you.”

      Danim hovered at her side, his expression a mirror of Perit’s look of concern. Tynan turned his eyes away from the dual gaze—it felt somehow accusing. He stared at the table instead.

      “This kind of scrutiny is hard on even the most well-balanced people,” Perit said.

      Tynan laughed. It was a very kind way of saying she was worried he would descend into his anxiety, never to return. He felt the flutter of his pulse in his neck.

      He could take the deal. He could shrink back and sign their agreement and be free, but they would bury the truth. He would never be able to say the things he had written in his messages to the Arbiter, his mission to spread the truth about what was happening not delayed indefinitely but permanently halted. Or he could fight for what he believed and risk a life of isolation. If they pushed this case to its maximum potential, he could be banished from the Federation and stripped of his citizenship. He would be no one, a citizen of nowhere. All the things he had worked for—all the things he had believed in—would disown him.

      Well, not all the things he had believed in. He believed in his people, of course, but he believed also in the higher ideals that belonged to no one group.

      He would never get justice if he signed an agreement that silenced him. He needed to find a way to shift the power, to change the narrative.

      “I won’t take the deal,” he said to Perit. “I’m ready to fight.”
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      The weeks leading up to Mara’s coronation flew past in a haze of meetings, public and private. They kept a close watch on the Lorean clan, but their informant had gone silent, and they couldn’t find any proof of Emory’s involvement. There was evidence of unusual flow of funds, whose source could not be traced, and some mysterious travel by the Lorean matriarch, though all of it was to stations in nareian space with blended populations that made identifying Union meddling nearly impossible.

      The night before the coronation, Mara stared at the ceiling. The soft murmur of urban sounds, softened by the barriers of palace gardens, failed to soothe her to sleep as they had previous nights. She stared at the undulating shadows cast by the city lights through the latticed windows, her mind lost to its own chaotic wanderings.

      When the first light of the sun faded the night away, she was still awake, the dread hardened into a stiff, numb sensation in her chest.

      The words of her coronation oath began running through her mind then, as mechanically as she had run through them before. Once a day, every morning, at Ezana’s prompting. She couldn’t forget the words now if she wanted to.

      And she wanted to.

      With a sigh, she got out of her bed and slipped into her private bathroom, where she bathed efficiently, working the hair of her mane from its usual braids and massaging moisturizing oils into her scalp in preparation for the stylists, as she had been instructed. When she was clean and her hair detangled and dripping wet, she donned a robe and emerged into her dressing room.

      Three figures awaited, standing in an arrow. The point of the arrow was Ezana, a mysterious smirk on her face.

      “Am I late?” Mara asked.

      “No,” Ezana said. “You’re exactly on time.”

      She waved a hand and the two women behind her snapped to attention, circling Mara like predators on the hunt. She resisted the urge to draw a knife, and instead sat in the chair they indicated and allowed them to start tugging at her mane.

      “What’s that smirk all about, then?” Mara asked.

      “We’ll get to it,” Ezana said. “But first, one final rehearsal.”

      Mara closed her eyes, ignoring the ache that was beginning to spread across her scalp from the combination of no sleep, the dread of the approaching ceremony, and the two women’s forceful handling of her hair.

      “When do you first speak in the ceremony?” Ezana prompted.

      “After they remove the crown from its sealed chest and place it on the seat of the throne,” Mara responded. “I rise from my chair and take one step closer to the throne. Then I say, I request permission to approach the seat of power of the Nareian Empire.”

      “You may approach,” Ezana said, playing the role of the high priestess.

      “I take two more steps,” Mara said, her eyes still closed, envisioning the throne room. She hadn’t seen the space since Ezana had found her there the morning Nusantos was killed, dawn breaking through the latticework above. “And then I kneel in front of the priestess.”

      “What do you seek in this holy space?” Ezana’s voice was easy and fluid as she recited the priestess’s lines from memory. It sent little shivers down Mara’s back.

      She swallowed and gave the response. “I seek glory for Narei. I seek the advancement of its people.”

      “And how will you achieve those aims?”

      “Through strength of the will. Through passion of the heart. Through generosity of the spirit. These values are the branches which support the Empire of Narei.”

      “The Empress forms the base, from which these branches emanate.” There was a strange hitch in Ezana’s voice, a lilt that made Mara open her eyes. Ezana was smiling, amusement in the creases around her eyes, and Mara’s stomach jumped.

      “What?” Mara asked.

      Ezana smirked. “Incorrect.”

      “I will be the roots of this empire, to support it as it reaches out into the galaxy,” Mara spat out the next words of the oath. “What are you smiling at?”

      “The tree of Hisantos,” Ezana said.

      “What about it?”

      Ezana nodded at the women working on Mara’s hair. One of them brought out a mirror, holding it in front of Mara so she could see. She had to admit they had done an admirable job of taming the dark, thick waves of her mane. Instead of combing it over a mold to frame her face in the style favored by the nobility, they had instead woven in green, leafy vines from the palace gardens, arranging the mass of hair to accommodate the crown that would be placed atop her head during the ceremony.

      She almost smiled at the sight of herself. Her facial tattoos swept outward from her broad nose, like dark brushstrokes on her pale gray skin. The framing of her black hair around her face made her eyes look darker, matching the charcoal of the tattoos, her monochrome features fierce and elegant beneath the crown of green vines.

      “The tree of Hisantos,” she echoed, her voice a murmur as she stared at herself.

      “You look like a leader,” Ezana said.

      “I look…” Mara blinked. “I look like myself. More than I ever expected to.”

      “You haven’t seen the gown yet.”

      Mara grimaced, instantly ruining the view. She passed the mirror back to one of the hairstylists. The two bowed and exited the room.

      Ezana crossed to the rack where Mara’s daily outfits were left each morning. Today, it was sheathed in a white curtain, draped to cover whatever hung beneath. Mara’s stomach clenched as Ezana reached up and loosened the fabric, unfolding it like a gift.

      Mara’s breath caught when she saw it.

      “I designed it myself,” Ezana said.

      Mara stood and took the bundle from Ezana.

      It was quiet now that only the two of them were in the room. The murmur of other bodies was gone. There was only the whisper of fabric and the soft hum of their breathing. Mara’s eyes locked with Ezana’s, where a playful sparkle still lingered. The light of that spark transformed her ice-blue gaze to scorching blue flames. Mara’s hands closed tighter around the bundle of clothing, unsure if the twist of anticipation in her gut was fear or something more pleasant.

      Ezana turned, breaking the eye contact. Her back to Mara, she spoke again. “Try it on.”

      Mara looked down at the fabric clasped in her hands. The gown was two pieces, and Mara was pleased to see that one of them was a pair of leggings of worked hide, dyed pitch black. Mara stripped out of her robe quickly and pulled on the leggings, relishing their softness against her skin. Ezana remained turned away. Mara wondered for a moment what thoughts were running behind her downcast blue gaze. Ezana reached up to brush some hair from the curve of her neck, her face and the expressions Mara had learned to read so well hidden by the tilt of her head. The gesture was oddly self-conscious, considering Mara was the one stripped to her waist with light streaming in the windows, and Mara nearly said so.

      But there was something fragile about the hush of the room, and the thought of breaking the silence sent another twist through her belly. Mara turned her attention to the rest of the gown.

      She held it up. What had initially looked like a bodice turned out to be a jacket. It trailed three panels in a dark garnet red, a nod to a skirt, but nothing so exhausting as the gown she had worn to her mother’s funeral.

      Mara slipped her arms into the sleeves and fastened the silver clasps up to her neck. The jacket was short in the front, the hem ending just at Mara’s hips. The two panels on the side were artfully gathered into a high-low train so that they unfurled from the hem of the jacket in front to meet the longest panel as it swept along the floor behind her in imitation of a cape.

      On the back panel, the tree of Hisantos blazed in white embroidery on the dark red of the train, which fluttered softly with each step, setting the leaves of the tree in motion.

      She’d felt like an imposter in the rich, royal clothing of the past few weeks. If she was being honest, she’d always felt like an imposter in the adornments of royalty. But this outfit surrounded her like something out of her dreams: a fierce amalgamation of her royal lineage and the severe path she had chosen in the intervening years.

      She looked up, and Ezana had turned around. She was holding out a pair of shoes—flat slippers embroidered with jewels.

      She arched one eyebrow at Mara’s look. “You have to have some embellishment. Even if it’s only shoes.”

      And then she knelt, and Mara’s retort caught in her chest. Ezana gripped Mara’s ankle gently, and when she lifted her foot, Ezana slipped a shoe on. She repeated the process with the other, her fingers brushing Mara’s skin with a lingering touch. Then she inclined her head in a delicate bow.

      “I may not believe in royalty,” Ezana said, her voice low, “but I am grateful for what you do for our people.”

      She rose and met Mara’s eyes, her expression sincere. Mara swallowed, reeling for a moment. Then she found her voice.

      “You had to slip in that you hate royalty.” She was surprised at the hoarseness of her own voice. Like she had forgotten how to speak. That didn’t bode well for her approaching sacred oath.

      Ezana’s lips curved up. “I didn’t say I hated royalty.”

      “Don’t you?”

      “It’s a lot more complicated than love or hate,” Ezana said, turning away.

      She opened the door and stepped to the side, looking back at Mara as she did so. She held out her hand, two knives sheathed in thigh holsters balancing on her palm. Mara laughed as she took the holsters and secured them on her legs, hiding them beneath the draping of the garnet panels. The movement woke her up, shaking her out of the sudden emotion that had just captured her. She looked back up at Ezana, whose blue eyes were watching her intently.

      “It’s time,” Ezana said. “And you’re ready.”

      Mara passed through the doorway. Outside, a detachment of Imperial Guards waited, circling her as she turned down the hallway. She took the secret routes—back stairs and private corridors—to the main entrance of the Imperial Palace, where she would wait until her role in the coronation ceremony began. Already, the throne room was filled with people, the doors hiding them from Mara and her from them. She would approach the throne today as any citizen did. After today’s ceremony, she would only ever approach the throne from the Empress’s side—the chambers behind the throne room where private business was conducted.

      The hush in the atrium hummed with energy. Sound carried and echoed from the high, resonant ceiling, but the only sounds to amplify were the breaths of Mara and her contingent. Ezana did not reappear—she would have taken the direct route and slipped into the audience ahead of Mara, one of the populace awaiting the crowning of their new Empress.

      At some silent cue, the liveried servants at the throne room entrance stepped aside and the massive carved doors swung open. Ancient wood had been fitted with modern technology, sweeping wide in a smooth motion with no manual assistance. Mara’s breath left her chest again as every head in the throne room craned to see her.

      “Your Majesty,” a voice at her side whispered. It was Sasoa, her head of security. Mara glanced at her. “You must lead the way.”

      Of course. She took one halting step forward. The next step was easier, and the next easier still as her body began to remember the path. She stopped at the fountain to the right of the entrance and bowed her head, cupping her hands beneath the water in the purification step of the ceremony. She let the water flow between her fingers and then cupped her hands again, touching her lips to the cool liquid. A servant standing next to the fountain handed her an embroidered towel to dry her hands and her mouth. This towel would go with the rest of the ceremonial trappings, alongside the crown jewels and the various imperial robes worn throughout the ages.

      It would be the last of its kind, bringing up the rear of a museum exhibit someday. The thought was oddly soothing.

      Mara stepped forward again, her path taking her down the central aisle of the throne room and toward the dais, where the high priestess of the Temple of Narei stood waiting. Most of the way down the aisle—level with the front row of audience seats—stood a miniature version of the carved throne that dominated the room. Mara took her seat in that chair, where she would remain until it was time to take her oath.

      “Today,” the high priestess intoned, raising her arms above her head like spanning tree branches, fingers splayed, “the heart of the Empire gathers together as it has before. We have mourned our Empress, Nusantos the Second, and we have laid her in the ground, to return to the Empire she served. There is a time for all things, and with the passing of one Empress comes the birth of a new one. Today, we witness such a transformation.”

      “The vine of our ancestors weaves through us all,” the assembled intoned. Even Mara felt her lips move with the familiar words, part of every Nareian celebration of life.

      The words were an unexpected comfort. A reminder of what Narei was supposed to be, and a familiar shield she could raise against her own fears. The vine of our ancestors weaves us together. A variation on the old litany, and a statement of Mara’s goals. Something had to repair the damage in Narei—it might as well be their ancient beliefs, woven together from disparate tribal religions into something both diverse and closely interconnected.

      Tai had always been religious. While Ezana carried with her a carved figurine, Tai had borne his symbols on his body. Mara recalled many evenings lazily tracing the signs of his patron god—the god of the hunt—her fingers repeating the patterns etched into his skin. He’d had those tattoos done in a special ink, laced with an herb once used to give hunters strength and energy on their extended expeditions. The version in Tai’s body was much diluted, its potency diminished to the merely symbolic, but it gave the ink a purple tint, like blood.

      Mara had worshipped those images on Tai’s body, if not the gods they stood for. Looking back, some part of her understood religious fervor. If love for one person had filled her with such euphoria, what might love for a god feel like?

      But no matter how hard she had tried, she couldn’t conjure up anything approaching love for the remote pantheon whose faces stared down from the carvings that ran along the throne room wall. Love was something physical and immediate. How was she supposed to believe in something that never even spoke to her, let alone touched her?

      I’m not capable of that kind of love, Mara had said once to Tai. I don’t do abstract.

      Tai had smiled his lopsided half-smile and fixed her with all his golden-eyed sympathy. I think you’re more capable of it than most, he’d said. I think that’s why you hide from it.

      The priestess turned her back on the room, snapping Mara’s attention back to the present. She approached a table hung in crimson silk, bearing a box carved from the same wood as the massive throne. Its dark whorls shone, oiled for the ceremony. Her heart thundered.

      Outside, a faint sound disturbed the hush of the throne room. Muffled voices, calling to each other. Mara resisted the urge to twist in her seat, to leap to her feet and draw a knife. Her hands shook with the effort to hold still, seated in her chair with her back to something she didn’t recognize.

      The high priestess continued with the ritual, bowing before the red-draped table and its box, asking permission of the pantheon to handle the jewels, and asking for their blessing to pass through her, so she could imbue the crown with the favor of the gods. The sound outside subsided. Mara took a deep breath. She was too jumpy these days.

      Once the box containing the crown was opened, there were more rituals and blessings. The nobility in attendance would be asked to swear their fealty. Mara already knew that six families had refused to attend the coronation—including the Anatos clan, led by Ezana’s own mother and sisters. These families would be the object of much of Mara’s early work. Winning their favor would go a long way toward smoothing over the conflict in Narei. That, alongside Ezana’s highly reformed Legislative Assembly, would be the key to a simple power transition.

      Well, not simple. But they could at least reduce the bumps in the road. This wasn’t a fight Mara could win with a couple of knives and an abundance of obstinance.

      The sound arose again, much closer now. Mara couldn’t help her startled twitch as she recognized raised voices in the atrium.

      She cast her eyes to the left, where her head of security stood, keeping watch. A slight frown wrinkled Sasoa’s heavy brow, and Mara’s palms began to sweat. Sasoa whispered something to the guard at her right hand, and he disappeared through a door in the wall that led out to the atrium. Mara closed her hands into fists, drawing a deep breath and reminding herself that her job now was just to sit here. It was Sasoa and her people who would determine her safety.

      Mara moved her hands to her thighs anyway. The flat, firm blades against her legs were reassuring.

      Sasoa crossed her arms, her attention returning to the room. Mara read confidence in her stance. Confidence, and intense concentration as her eyes appraised every member of the audience.

      She murmured something into her comms, her eyes continuing to scan the room as she listened to the response. Mara noted the tense line of her shoulders and began rearranging her skirt so she could pull her knives easily.

      The high priestess was facing her now, and her quick eyes caught Mara’s movement. A patronizing frown expressed her displeasure at Mara’s lack of attention, but Mara couldn’t care less. In this moment, her senses were attuned to every detail in the space that had nothing to do with the ceremony itself. She listened to the raised voices outside, growing more disruptive by the moment. Beneath them, she heard the unmistakable zip of particle beams.

      Mara stood, turning to face the threat. An explosion sent a percussive wave through the room. The boom of the throne room doors flying open resonated in the arched ceilings and was immediately drowned by screams. The combatants streamed in, their armor mixed—the colors of multiple noble families. But she was pretty sure she could tell who was leading the offensive: they were all in the midnight blue of the Lorean clan.

      A trio of these Lorean guards was pushing down the central aisle now, slicing through the panicking crowd with the precision of well-trained former Imperial Guards. She unsheathed her knives and sent one flying. Its target dodged, the knife glancing harmlessly off his light armor’s curved shoulder pads. Mara hurled her second knife, and this one landed true, sinking into the soft hollow of the attacker’s throat. He fell forward, his companions leaping over his body to close the distance to Mara.

      Before she could move, Sasoa had already hurled herself across the room and scooped Mara up, grabbing her by the waist and holding her tight as Mara stumbled. Mara caught her feet under her and pushed forward, Sasoa’s protective arm around her waist as they ran together toward the back room.

      Inside, two Imperial Guards waited at either side of an opening in the wall. The paneling that hid the entrance to this secret tunnel was parted, revealing her escape route. This tunnel cut across palace grounds to a safehouse on the outskirts of Urran.

      “Where’s Zan?” Mara shouted over the din as she stepped into the tunnel.

      “Zuri and Rioh have her,” Sasoa said, referring to two members of her team. “We planned for this.” She closed the tunnel door behind them, sealing it off with an encrypted command.

      “Every contingency,” Mara said.

      “Yeah,” Sasoa grunted.

      They proceeded through the tunnels in silence, the lights illuminating a few meters ahead of them and dimming after they passed. The tunnels had seen a few monarchs in their days, but it had been many hundreds of years since the palace had been threatened. Well, many hundreds of years until Mara arrived on the scene. She had to admit there was something thoroughly unsurprising about all this.

      Before she’d even been crowned, the reign of Marantos the Fifth was ushering in violence and chaos.

      “This has been brewing for a while,” Sasoa said, as if she could read Mara’s thoughts. “I worked for Ezana for many years and saw the nobility scheming. We expected this. We just hoped it wouldn’t happen so fast.”

      “What, exactly, is it?”

      Sasoa scowled at the dark tunnel ahead. “Civil war.”
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      When the winds had turned too cold for the bonfire outside to suffice, the evening recreational activities had moved indoors to a large room in the center of Swallow’s Landing. A collection of mismatched furniture dotted the space, and—with the addition of the civilian population at Swallow’s Landing—every seat was filled as Luka entered late one evening. He spotted Sal, Rhodes, Shea, and Werner sitting around a table playing poker. Vargas and Lupo had pulled two chairs over and were watching, joining in the bluffing despite having no stakes in the game.

      Lupo caught his eye. The pilot waved him over, and he joined them at their table.

      “How’s it going?” Luka asked, leaning against the corner between Sal and Werner’s seats.

      Sal scrunched up his face. “Rhodes is cleaning us all out.”

      “I’ve had shit cards all night,” Shea agreed.

      “There’s always a chance to come back.” Rhodes was grinning. The glee in his eyes was unrestrained, and Luka couldn’t help but grin as well.

      “Yeah, that’s exactly what gets people in trouble.” Shea frowned at their cards. “One more hand for me, then I’m cutting my losses.”

      Rhodes shrugged as he gathered up the cards and handed them to Werner.

      “How’s Jaya?” Werner twisted around in his seat to look at Luka as he shuffled.

      Luka sighed. “It’s going to be a long road for her, but she’ll make it.”

      “I’ve never met someone more stubborn,” Sal said.

      “Have you met yourself?” Shea snorted.

      Sal grimaced as he looked at the cards Werner dealt him. “Jaya makes me look docile. She’s just not as loud about it.”

      Luka laughed. “Sounds about right. But she’s starting to seem more like herself now.”

      “You, however”—Sal looked up from his cards—“don’t seem like yourself today. Bad hair day?”

      Luka ignored the jab. “I just have a lot on my mind. Not really the kind of thoughts that fill me with joy.”

      Sal flashed a wry grin. “Very little fills me with joy these days. I thought it was just the state of the galaxy.”

      “Oh, come on,” Vargas protested, her arm slung around Lupo’s shoulders. “We don’t need that attitude during rec hours.”

      “How long have you known me?”

      “Too long,” Vargas quipped. “Go find another table to be mopey at.”

      “I like this one.”

      A peal of laughter rolled over to them. Luka followed the sound to a nearby table full of civilians. Fátima was there, along with three others that had been among the earliest brought to Swallow’s Landing. They were deep in some conversation that rippled with laughter and teasing remarks. The room was speckled with tables like that, little pockets of civilians in the sea of military.

      “Not so sure about the political coalition?” Shea asked, their expression serious.

      Luka didn’t answer. Before, he had looked on this task with hope. Now, it took all his energy to muster a smile and words of encouragement he didn’t really feel. Emory might be going straight down the autocrat’s playbook, disappearing rival politicians and academics, but what good would it be to defeat Emory if they had nothing better to offer in his place? The cost of war in bodies and blood was steep, and Luka wasn’t ready to accept a system that was unworthy of the lives they had lost.

      “Ah, fuck,” Sal exclaimed, turning Luka’s attention back to the game. “Werner, you deal me worse cards than Rhodes.”

      “Seems okay to me,” Werner said, scrutinizing his own hand.

      “How okay?” Rhodes asked, putting down a wager with his mouth curved in an inscrutable smile.

      “Okay enough,” Werner countered.

      Shea chewed their lower lip as they stared at the cards in their hand. “Call.”

      “Me too,” Sal muttered.

      Werner picked up the deck to deal out new cards.

      “Can I talk to you?” Fátima’s voice came from behind Luka.

      The others at her table were still engaged in their conversation, but she stood before him now with a serious expression. She nodded toward the door, and Luka followed her out of the noisy rec room.

      “Want some tea?” he asked. “The mess hall is usually quiet this late in the evening.”

      “That would be nice.”

      He led her down the corridor toward the mess hall, palming the lights on in the empty room, which still smelled faintly of browned onions from dinner. Luka went behind the counter and pulled out two mugs. As he reached for the tea, he watched Fátima. She was standing in the middle of the mess hall, drifting toward a table, but clearly not yet comfortable enough to sit. A frown had positioned itself in her forehead, and she twisted one of the narrow locs spilling over her shoulder between her fingers.

      Luka turned away, putting the tea bags in the mugs and filling them both with steaming water from the kitchen spigot.

      As he came around the counter, he gestured for her to sit. She did, tucking her feet up under her on the chair.

      “Is something wrong?” Luka asked as he sat.

      “I want to apologize”—she met his eyes—“for my colleagues.” She shifted a little in her chair. “And for myself, I guess.”

      “Apologize.” Luka said the word like a question. “I’m not sure you’re the one who needs to do that.”

      “That meeting has been on my mind the last few days, and I wanted to talk to you about it.”

      “Okay.” Luka leaned back in his chair, giving her space.

      She eyed her tea thoughtfully. “I realize I should have defended your friend more. But the more I thought about it, the more the reasons why I didn’t troubled me. All through university, I knew that I was surrounded by people who had grown up wealthy, who had made it to these programs because of their fancy schools and their private tutors. Very few of my classmates were there on scholarship, like me.”

      She paused, shifting her hands around the mug. Then she sighed and continued.

      “In graduate school, it was even more pronounced. I was the only one who had grown up poor in the colonies. The only one who had ever felt hunger or wondered if one misfortune might bring everything crashing down around them. But I put my head down and worked, knowing that I wanted to go back to my home and help others like me.”

      Luka knew all of this from the file Sal had compiled, the statistics of her life forming an incomplete picture. Luka had filled in some of the blanks. He had seen the fingerprints of her unique experience in her public dissent, in her aligning with student groups, in her choice to return to her home colony to work.

      “So when I started my faculty job, I thought I might not have to prove myself anymore,” she said. “Or at least not in the same way. I might not have generational wealth, but I was in my home colony and was earning more than my parents had ever dreamed of. I had enough stability to do my work without worrying about how I would pay my bills for the first time in my life.” She shook her head.

      “It’s not too much to expect,” Luka said.

      She gave him a rueful smile. “It shouldn’t be, maybe. But reality diverges from expectations. I was still young, and I was still from a place that was poor and rural. My colleagues knew this—my pedigree wasn’t as good as theirs. I realized very quickly in that first meeting just how precarious my position was at the university. I relied on the approval of a committee for my promotion, and the members of that committee all came from this same stock. People with money. People who think that because they have the time and the space to think about ideals, they don’t have to concern themselves with the grit of real life.”

      Luka nodded. He had seen that same structure play out in his days in IRC. The officers mostly came from wealthy families, and the enlisted like him came from the poorer colonies. The structure of power was weighted heavily at the top, and he had learned very early not to question the officers too loudly or too publicly. Of course, some of that was pure military hierarchy, but the power differential was more than just rank. It would still be there when they left the service. Even Onyema, with her clear-eyed pragmatism and interest in her team’s opinions, was untouchable. Her word was law, and when she left the Navy she had access to resources and opportunities that the rest of them could only imagine.

      It was part of why he had been so surprised to learn that she had made a deal with the Navy, one that obscured the identities of her team and gave them a clean slate. Perhaps the only advantage he’d had when he left was anonymity. Anonymity, and his own drive to make something new with his life.

      “This committee you’ve formed here”—Fátima looked at him now, her face solemn—“all these people are cut from that same cloth. They’re used to their power, and they fell right into those easy roles. I fell right in. I was afraid of angering the people above me, so I didn’t speak up.”

      “They’re not above you,” Luka said. “The only power they have over you here is what you give them.”

      Fátima looked like she wanted to agree, but uncertainty lingered in her eyes. “I worry that it’s too hard to break old habits. For all of us.”

      “Your voice is so important,” Luka said, trying a different tack. “It always has been, but even more so now. You have a chance to form the new world. You can make it different.”

      “Can I?” she asked, her voice soft. “When the people surrounding me have never known anything wrong with the way they have done things? They may hate Emory, and they may see the injustice outside of their tiny sphere. But when it comes down to it, they’re all wealthy and educated. That’s the problem; it’s systemic, structural. We’re all so embedded in it that I’m afraid we’ll miss the real issues. The world we build might not look like the Union of two years ago, but will it be any better?”

      Luka set his tea on the table, his mouth dry at the way she had pulled all his doubts out and woven them into words: a perfect dismantling of everything he had hoped he was building. It stung all the more because he knew she was right.

      The silence revealed the shift that had occurred. They both sat in the crumble of ruins.

      “Do you think it’s even possible?” Luka eventually asked. “To build something better?”

      She gave him a sad smile. “I think it’s a process that never ends. Every system is as flawed as the people who made it.”

      He nodded. Her words echoed what he had heard from Shea only a few days ago. Knowing something’s broken doesn’t mean knowing how to fix it. He knew just how broken their society was. He didn’t have the formal education these academics had or the political experience of the governors and mayors and local organizers, but his eyes were open. He had read history, he had studied people, he had come into contact with so many cultures in his travel. He watched societies blunder along, following paths that had been carved out for them years ago with no understanding of how to venture away from the past.

      Fátima broke his troubled silence. “Can I ask you something?”

      “Sure.”

      “Why don’t you socialize with us?”

      “I don’t want you to think I’m meddling.”

      She considered him thoughtfully. “It takes all kinds to build a future. I know I would want you to have a hand in it.”

      “Thank you.” Luka shook his head. “But that’s not my place. I know how the man with the gun is seen. The military doesn’t belong in those conversations.”

      “You’ll be a citizen of this new nation, gun or no gun. Don’t you want to be a part of its creation?”

      He did. Of course he did. But he saw how life at the base snapped into alignment with the will of command. He knew how it felt to be in the presence of people accustomed to being obeyed. He thought of the years it had taken him to find his own footing when he stood alongside Onyema, of the way she still wore authority around her like one of her expensive suits.

      Power was not good at sharing, and the leaders of the Resistance had funneled the energy of their rebellion into a mantle of power. It was necessary, to make the kind of decisions they made. Those were not the kind of decisions that built a just society. They were the kind that tore down the broken ones and made way for something new.

      When he didn’t respond, Fátima set her tea down on the table, her attention on him.

      Luka wanted to give her the answer she was looking for. But he didn’t have one for himself yet, so he remained silent.

      “Well,” Fátima said quietly, “thank you for the tea.”

      Luka nodded. They rose together and walked out of the mess hall in silence. When they reached the point in the corridor where their paths diverged, Fátima paused for a moment.

      “If you change your mind…”

      “I’ll let you know,” he said.

      She smiled, then disappeared down the hall toward the civilian wing.

      Luka waited a minute after she left, the heaviness of the conversation weighing on his chest. Then he headed to the infirmary.

      When he arrived, Jaya was lying on a mat in the makeshift therapy gym. Adaeze crouched in front of her, supporting Jaya’s leg as she brought her knee up slowly. They both looked up when Luka entered, and he set his tea on a table and knelt on the mat beside Jaya. She smiled up at him, the expression shifting to a grimace as her knee came up. Adaeze reminded her in a calm voice to breathe into the stretch. Jaya did, squeezing her eyes shut as her chest expanded.

      “I wasn’t expecting you tonight,” she said. Her voice was strained, the little line of concentration deep between her eyebrows as she looked back up at him.

      “I found myself with some time.” He looked at Adaeze. “Can I help?”

      Sunny’s assistant guided Jaya’s foot back down to the mat and moved to the side. Luka took her place, his hands settling on Jaya’s bent leg. Her other leg was splayed out beside her, and her arms pressed into the mat at her side. Following Adaeze’s instructions, he applied gentle pressure to help raise her bent leg toward her chest.

      Jaya hissed out a long breath between her teeth. Sweat beaded on her forehead. He held her leg in place, counting down slowly, and then guided it back down.

      “Did something happen?” Jaya asked when her foot was flat on the floor.

      Luka straightened her leg and set it back down on the mat, then repeated the exercise with the other leg.

      “Nothing happened,” he said. “Everyone’s in the rec room. Rhodes is defending his undisputed title in poker. Sal’s in a mood.”

      Jaya’s slow release of breath was interrupted with a weak laugh. “Sal’s always in a mood.”

      “I talked to one of the civilians about their work.”

      She threw him a curious glance as he started to lower her leg back to the floor. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      “We’re all set,” Adaeze said, helping Jaya sit upright.

      Luka looped an arm around her waist and supported her weight as she stood. Her body trembled against his. Adaeze left them, disappearing into the little curtained-off office space, and Luka walked Jaya back to her own fabric-walled room.

      When she was settled into the bed, pillows supporting her back and covers pulled up to her waist, she patted the cot beside her. Luka joined her, slipping his arm around her and pressing a kiss to her forehead as she nestled her head against his shoulder. He closed his eyes, holding her against him. He felt his discomfort ease, finally. It retreated from the heat of her in his arms, her breath warm on his throat, her pulse strong.

      “What did they say?” she asked. “The civilian you talked to.”

      “She had some concerns,” he said. “About the process.”

      “What concerns?”

      Luka took a moment before he answered, the soft beeping of machines filling the room. And then he explained it all to her: the way Claude had been dismissed by the committee, the anger he had felt, how Shea and Fátima had both identified a flaw at the heart of the plan. But he didn’t speak aloud the fear that was beginning to grow in him like a weed. The future had been a hopeful thing for him, and now it gaped wide and held all the wrong kind of possibilities.

      “What do you think the solution is?” Jaya asked when he had finished.

      “I don’t know,” he confessed. “I was an idiot to think I could do this.”

      Jaya tilted her head up to him, and he looked down at her. A faint line traced between her eyebrows, the bronze-flecked green of her eyes soft in the dim light. There was a strength in that gaze, an echo of that ardor he had always seen burning deep in her.

      “Luka.” The emotion in her usually even voice made something catch in him, pulling loose the words that had been churning in his mind with no clear direction.

      “I have no place in this process,” he said. “What do I know? I’m an ex-marine with no education past mandated basic schooling. After I left the Navy, I became a shopkeeper. I have no relevant experience.”

      Jaya brought her hand up to his face, cupping his cheek in her palm. That furrow in her brow deepened, her lips drawing together in a stubborn line. But he wasn’t done yet.

      “I know how to sell art and how to kill people,” he said, his voice flat. “What do I know about building a government?”

      He covered her hand with his own and removed it from his face. He turned his eyes up to the ceiling, to the leak of light through the gap above the curtain rod.

      “You’re wrong,” Jaya said. “You know so much more than that.”

      He looked down at her. She was frowning at him, a frown of sympathy.

      “You saw me for who I was the moment you met me,” she said. “I walked into your store and you found something in me I thought was long dead.”

      “That’s different,” Luka said.

      She shook her head. “You understand people in ways they can’t even understand themselves. You intuit things it takes the rest of us days to sort out.”

      Luka looked up, that wheel of worries spinning up in his head again. “I don’t know.”

      “I think you do,” Jaya replied, lacing her fingers with his and drawing their clasped hands up to her heart. “I think you know what to do already. You just have to trust yourself.”

      Right now, all Luka knew with certainty was fear. Fear of creating something just as terrible as what they were tearing down. Fear that this war would change them all, and not for the better.

      Could he trust himself with something so large? How had Jaya done it? She’d faced the responsibilities of leadership with that stoicism of hers, even when it brought her to near-certain death. He could feel her drawing back to it now, every beat of her heart marking a step closer. She had confided in him, had shared the most vulnerable parts of herself. He knew she had her own fears, but she faced them directly.

      He still believed the military didn’t belong in the new leadership. They had a role to serve, and dictating the organization of the new political structure was not that role. But while military hierarchy might not belong, the kind of people who made up the military surely deserved a voice. People like Shea and Jaya and Vargas, who had come from impoverished colonies and joined up because it was the only way out. People like Rhodes and Onyema, who served because it was the only way they knew. People like Sal, who had come from wealth and had chosen to fight. People like himself, who had become so disillusioned with it all.

      And not just the military. There were voices in the colonies waiting to be heard. Waiting to be asked to the table for the first time. Those were the people missing from this conversation. It took more than theory or experience. It took community.

      He had an idea. But he would need help to make sure it went right.
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      When Luka woke the next morning, his mind was clear and his intention strong. The idea that had emerged tentatively the previous evening had sprouted, its roots sinking into his heart, ready to bloom. He typed out a message to Fátima, asking her to meet him in one of the civilian conference rooms after breakfast. Then he typed out a second invitation and sent it off.

      He went straight to the conference room, his nerves too strong to even think about eating. He didn’t have long to wait—Fátima opened the door minutes later.

      “Is this about last night?” she asked as she sat across from him, her coffee still steaming. “I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      “You didn’t upset me. You helped me, actually.”

      “Helped you?”

      “You’re right. The future should be built by everyone who will be part of it.”

      She watched him without responding, her expression not betraying her opinion.

      Luka leaned forward, resting his forearms on the table. “What would you say to opening up the political coalition?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean letting in new people. When the Resistance first set up the base here, it was just the crew of the First Light. We built up our own military by recruiting people from the colonies who wanted to fight and training them. Guo was a farmer six months ago. Van Rossum was a factory worker, but once she came here, she was a marine.”

      Fátima’s face grew grave at the mention of Van Rossum, and she clasped her hands together in her lap.

      “So,” she ventured, “you’re suggesting training people to be part of the political coalition just like you trained marines?”

      “Sort of,” Luka said. “I’m suggesting recruiting people who want to have a say in the new government, from everywhere in the colonies. People who have suffered under the system before.”

      “Not just people who have studied its mechanisms or served in the government,” she said, finishing the thought.

      Behind her, the door opened, and Shea poked their head in. Fátima turned to look at them, and Luka waved them over.

      “And I’m suggesting including people from the military too,” Luka said. “People like Shea. But in their off hours. Anyone who wants to be involved has to check their rank at the door.”

      Shea took a seat beside him. “What did I miss?”

      “The start of another revolution,” Fátima said. Luka looked at her, and her lips were curling up in a sly smile. “One that I’m very much looking forward to being a part of.”

      “You were right,” Luka said again. “I want to have a voice in the creation of this new nation. I was afraid of spoiling it by bringing my own opinions to the table, but that’s where they belong. Along with Shea’s. And yours. And anyone who cares about who we are and what humanity will become.”

      “We are the stewards of the new world,” Fátima said. “There will be pushback, but I know some of the other younger members of the coalition agree with me. I’ll lean on them to get the idea through.”

      His palm drive chimed then, in unison with Shea’s, and he glanced down at it. What he saw killed his reply on his lips. He stood numbly, his previous thoughts scattered as if on the wind, replaced by a new, singular focus.

      He met Shea’s eyes, and read his own expression in the fear on their face.

      “They found us,” he said.

      Shea bolted up.

      The message had gone to all of command. Gemma hadn’t said how the Union found them. It was possible she didn’t even know. What she had disclosed was that a mixed squadron of Union cruisers and destroyers had jumped to FTL yesterday, headed toward the former mining colony that harbored the Resistance. It was enough.

      Luka connected to the base’s communications system and set the threat level. The lights started to pulse and the alarm sounded, a shrill whine that had once served to warn miners of dangerous conditions in the tunnels, now repurposed for this threat they had all hoped they wouldn’t face.

      “Fátima,” he said, “I need you to start getting the rest of the civilians ready to go. Someone from command will be there soon.”

      She swallowed, her eyes wide, but she nodded and fled the room, her footsteps receding down the corridor as Luka and Shea turned the opposite way. People poured into corridors, responding to the call of the alarm, moving to their assigned stations.

      Rhodes met them around the corner from the command center, his face solemn. “How much time do we have?”

      “You know as much as I do,” Luka said. “But it can’t be much.”

      “Lupo already has every pilot in a ship,” Rhodes said. “And our defensive squadron is on high alert.”

      “Let’s hope we can get out of here before they arrive.”

      But the distant rumble of the base’s defense cannon shook loose a thin stream of dust from the walls of the tunnels, shearing away even that last hope.

      “No time to waste,” Rhodes said grimly. “Evacuation code delta.”

      Luka nodded, his palm drive chiming as Rhodes sent the code to the rest of base command. Rhodes met his eyes for a brief moment, and then they parted ways.

      Luka ran through the tunnels, bursting through the door to his and Jaya’s room and heading straight for the two small go-bags packed and waiting in a corner. He grabbed his poetry book and the small leather-bound notebook from the chair beside the bed and stuffed them in, then headed for the door.

      His bag was nestled against Jaya’s on his hip. The essentials only. But his feet dragged, stopping him in the doorway.

      He turned back, crouching beside the bed and tugging at the handle of Jaya’s violin case.

      Case in his left hand, bags pressing against his hip, Luka left their room for the last time, headed to the infirmary. Command had rehearsed each evacuation protocol, and Luka knew his instructions by heart. Footsteps followed him down the hall. He glanced over his shoulder to see Sal, his long legs closing the distance between them, his own duffel bag thrashing his knees as he dragged it alongside him.

      People flowed like tributaries down the hall. Sal and Luka pushed through the narrow space at the side of the flow of people, moving upstream. Another rumble, and then the whole tunnel system shook. Luka threw a hand out, catching himself as he stumbled. The violin case banged against the wall with a sound that made Luka wince. He leapt back up again and continued down the corridor.

      The infirmary was deep in the center of the base, and as they moved closer, the streams of people thinned, the base emptying around them.

      “They got here fast,” Sal said.

      “We’re lucky to know about it at all,” Luka replied, but he didn’t feel lucky right now.

      Another shudder ran through the tunnel.

      Down the hall, three figures emerged from the infirmary—Sunny and Adaeze on either side of Jaya, making their slow and steady escape. Luka’s heart lifted. All they had to do now was get into the First Light and jump away.

      A roar of sound blasted into him, and the corridor seemed to rise beneath him, throwing him to the ground. The lights went out, plunging them into darkness. Pain and nausea swept up Luka’s body, the malaise settling in his head when he tried to lift it. He heard Sal’s anguished shout before he understood what had happened.

      As his eyes adjusted to the dim emergency lighting and the uneasy, seasick feeling started to subside, he saw Sal’s lean form in silhouette, hands scrabbling at the wall, throwing bits of rock aside as he shouted profanity. Luka blinked, and realized it wasn’t the wall—it was a massive spill of rubble.

      The tunnel had collapsed.
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      The alarm pulled Jaya from a dream, her mind sluggish to emerge from the inertia of sleep. The lights in the infirmary flickered, and a sharp whine filled the room. Sunny flung the curtains open, coats and crutches in hands, and helped Jaya out of bed. Behind her, Adaeze was gathering up the emergency medical kit and her own coat.

      “We’re evacuating,” Sunny said, her voice calm even as she encouraged Jaya to move faster than she had since she woke. “Plan delta.”

      Jaya’s mind sorted through the evacuation procedures they had decided on months ago, and she was surprised how many details came to her easily, like a stream of water in comparison to the slow honey of the rest of her thoughts.

      The room shuddered. Glass beakers shattered on the ground with a light, clear ring, while a deep rumble permeated everything.

      “They’re here,” Adaeze said, her eyes sweeping the ceiling.

      “Let’s move,” Sunny replied.

      Sunny bundled all three of them in winter coats and led them into the corridors, Jaya supported by her crutches.

      Outside the infirmary, the lighting pulsed stronger, its effects not diluted by the infirmary’s additional lamps.

      The growl of the defense cannons seeped up Jaya’s legs. They moved faster than she had in a long time, the crutches bolstering her, Sunny hovering at her side. Her back began to ache immediately, and the healing wound in her calf made itself known. She swallowed down the pain.

      Voices reverberated in the corridor—a new layer to the dissonance. Ahead, Jaya saw two figures running toward them: Luka, hair escaping in tendrils from a loose ponytail, and Sal, his long arms waving as he caught sight of them.

      There was a boom. Its echoes shook the tunnels and sent cascades of pebbles to the ground in an irregular rhythm.

      “Look out!” Adaeze flung her arm out, stopping Sunny and Jaya short. She pushed into them, sending all three of them to the ground just as the roof ahead fell in.

      The roar of the cave-in seemed interminable. It wasn’t until Jaya heard muffled shouts on the other side that she realized the rocks had ceased to fall, the rubble shifting with soft sighs and the trickle of gravel and sand on the floors. She coughed, the motion cutting sharply through her back. Her mouth was dry, gritty. She spat dust onto the floor, then mud.

      Sunny groaned beside her, and she felt the pressure of Adaeze’s shoulder pressed into her thigh.

      “Don’t try to move yet,” Sunny rasped. “Can you hear my voice?”

      Jaya managed a brittle “yes.” She kept herself braced on her elbows. She couldn’t move anyway, despite her desire to claw herself up. The pressure on her legs was intense. Pain drove through her in pulses of nausea that had her fighting to keep from retching.

      Sunny began to clear some of the dirt and rocks, murmuring in a worried tone. As the ringing in her ears subsided, Jaya realized she hadn’t heard Adaeze respond. She pushed herself up further, which provoked a hiss of warning from Sunny along with a new, sharp pain in her leg.

      “Don’t move,” Sunny insisted, returning to her task.

      Jaya put her head in her hands, her elbows aching on the hard floor. She pressed her palms into her cheeks and suppressed a shout of rage. Panic seized her, her immobilization all the worse knowing that someone else was buried in the rubble. Someone else needed her help, and she couldn’t even raise herself up without turning into a quivering, vomiting mess.

      Sunny was still mumbling something to herself as she moved the debris, and then suddenly she stopped digging. Her palm drive’s diagnostic tool started up with an incongruously cheerful beep, a sound that reached Jaya’s ears as muddy as the saliva coating her tongue. She spat again and took in a deep breath, willing the oxygen to dull the ache radiating up her back.

      Sunny went silent. A second passed, and then another. Jaya defied Sunny’s order to not move and twisted her torso to look over her shoulder. The doctor was kneeling in the debris, brushing tears from her cheeks with the backs of her hands, the dirt leaving muddy tracks. Adaeze lay partially uncovered over Jaya’s legs, as still as the rubble around her.

      Muffled, indistinct shouting came from the other side of the collapse. Jaya turned her head toward the sounds. The corridor was blocked, the crumbled ceiling curving down to meet the mound of rocks and dirt that now sealed them off. Sunny started her digging again, this time freeing Jaya from the rocks as tears continued to fall.

      “Are you okay?” Sal’s voice came over their communication line.

      Jaya cleared her throat, but Sunny answered before her, in a calm voice that belied the grief on her face.

      “Adaeze is dead,” she said. “But Jaya and I are okay. She protected us from the worst of it.”

      Sunny had removed most of the debris covering Adaeze by now, and she tugged Adaeze’s body gently away. Jaya moved her legs slowly, bringing a tingling sensation, a premonition of the pain she knew was about to come.

      “Don’t move too fast,” Sunny murmured. “Take it easy.”

      Jaya choked out a dry, humorless laugh. “Easy. Right.”

      She pushed herself to sit up. The foam pad of one of her crutches poked its dust-powdered head from the wreckage, and she leaned forward to tug at it. The position forced her into an awkward twist that aggravated the injury in her lower back, but she sucked in a breath and tried to ignore it.

      Sunny grabbed Jaya’s arm, stopping her from twisting any further.

      “I want to help,” Jaya protested.

      “You can help by staying put,” Sunny said, her voice as strong as the vise grip of her hand on Jaya’s elbow.

      When Jaya nodded, Sunny released her and reached for the crutch herself. She moved a few rocks aside, brushing away the smaller pebbles with a sweeping motion.

      She tugged at the crutch, but it wouldn’t budge.

      “Can you walk?” Luka asked over the comms, his voice sharp with concern.

      Jaya looked at Sunny.

      “We can manage,” the doctor replied, “but we’ll be slow.”

      A curse from Sal, then silence on the line. Jaya brought up a mental image of their location. The shortest way out of Swallow’s Landing was ahead, through the mountain of rubble now blocking their path, but there were other ways. The tunnels connected through many intricate paths, crisscrossing beneath the ground.

      Sunny continued tugging at the crutch, sweat tracing more patterns through the charcoal grit on her face. The crutch moved slightly, then snagged on something and stopped suddenly. Its twin was nowhere to be seen.

      “We can come out the back of the base,” Jaya suggested over the comms. “But that puts us really far from the landing zone.”

      “I’ll meet you there in one of the smaller transports,” Luka said. “We’ll have to reshuffle ship assignments. We can’t get the First Light back there.”

      “On it,” Sal said. “Jaya, Sunny—I’m going to meet you in the tunnels.”

      “We’ll start moving,” Sunny said.

      “Stay in contact.”

      Sunny pulled herself up, favoring her right ankle. She grimaced, going pale beneath the dark smears on her face.

      “Are you sure you can walk?” Jaya asked.

      “It won’t be pretty,” Sunny replied. “But I’m more worried about you.”

      “I’ll be fine.”

      She prepared to face down Sunny’s glare, a deep breath expanding her chest, but the look she got was reluctant acceptance.

      “We’ll take breaks regularly,” Sunny said.

      “The Union isn’t going to take breaks from shooting at us.”

      Now the glare appeared, a sharp look from the side of her eyes even as Sunny injected her own ankle with something from her medical kit. She took off her shoe and pulled a brace from the kit as well, slipping it over her foot and sending instructions via her palm drive. The brace contracted with a slight hiss, and Sunny winced.

      “There,” she said. “Sal is meeting us. Once he gets to us, we can move faster. But let’s put some distance between us and this cave-in.”

      Sunny reached out a hand to Jaya, stabilizing herself against the wall with her other arm. Jaya took the offered hand and pulled herself up as gently as she could, taking an unsteady step as she rose, off-balance. She recovered, and Sunny let go of her hand. They started down the corridor in a slow limp.

      For a while, the only sounds were the continued whine of the siren and their heavy breathing, punctuated with the thud of pebbles falling and the whisper of dust shaken loose. Jaya gritted her teeth as she forced herself to move forward. Though she would never admit it, the adrenaline was subsiding and the aches in her body multiplied with each passing moment. It was all she could do to steady her breathing, to control the pulse of fear in her neck.

      “You okay?” Sunny asked.

      Jaya nodded, not trusting her voice. She moved to the edge of the corridor, keeping one hand on the rough-hewn walls, half for balance and half for the comfort the cold, solid stone provided. Another boom and a shudder rocked the tunnel, sending another rain of dust down on them, and Jaya pressed both palms to the wall to steady herself. But the structure held—at least this part of the tunnel was still intact.

      They continued onward, their slow creep infuriating and exhausting. Pain flared up, sending its heat through her abdomen. The healing wound on her calf was a seam of fire. Aches seeped from her bones, suffusing her entire body with a low-grade throb that seemed to pulse from her feet all the way up to the spot between her eyes.

      She put one foot forward, then the next, repeating in an awkward, pained shuffle as she struggled to keep her breathing regular. Sunny cast her a look.

      “Let’s stop,” Sunny said.

      “A little further,” Jaya protested.

      “No. We’re stopping. Take a breath.”

      Jaya complied, leaning her head and shoulder into the wall. She closed her eyes, grateful for the cool stone on her temple.

      A shout came from ahead and Jaya opened her eyes. Sal’s footfalls echoed in the tunnels as he ran toward them. She almost laughed with relief, sudden tears stinging her eyes. She wiped them away.

      “Never thought I’d be so happy to see your face,” Jaya said.

      “Oh, come on,” Sal replied. “You’re always this happy to see me. I’m a delight.”

      “What’s the status?” Sunny asked.

      “We’re going on the Defiant,” Sal said. “Luka’s bringing it around to the back entrance. Rhodes moved to the First Light with the rest of his group, and they should be jumping away any minute.”

      “We should get moving,” Jaya said. She gave Sunny a questioning glance.

      “I’m fine,” the doctor replied. “The brace will stabilize it. It’s not ideal, but let’s escape with our lives before I worry about my ligaments.”

      Sal nodded, turning so his back faced Jaya and bending his knees in a slight squat. “Hop on.”

      Jaya wrapped her arms around Sal’s neck, leaning her chest into him, letting him absorb her weight. His arms reached back, securing her legs against his side. She hissed in an involuntary breath as the stitches in her back stretched.

      He froze. “You okay?”

      “Let’s just get out of here,” Jaya said. “Doc can take a look when we’re shipboard.”

      Sunny didn’t protest, for which Jaya was grateful. Sal gripped her legs and straightened.

      “Hold on tight,” he said, and started forward at a half run.

      Behind them, Sunny did the same, with an uneven limping stride.

      They made good progress with Sal’s help, moving swiftly through the shivering cavern walls as the Union barrage continued. Their defense cannon rumbled continuously, intercepting most of the beams and directing their energy back out into space, but Jaya could hear the few that got through in distant cracks and the intermittent tremors that sent dust showers down over them.

      Finally, the red-orange emergency lighting started to fade. Ahead, a sliver of white broke through, showing the open door to the back of the tunnel and a figure silhouetted in the daylight. A frigid gust sliced through the stale air of the tunnels.

      “Are we ready to go?” Sal shouted at the figure.

      “Commands are queued, just need the passengers,” Luka called back.

      “Then let’s get the fuck out of here.”

      Luka darted away from the door as they approached. The cold wind sent flurries of snow into the tunnels, where the white flakes melted on the dark stone. Luka disappeared into the whirling snow, but Jaya could see the faint blink of the boarding lights of the Defiant as they exited Swallow’s Landing.

      The skies were obscured, a blizzard masking the battle ahead from their eyes. But the weather wouldn’t slow the Union’s sensors. Jaya squinted up at the whiteout, cold stinging her face and eyes as she gripped her hands against Sal’s chest. The defense cannon sounded more like a roar than a rumble out here, a disembodied voice wailing as it fought for this place that had been their home for almost a year now.

      Sal’s feet clanked on the platform as he carried her into the ship. Inside, warmth hit her as powerfully as the cold had, thawing her numb face. Sal bent his knees and released her legs, setting her feet on the floor. She let go and tried to stand upright, but her body protested and she flailed. A new set of arms embraced her, lending her their strength.

      “I’ve got you.” Luka’s voice was soft in her ear, and he carried her through the airlock and into the control center of the ship.

      She was too tired to even pretend anymore, and she leaned into him, her body sore and her mind swimming. Luka sat her in one of the chairs and crouched in front of her. Snowflakes flickered on his eyelashes, melting into diamond-bright beads of water around the burning coals of his eyes as he looked her over, searching for injuries. She reached for his chin, tilting it up, and he leaned forward and kissed her. Gently at first, and then hard, his hands tightening on her arms.

      “I know,” Jaya said, when he pulled away, before he could speak. “Later.”

      He kissed her forehead, and then helped her secure the safety straps before crossing to the console. Sal had already situated Sunny, and the doctor was tightening the straps to her liking. Sal leapt to his feet and ran to the console, joining Luka as co-pilot.

      “Now,” Luka said, “like you said. Let’s get the fuck out of here.”

      The inertia pressed Jaya’s back into her seat, sending a new wave of nauseating pain through her, but she braced against the chair as Luka maneuvered them out of the airspace around Swallow’s Landing and curved around the planet away from the Union ships. Inside, Jaya could see the Union ships clearly for the first time—their red-marked projections moved languidly on one of the displays. She counted twenty of them before a jolt broke her concentration and she lost count, her mind growing foggy.

      “Brace,” Sal called as another jolt rocked the Defiant.

      “FTL drives are almost ready,” Luka said. “Jumping in ten.”

      More shudders punctuated Luka’s countdown, but Jaya’s mind was folding inward, her body secured by the harness. Her life was in their hands—Sal, Luka, and Sunny. Her body could no longer do what she asked of it, and her mind was lost to fatigue. It was catastrophic, her helplessness. She was trapped, confined in a broken thing that only vaguely resembled who she had been before.

      She was unconscious before they jumped away.
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      Mara spent most of the night in a safehouse on the outskirts of Urran. The last occupant of this safehouse had been here more than a century ago, during the War for the Sanctity of Narei. The alliance of human government entities, corporate interests, and private armies that would eventually form the United Human Nations had managed on exactly one occasion to threaten the Nareian Empress and cause her to flee the palace.

      But it had been five centuries since the Empress had been threatened by her own people. Five centuries since the ruler of Narei had been challenged in such an open way. The nobility were used to getting their way via bribes and intrigue. They generally didn’t attempt to kill the occupant of the palace—at least not so directly. It was a tragedy for the nation.

      And Mara relished it.

      She hated herself a little for that. She knew the turmoil was disruptive and painful for the citizens of Narei. But she couldn’t help the grim satisfaction of knowing that her enemies were out in the open now.

      Ezana spent the night pacing, murmuring strategy in a low voice over calls to the allies that were now publicly declaring their support of Marantos the Fifth.

      When the first faint light began to soften the sky, Sasoa gave the all clear, and they headed back to the palace through the same tunnels that had borne them away in the midst of the aborted coronation.

      They emerged from the tunnels into the meeting room, where Ezana took a seat at the heavy stone table. Sasoa watched with sharp eyes as Mara passed through the door into the empty throne room. Imperial Guards ringed the room, and Sasoa spoke quietly with one of them as Mara stepped out into the space where, only hours ago, she had been waiting to speak an oath and don a crown and seal her commitment to this absurd new development in her life.

      The ceremonial lighting was off, leaving only the weak dawn filtering through the latticework windows. The carved ceiling vanished into a blanket of darkness halfway to its peak. The gentle trickle of the ceremonial fountain emanated from the watery shadows near the door, as if from a misty portal to another world. One where Nusantos was still the Empress, and Mara was still a runaway with a lover and a team that had become something like what she imagined when other people said family.

      The fight had been pushed back, its farthest reaches indicated by the short stop of overturned chairs halfway down the center aisle. One region of the room was a chaotic mass of chair legs and discarded items, the next a neat and orderly space where the highest classes had sat politely to watch history be made.

      The table where the oiled, dark box had stood was empty now, its crimson draperies only slightly disheveled. Mara moved toward it, the garnet paneling of her coronation gown fluttering like the table’s darker twin. She reached down and splayed her fingers against the ripples of silk.

      “Your Majesty.” Sasoa’s voice was low and even, the consonants spreading through the resonant spaces of the room.

      Mara froze, her hands still pressed against the table. She gathered up the silky fabric in her fists.

      “Lady Anatos is waiting for you.”

      Sasoa gestured toward the open door behind the throne. Mara released the draped fabric and retreated back to the private meeting chambers of the Empress.

      Ezana waited there, head bent over a data pad, at the same table where she’d no doubt been sitting when Yuzira killed Empress Nusantos. Mara’s chest tightened. That moment was supposed to have been a victory for Ezana, and instead she had walked into an ambush not intended for her. Ezana had fled the assassins, hiding deep in the palace and avoiding a much greater tragedy. The Empire could survive without Nusantos, but Mara wasn’t sure she could survive her new role in it without Ezana.

      “Zan?” Mara asked, startling Ezana out of her focus. She recovered quickly, sliding the data pad to the side and standing.

      She bowed, and before Mara could open her mouth to protest, she was waving Mara over. As Mara closed the distance, she saw that one of the figures standing in the room wasn’t dressed in the light armor of the Imperial Guard. Mara scrutinized the additional person until she realized it was the high priestess. Her ceremonial garb was gone, likely shed to allow for a faster escape without the heavy robes and the jangling of ceremonial pendants. She carried the wooden box in her hands, her fingers dipping into the carvings on the sides.

      Sasoa stopped in the door behind Mara, her broad shoulders boxing Mara into the room in a way that felt oddly comforting, like an army at her back. Sasoa only paused there for a second before she circled around and joined Ezana at the table. She addressed Mara with military efficiency, her face blank of emotion.

      “We were prepared for something like this,” Sasoa said. “Although we didn’t expect it to happen quite so soon.”

      “Yeah, you’d mentioned that,” Mara said.

      Civil war. The words hadn’t left her mind since Sasoa spoke them. They carried a sort of inevitability that nevertheless left Mara shaken.

      “We had the First Special Forces Division on standby outside the city, and the Third Division in the palace.”

      Mara nodded, recalling the movement of the various groups on the map Sasoa had shown her in her latest update. She had approved all these movements, knowing very little about large-scale strategy. She trusted Sasoa’s experience, and she had put her life in this woman’s hands. An uncomfortable feeling for Mara, but she gave a grim smile knowing that she had come out the other side of this test unscathed.

      “The Lorean clan was behind it,” Mara said.

      “We assume so.” This time, it was Ezana who spoke. “More details will come out in the coming days. I promise we will keep you apprised of any and all developments.”

      Mara sneered at that—it sounded so cold and formal. The kind of words meant to soothe a cranky monarch. She didn’t want to be apprised—she wanted to get her hands dirty. She wanted to personally wring the necks of the schemers, to be the one to draw out gasping confessions from any of the attacking forces that they’d managed to capture. But she drew her hands into tight fists, suppressing the urge to spill these thoughts aloud.

      “I want them brought to me,” Mara said. “Anyone we capture. I want to talk to them myself.”

      Ezana grimaced like she knew what Mara meant by talk, but she just ducked her head gracefully. “Yes, Your Majesty. But there is one thing we must do first.”

      The priestess set the box on the table. Its dark wood gleamed. She placed her hands on the box, one on either side, and opened the lid.

      The crown sparkled delicately from where it was nestled in red satin. White gold and rubies glinted in the low light.

      “What do you seek in this holy space?” The high priestess’s voice was low, its edges rough. Those rough edges smoothed Mara’s nerves, like sandpaper on raw wood.

      “I seek glory for Narei. I seek the advancement of its people.” Glory seemed like a stretch right now—Mara would settle for stability. But she felt the tug in the pit of her belly: a visceral need to claw out of this hole, by any means necessary.

      “And how will you achieve those aims?”

      Mara recited the words she had memorized, pledging her strength and her determination. Pledging everything she had, everything she was, whatever that might be. She was on her fourth reinvention, this one as unplanned as the last three. The thing that drove her forward was that same tug in her belly. That same gut instinct that always drove her to act.

      Ezana played the role of the nobility, swearing fealty to the throne. She sank to her knees and kissed the crown, part of the blessing the high priestess had woven from ancient ritual. Gone was the music of hundreds of congregants breathing the air of the future Empress. Gone were the scarlet hangings and the smell of incense. There was only a simple room, an empty table, and two hearts beating for Narei.

      The high priestess placed the crown on Mara’s head, deftly arranging the draping of gemstones that hung from the base of the crown over Mara’s forehead.

      “There,” Ezana whispered. “Now you are the Empress.”

      A commotion rose outside. Mara whipped her head around, the rest of her body following so that her back no longer faced the door. The crown lurched, and Mara reached up desperately to steady it. Her Imperial Guard remained unperturbed. The two that entered the room were carrying someone between them: a barrel-chested nareian man.

      “We caught him in one of the tunnels,” the guard on the man’s right said. “Our intelligence suggests he’s one of the commanders.”

      Sasoa gave a grim smile. “Excellent.”

      Mara drew a knife and pushed past Sasoa to the prisoner, who stared up at her with defiant brown eyes. The knife was at his neck in a flash, and the guards in the room stiffened at her motion, frozen in uncertainty.

      “You’re going to talk,” Mara said to the prisoner. Her knife rasped against the skin of his throat, and she was rewarded with the flash of sudden fear in his eyes. “You’re going to sing, in fact. When I’m done with you, you will have betrayed everyone you worked with to endanger Narei.”

      “Mara.” Ezana’s hand was on her shoulder, her tone faintly scolding behind its cool caution. “This isn’t your job.”

      “You know where I come from,” Mara said, meaning not the opulence of this palace where she had been born, but the gutter of galactic society, where all the lost and scattered parts of her had been fused into the sharp blade-edge of a person she was now.

      “This isn’t your job,” Ezana repeated, her hand tightening slightly on Mara’s shoulder. “Anymore,” she added quietly.

      Mara’s hands clenched tighter around the knife. The prisoner’s eyes remained on her, fear dilating the pupils, swallowing the brown in black. For a moment, she clung to the pose, reluctant to release. This was familiar: the pressure of the knife against skin, the bunched muscles of her shoulders, the strong pulse of adrenaline in her own throat.

      Then, she lowered the knife with the same sinking motion she felt now in her chest. She stepped back and let Sasoa lead the prisoner away, still suspended between two guards. Her neck pinched at the way she had to hold it to keep the crown steady, and a muscle in her cheek twitched as she watched them go. Behind her, the priestess closed the crown’s box with a soft sound that echoed in the quiet room.

      Mara sheathed her knife and reached up, removing the crown with both hands. She handed it back to the priestess.

      “It’s a symbol,” Mara said when the woman hesitated. “I don’t need to wear it to do my job.” She laced the last word with all the bitterness she felt.

      Mara dropped herself down in one of the chairs. The priestess took the crown and opened the box briefly, settling the jeweled symbol on its satin throne before closing the box again and slipping out of the room through one of the back doors.

      “At least we got it out in the open,” Mara said finally.

      Ezana sat delicately in the chair next to Mara. “What do you mean?”

      “We can move forward knowing for sure who’s on our side. I suspect the nobility will declare their support for a claimant.”

      “They already have,” Ezana said. “I have five families who have sworn to support you, and five against. There are still nearly a dozen who haven’t come down on either side yet.”

      “It’s too bad I’m not actually Hisantos the First. Back in her day, she could settle this with a duel instead of a war.” Ezana arched an eyebrow at her, and Mara raised her hands in surrender. “At least now I don’t have to pretend I don’t know they’re scheming behind my back.”

      Ezana sighed, her hands grasping the arms of the chair. She looked up at Mara, her eyes blue flames again. “I hope you’re right. All we can do now is move forward.”
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      It turned out that moving forward involved a lot more talking than action. At least, for Mara. Ezana’s first concern was winning over as many of the remaining neutral nobles as they could. She joined Mara for breakfast, delivering a series of updates in rapid fire. Sasoa stood behind Mara, positioned near the door.

      “The one we need to be most concerned about is Lady Nazara of Petras,” Ezana said, frowning.

      Mara also frowned. After the assassinations of Nusantos and Palva, the lines of ascendancy had shifted in the Nareian Empire. Lady Petras’s daughter was now twelfth in line for the throne, a reasonably close relationship. It explained why she hadn’t defected immediately—Mara’s disinterest in ruling was common knowledge, and Nazara was smart to hang back and wait for an opening, an opportunity to put her family closer to the throne.

      Before the coronation, Ezana had made Mara aware of some of the rumors about Nazara’s plans. She was hoping for a marriage, that either her daughter or her son would capture the attention of the new monarch. Mara had laughed aloud at that—she wasn’t interested in a marriage of any kind, let alone a political one—but she knew enough to not express her ridicule publicly. There must be another way to get the Petras matriarch on her side.

      “I spoke with her at the funeral,” Mara mused. She couldn’t remember much of her conversation with Nazara—it had been a lot of niceties and not a lot of substance. “What does she want? What drives her?”

      “The Petras clan has a history they’re very proud of,” Ezana said. “The family has an unusually large number of heroes in its lineage. They claim to descend from Anaris.”

      Mara nodded. Anaris was a member of the pantheon, a goddess of war and fire. The clans that claimed to be her descendants held a large festival on Urran on the longest day of every year, associating her fiery death and ascendance to the pantheon with the fiery red sunset of that evening. Mara had attended one of these festivals as a young princess, and had found in Anaris one of the few gods of the pantheon she would even consider worshipping.

      “Lady Petras’s own grandmother was an admiral,” Ezana continued, “and won a decisive victory in the War for the Sanctity of Narei.”

      “So she’s concerned with legacy.”

      “She wants her family’s role in history to continue, yes.”

      “Would she take a martyrdom over a marriage, do you think?” Mara set down the piece of pastry she had been handling. Everything was distasteful to her right now.

      Ezana shot her a cold look.

      Mara rubbed at her forehead. “Never mind. I wasn’t being serious. Sasoa?”

      “Yes, Majesty?” Sasoa stepped forward, coming alongside Mara.

      “What are the security risks if we lose the Petras clan?”

      “Lady Petras possesses a few crucial colonies. In line with her family stories, they have a significant portion of the naval supply facilities under their control.” Sasoa’s mouth twisted in a wry smile. “Our weaponry may no longer be forged in fire, but the Petras family takes the symbolism quite seriously.”

      “What about her influence with other nobility?” Mara asked, this question directed to Ezana.

      “I think you would find that where the Petras matriarch goes, others follow.”

      Mara swore and resumed rubbing her forehead. “Obviously we need to get her on our side.”

      “I’ve been working with one of her aides,” Ezana said. “We need to offer something we can use to keep her here. I’ll draw up a proposal and see what he says.”

      “Okay,” Mara said. “Do that. What about the prisoner?”

      Ezana looked Mara over, one eyebrow arched. She looked over at Sasoa.

      “The Imperial Guard is still working on him,” Sasoa said.

      “They have it handled,” Ezana added. Mara could tell the statement was supposed to be soothing, but she just felt like she was the one being handled.

      “Fine.”

      Silence reigned for a moment, and then Ezana pushed her plate away. “I’ll go start on that proposal.”

      Mara nodded, head still in her hands, and Ezana left the room. Sasoa remained, a solid presence still standing at Mara’s left.

      “I think I know what you need,” Sasoa said.

      Mara turned to look at her. “Do you?”

      Sasoa’s face broke into a lopsided grin. “Yeah, I do.”

      She had dropped the formal tone and the titles, which Mara noted with relief and appreciation. She gestured for Mara to follow and led the way down the palace halls. Imperial Guards posted at every corner stood at attention as they passed.

      Sasoa stopped at the door to one of the training rooms, the lights rising with her entrance, programmed to recognize her. This was Sasoa’s domain, where the elite Imperial Guard sparred and built their strength and speed. As a young princess, Mara’s suites had been outfitted with a softened version of the Imperial Guard training facilities, where she had received her lessons from an old veteran with a thick, muscled neck and a split lip that had never healed quite right. Mara had admired that old veteran more than any other person in the palace.

      The space was much less adorned than other rooms of the palace, but the walls were still bordered in the intricate lattice pattern that encouraged free flow of air. A sparring mat made up the center of the room, ringed with benches and lockers. Sasoa opened one of the lockers and pulled out a sparring kit, tossing it to Mara and pointing to the curtained-off changing area nearby.

      When Mara had shed her stiff, formal clothing for the soft, elastic sparring kit, she breathed the first sigh of relief. She stepped out from behind the curtain. Sasoa was waiting at the edge of the mat, her feet bare and her armor removed. The tight cut of her tank revealed her broad shoulders, and the muscles of her legs bunched in her wide stance. She was formidable.

      She turned to Mara as she approached. “Best of three rounds?”

      Mara raised an eyebrow. “I’m not sure I want to take out my own head of security.”

      Sasoa smiled. “If you can take me out, then you don’t want me guarding you.”

      “I can guard myself,” Mara retorted.

      “I have no doubt about that. But my job is not just to be your bodyguard. It’s also to be your eyes and ears. To know what’s coming and to head it off. I’m your general.”

      “You’re also the only advisor worth her weight.”

      Sasoa inclined her head. “Except for Zan.”

      “That goes without saying. She’s more than an advisor. She’s the heart and soul of this operation.”

      “We’re just the blunt instruments.” Sasoa took her place on the mat, holding out her hand.

      Mara pressed her palm to Sasoa’s. “That we are.”

      They released their hands and began circling. Mara rolled her neck, letting the stiffness ease from her muscles as they warmed. Sasoa’s half-grin remained on her face, her eyes bright and attentive. She moved effortlessly, like sparring stances were as natural to her as walking or sitting or sleeping.

      Mara struck first, a quick jab that Sasoa sidestepped easily. Mara noted her movement, her pace.

      Sasoa followed up with a feint and a hook. When Mara slid back on the mat out of her reach, Sasoa pressed forward, catching Mara’s side with her other fist. It was barely a tap—the skin wouldn’t even bruise—but it counted.

      “Not bad,” Mara said.

      “I’d hope not.”

      They returned to their circling. “How do you like Urran?” Mara asked.

      Sasoa’s face remained a mask of stony focus, her eyes still fixed on Mara’s body as they moved. “It’s not like I’ve seen much more of it than the palace since I moved here.” Mara acknowledged that with a nod. “But I like the job more than the one on Nemet.”

      “Better boss?” Mara teased.

      “No,” she said bluntly. “I’m sure I don’t need to tell you that Zan is both competent and compassionate as a manager.”

      “You really don’t.” Mara punctuated her words with a lunge forward.

      Sasoa skipped out of reach of her fist. Mara followed up, but Sasoa blocked her cross with the edge of her forearm and stepped into the opening she had created, landing a blow to Mara’s stomach.

      Mara staggered back, catching her breath. When she could breathe again, she laughed. “I walked right into that.”

      Sasoa grinned, keeping her arms in ready position. “You did.”

      Mara raised her arms and Sasoa attacked immediately. This time, Mara was able to sidestep her punch and follow up with her own hook, catching Sasoa squarely in the side of the head and following with an uppercut to her ribs. Her opponent staggered back, but recovered quickly.

      “How long did you work for Zan?” Mara asked.

      “A few years.” Sasoa punctuated her reply with a front kick that Mara dodged.

      She pressed forward with a series of quick jabs. Mara ducked and wove around her side, her feet finally finding their rhythm. It had been too long since she had sparred regularly. She was slow.

      But Sasoa was starting to breathe a little harder, too, now. She wiped sweat from her forehead, keeping her other hand high to guard her face. “But we knew each other long before that.”

      “Yeah?” Mara kept her voice cool, but she couldn’t help the strange pinch in her belly. “How long?”

      “We grew up together,” Sasoa said. “My mother and her father are cousins.”

      “I bet family reunions are uncomfortable these days.” Mara scowled as her eyes followed Sasoa’s footwork, looking for an opening.

      “They were uncomfortable long before Zan and her mother started disagreeing about politics.” Sasoa ducked Mara’s punch and swung around to her side, hooking a leg around Mara’s ankles and sending her sprawling, face flat on the mat. Sasoa placed a foot between Mara’s shoulders, pinning her for a moment before releasing. Sasoa had won the first round. Mara was rusty.

      Mara rolled over, still gasping to recover the breath that had been knocked out in the fall. “That bad?”

      Sasoa grimaced as she held out her hand. “You’re not the only one who knows a little about family drama.”

      Mara grabbed the offered hand. Sasoa helped her to her feet, then walked off the mat and retrieved two bulbs of water.

      “Surely you didn’t also run away from your mother’s stifling expectations.” Mara took the offered bulb and gulped water. Her tension headache was gone, replaced by the thrilling aches of contact sparring. She felt alive for the first time in days.

      Sasoa stared at the bulb in her hand. “I put my aunt in the hospital when I was sixteen.”

      Mara choked, coughing up water. Her nose burned. “What?” she finally managed.

      “She was a bad person.” Sasoa’s voice was flat. Her eyes glinted, hard and sharp.

      “Fuck. I guess you do know a thing or two about family drama.”

      “Zan watched out for me after that. She was the youngest of the cousins but always the quickest. Too observant for her own good. In that family you could be kind, or observant, or happy, but never all three.”

      “I’m guessing you’re not welcome back,” Mara said.

      “Wouldn’t want to be.” Sasoa shrugged. “That was years ago. I’ve worked it out. I understand what happened and why it happened. I know it pushed me to train like I did. It made me a hard woman. Taught me to be careful who I trusted. I probably owe my career to my fucked-up childhood.”

      “And Zan?”

      Sasoa took the bulb from Mara and set it next to hers on a bench. “She’s a hard woman, too, in her own way. I’m still not sure if she hired me out of love or to spite her parents, but I’m not sure I care either way.”

      “And now you’re the head of security for the Imperial Guard.”

      She met Mara’s eyes. “I didn’t plan this for myself. I had no interest in politics or royalty, but Zan brought me in, and her fervor is contagious.”

      “It’s not like I planned this either,” Mara said. “I spent years running away from it. I did everything in my power to make myself an unthinkable candidate, and just to be certain, I made sure no one could catch up to me.”

      Sasoa sat on the bench, pushing the bulbs of water aside. She looked up at Mara, her calm expression betrayed by the pulse of a vein in her temple.

      “But events conspired to bring you back to the throne,” Sasoa said.

      It was almost enough to make Mara believe in fate. But she didn’t believe in nonsense—this wasn’t fate, it was just really, really bad luck.

      “I ended up here,” Mara agreed. “That’s about all I can say about it.”

      Sasoa gave a dry laugh. “I think it’s about time Narei had a monarch who faced the galaxy head on.”

      Mara grimaced. “Well, that’s good. Because I don’t know how to do anything else.” She held out a hand to Sasoa. “I’m warmed up now. You ready for two more rounds?”

      Sasoa grinned.
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      The Defiant sat in orbit outside Saitama, the location of the most sheltered of their new shipyards. New-build frigates and corvettes hung around the planet like rings of dust. As Jaya stared at the viewscreen in the captain’s quarters, a carrier passed between them and the star Saitama orbited, casting a shadow over the Defiant.

      Footfalls behind her drew her attention. Luka stood in the door. The automatic lights in the corridor spilled over his shoulders, leaving his face in shadow.

      “You’re awake.”

      Hesitance in his voice turned his statement into a question. Jaya patted the space beside her on the bed. In the two days since they had left Swallow’s Landing, Sunny had approved her moving from the corvette’s medical bay to the captain’s quarters. She joked that Jaya’s good behavior had earned her the reprieve, and Jaya knew that the humor masked a sort of gratitude. Sunny was grieving Adaeze’s loss and caring for her own injury as she tended to Jaya’s worsened pains. But at least now her worst patient had finally begun to act in accordance with her injuries, focusing her energy on her PT and resting instead of ripping open stitches and dragging herself into places she no longer had any business being.

      Places like the bridge, where Luka had been spending most of his waking hours.

      “I’m awake,” she answered as he joined her, removing his shoes and drawing his feet up beneath him. She rested her head against his shoulder.

      “We just heard from Rhodes,” Luka said. “We sent a probe back to Swallow’s Landing. The Union ships are gone now.”

      “Are we sending a team to recover anything?”

      His silence answered her question before his voice did. A pause as he searched for the words. When he told her, “There’s nothing left to recover,” she already knew.

      She knew they had left the base for the last time, their escape from the shuddering tunnels a desperate attempt to save their lives and their mission, if nothing else. Not everyone had made it out of the base. Jaya still felt Adaeze’s lifeless body weighing down her legs, often waking with a start to realize the pain and fatigue were just her own injuries. They had lost dozens of the colonists who had come to Swallow’s Landing to join their new resistance force. A handful of the political dissidents had been buried in the cave-in caused by the Union’s bombardment.

      The news from the wider galaxy wasn’t any better. Civil war in Narei, ongoing protests in Iralu City, and crackdowns on colonies that were starting to pull away from Emory’s control. Jaya spent long hours scrolling through news and intelligence briefings, getting the heady dose of fear the rest of the Union citizens were exposed to alongside the much deeper tension of silent disappearances and fleet movements that only reminded her that Emory still had the more powerful navy, the wider reach.

      Cotterston was thriving—becoming the cultural hub of the Resistance—but there were other colonies who now wondered if it was worth turning from Emory, who had begun to ask if the Resistance could really offer them freedom, or if their short-term escape would only collapse in on itself when Emory inevitably won. They feared Emory’s backlash more than they trusted the future the Resistance was promising.

      They needed more support if they were going to bring Emory down. But that support was wavering.

      Luka tightened his arms around her, but he didn’t break her silence. They stared together at the viewscreen, the shadow of the carrier lifting to reveal the star behind the curve of Saitama.

      “What’s next?” Jaya asked.

      “We’ve been considering a few options. Leadership at Cotterston, Pallas, and Saitama have all offered their locations as a new site for the headquarters. But Rhodes thinks we need to pull back to the border with Narei.”

      “Mara needs allies as much as we do.”

      “The CEO of Aurora Corp has offered to host us,” Luka continued. “It’s a smart location, just inside nareian space, in the part still loyal to the Empress.”

      Jaya began to speak, then closed her mouth. The words still waited in her head, a command. Give the orders to rendezvous at Aurora. She bit the inside of her lip, the pain sudden and sharp. Sunny might have seen Jaya’s energy turn toward her recovery, but she had no idea how much of that energy went to stopping herself from taking on the role that had begun to feel natural just before the operation on Hermia. Jaya was on the outside now. She was kept in the loop to some degree, but information flowed to her in a roundabout way these days. What had once been a flood—every river of communication leading to Jaya—now was a trickle, flowing through the leaks of Luka and Sal and the occasional call from Rhodes.

      “Okay,” she finally said. “Keep me posted.”

      Luka’s palm drive chimed and he made a frustrated sound. He shifted, checking the message, still half-embracing her as his body began turning toward the door.

      “I’ll be back later,” he murmured, planting a kiss on her temple, where the ridge of scar tissue was beginning to smooth down into a fine white line. “Do you need anything?”

      “No,” she said, because it was easier than trying to determine what exactly her body was crying out for. Some wires were crossed, the messages arriving in her brain scrambled, a code she had no way to decipher.

      Luka paused in the doorway and frowned. Jaya eased herself back down in the bed, drawing the covers up to her chin and closing her eyes. She didn’t hear the door shut, but when she opened her eyes again, the light from the hall was gone.
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      They arrived at their new home two days later. Jaya accepted a wheelchair without complaint, and Sal showed her how to use her palm drive to interface with its controls. As the outer airlock doors opened with a hiss, daylight streamed in, revealing two figures on the landing pad outside. Luka and Sal started down the platform, and Jaya followed in her chair.

      One of the figures was a short and stocky man in his mid-sixties, his suit tailored to flatter the figure of a boxer gone soft, but his hands were smooth and unblemished. The hands of a businessman, not a martial artist. His hair was a mix of flax-colored and snow white. He extended one of his smooth hands to Sal, who shook it firmly, and then to Luka.

      “You’re the first to arrive,” the man said. “Call me Gunn. We’re happy to have you here.”

      Gunnar Danielsen, the CEO of Aurora Corp—this was the man who had risked his successful business, and certainly his own safety, by siding publicly with the Resistance.

      A woman stepped forward, the second figure from the landing pad. Her warm golden-brown eyes went to Jaya first. Her face was tan, her age showing in the fine lines around her eyes. Her narrow nose and clear gaze gave her a severe grace. She didn’t wear a suit, like Gunn, but her high-collared sweater was made of an expensive-looking, fine-weave material.

      “The hero of the Resistance,” she said, her tone as mild as if she were admiring the construction of the ship that had brought them there.

      Gunn’s eyes snapped to Jaya at that. “Captain Jaya Mill. It’s an honor.”

      “No honor, Mr. Danielsen,” Jaya said.

      “Gunn, please.”

      “Gunn,” she repeated. “We’re all fighting the same fight, in our own ways.”

      “Your reputation precedes you, Captain,” the woman said. “And a reputation like yours is worth much more than you might imagine.”

      “It’s not worth more than the resources Aurora Corp has supplied us.”

      The woman’s lips twitched, and she inclined her head slightly.

      “Look at me,” Gunn said. “Forgetting my introductions. This is Nasrin Cardoso, and if you want to thank anyone for Aurora Corp’s involvement, it should be her. She’s the one who convinced me that Emory didn’t have the Union’s best interests at heart.”

      “More like the one who convinced you business could have a soul, not just a bottom line.”

      Gunn laughed, squeezing Nasrin’s shoulder. She returned the gesture with a light brush of her fingers on his arm and a faint smile.

      “Nasrin’s traveled all over the galaxy,” Gunn said. “Gathering wisdom a Union homebody like me could never possibly understand. I’ve relied on that wisdom for the better part of a decade now.”

      Gunn waved them toward the campus of buildings that spread around the corporate spaceport. “I know we’re expecting quite the crowd, but we have plenty of space here. It’s gotten a lot harder to hire people with Emory’s lawsuit, but I’m glad we can put the new campus to good use.”

      At the port’s main entrance, a sleek blue aircar waited for them like a piece of the high, arching sky set down on the road. Nasrin and Gunn sat in the front of the aircar as they pulled away from the port, switching off in their running commentary about Aurora Corp’s campus and the planet itself, which Gunn leased from the nareian government. While the remainder of the occupants of the Defiant were packing up what they’d need to establish their base here and coordinating the arrivals of the rest of the Resistance, Gunn had insisted on giving the first members of command to arrive on Aurora a grand tour.

      “Just wait until nightfall,” Gunn enthused. “The nareians call this place Cela, but the first night I spent here, worrying about all the startup I’d spent on the lease, I went outside and nearly lost my mind with the beauty. I knew right then I had to change the name to Aurora.”

      “Cela means sky fire in an old dialect.”

      Gunn plowed forward with his story, unaffected by Nasrin’s interjection. “And that’s when I decided to name the company after that beautiful display in the sky. It’s hard not to feel hopeful with lights dancing like that above you.”

      Nasrin turned in her seat to look back at the passengers. She delivered her next comment in a stage whisper. “He was going to name it Danielsen Corporation.”

      She grinned, the lines at the corners of her eyes deepening, then turned her back on them again.

      Gunn took them on a tour of all the facilities of Aurora Corp. Since the company’s founding two decades ago, he had turned the little planet into his picture of a middle-class utopia, a self-contained and entirely company-owned community. These were hardly rare in the Union, but Gunn was certain his was the best version in the galaxy, and spared not a single breath in telling them all about it. Jaya had wondered if a corporate colony like this one would seem foreign to her, but she was surprised at how much like a military base it felt. It wouldn’t be hard to transition their command structure here. Gunn stopped at various sites, urging them all out of the car, making loops around parks and commercial centers and strategic sites. Jaya was begrudgingly thankful that she was able to remain seated for Gunn’s whirlwind tour, the brief transition from aircar to wheelchair and back again her only exertions.

      Even so, she found her eyelids drooping as the aircar exited the industrial campus. The streets turned residential, with matching townhomes painted in bright colors—“The colors of the aurora!” Gunn exclaimed—lining the streets, their roofs all made of the same silvery electromagnetic-absorbing material. Gunn explained the benefits of his residential campus, the way he provided secure housing for his employees and had a team that managed all the upkeep.

      “People do better work when they don’t have to worry about leaks and busted solar panels,” Gunn said.

      “Do they all have personal chefs as well?” Sal asked.

      Jaya covered her smile with her hand at the tone in his voice, but Gunn didn’t seem to notice it.

      “No, we draw the line there, I’m afraid,” Gunn said.

      “Shame.” Sal raised his eyebrows at Jaya, who smacked his knee with the back of her hand in admonishment.

      “You understand our security concerns,” Luka said, changing the subject. “The Resistance will have to manage our own affairs while we’re here.”

      “I understand,” Gunn said. “You just let me know if you need anything.”

      “Trying to deny me the comforts of my childhood?”

      Luka turned a stern look on Sal, a look utterly betrayed by the curve of his lips, which suggested he was struggling to hide his smile. “You did fine at Swallow’s Landing, even for a coddled officer.”

      “I prefer officer with discerning taste.”

      Luka laughed. “I’m sure you do.”

      “We’re here,” Nasrin said, interrupting their exchange.

      Jaya looked out the window. They had pulled up in front of a row of three townhouses: vivid green, violet, and deep blue, respectively. Two more aircars pulled up, bringing Sunny and the rest of the Defiant’s occupants and supplies. As Luka helped Jaya out of the car, she took in the narrow front yards planted full with creeping vines for ground cover.

      “Well?” Gunn was looking at Jaya. “What do you think? This whole neighborhood is reserved for the Resistance.”

      Jaya had never lived in a home like this. Even the house of her earliest memories had been overgrown with wildflowers and strewn with the needles that fell from the evergreen trees around it. These buildings had all the clean coolness of her flat on Argos.

      “They’re very nice,” Jaya said, mustering a polite response.

      “I know you have more arrivals coming in tonight.” Gunn was speaking to Luka now, leaving Jaya to stare at the house. Sunny pried her gently from Luka’s arm and helped her settle back into the chair. “I’ve arranged pickups for all of them.”

      “Thank you,” Luka said.

      “I want the green one.” Sal crouched down next to Jaya, draping his elbow on her armrest. “You gonna fight me for it?”

      “Just you wait a few months. I’ll be able to kick your ass again someday.”

      “I have no doubts.”

      Jaya flashed him a smile she didn’t feel, and Sal squeezed her shoulder. “This will be good.”

      He stood and turned back to the conversation between Luka, Gunn, and Nasrin. Jaya directed her palm drive to take her wheelchair up the front walkway of the violet house in the middle of the trio. The door opened for her, sensors identifying her waiting presence. She knew Sal would want to tinker with the security system, but for now, she forged in, leaving the murmur of conversation behind.

      Inside, the lights rose slowly as she moved down the main hallway. There was a sparsely furnished living area to her left, with a couch in the middle and a long, padded bench built into the corner beneath an array of windows, ending at a wide glass door. A kitchen to her right boasted a basic range of appliances in matching white. Between the two spaces, a round table sat, eight chairs neatly tucked in around it. A staircase in the living area led to the two floors above.

      Jaya paused, facing it.

      “There’s a lift as well.”

      Jaya startled at the voice. Nasrin stood in the hall behind her, leaning against the wall. She straightened and walked past Jaya to a panel in the wall near the staircase. She tapped it and it slid open.

      “I’m fine with stairs,” Jaya said.

      Nasrin nodded. She tapped the panel again. It closed, and she returned her eyes to Jaya.

      “Gunn told me about your political coalition,” she said. Jaya raised her eyebrows. “I think it’s a good idea.”

      “You should talk to Luka about it.”

      “I will.”

      The silence tightened between them. Jaya knew she should say something, but she had nothing to offer this woman who seemed to feel more a part of the Resistance than Jaya did right now.

      “You’re uncomfortable with your fame,” Nasrin said. Jaya opened her mouth to protest, but Nasrin raised a hand. “I understand that,” she said. “I can respect it. I hope I didn’t put you on the spot.”

      Jaya shook her head. “It’s fine.”

      Nasrin continued to watch her. The lines at the corners of her eyes looked deeper in the low light, and the elegance of her long, narrow nose looked more severe. Her expression revealed nothing, and Jaya lifted her own chin, staring her down calmly. After a moment, Nasrin nodded again. “Well, it was nice to meet you, Captain Mill.”

      “Yes,” Jaya said. “Nice to meet you too.”

      Nasrin left Jaya to her exploration of the house, but the stairs loomed. A few weeks ago, Jaya might have been impetuous enough to climb them herself with only the handrail and her determination to support her. But she was learning to listen to the new messages of her body, to recognize that pain meant danger much sooner. And so she waited, folding her hands in her lap.

      By the time Luka came inside, Gunn and Nasrin had left. He ran their small amount of baggage upstairs, and when he returned, he paused at the foot of the stairs.

      “How are you feeling?”

      She tensed at the softness in his voice. Her eyes were dry and itchy from her struggle against sleep in the aircar, and her pride still stung from her conversation with Nasrin. All she wanted was to be left alone, but she hesitated to say so. She looked away from Luka, at the blue twilight spilling over the cushioned furniture.

      “I’m fine,” she said.

      Luka knelt in front of her, his hands resting on her knees, his touch light. He took her hands in his and squeezed. He looked tired, too, eyes hooded and forehead lined. The scar that cleaved his left eyebrow was pale in the cool light.

      “Lift or stairs?” he asked.

      “Stairs.”

      He stood, offering his arm. She clung to it and felt his muscles tighten beneath her hands, bracing her. They took the stairs slowly, each step harder than the last. But when they reached the top of the first flight, the second-floor hallway laid out before them, Jaya felt the sheen of sweat on her forehead as a triumphal glow.

      Luka led her through the door on the right. Inside, the bedroom was furnished in the same efficient style of the rest of the house. A bed, some shelves, a built-in unit with sliding drawers. The glass windows were opaqued, three rectangles of black in the low lighting of the room. Their two duffel bags lay piled in the corner, the violin case leaning against them.

      Luka disappeared into the adjoining bathroom, and Jaya sat on the edge of the bed. For a long while, she watched the violin case as though it might move at any moment. Flee, perhaps. Or attack. Finally, she stood and picked it up, setting it on an empty shelf and popping the clasps. She lifted the instrument gently. The polished wood whispered against the lining. She drew the bow out as well.

      It shook, the trembling in her hands amplifying along its length. She tried to control the shaking, to steady her hands, but all her efforts only made the wild, juddering motion worse. The arm holding the violin was already fatigued.

      Jaya put the instrument back, closing the case and leaving it on the shelf.

      She got into the bed and drew the covers up to her chin. The weight of the day bore down on her, and she clasped her hands together against her chest. She tried to hold her eyes open, to keep away the images she knew would play on the back of her lids, but sleep was already tugging her away from consciousness. She woke briefly when Luka got into bed, his hair damp and his body warm. Her mind reached back, muddled through the sense that she had meant to say something, but she settled instead for curling herself against the heat of Luka’s chest and sensing the easy rhythm of his breathing.
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        * * *

      

      A gentle breeze stirred Jaya’s hair as she stood beside Luka at the Aurora spaceport the next afternoon. Nasrin had sent over a brand-new pair of crutches from the hospital on Aurora Corp’s campus, with a note that read We aren’t so different, you and I. Jaya had thrown the note away, but she was grateful as she leaned into the even pressure of the smart cushioning’s support. Despite the way it made her shoulders ache and her lower back throb, she relished the feeling of her feet planted on the ground and her face at eye level.

      There were only four passengers on this charter flight, and they didn’t have to wait long for them to emerge. Jaya’s uncles stepped out into the bright day, blinking at the light as they scanned the waiting area. Aman saw her first, grabbing Simon’s arm and pulling him forward. They reached her in moments, Aman folding her into a gentle hug. Simon wrapped his arms around both of them, and they stood there a moment, a mess of tears and arms and laughter.

      They untangled themselves, and Simon took her face in his hands.

      “It’s not as bad as it looks,” she said.

      “That’s not what we heard,” Simon said darkly.

      “But we’re here now,” Aman soothed. “We’re together. That’s what matters.”

      Just ahead, Luka embraced a small woman whose gray-streaked black hair spilled out over his arms and whose laughter was achingly familiar. Beside them, a man with Luka’s sharp jawline and thick, dark brows was waiting, his smile warm.

      Her uncles followed her gaze.

      “We weren’t sure what to make of him when he turned up on our doorstep last year,” Aman said. “But it became very clear that you trusted him. And his parents are lovely.”

      Jaya gave her uncle a quizzical look, and he laughed.

      “They came over about twice a week for dinner,” he said. “Hacama was full of displaced people, but we have a special connection with these ones.”

      The woman looked up from Luka’s embrace and walked over as Luka wiped tears from cheeks creased with a wide smile.

      “Jaya,” she said, “can I hug you?”

      Jaya nodded, and the shorter woman immediately enfolded her in her arms, warmly but still delicately, for which Jaya’s still-aching body was grateful. When she pulled away, she held her light grip on Jaya’s shoulders and looked her over.

      “I’m Shirina Kaur,” she said.

      “Jaime Tapahonso,” the man behind Luka said, clapping a hand on Luka’s shoulder.

      Jaime picked up two bags and slung them over his shoulders, and Luka grabbed the rest. They made their way back to the aircar. The little hovering vehicle was barely large enough for the six of them and the bags, but they made room.

      Jaya spent the afternoon on the long, wide bench in the living room as her uncles and Luka’s parents bustled around the house, unpacking their bags. A space that had only last night felt cavernous and empty was warmed now by soft voices and the shuffle of feet on the floor. Jaya watched their movements with a strange jealousy. Her life had been one of constant motion before. There had always been odd jobs to do around the farm in New Sheffield, and her transition to the Navy had only changed the nature of the work, not its constancy. She found her mind frustratingly repetitive without physical tasks to drag it away from its circular tread.

      Shirina and Luka started rattling around the kitchen, their twin laughter a melody driven forward by the percussion of pots and pans and the sshk of knives slicing through vegetables. Simon and Aman settled next to her on the couch, chatting amiably with Jaime, who paced the room in short bursts and with bright, energetic eyes. Aman slipped his hand around Jaya’s, holding it without saying a word.

      Sal’s stomach and its perfect timing brought him to their doorstep just as Luka put the last steaming dish on the table. Shirina greeted him with the same warmth she had shown Jaya, and soon the seven of them were settled around the table.

      As the light dwindled, so did the conversation. Sal drew Simon and Aman aside after dinner, regaling them with stories of his first few missions with Jaya, relieving her with a knowing wink from providing her own anecdotes. Luka rushed out of the kitchen as his palm drive alerted, summoned by Rhodes. He disappeared out the front door, followed quickly by Sal.

      Shirina had gone upstairs, and Jaime walked back and forth between the table and the kitchen, picking up the dishes and bringing them to the machine to wash. He hummed quietly as he worked, the tune broken by the interruption of other sounds or lost to a turned head. Jaya eased herself up slowly from her seat and into the support of the crutches, then hobbled carefully to the back door.

      The glass panels opened onto a back garden surrounded by a high wall. Jaya palmed the controls, the cool evening air greeting her as the doors slid open.

      She stepped outside. Out here, she lost even the murmur of Jaime’s hummed melody. A stone walkway led to a table and chairs, and a bench beyond promised views of the garden during sunlight hours. Jaya made her way to the bench, setting her crutches to the side as she sat.

      Inside, she had noted the twilight descending slowly and then seeming to pause in a liminal space. The pitch dark of Swallow’s Landing never arrived, and instead the light filtering in the windows remained an interminable indigo. As Jaya looked up, she saw why.

      Lights moved in the sky, green and blue and purple fog, shifting in a breeze that didn’t reach the ground. Jaya watched, transfixed, as this dancing nebula revealed and then hid again the trail of the Milky Way and the scattered stars around it. Her body was leaden, her mind empty.

      She didn’t know how long she had been sitting there when she heard the glass doors open again and footsteps approached behind her. Luka sat beside her on the bench. He looked at the sky as he leaned back, the shifting colors lighting his face and gleaming in the black of his hair.

      “It’s beautiful,” he whispered.

      “Everything okay?” she asked.

      He nodded. “There was a near miss with Santi’s latest retrieval. It’s resolved now.”

      “Good,” she said. The words came flat out of the carved hollow of her chest. She reached for Luka’s hand. “I don’t feel it.” She kept her gaze on the aurora as Luka turned his head to watch her. “I should be happy, but I’m not. I don’t feel that hope Gunn talked about.”

      Luka squeezed her hand. “You will.”

      She swallowed, the enormous arc of the sky pressing in on her. She had lived most of her adult life in the expanse of space, only to feel small and lost against one horizon.

      “You will,” Luka said again, softer this time. “It doesn’t come from up there. It comes from within you.”
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      Luka stood in the lobby of the Hotel Cela, a vast structure of metal and light where Gunn hosted anyone visiting the Aurora Corp facilities, from job candidates to board members to foreign dignitaries whose fundraising galas he organized. It had been some time since this hotel had hosted anyone, Gunn said. Since publicly siding with the Resistance, no politician in Union or Federation space would dare associate with him, leaving his grand lodge mostly empty and barely staffed.

      The hotel had a suite of ballrooms and conference facilities, and it was here that command would make their headquarters and the political coalition would center their constitutional convention. A convention Luka was about to disrupt, for better or for worse.

      For better, he hoped.

      Gunn stood beside him, talking effusively about the hotel’s facilities. Behind Luka, Sal and Shea led the small assembly of new coalition members—a blend of military and civilian that Luka hoped would start the dialogue with the rescued political dissidents on a strong note. Luka followed Gunn’s gestures to his left. The grand, sweeping staircase of metal was suspended beneath a glass ceiling that would let in the colorful light of the aurora at night. Beyond, where Gunn was drawing his attention, was the less austere lounge and bar, nestled cozily away from the lobby.

      Luka’s eyes took in the empty shelves behind the bar and the sheen of the wide, flat counter. The tables and chairs were designed to look like antiques, but clearly produced as a set. They matched each other, a tessellation in navy blue, smoky violet, and antiqued silver. And then his gaze stopped—on the sleek black piano nestled into a corner.

      He froze when he saw it, one foot poised to move in front of the other, but never leaving the ground. Gunn noted his pause and followed his eyes to the grand piano.

      He clapped a hand on Luka’s shoulder. “I used to have someone on retainer to entertain the guests. And, of course, a bartender. You can see we have neither anymore. Among the first cuts I made, unfortunately. Any chance you’ve got some hidden talents in your fleet?”

      Luka opened his mouth to reply, but Gunn laughed.

      “I’m just kidding,” Gunn said. “Can’t wait for things to go back to normal, though.”

      “Yeah,” Luka breathed. “I know what you mean.”

      The daylight from the lobby reflected back at him in the piano cover, afternoon blue shimmering on midnight black.

      “Is that bar self-service?” Sal asked.

      Luka glanced back at the rest of the group following Gunn on his impromptu tour. Sal stood head and shoulders above Shea, but they both wore the same sardonic expression. Ash flanked them to one side, his honey-blond hair tied up in a bun and the lines of his face significantly filled in since he had been rescued from Emory’s station. Lupo took up the other side, her long black braid swinging. Some of the Resistance hubs had sent along members of their civilian leadership as well, and the colonists murmured to each other, the whispered echoes returning from the arched ceiling.

      “It sure can be,” Gunn said. “We can negotiate terms.”

      “I’m sure command will be happy to negotiate,” Sal said with a wry smile.

      “I can see Rhodes’s face now,” Luka said.

      They made it to the conference center with only a few detours. Gunn loved showing off his state-of-the-art facilities, and Luka could tell it had been a while since he’d been able to put his considerable skills as a host and entertainer to the test. This was the kind of person for whom business came naturally, who thrived in making a sale, whether that sale was monetary or social. Luka had learned a few of these skills himself in his work, but they always felt like they cost him something, while Gunn seemed to feed off his own energy.

      Fátima was already waiting for them in the conference room when they arrived, a grin lighting her face.

      “I’m a little nervous,” she confessed to Luka as they settled around the table.

      “What’s your read on them?” he asked.

      “After everything that happened at Swallow’s Landing, people were more open to this idea than I thought. They feel more bonded to the people that survived the same bombardment. Emory kills civilians and soldiers and politicians and farmers and academics. He doesn’t discriminate, so why should we?”

      “Think that’ll last?”

      She winced. “That’s why I’m nervous.”

      The door opened, and Luka looked up, a greeting on his lips. But it wasn’t one of the old political coalition members who walked through the door—it was Nasrin. The high collar of her blouse was jeweled today, the stones glinting in the room’s flat lighting.

      “I hope you don’t mind,” she said, flashing them a smile not unlike the glitter of her jewels. “I talked to Indigo and Gunn about joining your little convention.”

      It wasn’t a question, Luka noted. It irritated him, but he couldn’t well tell her to leave when he was here doing more or less the same thing.

      He wondered at how he still bristled at people who carried their wealth and entitlement with them so smoothly, even after years of working with clients just like this in his shop. So he forced a friendly smile and gestured for her to join them at the table.

      The original political assembly arrived shortly and took their seats with only a few mutters of disapproval. Luka smiled at Fátima—it was certainly a better situation than he had been expecting. He introduced the new members of the coalition. The expressions were mixed—he remembered a few of them from his disastrous last meeting. Two of the men, Vinh and Mitya, scowled as he spoke. One of the sociologists—a woman named Mayim—seemed to be in their camp as well, exchanging glances with the two of them.

      “I’m not really sure what bringing in the masses will accomplish,” Vinh complained. “You wouldn’t ask us to fight your war or plant crops, so why would we ask you to plan a government?”

      “You think that to do something well, you should have experts doing it, not novices.” Elijah aimed his words at Vinh.

      “Of course,” Vinh replied.

      “Experts are influenced by the system they come up in,” Elijah said. “As much as we would like to be perfect, objective bastions of truth, we can’t escape our background. We risk codifying the exact same inequalities that gave us advantages under the previous government.”

      “We’re not all wealthy people from the inner colonies. Fátima came from the outer colonies.”

      “Excellent.” Elijah flashed his smile. “You have identified the single individual here who fits that description. I believe that’s a textbook example of the exception that proves the rule.”

      “We’re not asking you to step aside,” Luka said. “We’re just asking you to add a few more perspectives.”

      “Power and knowledge are intertwined,” Fátima said. “We can’t forget that. Our knowledge is a useful tool, but it gives us privileges that we can’t ignore.”

      “I recognize that most people wouldn’t call me an expert,” Nasrin spoke for the first time, her expression opaque. “But isn’t experience a sort of knowledge as well? I’ve spent nearly two decades of my adult life in Narei, at a time when the Empire was beginning to buckle under its own weight. I’ve seen things firsthand, and I know that’s given me a new perspective. Wouldn’t we all benefit from the experience and perspectives of these colonists who have been on the front lines of this resistance?”

      Sal was sitting forward in his chair, his eyes bright. He seemed to relish the conflict in the room, rather than shy away from it as Luka wanted to. “What better way to start building a new democratic government than to open it up to the people?”

      “I agree,” Elijah said. “Isn’t the best way to get people to contribute to their government to give them opportunities to participate meaningfully? If we establish participation as the norm, then we’re more likely to hear from the people the government failed to care for in the past.”

      “That may be tougher than you think,” Shea commented. “Lack of trust doesn’t just vanish because someone new is in charge. The average lifespan on the poorer colonies is sixty, seventy years. On Argos and the wealthy colonies like New Hong Kong, it’s twice that. We’ve been living entirely different lives for centuries. We’ll have to work hard to convince the poorer colonies that we’ll actually listen to them.”

      “To paraphrase Max Planck,” Sal said, “a new truth doesn’t triumph by convincing its opponents, but rather because its opponents eventually die out and a new generation grows up familiar with it.”

      Elijah’s lips quirked up in an amused expression. “You’re willing to wait for all of us to die?”

      Sal shrugged. “I didn’t say I agreed with him.”

      Elijah laughed at that, and Sal leaned back in his seat, grinning as though he had won some victory.

      “Shea’s right,” Fátima said. “This is not a simple process. It’s something we’ll have to keep working at over the years. And it’s fragile. We have to keep that in mind as we work. And the more voices we have, the more we will be able to catch flaws in our plans as we develop them.”

      The matter was not entirely settled, but the conversation turned to setting an agenda for the upcoming weeks. There was a lingering uneasiness, but even the most skeptical members of the old coalition recognized it was time to start thinking about structure and implementation. They could argue best approaches along the way, but the sooner they could come forward with something representing a government, the sooner they could argue for the future of humanity.
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      After the debate had wound down, Sal suggested they toast to their new headquarters and their new coalition at what he deemed the self-serve bar. Nasrin smiled and offered to pay for their consumption until Gunn and the Resistance could negotiate the bacchanalian details of their hotel occupancy.

      They made their way to the lounge off the lobby, where Sal was soon presiding over a table, waving his hands. Elijah was perched on an armrest, his foot resting on the seat of the chair beside him, his jacket draped over his knee and his collar loosened. Their eyes were locked as they continued their bickering, neither seeming to have tired, only picking up energy and enthusiasm as the afternoon went on.

      Luka took his drink to a quieter corner of the room, leaving Sal to his audience.

      The light outside was diminishing, but the colorful trails of the aurora were not visible yet. The bar’s low mood lighting revealed the empty space behind the counter. Empty space at the piano, too, half-hidden in shadow from this angle.

      Luka paused beside the piano. He set his free hand on the cool wood, smooth under his palm. His reflection peered back at him in the polished surface. Memories of those nights with Jaya in his shop had already been floating at the surface of his thoughts. Now, he simply stopped pushing them aside and gave in to them, resting his hands on the cover that protected the ivory keys inside.

      He had been working late the night he first saw Jaya looking into his shop. Onyema had just learned of Emory’s purchase of Tynan’s research foundation, and the preparations to win the szacante scientist over were burning through his evening hours. But when he had looked up and seen her face—broad freckled cheekbones and stubborn jaw, lips parted in a wistful sigh and eyes filled with longing as she stared at the piano, unaware she was being observed—he had put away his work and run after her. The furrow of concern between her eyebrows as he invited her in tugged at him, her nostalgia so wide and vast he could feel it engulfing him.

      When she had begun to play, the sound was sweet enough to steal the air from his lungs, flooding his every nerve with the urge to be nearer to her, his every sense humming with the resonance of the struck strings.

      “Want some company?”

      Luka turned to see Fátima standing behind him. He gestured to an empty seat and hesitated, considering for a moment pulling the piano bench out and sitting there before opting instead for another chair.

      “Our coup was successful.” Fátima’s eyes glinted with mischief in the low light.

      “And very little bloodshed,” Luka remarked.

      “I think this gives us a better chance to make something good out of this terrible situation.”

      Luka didn’t respond. But he hoped she was right, and he felt his heart warmed by the way the group seemed to be meshing now, alcohol and banter leaching away the ink that drew the dividing lines between them. In this room, they were just a part of humanity.

      “Do you play?” Fátima asked.

      Luka followed her eyes to the piano and shook his head. “No, but I know someone who—”

      He stopped before the end of the sentence, not entirely sure if he should use the present tense or the past. Jaya had put the violin case away on a low shelf on their second day here, and she hadn’t spoken of music since she woke. Luka wanted to raise the subject, but Jaya’s physical therapy left her drained, and he found himself swallowing his questions at the too-bright sparkle of exhaustion in her eyes. Fátima eyed him, seeming to pick up on some root of his hesitance. Her hand went to the pendant at her neck.

      “How long have you been a part of this?” she asked.

      Luka swirled his drink—Sal’s enthusiastically heavy pour of scotch—and considered his possible answers.

      “I’ve struggled against the Union for a long time,” he finally said. “But I guess I became a combatant again about two years ago. My old commanding officer showed up on my doorstep. She warned me about the threat Emory posed.”

      “And you were ready to come back?”

      “No,” Luka said. “But eventually the need to do something won out over my distaste for the armed forces.” He shook his head. “I thought I’d closed that door forever.”

      “She must have been persuasive to get you to reopen it.”

      Luka laughed, the sound harsh even against the backdrop of bickering and teasing from the next table over. “Onyema doesn’t know how to be anything but persuasive. What about you? You were ready to join up the moment I talked to you.”

      “Wasn’t everyone?”

      “Not necessarily,” Luka said. “Some took more convincing. They needed proof they were being targeted, which we barely have. Our algorithm is little more than a data-driven hunch, but I’d rather gather all the people opposed to Emory together to create something new than hope he chooses not to eliminate the threat they pose.”

      “I’m glad you came for me,” Fátima said. “I was frustrated with how little I could do. With how quickly my words were drowned out.”

      “I’m glad too,” Luka said.

      Fátima patted the necklace at her collarbone again. “My best friend joined up when we were sixteen. Neither of us wanted to live like our parents, tied to the land and at the mercy of whatever the ground produced and whatever prices the Union decided could be set for that season. She thought I was unrealistic, dreaming of college and—I don’t know, anything after college that wasn’t farming. So she went to the local recruitment office on her sixteenth birthday and signed the paperwork, and she was on a ship three weeks later.”

      Luka thought he could see the ending of this story, as clear as though it were just on the other side of the cut-glass ceiling of the hotel lobby. He busied himself sipping his drink, giving Fátima time to put her words together.

      “She got to come back, once,” she said. “It was about a year later, when she’d saved up enough money to make the trip home. I asked her if she was happy, and she said yes, but I wasn’t sure. She seemed so different. Stiff and tired at the same time, but also hungry, still. Hungry to do more, to see more. She always seemed to be looking somewhere else.”

      Fátima unhooked the necklace, holding the pendant out to him. Luka offered his hand and she placed it there, dropping the stone into his palm first, then letting the chain fall.

      “She brought me that stone,” Fátima said. “She said it was from the first planet she ever set foot on that wasn’t São Inácio. She wanted me to remember that there was a world outside of our home. That I could go there. That we could be more than farmgirls from the colonies.”

      Luka looked at the stone, blue-gray and lightly polished, its teardrop shape caged in silver wire. It was a simple necklace, but Luka recalled the way Fátima had paused in her doorway to put it on when she had packed everything else into a bag.

      “She died not long after that,” Fátima said. “We don’t really know the details, but the Navy shipped home a little metal box with her ashes and another one with her personal effects alongside a formal document.”

      Luka closed his hand around the pendant, warm and solid in his palm. Then he held it out to Fátima, who took it back and fastened it around her neck again.

      “I carried that stone with me all through the classes I took part time during the off-season. And when I got into graduate school, I took it with me. When things got hard, I looked at it and reminded myself that there was more to life than the things the Union set in front of my eyes.”

      “I’m sorry,” Luka said.

      Fátima shook her head. “I know I’m not alone. Loss is the universal constant, right? Whether it’s a lightning strike of terrible fortune or the slow decay of time, we all have someone we pine for. Someone we can never speak to, can never hold in our arms. But we can’t let them go. We can’t forget the lessons they taught us.”

      “Not everyone takes what you experienced and turns it into action,” Luka said.

      “I know, but enough do. We’re never alone.” She waved her arms, the expansive gesture sweeping across the entire room, the laughing knots of people enjoying each other’s company. “I believe in these people.”

      “I do too,” Luka said.
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      The flood of new evidence arrived shortly after Tynan’s questioning.

      He sat at his kitchen table reviewing the additions as Perit sipped a fruit juice just across from him and the guards watched like iron sculptures. The tall, blue-eyed guard of the other night was there, his eyes staring straight ahead, ignoring the bustle of activity in the kitchen. Neither Min nor Danim were visible, but the two VAs worked behind the scenes, filling in the details and translating the legalese for Tynan’s reference. He was the least qualified individual in the room yet again, a feeling that had become all too common recently. At least with the Resistance, he’d had work to do. A place where he knew what he was doing, or at least he knew more than anyone else.

      “I don’t understand,” Tynan said. “How did they suddenly get new evidence?”

      “It’s likely not new,” Perit said, “at least not to them. The security footage, for example. I would expect them to have acquired that the night you fled your apartment. I had already requested that the footage be released to me, but they kept delaying.”

      “If they had all this before, why didn’t they enter it then?”

      Perit sighed. “Believe it or not, this is good news. It means they thought their job would be easier if you took their deal. They were hoping to go that route, and now that they know you’re not willing to settle, they’re trying to intimidate you by hitting us with everything they have.”

      “So this is definitely everything?”

      A twitch in Perit’s forehead suggested she wasn’t thrilled with that generalization. “They could still be holding on to evidence.” She took a sip of her juice. “Can you think of anything they might have, something we should be prepared for them to reveal?”

      “What about the rest of this video footage?” Tynan couldn’t keep the disgust from his voice. “There’s nothing of the nareian mercenaries. There should be more—footage that shows what really happened that night.”

      Tynan had watched the video clips submitted by the prosecution at least five times, and he couldn’t find even as much as a smudge of a shadow to indicate the presence of the mercenaries who had come to kill him that night.

      “I’ve requested the original footage,” Perit said. “I’ve been assured that I will get it, but that the missing content in the video is irretrievable.”

      “They’re hiding it,” Tynan insisted. “Doesn’t this help my case? They’re clearly hiding entire portions of what happened that night. If we had all the feeds from all the cameras, we could show them that my life was in danger. That the humans saved me from someone—they didn’t kidnap me or orchestrate some criminal getaway for me.”

      “They say there were multiple surges that night, likely caused by some sort of EMP blast,” Perit said. “They’re saying the blasts interfered with the cameras, that it caused the blanks. I’m afraid that doesn’t help—it makes it look like the humans were covering up their activities. Like you’re hiding something. This exterior camera is the only one that didn’t lose anything.”

      Tynan made a frustrated sound. His own drink sat forgotten on the table. “What about the bodies? Surely when the cameras came back online, the bodies were there. Wouldn’t that support my story?”

      “There were no bodies, Tynan.”

      “Yes there were!” He heard his voice rising, though he hadn’t intended to shout. The tall guard shifted, his blue eyes flickering to Tynan with an expression of contempt. Tynan took a deep breath and tried again, more calmly. “There were bodies. Emory hired mercenaries to come after me—the only reason I survived was because the humans arrived and killed them.”

      “I believe you, Tynan,” Perit said in her steady tone. “I believe you, but that’s not enough. There’s no evidence to support this part of your story. I’ll keep digging, but for now, this is what we have to work with.”

      Tynan’s eyes burned with frustrated tears. His breathing was rapid, irregular, and Min appeared beside him, leaning over the table in an uncanny mimicry of Sunny’s movement that threatened to make the tears spill over. “I’m fine,” he whispered to her. “I’m breathing. I’m counting my breaths.”

      Min gave him a sad smile. He saw his own loneliness and homesickness reflected in her posture and her expression, and it tugged at the tight knot of tension in his back. He turned back to Perit, counting his breaths silently once, then twice.

      “I’m going to ask that the video footage be taken from evidence.” Perit’s tone hadn’t changed, its consistency reassuring. “I’ll argue that it’s unreliable, that the missing pieces render the whole thing unusable.”

      “Okay,” Tynan said, swallowing the rest of his arguments. “Do you think that will help?”

      Perit frowned. He could see her asking herself yet again just how blunt to be with him. He sat straighter, trying to project strength.

      “I’m not sure yet,” she said. “My concern is that the judges have already seen this footage, which shows you taking the hands of two of the most wanted people in the galaxy and leaving with them, sans any visible coercion. I worry that having already seen that, they’ll be unwilling to believe that the missing footage would show anything other than more cooperation between you and the humans.”

      But I did cooperate with them, Tynan thought. He may have left with them because he was scared and saw no other choice, but in the end he had joined them enthusiastically. He’d known they were in the right. But he didn’t start that argument yet again, knowing exactly where it would lead.

      “I’ll do my best,” Perit said. “And I may have a lead on the mercenaries, although it’s not a very strong one, so don’t get your hopes up.”

      “What’s the lead?”

      “It’s a strange one.” Perit sipped her juice and leaned back in her chair.

      Danim appeared beside her for a moment and they exchanged a few quiet words. Then she turned back to Tynan and pushed her data pad across the table to him. Danim had brought up a document—a bill of service of some sort. Tynan scanned it over, frowning at the complex language. It was an official hiring document for a nareian mercenary service based in Iralu City. More than a dozen mercenaries had been hired for a job.

      “Escorting a nareian asset?” he asked, looking up from the documents.

      “Did you see who did the hiring?” Perit asked.

      Tynan looked back at the document and scrolled further. “Palva Ainoan of Hydea. Who’s that?”

      “A member of the nareian nobility,” Perit said.

      “So she hired some mercenaries to… accompany someone?”

      Perit leaned forward, resting her forearms on the table. “I looked into mercenary services in the area. This is the only company that hired out a crew large enough to match the description of what the humans told you about their rescue mission. But it doesn’t trace back to Emory or to the Union at all.”

      “So this Palva person is a dead end? Can we at least talk to her and find out what this was about?”

      “I’m afraid we can’t talk to her,” Perit said. “She was assassinated a few months ago.”

      Tynan’s eyes widened. “Assassinated?” he squeaked.

      Perit pressed her lips together. “I’m going to keep digging.” She tapped the data pad screen with a long, slim finger. “This company is notorious for hiding the details of the actual jobs. This contract is a smokescreen, intended to provide cover for both the company and the customer in the event that something goes wrong. I can call on the head of the firm to testify, but he’ll fight it. He’s been doing this for years and knows exactly how to cover himself. And with this Lady Hydea dead, I’m not optimistic we’ll be able to find anyone who will link this back to the Union.”

      “Emory covered his tracks well,” Tynan grumbled.

      Perit picked up her data pad and returned it to her bag. “Yes,” she said. “He did.”

      “Can’t I do something? Talk to the press? Tell my side of the story?”

      He had added new drafts to his pile of unsent messages to the Arbiter. The drafts had evolved, and now some of them addressed the press or the people of Dresha. They simmered with reckless possibility. But Perit was already shaking her head when he asked. “I know you think it will help, but I promise you it won’t. You’ve been gone too long—the state has a head start on the narrative.”

      “What about the Empress of Narei?” Tynan asked. “I know her.”

      “She’s in the middle of a civil war at home, and the Federation has yet to formally support either side. Narei is hardly the bastion of stability you want to call on. And you know nareian testimony means little here, not without evidence to back it up. Which we don’t have.”

      She stood, finishing her drink and placing the empty glass on the table. Tynan stood as well, recognizing the signal that their meeting was over.

      "Do you have everything you need?” she asked.

      “Yes,” Tynan said. “The deliveries have been more than enough.”

      He didn’t mention the substitutions and cancellations of items in his orders that had become increasingly common in the past weeks. He knew the reason for them—the protests in Dresha had spread, disrupting supply chains from other planets in the Szacante Federation. He had more than enough time to read the news and watch the endless scroll of updates from the Iralu City press.

      He walked Perit to the door, and she paused in the corridor.

      “I’ll fight for you,” she said. “I took this case because I believe you’re in the right. And I know what I’m doing. Do you trust me?”

      Tynan nodded. “I trust you.”

      “Good. Because it will be a long few months ahead. This is a complicated case, and it will take time to uncover all the evidence to prove your case. But it’s worth it. The greatest good is to increase the collective wisdom of the people.”

      The phrase’s conclusion caught in Tynan’s throat, so he just nodded again. Perit turned to leave, and he closed the door behind her.

      The greatest evil is to play a part in their destruction. Tynan had used that phrase many times before. He had seen it as his entire worldview, but he was starting to wonder if he ever understood its weight before. Wasn’t some of what he had learned with the humans wisdom? Wasn’t the slow pace of their work now threatening the Szacante Federation more than anything else?

      Tynan was left standing in the vestibule in silence. His limbs were heavy, as if Perit had taken all the energy with her when she left. Mechanically, he walked back to his kitchen and picked up their two glasses from the table. He finished his own drink and then rinsed the glasses out in the sink and put them in the washer. When emotion arrived, it was sudden. Tears burned his eyes and he wiped angrily at them with his sleeve.

      When he turned around, the blue-eyed guard was watching him from his post in the main room. His lip was curled, and he looked at Tynan like one would watch a bug. Something small and insignificant, crawling around on the ground just waiting to be stepped on. It was such a searing expression that it dried up Tynan’s sadness and instead flooded him with anger. He pointed an accusing finger at the guard.

      “You may think I’m pathetic,” he said, his voice harsh and irate, “but the prophets caution against a heart that becomes so hard and brittle it breaks.”

      “Quote the prophets at me all you want,” the guard spoke for the first time, his voice lower than Tynan expected and rough around the edges. “But you’re the one who betrayed your own people. You’re the reason there are riots outside the Arbiter’s mansion.”

      “I love my people! I would never betray them. Everything I do is for the future of the szacante.”

      The guard gave a quiet laugh. “You’re so concerned about what they say about these humans, but what about the people you left behind when you joined them?” His tone was mocking, but Tynan watched his face shift from condescension to anger. When he spoke again, his voice was cold and harsh. “I looked up to you as a child. I wanted nothing more than to be like you. But now it turns out my childhood hero is an enemy of the people.”

      Tynan remained silent. He hadn’t thought his actions could hurt anyone on such a personal level. He had never seen himself as a leader before, and even now he found that characterization ill-fitting.

      The guard threw him one last look of betrayal and then turned his eyes away.

      Tynan retreated to his room, unsettled. He’d assumed these guards all hated him because their government called him the enemy, and he had seen them as enemies in turn. But Tynan couldn’t deny the pain in that guard’s eyes. Maybe he was just as hurt by Tynan’s actions as Tynan was by the Federation’s.

      He stared at the little white ceramic mug on his bedside table. He picked it up, holding it in his palm, his finger running over the little chip and catching on the rough edge. Maybe he could find a way to connect with that guard. He had been so resistant to the humans when he had first joined them, only to learn that most of what he’d perceived as disdain was really just uncertainty and nerves. The same nerves he had been feeling. If it weren’t for Sunny reaching out and drawing him in, he might never have felt so at home with the humans. Maybe he could do the same thing and try to close the distance he felt now between himself and his people.
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      Her hands shook.

      It was impossible to get a proper grip on the gun, impossible to hold her aim steady. It trembled against her fingers, her arms barely under her control. Jaya tried to remember what to do. Focused on her posture. Took a breath. Squeezed the trigger.

      The force of the blast surged against her, driving her hands up. Her shot went wide. Embarrassingly wide. She bit her cheek and pushed the curses down in her mind. She wasn’t supposed to be this hard on herself. Wasn’t supposed to blame herself for this loss.

      The way she was used to being was wrong. And now, at thirty-three, she was back where she should have been as a sixteen-year-old recruit.

      Add to that the grievous injuries that she had suffered, and Jaya thought Sunny was right to tell her to be grateful for what she had. But she didn’t know what else to do but be angry with herself. After all, she was the only one who could force herself to get better. And it felt so impossible that only anger provided enough fuel to get her off her ass and out here shooting at cans so terribly she was a danger to the local ground rodent population.

      It had been six weeks since they had moved into their new base on Aurora. Six weeks of devoted commitment to her physical therapy. Six weeks in which her stiff, torn muscles began to move more fluidly. Sunny had dropped her daily pain medication down to almost nothing, and Jaya could now walk without the support of crutches or one of the many waiting arms. Sure, if she spent too many hours on her feet, that ache in her back flared and her legs turned unreliable. She had stumbled a few times, trying to learn her limits. But those limits expanded daily.

      She held the plasma pistol with its barrel pointed down a few feet in front of her, waiting for the twitchy feeling in her arms to subside and her heart to stop its pounding.

      Jaya lined up another shot, eyes focused on the empty canister she had placed on the stone bench a few paces ahead. Her breathing was still ragged, so she steadied it. In for a slow count, out for even longer. She felt nothing of that slowing, that intense drawing away of all distraction. That was gone, had been for months now. But she felt something else—a steely resolve, a deep understanding of the placement of her limbs, a comfort with the discomfort.

      She fired. The beam caught the edge of the can, sent it skittering off to the side to land in the soft moss.

      “I’m amazed our neighbors are okay with you turning our garden into a shooting range.”

      She jumped at Uncle Simon’s voice. That continued to be one of the hardest things to adjust to. The loss of sharpness in her senses left her vulnerable to surprise. Before, she had always sensed someone coming up behind her, but now…

      She let out a sharp breath, trying to keep the sudden fear from poisoning her reaction to her uncle, and turned around to give him an irked smile.

      “It’s a neighborhood full of soldiers,” she said.

      Simon drew out one of the chairs from the outdoor table and settled himself down, the smile on his broad face still somewhat tense. She made them all tense, these days, and the recognition of that still pained her, an ache as powerful as the ones that lingered in her muscles.

      She turned the gun off and replaced it in her holster, pulling out another chair to join her uncle.

      “You’ve been shooting that gun a lot,” he said.

      Jaya heard the question in his voice, even though he tried to cast it as a neutral statement. Uncle Simon had never been very good at subterfuge.

      “I’m sick of feeling helpless,” she said. “I want to be part of the fight still.”

      “You’ve already done enough,” he urged, and she heard the wistfulness in his voice.

      Her uncles wanted her to stay out of it. To fold herself into the life they had built over the last year on Hacama with Shirina and Jaime. The life they had brought with them to Aurora. She wanted that, too, with all her heart. Her days had become warmer, filled with Uncle Aman’s belly laughs and Uncle Simon’s hearty cooking. Shirina watched her with the keen dark eyes her son had inherited, always ready with a joke to surprise her into a laugh when she began to grow melancholy, and Jaime brought books back from the library on Aurora’s main campus, reading excitedly from the first page and thrusting them into whatever hands were willing to receive the gift.

      In the evenings, the six of them sat around the dinner table, the conversations turning easily around each other, immune to interruptions of pass the bread or remind me to come back to this. It never seemed to matter where the conversation began, or how the subgroups broke off in discussion. It always ended with the six of them groaning at their swollen stomachs and laughing at whatever joke had cut through the rest, surviving to the end of the night on fragments of itself repeated with a shaking head.

      But every morning, she woke with the dawn and remembered Luka’s promise. The words he had spoken to her before the battle on Hermia: When we win this. And she had to stifle the sudden rush of tears, the closing of her throat, because she was no longer a part of it.

      “I know. But I want to do more.” Sure, she was included in some of the leadership meetings now. But she wasn’t there anymore. And she wasn’t really here, either. “And I won’t ever get better if I don’t practice. The hardest part is in the beginning. If I give up now, I won’t improve. If I keep practicing, then eventually it will feel natural again.”

      She was talking to her uncle, but she recognized the words as a reminder to herself. A chant always flowing just beneath the surface of her attention.

      Simon’s mouth quirked up in a sad smile. “You sound just like your mother.”

      The sounds of the garden settled in around them, local birds twittering and the quiet drip of water from the still-full drain pipes. Simon frowned over at his row of plants, and Jaya saw him add another item to his ever-growing checklist of odd jobs. He was content here, puttering around the home. And Aman, too. They had earned their retirement.

      Jaya hadn’t. Not yet.

      Some part of her would always be restless, always be pulling her away. To face her father. To make him account for all he had done. For Armstrong. For Kier. For everyone that had been lost to his senseless violence and cruel manipulation. This need burned in her, a hot coal in her chest.

      “What was he like?” The question bubbled up from somewhere deep in her, not entirely unexpected, but also not planned. “When Mama first met him.”

      Back before he was Richard Emory, when he was Andrew Morgan instead.

      Simon’s face darkened and he sighed bitterly.

      “Your father was always a troubled man,” he said. “But we all were. Our experiences cut us deep, and we all nursed our wounds in different ways. He had big dreams, big ideas. He believed he could find the answers if he just worked hard enough.”

      Jaya nodded, remembering the way expectation had radiated off her father, driving him always forward. She remembered the bitter cold in his eyes when faced with failures, whether his own or those of another. The other was usually Kier.

      “He adored Abigail,” Simon continued. “He looked at her like he couldn’t see anything else. He made her forget what we had lost.”

      Jaya swallowed the pit in her throat, turning her attention to unfastening the holster from her waist and balancing it on her knees.

      “Did you ever know anything about his work?”

      Simon didn’t answer, his frown still fixed on the garden. For a moment, Jaya wondered if he had even heard her question, but then he rubbed at his forehead and looked back at her.

      “He met your mother at the darkest time in her life,” Simon said. “But I remember when she came home from downtown one day, smiling so wide it looked like it hurt. She had gone in to pick up a part for one of the machines—spending money we didn’t have, but couldn’t afford not to spend. Our father had resigned himself to more debt, hoping the harvest that year would bring a chance to clear it.

      “So I remember that smile on her face, because we hadn’t seen many smiles that year. And here was my big sister, who had been shouldering so much of the burden, looking like she’d discovered a miraculous plant that would grow Union credits and thrive in any conditions.”

      He shifted, pressing his palms against his knees and letting out a breath through his nose. Jaya’s hands stopped fidgeting on her weapon, and she leaned forward.

      “I badgered her about it, of course. And she told me she’d met someone while she was out. Some kind of businessman, she thought. Handsome and charming. Well, she didn’t say as much, but her blushing told me that part. He had collided with her, spilled coffee all down her clothes. He bought the part for her, in apology.”

      Simon gave a low whistle, as Jaya imagined he must have back when her mother was telling him about her chance meeting with this stranger.

      “He bought the part?” Jaya prompted.

      “That’s what I said. She said it was a grand gesture, but that single part cost ten times anything in her wardrobe.” He shook his head. “Excessive.”

      “I never trust a grand gesture.”

      Simon looked at her out of the corner of his eyes. “You get that from me. But your mother was head over heels the moment Drew showed up with his charm and his grand gestures.”

      Jaya chewed at her lower lip.

      They sat in silence for a long moment, the sun warming the fabric of her shirt against her skin and sparkling off the lingering droplets of water on the plants as it rose higher in the sky, invading the shadows.

      “Anyway,” Simon said, “he found out where she lived and came by the farm. Charmed our parents right away. He said he was a scientist, a government contractor. Said he was on New Sheffield for business, but never really said what a scientist would want with a town full of farms. Might have been doing agricultural research, but he slipped past our questions like weeds sneak by a farmhand, tunneling into the dirt only to pop up somewhere else later with no warning.”

      “So he was on a business trip when he met Mama.”

      Simon shrugged. “That’s what he said.”

      He pulled a packet of seeds from his pocket and turned them over in his hands. His face reddened as he looked away from Jaya, and she bit back a smile.

      “Come on, Uncle Simon,” she said. “That’s not all.”

      He spluttered out a laugh. “Am I that obvious?”

      “To someone who spent a decade in intel? Yeah.”

      Simon sighed and rubbed at his jaw, where a thick copper stubble indicated he hadn’t shaved yet today. “Fine,” he said. “I still don’t know much about your father’s work. You probably know more than I do. But I do know this.”

      He took in a deep breath, and something about the way that breath stuttered sent a shiver through Jaya. She leaned back in her chair, its frame pressing into her spine, steadying her.

      “Your mother changed after she married him. She was happy a lot of the time, that’s for sure. Especially when you and your brother were born. I know she was glad to have music again, and people she could share it with. But she had new worries too.”

      “Did she ever tell you what she was worried about?”

      “She probably told me more than she should have,” Simon said. “They lived on New Sheffield for a few years after they married, before your brother was born. Your father was gone a lot, working. And Abby—well, Abby told me she didn’t like the people he worked with.”

      “She met them?” Jaya asked.

      “I don’t know if she ever met them in person. But she knew enough about them to be scared of them. I told her not to trust a person who consorts with folks like that, but it only made her angry. She didn’t want to hear that she’d married the wrong person.”

      But in Simon’s tone was the suggestion that his sister knew what she didn’t want to hear. That she had begun to understand the trade-offs for the life she had chosen. That grand gestures sometimes came with locked closets, and that she had seen inside enough of them to be afraid.

      Jaya wasn’t sure how any of this helped their cause, but it scratched some deep itch she hadn’t even noticed until just now. It brought both pain and relief.

      A cloud passed overhead, marring the once-clear sky, and Simon squinted up at it.

      He looked at Jaya and held up his packet of seeds. “I’m going to get these in the ground before more clouds follow that one.”

      “Smart,” Jaya said, releasing her uncle from his storytelling. His shoulders relaxed visibly. “With all the rain we’ve had, can’t count on the skies staying clear for good.”

      “Spoken like a New Sheffield native.” Simon grinned at her, but his eyes were lined.

      She returned the smile and watched him as he crossed to one of the few remaining brown patches of unplanted soil, then knelt.

      Despite their cautious words, the shadow passed over the sun quickly and Jaya found herself squinting against the glare of full sunlight. She was submerged in the light and the quiet of the garden, her hand still on her gun, but her mind elsewhere.
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      The news arrived that evening as they sat at dinner. A biological attack in the colonies, on a small planet called Suwon. Hundreds of thousands of lives wiped out in an afternoon. A video followed the breaking of the news, and if Jaya hadn’t already started to turn her focus back on her father, the smooth voice that narrated the video would have sparked that desire for justice. For vengeance.

      Rhodes called them over to his home as the aurora blazed high in the sky. Sal was already in the kitchen of the blue house next door, sprawled in a chair and kneading his forehead with long fingers. Shea sat nearby, their hands clasped on their knees.

      Kier’s voice rang in Jaya’s head, the recycled clips warping in her ears. Every syllable reached her with an echo of Kier’s death rattle chasing it like a ghost, the long hiss of his last breath hidden beneath every rounded vowel. Jaya took the offered chair next to Shea at the kitchen table, legs trembling, as Luka situated himself in the seat beside her.

      “How is this possible?” he asked.

      Rhodes paced the narrow space between the kitchen and the living room, fingers clasped together behind his back, his lips pressed into a thin line.

      “Which part?” he asked. “The biological attack or the video?”

      “The video,” Luka replied.

      “We’ve seen the bioweapon before,” Jaya said flatly. She looked at Rhodes, whose nostrils flared at the memory she knew he was sharing: the desolation of a human colony, the windswept emptiness of the fields as they faced the very first Sons of Priam attack.

      “We’re trying to get boots on the ground to confirm,” Rhodes said, his feet tracing a restless figure-eight on the synthetic-wood floor. “But I’d wager it’s the same weapon. Or a variant of it.”

      His tone sent a chill through Jaya. Emory could no longer use the enhancements to keep his upper hand in direct conflict, and the Resistance fleet had won a few decisive skirmishes on the borders of the strongest pockets of Resistance support. He was falling back on the methods he had used before he was at the helm of the Union Navy. Fear and terror. Widespread death and violence.

      “He’s panicking,” Vargas said, although her voice made the phrase a question rather than a statement. “We thought this might happen now that we have a fleet. Now that he doesn’t have the advantage of the enhancements.”

      Luka frowned. “He’ll start acting more erratically. That’s not necessarily good for us. We don’t know the extent of his capabilities to do damage.”

      “We hope to know more once we can assess the attack,” Rhodes said. “Suwon was one of the newest colonies to join the Resistance. I assume that’s why Emory was able to get in—there’s always some chaos as colonies adapt to the change.”

      Jaya was watching as Sal continued to knead at his forehead. “Sal.” His head jerked up at her voice. “Did you find something?”

      He folded his arms across his chest and took a deep breath.

      “It’s all fake,” he said. “I ran the analysis tools, and it’s all generated from the old vids.”

      Jaya let out a breath, the tremor in her legs rushing up her body with that release. She clasped her hands together tightly in her lap. “So Emory is trying to maintain the facade.”

      “I’ll confess that I don’t entirely understand this move from Emory,” Rhodes said. “He had turned more strategic after the mutiny. There was a clear enemy: us.”

      “Our intelligence from Argos also suggests a much more traditional approach to fighting us,” Luka said. “Admiral Reid was spearheading the military efforts, we assumed so that Emory could focus on building relationships and developing his new technologies. Could our attack on Hermia have disrupted that division of power?”

      “Would we have heard about something like that?” Rhodes asked. “If naval command was split, wouldn’t Gemma have seen something?”

      “Not if Emory’s attack on Suwon was done on his own,” Jaya noted. “He wouldn’t have needed the support of the Navy for something like that. He orchestrated identical attacks long before he was the chief commanding officer.”

      “But there’s still a clear enemy. We’re still the focus of the Union’s efforts. So why kill so indiscriminately? Suwon wasn’t a strategic target. He gained nothing by attacking them.”

      “Nothing except to inflict pain,” Jaya said. She was thinking back to what her uncle had said: her mother’s fear, her father’s locked closets.

      The itch returned, now that she recognized it for what it was. Her father had left a trail, as anyone does. He may have done a better job covering it than most, but if Jaya had learned anything in the last decade, it was how to pick up a trail gone cold.

      There is always another layer to uncover. It was something Armstrong had said to her more than once in her time on the Avalon. She might not have any of the gifts her father had bestowed on her, but she had a data pad full of loose puzzle pieces and years of experience putting them together.

      And she had a family history. She had access to something no one else in this galaxy did: Emory’s life before his meteoric rise.

      She had put so many of her questions on hold after learning who her father was. She had stopped trying to put a narrative to the story about her mother’s death and her brother’s kidnapping. There had been no time for theoretical exercises like that; what mattered was who she was facing. And who she could trust. But now, she began to wonder if those questions had a place in their fight. Her father’s origins might help her understand his actions now. Maybe even help her see how to stop him.

      There was another layer here to uncover, she was sure of it.
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      “Miserable excuses for allies,” Ezana spat, pushing back in her seat and rubbing at her temples.

      “I’m surprised,” Mara said, loosening her hands from the tight fists she had been holding them in throughout the meetings. Her tongue stung from biting it—the only way she had found to effectively prevent herself from snapping at the nobility who were their only allies inside the Empire.

      “Surprised that they’re clinging so hard to their petty favors? Surprised that they only want you to be the Empress if it means they get expanded powers, additional perks, greater shares of the corrupt flow of money they’re all so fucking used to?”

      This time, Mara’s eyebrows shot up. Ezana looked at her and gave a short laugh, her face crumpling into a weary smile and then smoothing back into a look of resignation.

      “I’m not surprised about any of that,” Mara said. “I’m surprised at how strong your feelings are.”

      “I couldn’t reveal my frustration in the meeting,” Ezana said. “I had to temper your short fuse, to start. There always has to be a cool head, someone to manage the moods in the room, play them off each other.”

      “I’m impressed, is all.”

      Ezana gave a weary, lopsided shrug. “That’s my strength. Yours is”—she paused, looking Mara over slowly—“strength, I guess.”

      “I have more skills than that.” Mara sat up straighter, flustered. Ezana’s lingering look kindled a heat in her stomach.

      “Yes, well, they all seem to fall in the same general category.”

      Mara stood and removed her tailored jacket, draping it over one of the elegant chairs that furnished one of the less opulent sitting rooms in the Empress’s wing, where Mara had reluctantly moved after the coronation. She stretched, rocking up onto the balls of her feet. The gentle pull in her muscles swept relief over her. She looked back at Ezana, who was still watching her.

      “What?”

      “If we’re going to win over the remaining undecided nobles, we have to show them that we can manage the Empire.”

      Mara frowned. “How exactly are we supposed to do that?”

      “We have to strengthen our relationships. You have the mandate of the people, for the most part. Common nareians support you overwhelmingly. But to get someone like Nazara of Petras to back you, we have to show that we still have the endorsement of our traditional allies. You need to meet with the krolin premier.”

      The Krolin Commonwealth was the largest and most advanced vassal state of the Nareian Empire, but they were one of many. In the early days of the Empire, Narei had colonized every fledgling civilization they stumbled on, building them up and providing technology and economic support in exchange for fealty and tribute. It was part of what had caused conflict with the humans when they first appeared on the scene—Narei had followed their usual playbook, only to discover the humans were more advanced than most of their previous conquests. Humanity had already essentially destroyed its own homeworld, and they were popping up everywhere in the galaxy. Narei was unable to contain them, and finally an uneasy peace had been negotiated.

      Unfortunately, the United Human Nations’ success in not only avoiding becoming another vassal state of Narei but achieving equal political footing had emboldened the krolin, who had been chafing under nareian rule for nearly a century before the humans appeared. They had become increasingly belligerent in recent decades.

      Mara made a sound of disgust in her throat. “The only thing worse than krolin gang leaders is krolin politicians.”

      “Is there really a difference?” Ezana’s mouth curved in a sardonic smile.

      Mara laughed. “I suppose not. So I need to meet with the premier.”

      “Yes. You should probably do a tour, in fact. A diplomatic tour to the friends of the Empire would do a lot to strengthen our position both here and abroad.”

      “Sending me on a diplomatic tour is probably not our strongest move.”

      “I agree,” Ezana said. “But we need support, or we will fail and another noble family will shoulder in and rule Narei however they see fit. You think it would be any better than your mother’s era?”

      Ezana leaned forward, fixing Mara with her pale blue gaze, her fingers interlaced on the table in a pose that was both elegant and forceful. Mara frowned. She knew her place, and it was not at the negotiating table.

      “We’re trying to establish a new government in the middle of galactic political upheaval,” Ezana continued. “On the one hand, that’s a good time for change, because change is already in the fabric of the universe. On the other hand, we need allies. Emory and the Union are out of the question, but we can work on the szacante. Eventually, you will need to meet with the Arbiter, but we’ll work our way up to that. You should start practicing your diplomatic skills on people you already have a decent relationship with.”

      “The hami?”

      Ezana laughed at that, pushing back in her seat and folding her hands in her lap. “The hami will never take sides in a war, you know that. I’m talking about the people who are trying to do the same thing we are.”

      “The Human Resistance Movement,” Mara said.

      “Exactly. They’re a natural ally, and they’ve recently relocated inside nareian space. I’ll arrange a visit for you. An official state visit—your first ever.”

      “I’m so excited,” Mara drawled.

      Ezana arched an eyebrow. “I know you’re used to doing things alone. But as long as you’re on the throne of Narei, that’s not an option. You think we need to show our strength, and I agree. But one of the ways to do that is to have friends. You’ll see.”

      “I’m sure you’re right.”

      And Mara was sure, she just wasn’t as confident in her own ability to learn as Ezana seemed to be.
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      Mara arrived on Cela—the planet called Aurora by its human occupants—with two dozen Imperial Guards and three palace staff to manage Mara’s schedule and daily needs. It was embarrassing, the sudden infusion of formality and ritual and photo ops into a meeting with people she had previous dealt with as a rogue bounty hunter. She had barely spoken with the Resistance leadership since their attack on Hermia—a few rushed calls with John Rhodes aside, most of their exchanges of information had come through encrypted messages and one-way voice calls since Mara had evaded the attempted assassination.

      She debarked at the space port, flanked by two squads of Imperial Guards. The port was sealed off from the small public—mostly employees of Aurora Corp—but the Resistance had sent a greeting party. Five figures, stark in the bright daylight. Mara recognized them as she drew closer—the members of Resistance leadership she had known the longest, standing in a row of identical straight spines and hands clasped at their backs.

      Luka brought up the left side of their formation, his eyes narrowed slightly, either against the glare of the sun or in response to Mara’s approach. She still couldn’t tell with him: his exterior was still sharp with her, in contrast to the gentle sensitivity she’d seen him demonstrate toward others. Next to him was Jaya, copper hair secured in a tight braid, that familiar determined look on her face. Rhodes carried just as much of that determination in the powerful lines of his shoulders, his dark skin warm in the sun’s glow. Onyema stood next to Rhodes, looking as much like royalty as Mara in her expensive suit and a proud expression on her high cheekbones and full lips. And finally, Sal brought up the right end, a lopsided smirk on his face and curls hanging into his eyes.

      As Mara drew closer, she saw the scars on Jaya’s face: a thin white line that ran along her temple, and another that cut across her lower lip. She noticed, as well, the slight curvature in Jaya’s stance, evidence of fatigue. Fatigue that bruised the skin beneath her eyes. Rhodes had told Mara of the injuries Jaya sustained on Hermia, but this was the first she was seeing of the original leader of the Resistance since then.

      Jaya was the first to speak when Mara came to a stop in front of them. The reporters—who had arrived the day before and gone through rigorous security screening by the Resistance and an advance team of Imperial Guard—pressed in, recording the first formal interaction between the Empress of Narei and the leader of the Human Resistance Movement.

      “We welcome you to Cela, your Imperial Majesty.” A hint of a playful smile softened Jaya’s disciplined expression, a private acknowledgement of the strangeness of the situation as she ducked her head in a polite bow.

      Mara noted also the uneasiness in Jaya’s movements, a stiffness in her posture and the faint tremor in her hands the only betrayal. Her face revealed nothing of the effort it must have taken to display such strength and stability, and Mara returned the bow with one of her own—one of genuine admiration.

      “I’m pleased to be here,” Mara replied, when she had drawn herself back up to her full height. “I look forward to a fruitful conversation and a long and healthy alliance between our people.”

      At Jaya’s invitation, they proceeded to a train of aircars, ready to take the Resistance and the imperial visitors alike to the Hotel Cela. There, Gunnar Danielsen introduced Mara to the assembled crowd—a moderate-sized gathering of Resistance fighters and their political coalition as well as employees of Aurora Corp—and then Mara found herself standing at a podium, looking out on two hundred mostly human faces.

      She began the speech that Ezana had written for her, thanking the humans for welcoming her and laying out their shared needs and goals—two nations striving to shift from autocracy to democracy. The message was clear, but Mara strained to make herself fit the stately tone of Ezana’s speech. Throat dry, shoulders stiff, she formed each word deliberately, careful not to crush the perfect structure of Ezana’s work with her own social clumsiness.

      After, Mara was ushered into a conference room, where she sat as a stream of visitors cycled through for private meetings. Meetings with Gunn and his board, extending their lease on Cela, discussing possible increases in future business for the Nareian Imperial Fleet. Mara conjured up her most imperial manners, dredging from the muck of her childhood lessons and observing her own mother. These purchases were the domain of their newly empowered prime minister, but Mara—powerless as she was—still had to field the requests. She inserted the phrases Ezana and the prime minister insisted on, imbuing them with as much royal feeling as she could.

      Then there were meetings with the Resistance, and these were easier for Mara. These meetings were about strategy. About resources. About battles.

      “Are you certain the enhanced soldiers aren’t a threat anymore?” Mara asked, leaning back in her seat at the conference table later that afternoon. The remnants of a luncheon still sat on a cart lined with platters and carafes.

      “We were able to counter them effectively with these,” Sal said, pulling a small, round gadget from his pocket and holding it up. “It neutralizes the enhancements within a small range. These babies won us five shipyards, and they were so devastating that we haven’t seen a single enhanced soldier since about four weeks after Hermia.”

      He tossed the device at Mara, who caught it out of the air and held it out in the flat of her palm. It didn’t look like much, but her palm drive activated immediately, requesting to scan and interface with the tool. She turned it on, and a radius of effectiveness popped up, superimposed on a map of the hotel’s conference center.

      “We think Emory realized quickly that it was a waste of resources to continue with that project,” Rhodes said. “I’m not sure what he’s done with the ones already enhanced. We know he has his own method for neutralizing the modifications. But with our devices in the field, the enhancements became more of a liability than an asset.”

      Mara nodded to the little device. “Nice work.”

      Sal grinned. “You can keep that one. I’ve got plenty now.”

      “We can’t help much with your civil war just yet,” Rhodes said, leaning his elbows on the table. “It’s all we can to do hold our own spaces against Emory and continue production at the shipyards.”

      “We’re making progress, though,” Vargas said. It had been more than a year since she had helped Mara break the crew of the Avalon out of a Union prison, and she no longer walked with a cane. She crossed tattooed arms over her chest, looking confident in her new role.

      Mara’s palm drive pinged with incoming data, sent by Rhodes. She looked it over, scrolling through numbers and dates.

      “We’ll keep you up to date,” Rhodes said, “in case our timeline changes. Our fleet is young, but we’ve been able to hold Emory off as more colonies come to our side. Even press into his space a little. Soon, we should be able to provide support.”

      “Even after these attacks, we’re gaining ground against the Union,” Luka added. “The war is going our way, if much more slowly than we’d like.”

      These attacks. Emory had unleashed a second biological attack, this time on a colony that had been wavering about declaring its support for the Resistance. That made two attacks on civilian colonies in as many weeks, on sites that were poor strategic choices. The video that followed the second attack was rushed, sloppy. A quick justification, a pointing of fingers at this fictional enemy the Union was equating with the Resistance.

      Mara glanced at Jaya, whose eyebrows were drawn together in concern.

      “What about this latest attack?” Mara asked. “There are rumblings that Emory is unstable. Should I be worried—” She broke off, clearing her throat again, and rephrased. “Does Narei need to be worried about Emory going supernova?”

      An awkward pause greeted her question. Rhodes glanced at Jaya, who met his eyes and pressed her lips together in a half-grimace.

      “We aren’t sure,” Jaya said, looking back at Mara. “You’re right, the Sons of Priam videos feel like hasty cover-ups. It’s possible these attacks were impulsive and irrational, that there’s some power struggle happening between Emory and his admirals.”

      “Our person on the inside doesn’t have eyes on Emory,” Luka added. “She can’t speak to his state of mind. But we are aware of the possibility.”

      “Too bad we don’t have friends in such high places anymore,” Mara muttered.

      Silence greeted her words. Mara knew some of what had happened with Kier more than four months ago—that after she had arranged the meeting, he had died, but not before providing the Resistance with critical intelligence. He had been erratic as well, the son of Richard Emory. And he’d had the closest view. If they had only known what to ask.

      “Unfortunately,” Jaya said, breaking the silence with slow, careful words, “that asset was likely already compromised when he contacted you.”

      The meaning was clear: We’re lucky we got what we did. Mara met Jaya’s gaze. She saw how difficult it was for this woman just to sit here. Mara didn’t miss that she winced with every motion. She didn’t miss the careful reserve of her face when she spoke about her dead brother.

      “Well, then,” Mara said. “I guess we’ll have to make do.”
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      This place is worse than the palace, Mara thought as she tossed her jacket on the bed. She looked around the room’s impersonal clean lines and optimally spaced furnishings, her eyes searching for something her mind had not yet named. And then she turned around and went straight back out the door, her entourage of Imperial Guards changing course smoothly and swiftly to follow her.

      The lobby was quiet—most of the Resistance leadership had already left for their homes. The light outside was dimming, the deep blue sky twinkling through the cut-glass ceiling like a massive sapphire. Mara glanced up at it. It was beautiful, she had to admit.

      Mara made straight for the empty bar. The press had been whisked away on a tour of Aurora Corp by its CEO, and this part of the hotel was quiet and private, for now. She looked over the counter. No one was there.

      “There’s no bartender?”

      “It appears not, Your Majesty,” one of her guards replied. “If you’d like, we can contact Mr. Danielsen and—”

      “No, don’t bother,” Mara said. She was about to turn back around when the lone employee at the hotel front desk came running over.

      “Your Majesty.” The human bowed awkwardly. “How can I help you?”

      “What’ve you got?” Mara asked, following the young man closely as he rounded the bar and began unlocking cabinets. She tried to ignore the clamor as he stumbled through the motions, one eye on her, still half bowing. As he pulled bottles and glassware out of the cabinets, Mara grabbed a half-full bottle from his hands and a glass from the counter and walked away from him, holding the bottle aloft.

      “Y-your Majesty,” he stammered, his arms full of what appeared to be the bar’s entire set of mixology tools.

      “Add this to the bill,” she called over her shoulder. “The whole bottle.”

      She heard him returning everything to the cabinets behind her, but she paused, noticing the only other occupant of the space.

      Luka sat at one of the tables, out of sight from the lobby and facing a piano whose lid was closed and bench pushed in. An instrument at rest, as quiet as the rest of the room. His feet were propped on a chair, his hands folded in his lap. He looked up at her, his expression turning from pensive to annoyed instantly.

      Mara walked toward him and took a seat one table over. Her guards spaced themselves at the entrance and around the room, moving quietly in their light armor. She removed the cap from the bottle and poured a deep glass, holding it up toward Luka.

      “Care to join me?”

      “Join you? I was here first.”

      Mara narrowed her eyes at him. She took a drink from her glass set it back down on the table. “I thought you would have gone home with the others.”

      “I have another meeting later,” he said. “And I like it in here. It was quiet.”

      “Yeah, this is a great spot.” Mara couldn’t help poking at him with a flash of a grin.

      Luka turned his face back toward the piano, kneading at his forehead with two fingers.

      “How’s the Nasdenika treating you?” Mara asked.

      “Got shot down.”

      Mara sat up straighter at that. “You killed my ship?”

      “My ship.”

      “That was a good ship.”

      “Take it up with the Union Navy.”

      Mara chewed on that for a moment, rotating the glass in her hand, watching as the light caught the pattern cut into the crystal and sparkled like the lobby outside. She let out a sigh, not realizing she was doing it until she heard the sound of her own breath. Luka looked back up at her—his annoyed expression had shifted to a more curious one.

      He sighed then too, a resigned imitation of Mara’s own, and stood. He pulled out the seat beside her. “I’ll help you with that bottle.”

      Mara only had one glass, so she slid it toward him, uncorking the bottle again. She made to pour more into his glass, but Luka covered it hastily with his hand.

      “Whoa, slow down,” he said. “I said I would help, not take care of it for you.”

      “If you think I’m generous enough to give you everything in this bottle, you clearly don’t know me very well.”

      He smiled at that, a ghost of a grin that said he was just humoring her. It irked her, but she wasn’t exactly flush with choices for company right now. She would take it. She raised the bottle.

      “I guess I should toast to our alliance,” she said.

      Luka raised his glass. “To our alliance.”

      They drank, Mara taking a swig from the bottle and Luka sipping from the glass.

      “That was my first state speech,” Mara said.

      Luka watched her, his eyes unreadable, like obsidian mirrors. She saw herself reflected back in them, and she took another drink.

      “It wasn’t bad,” Luka said.

      Mara grimaced. “Don’t lie.”

      “I’m not.” Luka’s tone was mild. “It was a little stiff.”

      “What else should it be?” Mara snapped. “I’m a monarch now. I’m supposed to be formal.”

      He leaned back in his seat and studied her. “Formal doesn’t have to mean stiff. You can still be passionate.”

      “Maybe I have no passion for this.”

      Luka laughed outright at that, and Mara raised her eyebrows at him.

      “I’ll believe you hate this,” he said. “I’ll never believe you have no passion.”

      She chuckled too. “Fine,” she said, taking another drink. “I fucking hate this.”

      “I can tell.”

      Mara sighed. “I’m supposed to learn something from all this.”

      Luka frowned slightly into his drink.

      “How do you do it?” Mara asked.

      He shot her a surprised look. “I’m not a diplomat.”

      “You have people skills. What am I missing?”

      Luka considered her question for a while, and Mara did her best to bite her tongue, swallowing her impatience with more liquor.

      Finally, he answered. “You’re very focused on action. That’s not a bad thing. But you deal with people the same way.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean you’re sharp. You notice things, but you use that to wound. You wouldn’t be half bad at diplomacy if you could learn not to blurt out the meanest thing that came to your mind every time.”

      “Where’s the fun in that?”

      “That’s just it—you’re always looking for a reaction. I get it. It gives you time to hide your own emotions.” Mara opened her mouth, but he raised his hand, cutting her off. “You use your observations to wound indiscriminately instead of applying pressure in the right places.”

      Mara considered that. She did seem to have a preternatural ability to poke at soft spots, usually before she even had time to think about the consequences.

      “Everyone is carrying something,” Luka said. “I try to understand that. Try to adjust how I interact with them. It makes it a lot easier to connect, to have compassion, when you think about it that way.”

      “Everyone is carrying something,” Mara repeated.

      He nodded.

      “Even Richard Emory?” Her tone was a challenge, and his eyes flashed in response. Anger, yes, but she saw him calm it as fast as it had risen.

      “Even Richard Emory,” he said. “Compassion is not the same as weakness.”

      “Why didn’t you ever get into politics?”

      “I didn’t have the education or the money or the connections. No one would have listened to me.”

      “You might be surprised.”

      He shrugged. “Maybe. I also didn’t have the stomach for it.”

      “What about your political coalition?”

      He grimaced. “I don’t have the stomach for it,” he repeated, but he sounded less certain.

      “That’s what this is good for,” Mara said, raising the bottle.

      Something else lit in his eyes, and Mara suddenly felt exposed. His words came back to her: Compassion is not the same as weakness. She put the bottle down.

      “Defensiveness makes you easy to manipulate,” Luka said. “You think the walls keep people out, but they just show everyone what you’re trying to protect.” He drained his glass and slid it back to her. “I need to get to my other meeting. I hope you find it.”

      “Find what?”

      “Whatever it is you’re missing,” he said, giving an easy shrug as he walked backward away from her. “Don’t forget that you’re allowed to care. It’ll make you stronger.”
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      This time, Jaya intended the question exactly the way it came out.

      “What was he like when you knew him?”

      Onyema didn’t look surprised, not the way Simon had. When Jaya had asked for a private meeting with Onyema while she was on Aurora for Mara’s state visit, the request had been accepted without hesitation. As if she had known it was coming. Now, seated across from her, Onyema sized Jaya up with a cool gaze. She responded with a warning.

      “Trying to get inside his head will only lead to frustration,” she said in a level voice. “I know.”

      It was an answer in a way, but it wasn’t enough for Jaya.

      “I’m not trying to get in his head,” Jaya said, presenting the half-truth like it was gospel. “I’m trying to map out his path. Find whatever breadcrumbs he left.”

      Onyema gave a low chuckle. “You know as well as I do that he’s a man who leaves very few clues to follow.”

      “Few. Not none. And how would he have known when I was a child that I would become his enemy someday?”

      Onyema lifted an eyebrow, her lips curling in cold amusement. “I wouldn’t underestimate the depth of his paranoia.”

      Jaya set her jaw. She stared Onyema down, and the older woman’s smile turned softer. Onyema leaned back in her chair, crossing her legs.

      They sat in the front room of Onyema’s suite in the hotel, the decor a stiff corporate attempt at cross-cultural blending. Stylized renderings of nareian iconography skirted the walls, their crimson brushstrokes almost kissing the ceiling. The furniture was stark black and gray, with smart-foam cushions that appeared as hard as a metal bench but gave pleasantly beneath their weight.

      Onyema’s hand kneaded at her collarbone absently, her eyes still fixed on Jaya.

      “He was full of zeal.” Her words came out slow and smooth as honey. “We used to spend hours walking the botanical gardens on Argos, talking about the things we would accomplish. I truly believed he wanted to set the Union on the right path. He accepted my hatred of the Navy so thoroughly that I knew he had experienced their darkness too.”

      “But he never talked about what he experienced?”

      Onyema shook her head, the motion delicate.

      “Did you tell him about your experiences?”

      “I told him enough that he knew I was angry.”

      Jaya remembered the look that had flashed across Luka’s face the first time he had told her about his time in the Navy. How all she had needed to understand was contained in the tension in his voice and one single sentence: I honored my first contract, and then I left.

      “It’s a waste of your energy,” Onyema said, “to worry about who your father was. You have to face him as he is now.”

      Jaya closed her mouth, keeping her thoughts to herself. No one was frozen in time. Every single life in the galaxy was a product of each experience that led them to the present. People who wanted to forget the past usually had something there they wanted to leave behind.

      “Did he ever talk about anyone from his past?” Jaya asked.

      “Your father had enemies then, as he does now. It would be naive to believe I was the only person actively working against your father under the cover of darkness. You should question their motives as much as you questioned mine.” Jaya opened her mouth to protest, but Onyema interrupted her. “Don’t deny it. I saw it in your face the first time we met. And on many occasions after that. And frankly, I admire you for it. You would have been unwise to not examine someone like me, arriving on the scene with the promise of resources and support in such a convenient manner.”

      Jaya absorbed the compliment, barbed and dangerous as it felt. Her discomfort with Onyema was a many-layered thing. The woman’s power and persuasiveness were undeniable, and the way she made leadership seem so effortless had set Jaya’s teeth on edge with something she now recognized as envy. And then there was her history with Emory—with Jaya’s father. Jaya wanted those missing pieces laid bare so she could understand how they fit into the larger puzzle, and yet she felt the resistance from Onyema, a firm boundary in space.

      “He was charming and passionate when I knew him,” Onyema said. “But he was also very paranoid. Before we had an office, when we met in public spaces, he would always make sure our walks through the botanical gardens were in the quieter hours and the less-trafficked spaces. I knew he had a past, as did I. I didn’t press him about it. But I was warned.”

      “Warned?”

      “I received an anonymous message just before I provided Richard with the startup funding for TA Tech. It said he was responsible for the death of his wife, and that I should walk away before I became his next fatality.”

      “You received this message before you funded him?”

      “Yes.”

      “Do you still have a copy?”

      Onyema nodded, her eyes sharp. “I have it. But like I said, it was anonymous. It contained no clues as to its sender, and I was never able to trace it.”

      Jaya frowned. Someone had been watching her father long before his alter ego had become a household name. Someone wanted him to fail long before success was even a slim possibility—so why hadn’t that someone just killed him?

      Her father’s military service had ended before he met Jaya’s mother, according to his discharge paperwork. But Jaya was beginning to wonder if those records told the entire story. Her father’s paranoia, her mother’s fear, and Onyema’s mysterious warning all suggested his government contracting work had deeper roots than she had imagined. That perhaps their move to Hermia had less to do with affordable land and low construction costs for the facilities he wanted to build, and more to do with how remote it was. How easy for her father to conduct business that few would bother to ask about.

      “Send it to me,” Jaya said. “Maybe Sal will be able to find something in it.”

      “I will,” Onyema said. “But don’t be surprised if it turns up nothing.”

      Jaya thanked her and stood, her hand on the back of her chair to ensure the motion was smooth.

      Onyema gave her a narrow smile. “Your brother was with him at the time. I met him a few times, saw them interact. I didn’t know who he was then, but I knew he and your father had a complicated relationship. I could see it.”

      “Kier only ever wanted our father’s approval.”

      “He was your father’s weakness. And he’s gone now.”

      Jaya shook her head. “He has other weaknesses. And I intend to find them.”

      She turned away, walking toward the door with cautious steps. Onyema’s voice interrupted her exit, and she paused, putting a hand against the doorframe to steady herself.

      “You’re determined, Captain Mill,” Onyema said. Jaya looked back. Onyema watched her, legs still crossed elegantly, hands folded in her lap. “Be careful that your determination doesn’t turn to single-mindedness.”
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      Jaya was sitting on the bed, data pad balanced on her knees, when Luka appeared in the door. She had returned from her meeting with Onyema buzzing with questions and had retreated to the quiet of their room and the warm light that spilled across the floor from the windows.

      “Too loud downstairs?” he asked.

      She didn’t look up from her notes, but nodded. “I love them, but they want to have a conversation while I’m working.”

      The bed compressed as Luka perched on the side of it, peering over her arms at the data pad.

      “I met with Onyema today,” she said.

      “What did she say?”

      Jaya looked up, meeting Luka’s curious gaze. “Not much, actually. But she made me wonder about some of the things Armstrong wrote in his message to me. And then I started going through his logs from the Avalon.” She sighed. “They go back decades.”

      “What are you looking for?”

      She looked back at the data pad. Her furious scrolling had brought her to Armstrong’s first year on the Avalon. His first few missions had gone extremely well, earning him a reputation immediately, one he would only strengthen over the years.

      “Well.” Jaya paused. This was only a hunch, something that needed continued research. But Luka watched her eagerly, hope in his eyes, so she continued. “I think I may have identified one of the sources that tipped him off about Emory.” At Luka’s raised eyebrows, she clarified, “Not their actual identity. Armstrong used a code name. But they began feeding him information when he got his first command. That was thirty years ago.”

      “So Armstrong had a long-term mystery source. What does this have to do with Onyema?”

      “She told me that someone warned her about my father when she started working with him. An anonymous message.”

      Jaya brought the message up and handed the data pad to Luka. Luka frowned as he read it.

      “Did you send this to Sal?” he asked.

      “I did. But it got me thinking about who would have known him well enough to see that he was a threat. In those days, he was living under an assumed identity. No one should have known him at all. With Tully dead, I thought Onyema might be the last person outside my family who knew my father well.”

      “You think there’s someone else? Someone who knew him before he was Emory?”

      “There’s at least one someone out there who knows a whole lot about him.” Jaya said.

      Luka handed the data pad back to her and stood. Jaya watched as he opened one of the drawers in the built-in unit and pulled out a small leather-bound notebook, the kind of ancient-looking thing that would have been right at home in his shop back on Argos. He brought it over to the bed and sat on the edge again, grasping the notebook in both hands.

      “You should look at this,” he said. “I don’t know if it will give you anything new. We’ve given you all the current intel, but this goes back two years.”

      Jaya took the offered notebook and flipped it open. Its lined pages were filled with a neat script in black ink, rows of letters combined in no order that made any sense to Jaya.

      “Coded?” she asked.

      “I’ll teach you the cypher,” Luka said. “We started investigating Emory when he announced his campaign. Onyema had already begun watching him. She was suspicious of him long before. It was part of why they fell out—she never told him her concerns, but she withdrew from his business, and he cut her out.”

      “Why was she suspicious?”

      “It was partly his behavior, as she’s told you. And the warning.”

      “She said nothing came of the message.”

      “There were more, of a sort.” Luka turned a few pages in the notebook and pointed at an entry. “Here.” Jaya tried to make some sense of the encrypted letters, but quickly abandoned the effort and looked instead at Luka’s face as he translated. His eyebrows were drawn together in an expression of focused attention, and he tugged at his lower lip with his teeth as his eyes scanned the page. “Onyema had us transcribe some messages she received after she stopped working with Emory. Anonymous, as you’d expect. All obituaries.”

      “Murders?”

      “No, that’s what made them so strange. There were four death notices sent to her along with excerpts from the related medical reports. All four people were former Navy, and all four had worked in the government at some point after their naval service but had retired and gone private sector by the time they died. Three died of sudden illnesses ruled natural. One died of a self-inflicted wound from a plasma pistol. Onyema had Gemma look into these deaths once we started investigating Emory, and she found something interesting. All of the medical reports were certified by naval HQ, but none of the victims had worked for the Navy in years.”

      “Why make Onyema aware of these deaths?” Jaya mused. “Her contact must have thought they had something to do with Emory. Could he have been doing early tests of his biological weapons?”

      “Then why the suicide?”

      She frowned. “I don’t know. That is strange.”

      Luka closed the notebook, keeping his finger on the page. “Onyema didn’t know what to make of these deaths either, but it got her attention. She assumed the source was the same person who warned her about Emory, and it’s part of why she got her team back together. But it was too late—he was powerful, and he was too far along in his plan for us to stop him.”

      “She blames herself,” Jaya said.

      “She does.”

      Jaya pressed her lips together, her eyes fixed on the cover of the notebook, but her thoughts moved rapidly. “Who was this source? And for that matter, who was Armstrong’s source? He was receiving tips from that person thirty years ago, though not about my father yet. I was still a toddler, and my father was just some government contractor on a backwater planet.”

      “You don’t remember any of your father’s colleagues?”

      She shook her head. She knew he had collaborators: people Jaya had never met, who lived far away. Her father would lock himself in his study and insist on total silence from Jaya and Kier while he spoke with those collaborators. What had happened to them? Had the Union killed them too?

      “I never met anyone he worked with. He was very private about his work. I wonder—” She paused, her mind seeking firmer ground to stand on. She found none, but the hunch still pressed against her, expanding like a bubble in her chest. “I wonder if he never stopped working for the Navy.”

      “He was a contractor, right?” Luka asked.

      “I mean directly. He worked in intelligence at HQ before he was discharged. But what if he never actually left? What if he was still working for the Navy when he moved to Hermia with my mother?”

      “He must have been working on something they wanted to keep very quiet.”

      “These four people,” Jaya said, “the ones Onyema was warned about. Could they have all been my father’s colleagues? Other people whose military service had officially ended, but actually continued in secret? Could their deaths be related to the attempt on my father’s life?”

      Luka considered her hypothesis. He flipped the notebook open again and studied the transcribed messages, his dark eyes moving rapidly across the page.

      “There’s one problem with that idea,” he said. “All four of these people died long after the attack on your family.”

      “When?”

      “Ten years later.”

      Jaya frowned. “Why would my father be singled out like that?”

      “He might have been working on something they didn’t want to see the light of day.”

      Luka’s voice was grim, but the idea that rose to Jaya’s mind was just as hard, just as bitter. The four deaths had all happened while her father was building his company, rising to prominence as Richard Emory. Onyema had been warned about him—was her source suggesting Emory had killed these four people? And if he had, to what end? Had they been involved in the attack on her home?

      “This source knew him,” Jaya said. “And if it’s the same source that fed all this information to Armstrong, then they knew him before he was Emory. When he was still Andrew Morgan.”

      “If they knew so much, then why not just come out with it all?” Luka asked. “Why send cryptic messages to Armstrong and to Onyema? Why not expose Emory for who he was?”

      Luka’s question echoed the one already in Jaya’s own mind. If someone had known about her father’s transformation and had feared it enough to warn Onyema and Armstrong both, then that person could have stopped him years ago just by bringing his identity to the Navy. Why dance around the issue, hoping for someone else to stumble on the answer?

      “I don’t know,” she said, but even as she said it, she realized there was one option. “It’s possible that revealing Emory’s identity would have exposed them too.”

      From Jaya’s position, she couldn’t see the strategies playing out, couldn’t understand the motivations of these mysterious power brokers. They were like gods whose petty feuds caused civilizations to rise and fall, fueled by the lives of mortals like Jaya and her team.

      “That would mean your father has another enemy.”

      “Yes,” Jaya said. “And that it’s someone with secrets just as dark as his.”
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      The minutes dripped by like the slow melt of snow from the buildings of Iralu City in early spring, each one seeming to take its sweet time. Tynan’s days were one long, deep puddle of dripping minutes.

      He stared out the window in his bedroom and watched the city go about its day far below him. He had yet to leave his room, although the suns were already both high in the sky. What’s the point? he thought, although his stomach grumbled in a surly way to remind him that not leaving his room meant not eating as well. Despite the physical need, Tynan felt too bored to even eat. It was all he did anymore. Sleep, eat, read through papers being published on research that had been done months ago in labs he wasn’t allowed access to.

      He wasn’t permitted anything he could actually use to do any sort of scientific work, so he was limited to reading the literature. The months of lag didn’t even bother him—he was already out of touch with the usual lines of research after his year with the humans—it was that his hands itched for activity and his mind for a real challenge. Min had nothing new to tell him, and the puzzles of Sequence had become so routine that he’d stopped playing entirely.

      The drafts of pleading letters to the Arbiter still sat in his outbox, now joined by new writings. His furious typing had turned from missive to mission statement to manifesto, spawning sections and chapters and a bibliography. He had none of the data that belonged in this strange new research paper, as he had left everything with the Resistance for their own protection, but the facts were burned into his mind and he left room for them in the paper. Maybe one day he could fill it in. Maybe one day he could do what he had come here to do.

      For a brief moment, he had considered trying to convince the guards to learn poker. At least then he’d have cards to count and the chaos of strangers’ decisions to factor into his strategy. But he talked himself out of asking. Suggesting to the guards, who already thought he was a traitor, that they all play a human game together was not likely to endear him to them any more, and Tynan was still trying to understand his new position among his people.

      He sat on his bed, tucking his knees up to his chest and staring at the little white mug that was the sole decoration on the bedside table. After his outburst, the tall, blue-eyed guard had stopped engaging with Tynan for a short while, but his eyes still followed Tynan when they were in the same room, which suggested curiosity if nothing else. The rest of the guards had written him off entirely, treating him like part of the furniture. They watched the doors and the windows, completing their obligation to ensure no one broke in or out of his apartment, but as far as he could tell, they considered themselves to be guarding an empty room.

      Tynan sighed. That tall guard was here today—Tynan had their patterns of shift rotation memorized by now. Trying to get him to interact would be more interesting than staring out the window at the city.

      The guard flicked his eyes toward Tynan when he poked his head out the door. The eye contact lasted a brief moment, and then the guard looked away. Tynan stepped further into the room, going to the divan that stretched along the wall and sitting on it. He turned his gaze back out the wide window to the skyline. He couldn’t hear the sounds of the protests up here, but he knew they were still happening. The news covered them almost breathlessly, spliced with footage of the Arbiter’s attempts to talk reason into his people, his discomfort evident in every speech. But Iralu City’s newfound agitation was invisible this high up. The light of the suns glittered from the windows, and Tynan shielded his eyes.

      “It’s been unusually sunny for the season,” Tynan remarked.

      He glanced over at the guard, whose eyes flickered to him and then away again. He said nothing in response.

      Tynan leaned back, the wall cool against his shoulders. “I missed the weather in Iralu City when I was gone. But not the spring. Too rainy. I’m glad we’ve had a break from the rain.”

      This time, the guard grunted. It was a muted, reluctant sound, but Tynan smiled to hear it.

      “You spend a lot of time outside?” Tynan asked.

      The guard looked at him, his eyes narrowing. He seemed to be deciding whether talking to Tynan would encourage him or get the conversation over faster. Tynan smiled his most friendly smile and waited patiently.

      “Yeah,” the guard finally said. “My partner and I have a membership to the heritage parks.”

      “Oh,” Tynan said. “That’s something I never did when I lived here. I would really like to see the heritage parks someday.”

      The guard cocked his head to the side. “How have you never seen them? They’re right outside the city.”

      He gestured out the window and Tynan followed his gaze. At the far southern edge of Iralu City, the buildings gave way abruptly to vast greenery. The ancient mountain range, little more than rolling hills now, carried on softly all the way to the horizon.

      “I know.” Tynan sighed. “I was always working too much. I was so focused on my work that I didn’t appreciate everything else around me. It’s something I’ll do better at, when this is all over.” He turned back to the guard, who was still watching him with narrowed, suspicious eyes. “I wasn’t really all that great”—Tynan shrugged—“back when I was a scientist. You said you looked up to me, but you didn’t know me. I was a mess.”

      The suspicious expression turned skeptical.

      Tynan gave a soft laugh. “I know,” he said, raising his arms in a gesture of helplessness. “I guess I’m still a mess.” He turned to look out at the skyline again. “At least now I know what I’m missing.”

      For a moment, they both stared out at the sunny skies beyond. Tynan closed his eyes, remembering the snap of the cold mountain air on his skin as Sunny guided them through the upwellings to soar. That mixture of terror and elation quickened his pulse, even in memory. He had never felt so free.

      He opened his eyes, taking in his comfortable prison.

      “What’s your name?” He turned back to the guard. “It’s rude of me to not have asked before.”

      The guard considered him for a moment. “Valen,” he finally answered.

      “Valen,” Tynan said. “Nice to meet you.”

      Motion at the door pulled Tynan’s attention away. One of the guards in the corridor had opened the door.

      “You have a visitor,” she said.

      Tynan frowned. What was Perit doing here today? They weren’t planning to meet. Tynan was confident he hadn’t forgotten a meeting, since his talks with Perit were literally the only thing on his schedule. Min hadn’t notified him of any new messages, either. He rose from the divan just as the door opened and Kujei Oszca walked in.

      A mixture of fear and anger flooded Tynan, the rush sending him back a step. As he recovered, an old petulance added itself to the mixture, and the distinct and uncomfortable pressure of conflict rose up in his chest. It was like being back in Kujei’s office at the university again. He could feel the argument brewing, just watching Kujei take slow, creeping steps into his home. It was an old habit—one he didn’t want to fall back into. But Kujei’s unexpected presence made it hard not to.

      “Why are you here?” Tynan blurted.

      Kujei just smiled, as if it were a perfectly normal greeting. “Shall we sit?” he asked. “Maybe have a drink together?”

      Tynan shook his head. “I wasn’t prepared to host a guest.”

      He knew it was rude to deny him hospitality, but the petulance and anger were winning out over the fear, and he just wanted Kujei to say what he’d come to say and leave again. Kujei crossed his arms, stopping in the middle of the room. Tynan sighed and went into the kitchen, pulling two glasses from the cabinets and pouring fresh, chilled fruit juice into them. Perit had kept his kitchen well stocked, so while Tynan hadn’t been prepared to host a guest, he certainly had everything he needed to pull off the most basic of decency.

      He reemerged into the main room and gestured for Kujei to take a seat in the chair across from the divan. He placed one of the glasses on the metal table between them and took his own with him to the divan.

      “It’s been a long time,” Tynan said.

      “You’ve been quite busy since I last saw you,” Kujei said. “Even busier since you came home.”

      Tynan laughed, nearly choking on his juice. He cleared his throat, recovering. “Busy?”

      Kujei took the offered seat and raised his glass. He took a long drink before he answered. “Political grandstanding is not really your usual line of work, Doctor.”

      Tynan could feel his lip curl, but he tried to maintain a composed expression. “The virtues belong to all categories,” he quoted.

      “That’s odd, coming from someone like you—who was so small-minded as a student.”

      The words stung, even all these years later.

      “I’ve grown since those days,” Tynan said. “As most would.”

      “Does that mean you’ve realized you were wrong?”

      “I’ve changed my mind about many things,” Tynan said. “But your methodology is not one of them.”

      Silence filled the space between them, and Tynan took a sip of his juice. The ache in his stomach was easing, and he scolded himself for not eating earlier. Even if he hadn’t expected to need his strength for an ambush like this, he shouldn’t let his general ennui interfere with taking care of himself. He could practically see the face Sunny would be making if she knew he was neglecting his health—the thought pierced his chest at the same time as it brought a smile to his lips.

      He put his glass down on the table between them and folded his hands on his knees. When he spoke, his voice was carefully schooled.

      “All I want is to defend what’s right. It hurts to see my people taken in by a charlatan.”

      “I’m not a charlatan,” Kujei said, his offense exaggerated.

      Tynan snorted. “No, you’re the mouthpiece for one. Is it rewarding to do Richard Emory’s bidding?”

      Kujei bristled, this time sincerely. Anger flashed across his cool gray eyes, his mauve skin flushing deeper. Tynan suppressed a smile.

      “You’re showing just how limited you still are in your thinking,” Kujei said. That scolding tone was back in his voice, returning to the supercilious manner he’d always had as Tynan’s mentor. “Richard Emory is just one piece in a much larger puzzle. I’m trying to usher in a new era for the entire galaxy. I’m thinking beyond the Federation’s borders, to our involvement with the rest of the cosmos.”

      He met Tynan’s eyes, determination and pride glittering in his gray irises. The look sent a chill through Tynan. Even after everything he had experienced, it still shocked him a little to watch the Federation follow along with the Union, to take shortcuts and ignore their own values. The values that had always been held to with such pride. It made his skin crawl.

      On his last day on Swallow’s Landing, he and Sunny had hiked along the ridge of the mountain range where she had first taken him paragliding. The wind had been bitter, but the sun bright, and when they paused to rest, Tynan had stretched out on a blanket and let the rays of light warm him. Sunny had stretched out beside him, her head on his stomach.

      Be careful, she had said to him, interrupting the quiet hum of the wind against the rocks and the rustle of the leaves. Things are changing everywhere so fast. You may not be going home to the same nation you left.

      “The deal can be put back on the table,” Kujei said. “You’re still young. You still have potential as a scientist.”

      “I’m not taking the deal.”

      Tynan held eye contact, mustering as much determination of his own as he could. But eventually, he looked away. He was tired, but the defeat still stung.

      Kujei put his glass back on the table and stood. “You should reconsider. You will lose in court. And if you continue in this foolish direction, I won’t lie: I very much look forward to being there when the judge sentences you to be stripped of your citizenship.”

      Tynan flinched. As much as he wanted to be back with the people he had come to see as family, losing his ties to the Federation would crush him. He was still proud to be szacante, still loved his home with all his heart. To be stripped of his belonging here, exiled permanently from all Federation lands—well, there was a reason it was the harshest punishment in Federation law.

      “Is this your idea of reasoned debate?” Tynan asked. “You speak publicly of making allies of our enemies, but you’re hiding things from our people. You’ve always hidden things.”

      “If you want everything in the open, then turn over the details of your time with the humans,” Kujei said.

      Tynan didn’t respond to that. He couldn’t. Kujei was right: Tynan was hiding things too.

      Kujei left. Tynan didn’t even hear the door close behind him, he was so caught up in his own thoughts.

      “You knew this would be hard,” Min admonished him privately. “But you’re strong enough to endure it.”

      Tynan wasn’t sure she was right, but he tried to reason with himself. His entire career had been fighting invisible obstacles, blocks to his knowledge and understanding that could be overcome with time and patience and effort. But he couldn’t help being a little afraid that things were now changing too rapidly for him to catch up.

      He glanced over at Valen. As usual, his eyes were on Tynan, but instead of mistrust, there was something else in his eyes. Sympathy. Just a hint, in the mildness of his frown.

      “My old mentor,” Tynan said, as if that explained everything.

      “I know,” the guard replied.

      For a moment, it looked like he might say something else, but then he snapped his mouth shut, and Tynan was too tired to push him. Tynan leaned back on the divan, his eyes going up to the ceiling. Finally, he reached for the data pad he had left on the table the night before and opened it up to the article he had been reading when the boredom had become unbearable.

      He scrolled back a few pages, refreshing himself. He could make it through the repetition and the boredom. He could make it through the challenges and the stonewalling and the silences. If he kept telling himself he could do it, one day he would wake up and it would all be over. Right?

      Tynan finished that article and flipped to the next one. He realized Valen was still watching him, his expression far more sympathetic than anything Tynan had seen from him before.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          20

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “This is an opportunity.”

      Ezana’s eyes glimmered as she leaned forward across the table. She said it as if whispering a secret to Mara, though they were the only two in the room, and the Imperial Guard posted outside the door could hardly hear through the thick, ornately carved wood.

      There were three szacante politicians coming to town the following week, meeting with the Legislative Assembly to negotiate the terms of a technological agreement Mara’s mother had signed just before her assassination. The Federation had sent the Minister of Science, Kujei Oszca, indicating the level of importance this agreement held in Dresha.

      Ezana proposed inviting them to the palace for a dinner.

      “An opportunity to fuck everything up,” Mara retorted.

      “It’s just a dinner,” Ezana insisted, rubbing at the back of her neck in annoyance. “It’s formal, but much less pressure than a meeting where you’d have to discuss business. This is a chance for you to make yourself a known quantity. Your debut with the szacante.”

      Mara scowled. “Pitching it like a coming-of-age ceremony isn’t gonna win me over.”

      Mara’s own coming-of-age had been a widely publicized affair. Her choice of rite had been much frowned upon by her mother—a feat of individual strength more appropriate for ancient warriors than for modern day princesses—and her victory in selecting her own rite had come with enough sacrifices to render it nearly pointless.

      Ezana sighed. “That’s not what I meant. I meant that you can meet them over a meal, where there will be many conversations flowing instead of all eyes on you. You can make them remember you. And like you.”

      “I’m not very good at playing the royal.”

      “You think that playing the royal means acting like your mother,” Ezana countered. “But you are royal”—she raised a hand to cut off Mara’s rebuttal—“and you’re a leader, whether you like it or not. You’ve been a leader for over a year, working with Iseru and the hami to bring some relief to your people. You demonstrated that when you took the palace after Yuzira’s coup.”

      Mara pressed her lips together. Her leadership had gotten Iseru killed and nearly done the same to Ezana. But whatever Mara felt about her own role, a significant portion of the population of Narei seemed to disagree with her.

      “Fine,” Mara said. “We’ll have a dinner.”

      “Good.” Ezana stood, smoothing the front of one of her many charcoal suits and adjusting the collar of her silky blue blouse. She flashed Mara a smile. “Anyway, we don’t want them to think you’re like your mother. We want them to see you’re bringing Narei into a new era.”

      Mara returned her smile with something that felt more like a grimace. Oh, this is new, that’s for sure. She doubted any monarch had been less prepared to take the throne than she had been—perhaps Surantos the Second, who had been just fourteen when her mother had died suddenly. Those had been the early days of the Empire, and one way or another, these days were the end of it.
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      Ezana’s dinner was orchestrated beautifully by the palace staff. Even Mara couldn’t help but smile at the welcoming glow of the lighting and the way the decorations suggested a tough, no-nonsense monarch instead of a formal and imperious one.

      Prime Minister Zaranad arrived first, and Mara gritted her teeth and managed a smile that was at least not threatening. Mara had met the prime minister on a few occasions before, and her dislike for him was matched only by his dislike for her. He was admittedly better at modeling false courtesy, which irked Mara to no end. The prime minister was accompanied by a few legislators—the ones who had nominally crafted the bill that Mara knew full well was entirely of her mother’s devising. Mara wondered how many of the legislators would run for office in the first free elections, now that actual work would be expected of them.

      The szacante politicians arrived last. Mara stood in the Grand Hall to receive them. A set of floor-length robes in royal scarlet were draped over her simple black leggings and blouse, and a gold circlet and a large pendant with a gold-inlaid symbol of the tree of Hisantos were her only adornments. A member of the palace staff stood beside Mara in their gold-embroidered formal uniform, holding an etched glass server filled with a dark amber tea.

      The guests approached, an equilateral triangle with the most senior member of the delegation at the head. Mara would have known who he was even if she didn’t recognize him from the news feeds. He wore formal szacante robes, which hung loose around his narrow frame. Silvery-white fabric rippled as he walked, setting off his mauve complexion and cool gray eyes.

      “Your Imperial Majesty,” he said, bowing low.

      “Minister Oszca,” Mara replied. She dipped her head courteously to him, then presented each member of the delegation with a glass cup etched to match the tea server. “We welcome you to the Imperial Palace.”

      She and Ezana had prepared a simple statement, something that felt as close to natural as she could manage. The palace staff poured tea into the cups for each szacante.

      Oszca bowed again and thanked Mara for her hospitality.

      They proceeded into the adjacent hall, where a long table had been set lavishly. As moderate as Mara had hoped the evening’s decor would be, it was deeply offensive in nareian culture to reduce the offered meal in any way. There would be ten courses, each with a nareian wine or spirit to accompany the food. The array of plates and glasses and cutlery provided a preview of the evening’s events.

      They sat around the table, and the first course was served. To Mara’s right was Ezana, and to her left was Zaranad, who threw her the occasional skeptical sidelong glance. Mara did her best to ignore the prickle of annoyance his dislike brought her, instead keeping her attention on the guests seated across from her and restricting herself to the list of questions Ezana had given her.

      Oszca had brought with him the szacante ambassador to Narei, whose large green eyes took in the room with a calm perception that reminded Mara of Onyema. She seemed at home in the nareian surroundings, while her deputy—the third member of the delegation—was fidgety, casting uncertain glances at the nareians across the table.

      Their VAs remained hidden—typical for a formal event such as this among members of other species—but Mara caught the occasional cocking of the head from each member of the delegation, a rapt attention to an unheard voice from an unseen individual. It still made her a little uncomfortable. While not true artificial intelligences, the szacante VAs were a bit too close to self-aware for Mara’s liking.

      As the first course was cleared, the ambassador leaned forward. “Your pendant—that is the symbol of Hisantos, is it not?”

      “It is,” Mara said.

      “Do all members of the royal family take her as their patron god?” the ambassador’s deputy asked.

      Ezana cut in to answer the question. “The choice of a patron god is very personal,” she said. “And it is done independently of family history or one’s parents’ patron. It can even change over the course of a lifetime, to meet the spiritual needs of an individual.”

      Mara snorted, making the deputy jump slightly. Ezana frowned.

      “I’m not remotely religious,” Mara said. “The gods have played no role in my life, regardless of my level of piety. They’ve left me, so I’ve left them.”

      The ambassador shifted, failing to hide the discomfort in her body language. She leaned back, allowing the staff more room as they placed the second course in front of her on the table. Mara glanced at Ezana, whose face was a stiff mask. But Mara saw the flash in her blue eyes.

      Her instincts told her to say something else, to dig into her hole. Keeping her opponents off guard and uncomfortable was the best way to win when she planned to pull out her knives, but this was a different kind of fight entirely. Mara would only win if she ended with her enemies on her side, rather than dead.

      “I realize that didn’t answer your question,” she said. She sensed Ezana holding in a breath. “I wear symbols of Hisantos in recognition of the Empire’s long history. Hisantos united our people, and I hope to do the same. And no, not all members of the royal family take her as their patron. My mother, for example, prayed to Aliana, goddess of the oceans and of wisdom.” Mara sipped her drink, taking a moment to conceal the self-righteous tone that threatened to break out in her voice. Her mother had chosen her deity with politics in mind, just as Mara had. There was nothing sacred about it. But tearing her mother down wouldn’t win her favor with the szacante. “She sought her guidance and blessing in smoothing the waters of the kingdom and ruling with a fair hand.”

      “She changed her patronage in later years,” Ezana said quietly. “To Raniya.”

      The patron god of missing children. Mara blinked. The self-righteousness she was holding down was suddenly suffocating. She took another drink. Ezana’s hand found hers under the table, patting once in an apology.

      “Yes,” Kujei said, “I do recall seeing one of Raniya’s amulets on the Empress.”

      A prolonged moment of silence followed as the staff deftly removed the second course from the table and placed the third course in its spot. Mara stared at the golden-orange surface of the soup in front of her. Every rustle of movement was audible.

      She looked up at the ambassador, who was exchanging a look with her deputy. Mara was pretty sure their VAs were chatting rapidly in their ears, delivering advice and instructions based on how things were generally supposed to go in a meeting with the Empress. Instructions that were entirely incongruous to this dinner and this Empress.

      “I recognize your discomfort,” Mara said. The ambassador rushed to insist that there was no issue, but Mara waved off her protests. She heard Ezana’s intake of breath. “I recognize it because it comes from the same place as my own. This is all new.”

      The staff finished serving the course and stepped back. Mara knew she was holding them back from beginning to eat, but the words were burning a hole in her lungs. She continued on:

      “I don’t speak around things. I say what I mean, and I don’t color it in with the kind of pretty details you’re probably used to. Everything is different now, and I’m sure you’re reeling as much as I am. A new Narei is being born, and it won’t look the same as the old one. But I do hope that the new Narei can form a new relationship with the Szacante Federation. We still recognize the importance of our allies.”

      Mara heard Ezana let out the breath she had been holding, though her serene mask had never wavered.

      “I admit we have been a bit shaken by the various changes,” the ambassador said, her tone measured and cautious. “Two attempted coups in a matter of months is unusual at best, disastrous at worst. And your long absence from the nareian political scene further complicates things.”

      Mara recognized that for what it was: a nice way of saying she was a wild card, inexperienced and unknown. Her reputation was on the streets, not in the palace, and it surely didn’t inspire confidence.

      “I am leading Narei into this new era, yes,” Mara said. She placed her hand on Ezana’s shoulder. “But this is the future of Narei. Lady Anatos has years in the Legislative Assembly. She understands this Empire—both its limits and its strengths. She’s worked tirelessly to make this transition possible, and she continues to work tirelessly so we can ensure our people have a say in their government.”

      Ezana cleared her throat and looked from Mara to the prime minister. Mara glanced over—Zaranad was glowering in his seat. She placed her other hand on his shoulder.

      “And Prime Minister Zaranad is providing a steady hand to ensure this nation comes through the chaos into something better.”

      He gave a slight grunt that Mara thought was approval. She looked over at the three szacante on the other side of the table.

      “I’m just a figurehead,” she said, giving them what she hoped was a reassuring smile. “I’m here to ease the transition, to give the public someone to look at while these good people give us a way forward.”

      Kujei remained very still as his two companions eased their tense postures. His eyes were fixed on Mara, his slim fingers on the stem of his glass.

      “You seem to know your own value very well,” he said.

      Mara narrowed her eyes. The neutrality of his tone made it impossible for her to determine whether his words were a compliment or a slight, but the hard glint in his gray eyes was unmistakable.

      “I’ve had many opportunities in my nearly five decades of life to learn my own strengths,” Mara said. “And to discover my weaknesses.”

      “That self-awareness is very important,” he said. “And in my experience, infrequently present in the charismatic figurehead. Are you sure that’s all you are to this nation?”

      Mara bit back a remark about another charismatic leader that Kujei was closely acquainted with. Instead, she took a sip of her drink, the motion giving her a moment to come up with a better response, one that wouldn’t raise the specter of Richard Emory at this table when it was the last place she wanted him right now. For all the ease with which Luka suggested applying pressure rather than wounding indiscriminately, it was incredibly difficult to actually follow through.

      “I know my value,” she said as she put her glass down. “As you said. And I know the value of the people around me.”

      Kujei lifted his chin very slightly, his eyes remaining coolly fixed on her.

      “Now, let’s eat,” Mara said. “Before the soup gets cold.”

      She picked up a spoon, and the rest of the table followed. The light chatter resumed after a moment, some of the tension eased. Mara still sensed a general discomfort, and as the evening progressed, Kujei’s eyes returned to her with a sharpness that prickled on her neck. For more than a year, she had seen Richard Emory as the central threat and Kujei Oszca as his malleable pawn. But now that she had met the szacante politician, she found herself questioning the nature of his relationship with Emory. Did Kujei see Emory as partner? Or pawn?

      Kujei might just turn out to be as formidable an opponent as Emory. And she wondered what long game he was playing.

      The evening wound down without incident, and after everyone had left, Mara sat alone in the least ostentatiously decorated sitting room of the Empress’s quarters in the palace, a glass of siltyr warming in one hand.

      The door opened and Ezana slipped in. Over the last few weeks, she had stopped insisting on being announced and had ceased even knocking in the main rooms. Her presence was as natural in these quarters as Mara’s own, and she moved like a soft breeze, quiet and pleasant, taking a seat across from Mara.

      “That could have gone a lot worse,” she said.

      Mara laughed. “Somehow more exhausting than slashing my way out of Aisen in the middle of a gang war.”

      Ezana held out her hand, and Mara passed her drink over. “Speaking from personal experience?”

      Mara shrugged. Ezana took a sip and handed the glass back. Mara dropped her head back on the headrest of the oversized chair she had slung herself across.

      “I’m proud of you,” Ezana said. “You’re exhausted because you worked hard tonight. Sure, you didn’t go about it quite how I would have, but I think your strategy worked. You’re making your own place in the political scene, not easing into your mother’s shadow. That takes work.”

      Mara drank from her glass, letting the burn of liquor ease down her throat and warm her chest. Frustration and relief mixed in her. She would have to work hard to establish her own legitimacy—legitimacy she would then use to wipe out her own power and transfer it to someone else. She was carving out a place for herself that would be obsolete by year’s end, if they had their way.

      But she had power now, and she intended to use it to ensure they came out of this transition in one piece. She had sent a message to Sasoa at the end of the dinner, asking her to open a secret investigation into Kujei Oszca. Mara knew her mother had spies embedded in Dresha—in every major political center in the galaxy. The machinery of spy-craft was still in place, and Mara was going to use every advantage she had to make sure she wasn’t surprised by the machinations of her enemies.

      They would have to be cautious in Dresha. Discovery of the spies would be disastrous for her diplomatic policy. But she trusted Sasoa to keep the informants from pointing straight back to the palace. They would have plausible deniability. Even more so if Ezana didn’t know about it, which was why Mara had kept her message private.

      Ezana reached for her glass again, and Mara handed it over without complaint, watching Ezana’s blue eyes sparkle as she sipped.

      Yes, this would have to be Mara and Sasoa’s little secret. It was for the good of Narei.
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      The cypher was becoming easier to remember. As Jaya’s eyes scanned the letters written in Luka’s neat script, the words they hid began to take form without frequent glances back to the scrap of paper where he had written the key.

      For more than a year before Jaya learned her father was still alive, Onyema and her team had been gathering information about his activities. They hadn’t known of Jaya’s connection to him, nor anything of his previous identity, but they had realized that the entire time Emory had been building his company with Onyema’s money, he was also building a network of allies. Starting with Tully Coolidge, his old friend from the Navy. There was no evidence of other people he had worked with before; Tully was the only person he associated with from his previous life.

      The only person aside from his son. Kier was mentioned in Onyema’s notes by name, alongside frustrated commentary that they couldn’t determine his origins or even his surname. Jaya could have helped here—Kier had no record of birth in the Union. His identity was safe in its nonexistence.

      Next to the notebook, Jaya’s data pad was cluttered with open files. Her father’s service records, which Luka’s contact—Gemma—had sent to them the night before. His birth records, education records, even his grades from the Union Naval Academy. Every piece of official documentation about the life of Andrew Morgan, and more: a dump of information about naval contractors from the fifteen years leading up to her mother’s death.

      Her father had never talked much about his past. Jaya and Kier had grown up with stories about their maternal grandparents and their mother’s extended family. They’d visited Simon and Aman on occasion and met the odd distant relative of their mother. But when they’d asked their father about his family, he would always change the subject.

      Jaya had come to believe her father’s reticence to discuss his family hid some painful memory. An untimely death, a messy falling-out, some philosophical disagreement that had kept him at odds with his family. And Gemma’s influx of records confirmed for her now that her father’s parents had died in a commuter ship accident when he was in the academy. But the records didn’t reveal what her father was up to all those years on Hermia after his service had ended. The paperwork all checked out—his company was a small operation, contracted to perform medical research for the Navy on their standard tissue repair accelerants. It was routine work—barely even interesting research. Regular reports showed middling advances, checking the boxes required to secure additional funding but rarely going beyond the minimum terms of the contract.

      Jaya tried targeting the search by location, looking for activity in New Sheffield around the time her parents met. Her father had still officially been employed by the Navy at that point, despite telling her mother’s family that he was a businessman. He was assigned to an office at Argos HQ. He traveled extensively for his work, and while many of the details of his activity were still classified, not a single expense report or log revealed any travel to New Sheffield. He hadn’t even visited that sector of the galaxy.

      And yet, somehow, he had met Abigail Mill one afternoon. He had spent enough time there to fall in love, to get married. A marriage whose records did not actually exist, according to Gemma.

      There had been a naval intelligence office on New Sheffield in those days. By the time Jaya was living with her uncles, the office had closed and the space had been leased out to other parties with the exception of one small office on the first floor. Jaya had been inside that office exactly twice: the day she took the entrance exam for the Naval Academy and the day she signed her paperwork and left New Sheffield for the first time since arriving on her uncles’ front step.

      Jaya sighed, setting the notebook on the bed beside her. She ran her thumb over the slash across her lower lip, the scar tissue rough against the pad of her finger. Her back was beginning to ache from sitting on the bed, her legs still weary from her morning physical therapy. Sunny had approved a return to some of the more typical training exercises, and Jaya relished the increase in activity, though her body protested for at least a day after. In the seven weeks since they had arrived on Aurora, she had continued to see slow progress. She no longer needed crutches, even after a long day or one of the more challenging workouts. Pains still arose, and her body was only capable of a fraction of her old skill, but Sunny reminded her to focus on the improvement.

      She would never be what she used to be, but she could at least be functional.

      And even when her body was stiff and sore, her mind was fresh and focused. In the first few weeks on Aurora, she had obsessed over the reports coming in from Resistance hubs. The surge of enthusiasm that had followed their victory on Hermia was tempered now, the attack on Swallow’s Landing a reminder of what might happen to colonies that openly supported the Resistance. Rhodes was guiding the expansion of their new fleet, ensuring protection of the Resistance-aligned colonies, but with the erratic and violent biological attacks and the much more strategic movements of the Union fleet, the entire network was on edge.

      It might seem foolish to scrutinize these coded, two-year-old notes when Onyema had already given all the strategic intelligence to Rhodes for the Resistance database, but Jaya knew that sometimes old intel could reveal new insights, given the right perspective.

      She stood, stretching out her tight leg muscles as she pondered the notebook.

      Onyema’s contributions revealed her frustration about her source. She had never managed to uncover the identity of her anonymous informant, and she had never made the connection from Emory back to Andrew Morgan, although she speculated about Kier’s parentage. His assistant, the notebook said, has a peculiar relationship with him. Though they hadn’t figured out who he was, they’d been able to watch Kier more closely than Emory. It was how Onyema had discovered their plan to buy out the board of Vasuda Research.

      The notebook also described Emory in great detail, diving into his psychology and detailing his behavior over the years. He is driven and ambitious, the notebook said. He refuses to let go of things that have happened to him, channeling them instead into causes which propel him forward. He is a dangerous man in his single-mindedness.

      Armstrong’s logs were less helpful than she had hoped as well. He knew the identity of his source, but he protected it so well that Jaya was beginning to wonder if the person existed at all. Whoever it was, they had been feeding Armstrong tips since Jaya’s childhood. And they knew her father.

      It was all tied together, but Jaya couldn’t see where the connections were made. Her father had clearly been involved in something secretive long before he had remade himself into Richard Emory, and that something had followed him—or he had followed it. Either way, four deaths were linked to him by an anonymous source, and someone had warned Onyema about him. A warning Onyema had ignored.

      Jaya knew that sick feeling well, the one she could read in every note Onyema had added to the book. The one she could read in the desperation of the early days of Onyema’s team—that feeling of waking up too late to a tragedy you should have seen coming. Jaya had spent the last year driven by that feeling. It had consumed her, burning in her and pushing her forward. And yet for all her pushing, for all her action, she still felt at the mercy of some unknown forces. It seemed the more she uncovered, the more there was left to learn.

      In ancient stories, the gods had their petty feuds, and humanity were the pieces moved on the board of divinity’s squabbles. Forces too large to overcome dictated the direction the world took—even the gods of the Aeneid were at the mercy of fate, in the end. Aeneas was praised for his piety, his willingness to submit to fate, but at least Aeneas was told his destiny. Jaya had no oracles, no gods guiding her steps.

      But if she did... If she knew how this was all supposed to end, would she go obediently? Would she be pious Aeneas, playing out the will of the more powerful, or would she fight fate every step of the way?

      Fighting had brought her pain on endless pain. It had littered her steps with tragedy. It had culminated in the encounter with Tully where she had lost her enhancements and almost lost her life.

      But they would have lost more if she hadn’t pushed. They might all be dead now, their only chance to weaken Emory lost with their lives.

      That was what she told herself when her hands started to shake.

      It was late afternoon, and the row of houses was quiet, their occupants out and about. Light from the window cut across the bed.

      Jaya closed the notebook and crossed to the drawer where Luka kept it. Above the drawers were three rows of shelves build into the wall, already beginning to accumulate books from Luka’s father’s exploits. On the lowest shelf, the scuffed violin case sat. The bright light from the windows seemed to flatten it against the wall.

      Downstairs, she heard the chime of the front door opening, followed by the cheerful voices of her uncles. She pulled her eyes away from the instrument.

      She headed downstairs, holding tight to the railing and stepping carefully.

      “Jay, is that you?” Simon called out as her footfalls creaked on the stairs.

      “No one else is home, Uncle Simon,” she called back.

      “You hungry? I’ll heat something up for you.”

      “Sure,” she said, mostly because refusing was futile. He would heat something up for her anyway. Having more food than they needed was fulfilling all of Uncle Simon’s nurturing fantasies, and he was going to stuff them all full of delicious meals for as long as it lasted.

      Aman pulled out a chair for Jaya at the table and took his own seat across from her. Simon brought out plate after plate—the remainder of the previous evening’s meal—and they tucked in. They asked about her day, and she pushed her food around before answering. Her gut still told her not to talk about her work. Years of training kicked in, screaming in her mind that it wasn’t safe to tell civilians about intelligence operations. Not for her, and certainly not for them.

      So she stuck with a safe answer.

      “I was just looking through old notes for new information.”

      “Find anything?” Aman asked.

      She shook her head. Her hand began to shake, fork halfway between her plate and her lips, and she put it back down. Her mouth tasted like chalk anyway.

      “Do you two remember that naval intelligence office?” she asked. “The one on New Sheffield, where the recruitment center is now?”

      Simon frowned, and Aman looked at her thoughtfully.

      “You know,” Aman said, “I grew up right around the corner, but I don’t remember much about it.”

      “Neither of us was much interested in joining the Navy,” Simon said.

      Aman reached for his hand, clasping their fingers together between their plates. “We didn’t want to be separated by tours in different places.”

      “I was just wondering if it had anything to do with why my father came to New Sheffield in the first place,” Jaya said.

      “Can’t you learn that from his service records?” Simon asked.

      Jaya shook her head. “His records suggest he never went to New Sheffield. But clearly he was there. I was just hoping you might have a sense for why. Or know some of the people he might have been there to meet with.”

      “Do you really think trying to figure out what he was doing all those years ago will help you defeat him?”

      The skepticism in Simon’s voice revealed what he thought the answer should be. She saw Aman squeeze his hand.

      “I’m just trying to understand him,” Jaya said. “There’s so much about him I don’t know.”

      “Better to keep it that way,” Simon said.

      “He was always very intense,” Aman offered. “Focused on whatever had his attention.”

      “He was driven,” Jaya said. “Did you know he was orphaned when he was at the academy?”

      Aman frowned, as if he could read the direction of her thoughts. “Yes. Abby told us. He wasn’t very open about his family.”

      “He wasn’t open about anything,” Simon growled, rubbing at his copper stubble with his free hand. “I always thought he was hiding something.”

      “He was working in intelligence,” Jaya said. “He was hiding everything. I’m starting to think he was still working intelligence after he and Mama moved to Hermia.”

      “That’s possible,” Aman mused. “Abby said little about his work, but I don’t think she knew much more than she told us.”

      “It fits with what I know about him,” Jaya said. “It takes a certain kind of person. Someone stubborn. Someone single-minded.”

      Aman frowned slightly at her tone, a gentle concern in his eyes. “Those traits can be good, too.”

      “You don’t need to understand him,” Simon snapped. “He doesn’t deserve that from you.”

      In the silence that followed, Aman reached out and took his husband’s hand, and Jaya realized Simon’s fists had clenched on the table in a mirror of her own.

      Aman turned toward Jaya. “Do you remember when the combine threw a gear?” His voice was calm, but when Jaya met his gaze, she saw a storm in his dark eyes. It made her own throat thick.

      “Of course I remember.”

      It was the harvest of the year she’d turned fifteen, and she had been with Aman in the fields setting up the massive machine. He had sent her back to their truck to get a spare power cell when she heard the crack and the shout. She had run back to Aman, finding him on the ground with glassy eyes, a deep slice in his arm pumping blood into the warm brown earth. He told her to go for help after she tied the tourniquet from the first-aid kit around his bicep, but she had hoisted him up instead, carrying him home. She called the local medic on the way, her voice strong and smooth even as she ran.

      At the time, they’d all attributed her strength and speed to adrenaline, but Jaya remembered how everything sharpened into focus that day. How her body knew she could carry him, how little his weight had slowed her. How her long, stringy adolescent limbs had borne them both back to the house where the medic waited.

      That night, Jaya had sat up in her bed until dawn etched out the shape of the crops outside in pale blue. She had made a decision that night to leave, to take the only job that might make enough money to ensure that Simon and Aman could afford new machines, instead of patching up old and broken ones. She had walked all the way to that recruiting office the next morning and signed up for the entrance examination the next summer.

      “You saved my life that day,” Aman said.

      “I saved your life because I was enhanced,” Jaya said. “I already had that virus he put in me.”

      “We always knew you were strong,” Aman said. “You could do nearly as much work as Simon and me the day you arrived at eight years old. But that’s not why you saved me. You saved me because you loved me. Your strength was just one of the tools in your kit. You didn’t have to carry me on your back to save me that day—it was enough that you acted. That you cared. If you hadn’t had that physical strength, I know you would have found another way.”

      “That’s a lot to expect of a person,” Jaya whispered.

      “I don’t expect it of you,” Aman replied. “I know it about you.”

      She swallowed. Simon blinked at his plate, strain in the creases of his forehead. Jaya put her fork down.

      Uncle Aman saw the best in people. He saw the people they wanted to be, the people they could be. But Jaya wondered if his optimism was misguided. Could people escape the things that had been done to them? Could people find their way out of the traps that had been laid in childhood?

      Jaya had been built. Father had crafted her and Kier, and even now—without the enhancements he had given her—she found herself wondering what pieces truly belonged to her. Was biology like fate, in a way? Would she always be her father’s daughter?

      Even with Aman’s rosy interpretation, Jaya knew she had always been driven by her fears. She wondered if fear and love could ever be pulled apart, or if one would always poison the other.

      She could avoid these thoughts when she had something to focus on—a path to trace out through the years. The puzzle of where and when her father ended and Richard Emory began, the missing central piece indicating whether there had ever been a separation between the two. Had he always been a monster? Had he just been skilled at hiding his cruelty, at making Jaya’s mother fall in love with a fiction? Or had he once been like Jaya—stubborn and determined, willing to do anything to achieve some great noble goal—only for the years and disappointments and failures to carve out any remaining humanity in him?

      She could bury herself in data and notes and captain’s logs, but she might not ever be any closer to an answer, and for the first time in her life, that scared her.
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      After lunch, her mind still churned, and her body was reluctant to return to a cramped, seated posture, so Jaya retrieved her weapon from its drawer upstairs and headed out to the garden. For a moment, she just stared at the scorch marks on the back wall, evidence of her weeks of practice and her very slow progress.

      She grasped the gun, positioning her hands as she had for years. This part was easy—like a memory of what she used to be. As she raised her arms, she felt the challenge, the way her body pushed back.

      But her hands shook less every day, and she did her best to steady them now. Jaya lined up a shot, easing her breathing until she could relax into the recoil of the weapon. She pulled the trigger.

      Her shot missed the can by a finger’s breadth, burning a black mark into the wall behind it, and she managed to stay steady on both feet. She lowered her weapon, frustration and disappointment struggling against pride. She was so much better than she had been a month ago. She was still worse than a first-year at the academy. She blew that frustration out with the stale air in her chest and prepared to line up another shot.

      “Your practice is really paying off.”

      It was Luka’s voice behind her, and she managed to control her startle reflex. She lowered the weapon and turned it off. “I’m not there yet.”

      Luka lowered himself into one of the chairs and crossed his ankle over his knee.

      “You will be,” he said, his smile sweet in the warm sunlight.

      “How’s the coalition?” Jaya changed the subject, sitting in the chair next to him and stretching her legs out in front of her.

      Luka’s smile evaporated. “I don’t know.” He looked like he wanted to say more, but instead, he just sighed and frowned at the ground in front of his feet.

      “I don’t envy you that job. Managing so many personalities.”

      “You’ve done it,” Luka said. “What is command if not managing personalities?”

      Jaya laughed. “Managing personalities who were trained to say yes, Captain when I snapped my fingers.”

      Luka laughed too. “I guess you’re right.”

      “Plus, you’re dealing with off-duty Sal,” Jaya said, relaxing back further into the chair. “That’s always a handful.”

      Luka murmured something that sounded like agreement, but he still frowned. He looked up at the char marks on the wall where Jaya’s shots had moved progressively closer to the can. His next question caught her by surprise.

      “Why are you practicing shooting so much, but haven’t touched the violin?”

      Jaya ran her thumb across the gun’s settings, confirming it was off. She rubbed at a smudge mark on the side of the barrel. “We’re at war, not a concert venue.”

      “That didn’t stop you from playing on Swallow’s Landing. Almost every night.”

      Jaya stood, turning away from Luka to adjust the can on the bench. Her chest was tight, her pulse insistent in her neck. The aches in her legs and back were amplified now by her stiff posture and her sudden movement.

      “Things are different now,” she said.

      Luka remained silent behind her as she fussed with the can. She could practically feel him measuring her response, weighing his words in turn.

      “Sunny thinks it would help,” he said softly.

      Jaya turned on him. “You’ve been talking to Sunny about me? About my treatment? Were you intending to include me in those conversations?”

      “That’s what I’m doing right now. And it wasn’t like that. She was talking to me as a friend. She’s noticed, too.”

      “Noticed what?” Jaya couldn’t keep the ire from her voice, and Luka’s eyebrows drew together.

      “That you’re avoiding it. That you haven’t even mentioned the violin. That there’s a gorgeous piano in that hotel and you haven’t so much as looked at it.”

      “Things are different, Luka. I’m not on shore leave, and you’re not running an antiques shop. There’s no time for that. I have to focus on this.” She waved her arms at her makeshift shooting range. “I have to focus on Emory.”

      Luka watched her, face still frozen in that place between worry and frustration. He let out a breath, the flare of his nostrils the only hint of a stronger emotion, and then he unfolded his long limbs from his chair and stood, facing her.

      “Victory is more than crushing your enemies,” he said, his voice low. He opened his mouth, like he wanted to add to that thought, and then snapped his lips shut again and turned away, disappearing back into the house.

      Jaya sat on the bench, her legs suddenly shaking beneath her. She buried her face in her hands and sat there in silence until she could hear the sound of the birds again over the rhythmic thrum of blood in her ears.
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      “At least it’s a clean break,” Mara said.

      She stood in the midst of the holographic map of the Empire Sasoa had brought up. The conference room they occupied was intended for strategy meetings of this kind—the center of the room was empty, the walls lined with chairs and a few narrow tables.

      The Nareian Imperial Fleet had split along family lines, for the most part. The higher ranks of officers mostly came from noble families, and the defections had nearly all gone as Sasoa had predicted. Half had sided with the matriarch of the Lorean clan, who had claimed the throne and was behind the attack on the coronation. The few high-rank officers who came from common backgrounds had sided mainly with Mara, which was also expected. She might be of the purest bloodline, according to ancient nareian tradition, but she had also lived as a commoner for more than half her life. She captured the imagination of the public—of those who didn’t have a familial grudge against her.

      The new Imperial Fleet was comparable in numbers to the secessionists—the True Navy, as they called themselves—and the few skirmishes that they had engaged in had come out around even.

      “But it’s not giving us a clear advantage,” Sasoa said, leaning against one of the narrow tables in deep shadow. Her muscular arms were crossed over her broad chest. “We need a smart win.”

      Mara turned away from the glittering star map and squinted at Sasoa. “Did you have something in mind?”

      Sasoa pushed off the table and joined Mara in the map. She reached up, manipulating the projection until she had focused in on a medium-sized rocky planet in the middle of disputed territory.

      “There’s a military outpost here on Odanos,” she said. “And a place where the break is not so clean. This outpost hasn’t declared a side yet, but I know that the commanding officer is the son of one of the first nobles to defect.” She turned toward Mara, her eyes hard in the sharp contrast of the dark room and the bright map. “He’s also loyal to you.”

      “Is he?”

      Sasoa nodded. “He’s deeply religious.”

      Mara snorted. “And he’s loyal to me?”

      “He believes you’re carrying on in Hisantos’s path—that you are her embodiment in the plane of the living, the natural and chosen heir to the Empire.”

      “Does he know I intend to step down when this is all over?”

      “He does,” Sasoa said. “He believes Hisantos began the first era of the Empire when she ascended to the throne, and that she is leading the Empire to its next era of greatness, handing its control over to its people.”

      “Hilarious,” Mara said, “but also useful.” She raised an eyebrow, turning her attention back to the map. “Alright, so he wants to declare his allegiance, but he’s in the middle of a region controlled by people who hate me.”

      “Right,” Sasoa said. “We would struggle to hold that space. We need to think on a larger scale and find a way to destabilize the whole region.”

      She brought up a small interface and typed something in. The star map shifted, some stars illuminating in bright cobalt blue, while others glowed yellow-green.

      “What am I looking at now?” Mara asked.

      “A selection of targets. Blue are military, green are economic. We’ve narrowed the list down to the ones we believe will have the highest impact.”

      “We should hit the economic targets first,” Mara said. “The nobility aren’t used to having tight budgets. Finding themselves starved of Narei’s resources might make some of the nobles rethink their choice to follow the usurper.”

      Sasoa nodded. “I agree, but we should diversify our approach. We need to hit them on multiple fronts.”

      “Last I checked, we were down to half a navy and half our usual resources,” Mara said. “The nobility aren’t the only ones working on a tight budget.”

      “That’s where you give us an advantage,” Sasoa said, flashing her a grin. “You’re used to scraping by, to fighting creatively.”

      Mara waved off the compliment. “I’m used to fighting with a gun, a handful of knives, and my own fists. Not the same thing.”

      Sasoa folded her arms across her chest again, her gaze soft on the glowing stars of the map. “We need to increase recruitment. Our shortage isn’t desperate, but we’re struggling to recruit people to serve right now. The nobility have made their choices, as have many of the officers, but the general public is unsure of what to do.”

      Mara frowned. “It was the support of the general public that helped me take the palace back.”

      “Not quite,” Sasoa said. “It was the enthusiasm of a few. You know full well how much can be accomplished on a small scale with a few ardent followers.”

      “I took back the Imperial Palace in the middle of a coup. I wouldn’t call that small.”

      “It might not have felt small”—Sasoa turned to face her, opening her hands wide so it appeared the star map emanated from her palms—“but compared with an empire of over three hundred colonies spanning sixty light-years of space?”

      Mara got the point.

      “The people of Narei don’t know you yet. You have a small but mighty following, which helped you take back the throne. But the wider support hasn’t appeared yet. People are hesitant to choose a side when the stakes for them are unclear and a victor is not evident. You should think about what kind of Empress you want to be.”

      Mara scowled at the map. “I don’t intend to be Empress long enough for that to matter.”

      “If you think that way, then yes, your reign will be short. It will end in your death, and the death of everyone who has worked to put you where you are. It will end with a new monarchy, and no hope for the democratic government Zan has worked so hard to create.”

      Mara looked away from the map, back to Sasoa’s face. The head of security was fixing her with a frown that didn’t conceal any of her criticism. Evoking Ezana’s dreams had done its job, settling a mantle of guilt on Mara’s shoulders.

      She turned back to the map, searching for ideas.

      “Play to your strengths,” Sasoa said. “You’re not a diplomat. You’re a warrior.”
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      “You want to do what?” Ezana’s blue eyes were fierce.

      “It’s not a question of what I want to do,” Mara replied. “I am leading the troops in the next attack. I will be at the forefront of the Nareian Imperial Fleet.”

      “We’re in a civil war, with your rule hanging by a thread. You have no heirs and no regent, and you want to risk your life in battle?”

      Mara sat on the edge of one of the settees in the drawing room. This was the room where she and Ezana had taken to having most of their private discussions. It was adjacent to the royal bedroom, and decorated in a modest style, not dripping gold like the receiving rooms closer to the main entrance. The walls were trimmed in the usual carved wood and the furniture was comfortable, upholstered in soft cotton imported from the United Human Nations during her grandmother’s reign and dyed a deep, dark blue. Evening light cut across the chairs from a high, narrow window, and the path of Ezana’s pacing passed in and out of little motes of dust that danced in the beam.

      “You will be my regent,” Mara said. “You’re already running the nation. I’m a figurehead.”

      “A figurehead whose death would plunge the Empire into even more chaos,” Ezana said.

      “It’s extremely rare for a monarch to die in battle. And anyway, Sasoa and I have planned it out. I’ll be in a symbolic confrontation, one we expect to win easily. The point is to put me into the middle of it—to show the people that I’m committed to this Empire.”

      Ezana stopped her pacing for a moment. She looked back at Mara, a frown creasing her forehead. “I’m still not sure I like this idea.”

      Mara patted the space next to her on the settee. Ezana hesitated a moment, and then took the offered seat.

      “I’ve thought a lot about it,” Mara said. “No matter what happens, this can benefit Narei. If I come home safe, then I’ve shown the people that I will lead them. I can’t lead through speeches and public appearances. I can’t charm the people. I’m a wartime Empress, might as well lean into my skill set.”

      Ezana raised an eyebrow in an ironic expression, but worry still softened her eyes. “The war won’t be won by hunting down bail jumpers.”

      Mara grinned. “If only.” That coaxed a smile from Ezana, and Mara pressed on. “The Legislative Assembly is already starting to take on more responsibility. We have elections scheduled for next year. And more importantly, you’re the one who knows how to bring us into the new era. You’re far more important than I am.”

      “No one person is crucial to this,” Ezana said. “It takes all of us.”

      “But my role is to draw attention. To rally the troops. So let me do that. If I die, you can spin my noble and heroic death in battle to rally the nation around your leadership as my chosen successor.”

      Fear flickered across Ezana’s face, and she shook her head. “I’m not sure we’re as prepared for your loss as you seem to think.”

      “I’ve been prepared to die for a long time now,” Mara said. Ezana threw her a shocked look. “That doesn’t mean I won’t fight to live. But I learned that once you’ve made your peace with death, you spend a lot less energy running from it and a lot more energy doing what needs to be done.”

      “That’s a bleak way to live.”

      Mara wasn’t sure how to interpret the look on Ezana’s face. It seemed both cold and fragile—a thin layer of frost that would melt upon touch. What would be revealed beneath, Mara wondered, if she reached out and ran a fingertip down the iced hollow of Ezana’s neck where she could see the flutter of her pulse? Mara closed her hands into fists.

      “That’s how I’ve lived for thirty years,” she said, forcing a wry grin. “Explains a lot?”

      Ezana shook her head, the motion faint. “I’m still not sure I agree with you on this.”

      “I’m not sure you have to,” Mara said. “This is my decision.”

      She stood, turning back to face Ezana, whose delicate frosted expression had now solidified to pure ice.

      “We need a morale boost,” Mara said. “Recruitment for the fleet is down and we need the bodies, with half of our forces defecting. We need victories, real and symbolic. Sasoa is right—I’m not a diplomat.”

      “Of course Sasoa would be behind this.”

      “Sasoa’s not behind anything,” Mara snapped. “This is what I want. I’m a fighter. Let me fight.”

      “I can’t be responsible if something happens to you.”

      “You wouldn’t be responsible, I would.”

      Ezana’s eyes flashed. “Standing by and letting you make a terrible and dangerous choice puts at least some of the responsibility on me.”

      Something in her voice stayed Mara before she snapped out her retort. Ezana sat in a calm posture, her hands folded in her lap, but her body language felt off. Ezana was small for a nareian, petite and fine-boned, but she presented herself in a way that amplified her size. She rarely seemed smaller than Mara, despite the difference in their heights. But now, she looked every bit as undersized as she was. Her expression wavered and her usual confidence evaporated, taking with it the presence that usually meant she dominated the room.

      “What is it?” Mara asked. “You can’t really be worried that you’ll cause my death. I’m always in danger, Zan. I’m just as likely to die from another assassination attempt as in battle. And I’m not asking for your permission, I’m asking for your help.”

      Ezana shook her head. “I’ve been responsible for someone else’s pain before. I’m not going to do it again.”

      Mara sat back down on the chair across from Ezana. She remembered the way Ezana had looked at her on Ilika, when Mara’s sharp edges had finally cut into their growing friendship. She had offered up a connection and Mara had balled it up and thrown it back like a weapon, out of instinct more than desire. They had come a long way since that attempt at a public relations boost, but the way Ezana looked now deflated Mara in the same way, bringing a sick premonition of failure.

      “I can be selfish,” Ezana said, as if that explained anything. But she said it like a dark confession.

      “Zan, you’ve known me a while now. Your selfishness has nothing on mine.”

      Ezana shook her head again. She stared over Mara’s shoulder, her blue eyes fixed on some memory—or some fear.

      “You don’t hurt people, Zan,” Mara said quietly. “I do. You have a beautiful vision for this nation. I’m just a blunt instrument carrying it out. You would do fine without me. You might even do better.”

      Ezana pulled her faraway gaze back and fixed Mara with a glare. “You don’t get to decide that.”

      Mara held up her hands in surrender. “Fine. But you know this is a good idea. And I promise, I’ll be safe. I didn’t live this long by having bad survival instincts.”

      A hesitant smile tugged at Ezana’s mouth.

      “I’m still here,” Mara said.

      “Yes. You are.”

      Mara leaned forward, resting her forearms on her thighs. She watched some of the strength return to Ezana’s expression, though she still looked somewhat tentative. A part of Mara wanted to surrender, to promise she would stay in the safety of the palace. She would say anything, do anything, if it would grind down the last sharp edges of Ezana’s mistrust. But what was the point of anything they were doing if they did it halfway and failed? Ezana had a vision for Narei. She was the head and the heart. Mara was the fist. She couldn’t be anything else.

      “You’re the Empress,” Ezana said at last, breaking the silence between them. Her tone was reluctant, but she pressed her lips together and continued. “And Sasoa is right. This is a chance for you to show that you’re a leader as only you can do.” A smile curled across her face, touching her lips but leaving her eyes flat. “You gathered the crowds in the Imperial Plaza, now let’s gather them across the Empire. Like Hisantos, lead your people into the future.”

      She stood abruptly. Then she smoothed down the front of her shirt, her eyes not meeting Mara’s.

      “I’ll go start preparing things. We’ll need to be ready for your absence. And your return.”

      With that, she turned and left the room. Mara remained seated, that sick premonition of failure lingering.
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      “Should we even be one entity?” Sal asked.

      The resounding groan was universal. Luka rubbed at his forehead—Sal was prone to starting arguments over whatever topic had most recently come up. Arguments that the academics and politicians in the room seemed to relish and which usually ended in them having made no progress at all. But this time, Sal sat forward in his seat.

      “No, I’m serious,” he said.

      “We’re just starting to get consensus and you’re talking about splitting up the colonies?” Vinh responded.

      “He has a point,” Shea said. “They’re so spread across the galaxy. They need some amount of autonomy. It was one of the things everyone resented at home—that a handful of people in a small space station in a sheltered part of the galaxy could tell us what to do when nareian agitators showed up. That they could tell us what they would pay for our crops and our services, without really knowing anything about what we faced.”

      Mitya frowned thoughtfully. “This was an issue I faced as governor. It made a lot of sense to work with other colonies in our sector, but many of the Union’s restrictions prevented us from doing so in any official capacity. We have to remember that the Union was formed out of corporate entities—cooperation was done among subsidiaries of the same business, not out of proximity or the needs of the people. That protective structure was still there.”

      “We’ve been working with our Resistance hubs to fix that,” Luka said. “Creating local networks to share resources.”

      “Why not draw up some official documents,” Nasrin suggested. “We can adopt the model Resistance Command has been using, since it’s been working.”

      “I’m not sure a top-down approach is what we’re going for,” Elijah said.

      “The military is very hierarchal,” Luka agreed. “I certainly wouldn’t suggest that it be our model for this government. It does a few things well, but democratic rule is not one of them.”

      “It doesn’t have to be permanent,” Nasrin said. “A transition government can give us the opportunity to work out these details with the local governments when we’re not in the middle of a fight for our lives.”

      Luka frowned as multiple voices competed to debate with Nasrin. He couldn’t argue with the efficiency of the military, but it wasn’t the way to run a government. Granted, by the way these conversations went, it seemed there was no way to run a government. No idea survived intact, no consensus was ever reached.

      The military, too, wasn’t a guarantee for success. The attack on Swallow’s Landing had set them back with potential allies. Onyema had been in secret talks with some members of the colonial government of New Hong Kong, before Emory’s attack cooled the wealthier colonies on the idea of a Resistance victory. Their fleet wasn’t strong enough on its own to face Emory down with his largest colonies still falling in line, and places like New Hong Kong wanted assurances.

      If the military couldn’t provide them, then Luka was hoping their political coalition could present other reasons to join. Promises for a more fair and equitable government might go a long way. The poorer colonies were desperate enough to join up without a clear message. But more privileged colonies, while still chafing slightly under the Union’s rule, knew they were in a relatively good position. They would need to believe that the Resistance could do better, and right now the Resistance had little in the way of either military prowess or political rhetoric.

      “We at least need to have a clear stance,” Luka interjected into the chaos. “We can’t keep talking in circles if we’re going to win people over. We have to stand for something. We can’t just be against Emory.”

      “We need to have these conversations with the colonies before we create a transition government,” Elijah said, his words still directed at Nasrin. “Otherwise we risk alienating the very people whose input we need if this is going to work.”

      “Luka is right that the networks created by the military have been helpful in the colonies,” Nasrin said, “so why not continue that? If it’s what the colonies want…”

      “All due respect,” Elijah said, his voice implying that respect was not actually present, “what do you know about the colonies? Haven’t you spent the last thirty years in Narei?”

      “And haven’t you spent the last twenty in an ivory tower on one of the most prosperous colonies in the Union?” Elijah frowned, but Nasrin continued. “In case you’ve forgotten, Narei is also in the middle of a civil war. Their colonies are as far-flung as the human ones, and they’ve done a similarly dismal job of caring for the needs of their citizens. Maybe Resistance Command is going about this the right way.”

      Luka rubbed at his temples, his heart rate increasing with every minute of this argument. The conversation always seemed to turn to what command was doing, no matter how much he tried to distance himself and the other members of command from their duties outside of this room. Would the debates have gone this way even without members of the military in the room? He wished he knew. From across the table, Fátima gave him a sympathetic look.

      “We don’t want to become the next Narei,” Vinh said, “but they’re a monarchy. They have an entrenched noble class. What’s happening there isn’t a direct parallel to what’s happening here. We should look to our own culture for comparisons.”

      “That’s a very small-minded view,” Nasrin said. “I’ve learned a lot from my time in Narei, and we could all benefit from that.”

      “And what is it you do again? You’re some sort of sales representative for Aurora Corp, isn’t that right? Gunn’s right hand?”

      Nasrin narrowed her eyes, the only indication in her otherwise composed expression that she was irritated by his remark. “I build connections. I find openings and opportunities. It’s not as craven as you make it sound. In fact, it’s not unlike the work Luka did before he joined the Resistance.” She turned toward Luka. “You bought and sold art and artifacts, correct?” She turned back to Vinh. “And part of that is learning about how people work. It’s a form of cultural exchange. Human, szacante, nareian—we’re not that different. Even the hami aren’t all that unlike us.”

      She looked back at Luka, and he nodded reluctantly. He found himself unwilling to agree with Nasrin, but about this she was right.

      “I know the szacante dissidents have formed their own committee to deal with what’s happening in their homeworld,” Sal interjected, “but I think we’d benefit from other perspectives.”

      “If we’re going to start from scratch,” Luka agreed, “we should at least do it right.”

      “Can Resistance Command connect us with our counterparts in Narei?” Nasrin asked.

      “I think it would be better if we didn’t go through command,” Luka said.

      Nasrin raised her eyebrows. “Friction with Narei?”

      Luka pressed his lips together to hold in an exasperated reply. He couldn’t give out any information about their work with the Nareian Empress, but that didn’t stop the speculation. Speculation he couldn’t confirm or deny.

      After a moment’s pause, Nasrin nodded. “I see.”

      “We have to stand on our own merit,” Luka said. “We have to be an independent entity. Do you really want to reach the end of this war and have the only clear leadership coming from the military?”

      “Of course not,” Nasrin said. “But that doesn’t mean we have to avoid any associations at all. Just as we can learn from the nareians and the szacante”—she gestured around the room to the assembled academics and politicians and colonist representatives—“and just as we can learn from each other, can’t we learn from what’s working well for command?”

      A mix of reactions followed her question. There was clear disagreement from some in the room, though her point was hard to argue against. Of course they could learn from the military as much as from any other source. And yet, Luka still felt deeply uncomfortable with every turn the debate made back toward military structure. No small part of that was how he seemed to become the lightning rod for those comparisons.

      Fátima spoke up. “History is full of compromises, but the important part is having this dialogue. Let’s reach out to the szacante delegation and to the Legislative Assembly in Narei. We want to be our own nation, but we can’t do it without allies.”

      That seemed to settle it in the minds of most of the people in the room, and Luka suppressed a frustrated sound as the meeting wrapped up and people began to leave. He’d wanted it this way, he knew that. He’d wanted a place where people could argue and learn from each other. A place where all the ideas could be heard. And yet, over the last few weeks, it had turned into a semantic ouroboros of defenses and justifications and counterpoints that only ever ended where they started.

      Nasrin lingered in the room. “I get the sense you’re frustrated with me.”

      “I’m not frustrated with you,” he said, though it didn’t feel like the truth; not exactly. “I’m just concerned.”

      She tilted her head to the side. “Do you think we’re going about this the wrong way?”

      “I’m in no position to say what the right way is.”

      “Still, you have knowledge the rest of us don’t. Knowledge with value to this process. Are you sure containing it is smart?”

      Here, Luka had an easy answer. “I’m not in charge of the Resistance armed forces. I don’t get to decide what information leaves command.”

      “Ah, yes—Captains Rhodes and Mill,” Nasrin said, her tone mild. “The stalwart leader and the hero. How is Captain Mill’s recovery going?”

      “Well,” Luka replied.

      “I’m glad to hear it. People like their heroes strong.”

      Something ignited in Luka at that. A flare of heat warmed his chest. “She’s always been strong.”

      Nasrin nodded. “I certainly didn’t mean to imply anything. I have no doubt that we’re in good hands.”

      She turned at that, leaving the room.

      Luka loosened his fingers from the fists that had formed at his side. He took a deep breath, but her words remained embedded in him like nettles.

      He took a moment to compose himself before he headed to the lobby of the hotel, where the group was congregating again in bunches, conversations continuing, picking up where they had left off. Fátima was already seated at a table in the lounge area, and Luka joined her.

      “You okay?” Fátima asked him as he approached.

      “I’m starting to feel a greater sense of urgency,” Luka replied. “I worry that we won’t be able to win the war without the support of the remaining colonies. And that if we do win without their support, we’ll just start our new nation with old resentments turned on their heads.”

      “You’re afraid we’ll have another revolution to contend with when this is over?”

      “I don’t know,” Luka said. “And which is worse, having a new revolution on our hands or never really getting ahead of the one we’re already in?”

      “We can’t guarantee that we will do this right,” Fátima said. “It’s hard, but we can’t know everything. All we can do is our best, and hope that’s enough.”

      He looked back over his shoulder. Nasrin sat at a table with Sal and Elijah, refilling their glasses. Their voices mixed together in the room, arriving at Luka’s ears in a jumble.

      “I wonder sometimes,” Luka confessed as he turned back around, “why she’s doing this.”

      “Why are any of us doing this? To make the next thing better than the last.”

      Luka nodded. “Sure.”

      Fátima cocked her head. “You don’t sound convinced.”

      “I don’t know.” That was the truth, at least.

      He couldn’t put a finger on his uneasiness. He felt it about many of the academics, too. He appreciated the points they raised, and the nuances of having such a diverse group of people all participating in the conversation. But there were times when their lively debate veered into a cadence that felt more like play than work. He knew that those were old habits, and that everyone he had brought to Aurora was driven by a real desire to make things better. Their arguments were grounded in their own passion, and strengthened by the experiences of the others who had joined the coalition: Shea and Sal, Ash and Lupo, civilians who had been recruited from Resistance colonies. It still didn’t keep him from drawing back from this feeling that it was all just a game to them.

      “Maybe it’s because she was never on Emory’s hit list,” Luka said.

      Fátima laughed. “There are perks to exiling yourself early.”

      “Yeah, but only if your homeland turns evil, which seems like a long shot.”

      “I’m a historian. Trust me, it’s not a long shot.”

      Luka laughed, shaking off some of the frustration that lingered from the meeting. He couldn’t ignore how far they were from having anything resembling a government. How delicate the balance was, how easily they could slip from something stable to something explosive.

      “You’re a person who takes things very seriously,” Fátima said. “You put yourself into what you do one hundred percent.”

      “Sure,” Luka said. “I’m not sure how else to be.”

      “It’s not a criticism. I just think you’re putting too much pressure on yourself. What you’ve done here has already brought us so far. Before, we were scattered across Union space. We were easy to pick off, because our voices were raised alone. But we’re not alone anymore—we have a chance to be heard now. Not by Emory, but by what comes after him.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Luka said.

      “History is a series of quick bursts of change. The pressure builds slowly. It feels like chaos. It feels like progress will never be made. And then basically overnight, there’s a flip. A regime change, a radical new idea that catches fire, a law that changes everything. But those flips don’t happen without the decades of frustration first.”

      “And those flips bring their own chaos,” Luka said. “Realignment, new changes that have to be made.”

      “Exactly. The work of nation building continues long after the revolution. You have to be in it for the long haul.”
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      As the first blue haze of early dawn began to lighten the skies, Luka lay in bed, staring at the ceiling. The last tendrils of the nightmare were burning away, but his body was still flooded with adrenaline, his pulse racing. Beside him, Jaya slept peacefully, for once. Luka rolled gently to his side and pressed a kiss to the exposed skin of her shoulder, then slipped silently from the bed. She needed sleep, and he doubted he would get any more of it.

      He padded down the stairs and into the kitchen. The tile floor was cool on the bottom of his feet, soothing and bracing all at once. He poured himself some water and gulped down half of it before refilling the glass. His heart pounded like a caged thing against his ribs. Adrenaline still sent jolts through his body, his legs shaky and unsteady beneath him.

      But he let his environment ground him. The murky predawn light revealed the shape of the kitchen appliances, the dining table in the next room. Outside, faint birdsong was beginning. And all around him was the invisible hum of the house. Of five other people sleeping soundly in their rooms. Of appliances and the home’s environmental control system. A quiet whisper of comfort.

      They had talked about their argument over the violin. Jaya was still reticent, still trying to fold herself around this internal wound, and as much as Luka wanted her to open back up, he recognized the fear in her eyes when the topic arose. He remembered that fear well from his first years after leaving the Navy, and seeing it in her aggravated his own old wounds, still not fully healed.

      She had a long road ahead. Maybe he couldn’t be faulted for wanting to help her travel that road a little faster, but he knew as well as anyone that she needed to heal in her own way—and in her own time.

      He heard a sound behind him and turned.

      His mother appeared at the foot of the stairs, paused, and cocked her head to the side. “You’re up early.”

      “Couldn’t sleep.”

      Shirina went over to the coffee maker, measuring beans into the quiet grinding attachment and toggling the controls for strength and amount of the brew. She looked out the window, to where the faint blue light was beginning to crawl up the sky, making room for the deep red-orange of hot coals to flush along the horizon. She looked back at her son.

      “I’ve been waking early since we came here,” she said. “Sitting outside to watch the sun rise.”

      “Sounds nice,” Luka said, smiling.

      “Want to join me?”

      They poured the steaming coffee into mugs as soon as the machine finished brewing it. Outside, the air was cool and soft, mist hanging gently, and they each took a chair and stared out over the narrow walled garden. Simon’s vegetables and herbs had pushed up and were growing, strong and green in their beds. Music rang clearly in the air as little sparrow-like birds called to each other and pecked around in the plants.

      “You couldn’t sleep?” Shirina asked, lifting the mug to her mouth.

      Luka shook his head. “There’s a lot on my mind. The political coalition is a mess, and I can’t tell if it’s supposed to be like that or if I’ve done everything wrong.”

      His mother nodded, her eyes soft on the dew-encrusted leaves of the garden. The sun had risen higher, burning away the fragile mist. Luka held his mug in his hands, the heat of the drink warming his palms. Shirina considered her words, frowning thoughtfully.

      “It’s hard to let go of everything that came before,” she said. “But just because something is hard doesn’t mean it can’t be done.”

      “I worry that not everyone shares your resolve,” Luka said. His mind went to Nasrin and her expensive clothing and her expectation that her voice would be given weight in their meetings. He wondered sometimes how she would react when she realized the magnitude of the change that needed to be made. He wondered about all of them, sometimes, and their willingness to see it through when it turned from theory to application.

      Shirina turned back to him, smiling sadly. “But you do, and you are the only person whose response you can control.”

      The door opened behind them, bringing Aman and Jaime and their bright chatter to join the growing chorus of birdsong outside. They arranged themselves on the garden furniture, washed in the fresh morning light, drawing conversation out of Luka and Shirina until they were all laughing.

      Jaya joined them after a while, stretching out stiff limbs and taking a sip from Luka’s mug. He pulled her close as Aman returned into the house to wake his sleeping husband.

      Luka closed his eyes, losing himself in the scent of Jaya’s skin and the joy in the voices of their family members. Maybe he was expecting too much. His work with the coalition didn’t have to be perfect. He didn’t have to like Nasrin to work with her, not if what he was working to protect was as precious as this.
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      It took nearly two weeks for Jaya to convince command to send her to New Sheffield to investigate the old naval intelligence office. In the end, it wasn’t her hunch that won out, but the strategic needs of the Resistance. Luka saw an opportunity in New Sheffield, a rising member of their alliance of colonies, to cultivate another cultural hub for the Resistance. Like Cotterston, New Sheffield could facilitate the relationships with the other colonies in their sector of the galaxy.

      They were on the Defiant the next afternoon. Ash, the former member of the Providence resistance whom they had rescued from the Avernus, was traveling with them. It was a long trip to New Sheffield, and Jaya spent most of it ruminating over what she thought she might discover. As hard as she had argued for this opportunity, the possibility that she would turn up nothing had formed a hard pit in her stomach.

      But this was the place where it happened. This was where her father had—despite all the official documents to the contrary—met her mother. It was the only place she could be certain he had been.

      When they landed at New Sheffield, a small greeting party awaited them. At the front of it was a slim figure who stood with hands on hips. A smile cracked their tan face when they saw Jaya coming down the platform. Jaya stopped halfway down, shifting the strap of her bag on her shoulder, and Luka paused beside her.

      “Something wrong?” he asked.

      She shook her head, continued down the platform, and stopped in front of the familiar figure, then set her bag down on the ground beside her. Luka greeted their welcoming party, addressing the person at the front, who appeared to be the leader. They stepped forward, confirming that suspicion.

      “I’m Staff Sergeant Luka Tapahonso,” Luka said. “I’ll be the command liaison while I’m here. With me are Corporal Ashley Farrow and Captain—”

      “Jaya Mill,” they said.

      “Nima”—Jaya smiled, but the expression felt stiff and awkward—“you’re the leader of the Resistance on New Sheffield?”

      “That’s right.” They grinned, their eyes scanning over Jaya’s face and lingering on the scars. Jaya shoved her hands into her pockets.

      “I didn’t expect—” She trailed off, finding no satisfying or appropriate way to end the sentence. Nima watched her, their dark eyes as intense as Jaya remembered.

      “And what about you?” Nima replied. “I thought I’d seen the last of you eighteen years ago.” Their face shifted, a frown ghosting over their features, there and gone again like a cloud across the sky. “There were rumors that it was you, rumors that were confirmed when I started working with the Resistance. But I don’t think I really believed it until just now.”

      “Well,” Jaya said, “it’s me.”

      Nima reached over and picked up Jaya’s bag, hoisting it over their shoulder before she could protest. Luka looked at her, confusion on his face, and she put a hand on his arm—a promise to fill him in later. Nima led them to a sturdy farm vehicle with six wheels and a large cabin.

      “Sorry it’s not a nice aircar,” they said.

      Jaya shook her head. “Those things are too delicate.”

      “Right? They catch all the grit in their fields and throw it up, and it gums up the works. More maintenance than they’re worth out here.”

      “This is a sensible vehicle,” Jaya agreed.

      Luka chuckled. “I’m seeing a whole new side of you.”

      Jaya just smiled and pulled herself up into the truck’s cabin. She regretted the move after she made it, but accepted the cramp in her side as payment for the measure of protected pride.

      Nima drove out to their farm, the road fading from the smooth surface in town to a pitted dirt path that the truck lurched over. As Nima took the last turn, Jaya’s throat tightened. She could see the silhouette of two houses at the end of the road. She kept her eyes on the one to the right as they drew closer, only looking away when Nima turned off down the driveway to the left.

      Maria and Tariq were waiting outside, their faces aged but familiar. They were on Jaya the moment she stepped out of the truck, hugging her tightly, all the enthusiasm that had been so restrained in Nima spilling out in their arms. A dog trotted happily, weaving between their legs with its high, curling tail wagging.

      “Ma, Da,” Nima said, “give her space to breathe.”

      “I’m fine,” Jaya insisted. “It’s good to see you again.”

      “We were relieved to hear your uncles were okay,” Tariq said.

      “Healthy and happy.” Jaya looked back at Luka, whose eyes were on the other house—the house Simon and Aman had once occupied. “This is Luka. He’s the one responsible for their safety.”

      Maria and Tariq let go of Jaya to greet Luka. Jaya pulled Ash out of the shadows where he was waiting and into the glow of her old neighbors—her dear friends—who greeted him with the same warmth they had shown to Jaya and Luka. She caught Nima’s eyes over Ash’s head, dark brown glinting in the fading light. She smiled, and Nima returned the expression.

      Dinner was a long, slow affair. Simple, home-grown food and stories shared over the table. Ash had opened up in the months since his rescue, and his cheeks were flushed pink and his laughter rich, drawn out by the friendly environment. As they lingered over dessert, Jaya excused herself from the table, stepping out into the cool evening air.

      She looked up at the sky. The stars stretched out overhead, constellations familiar even after all these years of being up among them. Jaya picked out Sirius, a faint flicker in the halo of another star. And then she looked away from the stars, down to the house across the way, black against the dark sky. She wrapped her arms around her stomach and wondered if she would ever run out of places she had to flee. Places that had once been home, abandoned in a hurry. She stopped at the end of Nima’s house, bracing her palm against the outer wall as she looked out over the fields that had once occupied so many of her hours.

      “It’s been empty since they left.”

      Jaya looked back. Nima was walking toward her, still pulling on a sweater.

      “You should use it,” Jaya said. “Simon and Aman would like that.”

      Nima pressed their lips together as they stopped alongside Jaya. “I wasn’t sure if it would be okay with you.”

      “It’s not mine,” Jaya said. “I’ve moved on.”

      “Yeah. I see you have.”

      Jaya leaned against the house, pressing her shoulder into the wall. She sighed.

      “He was here,” Nima said, their voice hushed. “Your brother.”

      “What?”

      Nima nodded. “He said he was looking for your uncles. But I think he was looking for you.”

      Jaya followed their gaze back to the house across the fields, waiting silently in the dark.

      “He found me,” she said. “Or I found him.”

      “Is he part of the Resistance too?”

      Laughter floated out from the warmly lit house behind them. A breeze played in the cool night air, making the plants whisper and dance in the dark.

      Jaya pulled her jacket a little closer and swallowed, her throat tight. “He’s dead.”

      A pause. “I’m sorry.”

      “Me too.” Jaya looked up at the stars. “Nima?”

      “Yeah?”

      “My father’s not dead.”

      She heard the sharp intake of breath. There was a long pause before Nima spoke.

      “What?”

      “I thought he died with my mother, and I thought I would never see Kier again,” Jaya said. The words froze, forming shards of ice that scraped as they came up in her. “But he didn’t die. The people who attacked us took Kier away with them, and my father escaped somehow. He changed his name and his face. He’s Richard Emory.”

      She kept her eyes on the sky, avoiding whatever look of shock or discomfort or judgment was running across Nima’s face right now.

      “I found out right around the time I realized Emory was behind the Sons of Priam attacks.”

      “Fuck,” Nima muttered. “I wondered if it was… personal. Not that I can’t imagine you saving the galaxy, just…”

      “I used to be the type to keep my head down.”

      “Yeah.” There was a pause as Nima absorbed the news. “Are you okay?”

      Jaya shrugged. “I’m not sure that matters. I’m doing what needs to be done.”

      Silence settled around them again. This felt familiar, even so many years later. Nima had always tolerated her long silences, her general reticence. What others had interpreted as prickliness, Nima had always seemed to recognize for what it was. Hypervigilance. Fear.

      It was all out now. All the reasons for Jaya’s strangeness. And she still didn’t feel it was enough. Guilt tugged at her.

      “I’m sorry I left the way I did,” she said.

      “I know.”

      “I just…” Jaya searched for the words, her mind raising up every block it could find. Just as it had for all those years. Protecting her, closing her off. The last year had torn down so many of those walls against her will, and she had been building them back up since she woke. They kept her focused and controlled. They kept her from breaking down, from buckling under the weight of all of it.

      Being back on New Sheffield was an assault on those new walls. She could feel the cracks, the vibrations as they trembled under the new weight.

      “I needed to leave,” she said. “I needed to do something. To make sure they would be okay.”

      “It was more than that, though,” Nima said, giving her a sharp look. “You always had to be busy. Couldn’t slow down for a second.”

      “When Aman got hurt—”

      “You got busier. I almost never saw you after that.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Nima frowned. “I’m not looking for an apology.”

      Jaya forced herself to confront their direct gaze, full of accusation and hurt, but also full of affection. Sympathy. They sucked in a breath, released it slowly. They reached out a hand, and Jaya took it.

      “I wasn’t expecting to see you here,” Jaya said.

      “How could I not be involved?” Nima asked. “Especially after your brother showed up. It was like seeing you again, but far away. Like a dream. I realized I couldn’t just wait for the Resistance to come to us.”

      Jaya shook her head. “That’s not what I meant. I guess I had hoped you’d gotten out, too.”

      Nima looked away, another sharp inhale held in their chest.

      “Not everyone is running from something, Jay.”
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      The resistance movement on New Sheffield had arisen quickly. Jaya learned from Nima and their parents that day-to-day life on the colony had remained largely ignored by Emory after Simon and Aman had disappeared. The ravaged home was the only evidence left behind by the Union forces who had arrived just after Luka. They had come and gone silently, and the only clue of the war raging in Union space was an increase in recruitment advertising.

      New Sheffield had grown since Jaya had lived there. The downtown streets looked exactly the same, but outside the town, the farms were robust. The community had channeled their decades-long recovery into a slow growth in production, and by the time war broke out, they were providing a significant amount of food to other colonies in the sector. New Sheffield was too remote to feed Argos, but a number of industrial colonies relied on the produce from their rural neighbor. With the biological attacks on four major agricultural colonies that had started Jaya’s research into the Sons of Priam, New Sheffield had risen in importance.

      New Sheffield was also far from the hubs of Resistance activity and protected by the Union fleet. The rebellion in this sector had come not from Resistance infiltration, but from within the community. First, a nearby manufacturing colony had organized together to strike. The strikes had turned violent when peacekeeping forces were sent in, but the workers hadn’t given in. Their zeal inspired another colony, and then another. And one day, back on New Sheffield, Nima had turned their curiosity about the rumored Resistance into action. They had called together the leaders in the community and declared their support for the striking colonies.

      Within a week of that declaration the Resistance had destroyed the lab on Hermia and taken a string of Union shipyards. The Union had made a choice, and it had turned its eyes away from New Sheffield.

      Now, Jaya sat in a busy office in the building that had once belonged to the Navy. She paged through documents on her data pad, the activity of the room a blur around her. Someone on Nima’s team had been strategic enough to pry some drives free from the building’s consoles, disconnecting them from Union networks before they could be wiped. Not everything was saved, but there were local files and records available for her perusal. Not to mention encrypted files she had already sent back to HQ on Aurora to be cracked.

      Nearby, Luka and Nima were speaking in quiet voices, looking over a different set of records. Jaya could tell by the way his shoulders relaxed shortly after their arrival in this office that he was pleased with the way things were going here. Jaya wasn’t surprised—Nima had always been bright and motivated. They had always been full of ideas and the energy to follow through on them, creative and industrious in equal measure.

      Luka glanced over at her and smiled. He turned his attention back to Nima, who was talking with animated hands and lively eyes.

      Jaya took the momentary pause in reading to reflect on what she’d seen. Years of records showed who the Navy had rented this space to over the years. A few biotech companies had taken out short-term leases as they tested or expanded programs with the farmers on the colony. For a while, the local elementary school had taken over the entire second floor as repairs were made to their old building. Offices often went empty, going months or sometimes even years before they were filled by a new tenant.

      None of the businesses seemed to have any connection to her father. The full-time intelligence office had closed a few years before her parents met, shortly after the local economy had crashed. They had moved to another colony, somewhere more important to the Union’s economic interests. Nothing leased from this space appeared to have anything to do with her father or his work—no military contractors in medical or military technology; only agricultural scientists were interested in outposts on New Sheffield. The records were a patchwork of leased and empty, spreading out irregularly in both space and time.

      The only office that was consistently occupied until the day the Resistance took the building by force was the naval recruitment office—the same space that now was buzzing with Resistance personnel, with the same focused energy.

      Jaya frowned as she turned her attention back to the records. This was the only office consistently occupied, but what about empty ones? She opened a new document, copying over the lease records throughout the year and spreading them across a layout of the building. She added the names of the tenants to each room one at a time in chronological order. After ten years of records, she felt a spark of hope. After twenty, that hope had transformed to certainty.

      One office was never leased. For three decades, it had stood empty, even during the busiest years when every other office was filled.

      “Find something?” Luka asked. He had finished his conversation with Nima and was standing next to the desk where Jaya had been working all morning.

      “Maybe.” She looked up and found Nima across the room. She caught their eye and waved them over.

      “What is it?” they asked.

      “This room,” Jaya said, pointing it out on the schematic. “Is there something wrong with it?”

      “I don’t think so.” Nima frowned. “That would be the last one on the right, top floor?”

      “Yeah. It’s been empty for decades.”

      “The whole building was in good shape when we took it,” Nima said. “But we can check.”

      Nima led the way up the stairs, Jaya following with Luka behind her.

      “What are you thinking?” he asked as they made their way up the two flights.

      “This room has never been leased,” she said. “According to the records, it’s been empty for thirty-eight years.”

      “You think it wasn’t really empty?”

      They turned from the stairwell down a short corridor. Three doors on each side opened onto office suites. Nima paused at the last one, entering a passcode into the terminal to the door’s right.

      “I think it’s strange that this room is the only one that never had an occupant,” Jaya said. “At least not officially.”

      The door opened, revealing a small office with three desks. Each desk was outfitted with a console. Jaya stopped at the first desk, running her fingertips along the thick layer of dust on the faux wood.

      Luka went behind the desk, sitting in the chair and checking the console.

      “This is an old model,” he said. “Maybe a decade or so.” He bent over, searching along the edges of the console, then sat up. “Drives are gone.”

      “Someone cleaned out the data,” Jaya replied.

      “Why didn’t the Navy ever rent the place out again?” Nima asked.

      Jaya shrugged. It was clear this office had been occupied at some point, although there was no sign of recent visitors. “Maybe there was some sort of standing order that no one bothered to terminate.”

      Luka checked the other two consoles, his brows drawn together thoughtfully. He came back empty-handed—no data drives in any of the machines.

      “It’s possible the person who would have terminated the order didn’t have a chance,” he said.

      “How would that be possible?” Jaya asked. “There’s always a backup plan, someone that the responsibilities would fall to.”

      “But what if all those people are gone?”

      Jaya stared at him, at his grim expression. “The four death notices. The ones Onyema was told about. You think they were all involved.”

      “I think four people with suspicious naval connections all died around the same time these consoles were probably last accessed,” he said. “Maybe they were the only people who knew about this office and whatever its purpose was.”

      She considered that. “You might be right. They all had some off-the-record connection to the Navy, and my father’s records swear he was never here, but he was clearly doing something on New Sheffield when he met my mother. Someone took great care to keep this office hidden. This could be the piece that connects them all.”

      “Then who took the drives?”

      They both turned to look at Nima, who was standing in the doorway with their arms crossed over their chest.

      “Could your father have done it?” Luka asked Jaya.

      “No way,” Nima said. “People talk in New Sheffield. If someone saw Jaya’s father here ten years after he supposedly died?” They made a tsking sound.

      “He didn’t look like my father,” Jaya said. “He would have already had his new face, if this was linked with those deaths. That was after his falling out with Onyema. He could have done it.”

      Jaya sat on the edge of the desk, resting her legs. Luka sat alongside her and braced his hands on his knees.

      “I’m not sure who these people were,” Jaya said, “or what their significance was. But they were connected to my father somehow, and probably through this office. He killed them—or had them killed—and took any evidence that would’ve connected them.”

      “Or took intelligence he needed,” Luka suggested. “We still have no idea what this office was for, what the people in it were working on.”

      Jaya pressed her lips together, frustration building in her. She wasn’t sure what she’d expected—mystery and confusion clung about her father like a dense fog. He had covered his tracks so well for so long. It made his current unraveling even more confusing. His chaos bled from him like an infected wound, contaminating everything around it.

      What had he been up to on New Sheffield? And after, when they had moved to Hermia? If these four people were part of her father’s work, then why would he kill them? For that matter, why weren’t they eliminated ten years earlier, in the same operation that had killed her mother and destroyed her father’s lab?

      Unless…

      She stood, a jolt of an idea sending her to her feet.

      “Does this help?” Nima asked.

      “It explains something, but it also raises more questions,” she said. “Who were these people? What did they do? And why did they turn on my father?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They’re the ones who attacked your home,” Luka said.

      She looked away from Nima and met his steady gaze. “They gave the order. I’m sure of it. It wasn’t an official operation. It was something classified, maybe even more deeply than we thought. Kier and I weren’t registered—as far as the Union knew, we didn’t exist. My father was working on something off the books, but why kill him and not bring his crimes to light? Unless he was working on those things at the request of the very people who wanted to kill him.”

      “He was a liability,” Luka said. “Working on things they didn’t want anyone to know about, any misstep would have made him a liability.”

      She nodded. “He must have done something that warranted eliminating him and destroying his work, in their minds.”

      “But you and Kier—”

      “They took Kier,” she said. “And I always thought they would come for me someday. But they didn’t. They didn’t come looking for me, even when I was right under their noses. Back in the place where my father met my mother.”

      Luka blew out a breath. “They didn’t know you existed.”

      “We were secrets beneath the secrets,” Jaya said. “They only found Kier because he tried to protect our mother.”

      “Fuck,” Nima muttered. “No wonder he was so strange.”

      Jaya sat back down as her legs began to shake. She blinked away the heat of tears in her eyes, clenching her jaw.

      “I’m not sure Kier ever had a chance,” Luka said.
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      There was something especially frustrating, Tynan thought, in the way his confinement led to both boredom and a restlessness that made sleep difficult. He had watched the larger sun set and then waited as its smaller twin followed it beneath the artificial horizon of the cityscape. The sky darkened as the city lights gradually brightened, meeting in intensity somewhere halfway through the twilight.

      That had been over an hour ago, and Tynan hadn’t moved from his perch on the divan as darkness settled over the exterior and his own apartment lights rose steadily to counter the night. Tynan sat there now with his knees tucked up to his chest, watching the twinkling lights, as bright against the dark sky as the plane of the galaxy had been on Swallow’s Landing. He felt the sort of seething boredom that turned in on itself and made the craving for activity exhausting. The words of the papers he had spent the afternoon reading echoed in nonsensical fragments as he stared out at the shifting lights of Iralu City.

      After Kujei’s visit a few days ago, Tynan had called Perit right away. He’d told her that they needed to put more pressure on the Federation government, that Kujei wouldn’t have come here to intimidate Tynan if he wasn’t concerned about the direction the case was going. Kujei had come personally to deliver the message that the deal was still an option because they needed Tynan’s silence.

      Perit was reluctant, but he convinced her that he knew his former mentor well enough to read the desperation in his threats. Kujei was worried that Tynan knew something that could bring down not just Emory, but Kujei too.

      Valen stood nearby, watching the door in silence. Tynan had come to think of their silences as companionable, despite still having little contact with the guard. Since Kujei’s visit, the guard’s resistance to Tynan’s relentless friendliness had eased. Tynan had managed another short conversation today, had even gotten the little hint of a smile on the guard’s face. It had made the evenings slightly more pleasant.

      Tynan stretched and yawned. “If I’m bored, I can’t even imagine how you feel.”

      Valen’s eyes turned toward him for a minute, his face softening slightly. “It’s my job.”

      “Sure,” Tynan replied, “but just because you’re paid to do this doesn’t make it engaging.”

      The guard shrugged. “I’m sure my next assignment will be more eventful.”

      Tynan shuddered, thinking about the types of assignments the crew of the First Light had been given, back when they were the crew of the UNS Avalon. Rescuing Tynan had been one such mission, and as terrified as that night had made him, he had learned over time that it was a fairly mild assignment, as far as they were concerned.

      “You’re braver than I am,” he said, in all sincerity.

      Valen tilted his head, and for a moment, Tynan thought he might offer his own opinion on Tynan’s bravery. But then he turned away again, his eyes going to the door.

      “It’s late,” he said.

      Min appeared beside Tynan, her expression faintly annoyed. The boredom wasn’t getting to her—her digital mind didn’t crave stimulation in the same way Tynan’s biological one did—but he could tell that he was starting to get to her.

      “He’s right,” Min said. “Your sleep schedule has become extremely unpredictable the last few weeks. You need rest.”

      “I can’t even do anything,” Tynan grumbled. “I’m not sure rest is what I need. I need activity.”

      “You can’t control that you’re confined here,” Min said. “You can control your sleep schedule.”

      Tynan sighed. “I guess I should get to bed,” he said, addressing Valen now. He stood and stretched his stiff legs. “Shift change soon. I hope you have a nice evening.”

      The guard blinked. “Thanks.”

      Tynan smiled and turned to go into his bedroom.

      Valen went rigid, listening to something over his private comms. Tynan recognized the alertness in his stance, the switch that had just flipped. He had seen it more times than he could count in Jaya and Sal, in Sunny. Danger. Tynan paused with his hand on the door, his heart thudding in his chest.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      A second guard—the one posted between the front entry hall and the main room—walked over to Valen. She spoke with him in low tones. Tynan couldn’t make out their words. Curiosity and fear warred in him, but he stepped forward, choosing curiosity.

      “Where did he go?” Valen asked in a harsh whisper.

      “No one knows,” the other one responded. She cast a quick glance over her shoulder at Tynan and looked him over, as if assessing whether it was worth the effort of moving to prevent his overhearing their conversation. She seemed to determine him not a threat, because she looked back to the other guard. “He just missed his last report. Might have left early.”

      “Shift doesn’t change for seven more minutes.” Valen frowned. “He’s posted at the front door of the building, right?”

      She nodded. “No one saw him leave.”

      “What’s going on?” Tynan interjected. The second guard cast him an annoyed look—she was likely regretting her previous assessment of him.

      “Don’t worry about it,” she said. “This is our job, not yours.”

      “It’s probably nothing,” Valen said, his tone softer than hers. “But why don’t you go stand in the kitchen, out of sight of the door?”

      Tynan’s gut went cold at the careful, measured expression on Valen’s face. It’s probably nothing, he had said, but everything in his posture said it was distinctly possible that this was something. Tynan hesitated for a moment, then started back toward the kitchen.

      There was a loud bang as the main door to the apartment burst open. Three szacante in light armor burst in, particle beam fire roaring in Tynan’s ears. He pressed himself against the wall, out of sight, as Valen and the other guards returned fire.

      “Remember what Sunny taught you,” Min spoke in his ear.

      Tynan tried to get his shaking under control. He looked around, taking in what he could see of the room from his view. The noise of the fight had moved into the living area, and the guard posted in the kitchen had abandoned his spot to join the fray. Tynan dropped down and crept around the corner on all fours, moving as quietly as he could.

      Panic swamped his mind with adrenaline, but he reached back through his frantic memories to the lessons Sunny had given him. She wanted him to be prepared if the Union found them.

      You always have options, she had told him.

      He could wait it out under the kitchen table or inside the mostly empty pantry. Then, when it was all over, he could come out into safety. Hiding sounded like the smartest option. Let his guards handle the armed intruders.

      But if the attackers won? If his guards were all killed… then Tynan would be next.

      He swallowed a gasp. His head was light—he needed to breathe. He squeezed his hands into fists and counted his breath. In for four, out for eight.

      He needed to consider running, in the event that his guards were overwhelmed. But right now, the only exits from his apartment were in view of the attackers.

      His legs shook, and he resisted the urge to squeeze his eyes shut. The last time he had been attacked in his own apartment, Jaya and her team had arrived just in time to save him. But Tynan knew that he couldn’t rely on the Resistance leadership this time. He couldn’t just wait to be rescued.

      He breathed in, counting the inhale and the exhale. In for four, out for eight. He had no gun to defend himself with, and his combat training with the Resistance had been minimal. He knew he couldn’t run out there and disarm someone—even checking for the discarded weapons of the dead and wounded was too big of a risk—but he knew he would feel safer with a weapon of some kind.

      A knife. He pulled himself up from his crouch, opened the cutlery drawer, and selected the largest, sturdiest one—the one intended for cracking the thick hulls of dreshan melons. His stomach turned at the thought of using it on a living, breathing body, but he remembered what Sunny had drilled into his head: if it’s you or them that has to die, choose them.

      He pressed himself back against the wall, edging toward the other door in the kitchen—the one that led to the apartment’s entrance. He held the knife as steadily as he could, trying to remember not to stiffen up too much. He would move faster if he was looser. But his mind was frantic and he kept squeezing the knife handle, his hand starting to ache with the tension.

      And then it was quiet in the apartment.

      Not just quiet—silent. Tynan sucked in a breath, suddenly afraid that the sound of his breathing was now loud enough to alert anyone still alive to his presence.

      Someone coughed in the next room—a wet sound, followed by a groan. Tynan heard the rustle of fabric and a soft thud. He raised the knife.

      His mind raced—was he still in a good spot? Should he make a run for it now, out the front door? He didn’t know who might be outside waiting for him, and he didn’t know if the person in the next room would come looking for him, or which entry into the kitchen they would use. He strained to hear footsteps, but couldn’t make anything out.

      “Dr. Vasuda?”

      The voice was strained, but Tynan recognized it. He lowered the knife and rounded the corner.

      Tynan stood in the spot between the kitchen and the living space and looked out toward the divan where he had been sitting not ten minutes ago. Valen had pulled himself up and was leaning on the furniture, his gun still in hand. Seven bodies were sprawled out on the floor—the three attackers and four of the guards stationed in Tynan’s room. Tynan took a step back and peeked out the open door into the hallway, where more carnage showed the path of the assailants. His stomach turned.

      He looked back into the living area, where Valen had pushed off the couch and crouched next to one of the would-be assassins, the motion labored. He pressed a hand to his side, and Tynan could see dark green-blue blood seeping through his fingers.

      “No identification.” He grimaced and looked up at Tynan. “Any idea who might want to kill you?”

      Tynan barked a laugh, then covered his mouth in surprise at the harshness of the sound. Valen grimaced as he pulled himself back up to his feet. He walked over to another of the bodies and nudged it with his boot until he could see the face. He frowned and crouched again.

      “What is it?” Tynan asked.

      “I know this one,” Valen said.

      “What does that mean?”

      Valen didn’t respond for a minute. He didn’t look at Tynan, either. He kept his eyes fixed on the body, then he stood and began checking the remaining bodies. He paused over one of the guards.

      “She’s still alive,” he said. “She needs medical attention. I’m calling this in. Federation Armed Forces will be here soon.” He looked up, meeting Tynan’s eyes with determination in his icy blue gaze. “You should leave.”

      “What?”

      “Hurry,” Valen said. “Get out of here. The one I recognized?” He gestured to the body of one of the assassins. “We work together. He’s in the ministry protective service. Someone very high up doesn’t want this trial to go forward”—he frowned down at the carnage—“and they were fine killing their own to take you out.”

      He looked back at Tynan, who was frozen to his spot. They stared at each other for a moment, Tynan’s rapid pulse thundering in his ear.

      “Go!” Valen shouted. “I’m calling them now.”

      “What will happen to you?” Tynan asked.

      “I’ll tell them I blacked out and you escaped. I’ll be fine.”

      Tynan nodded. “Thank you.”

      Valen grimaced. “If you don’t get out of here now, there will be nothing to thank me for.”

      Tynan didn’t need another warning. He ran.

      The path out of his apartment was littered with the bodies of the guards whose presence had converted his home into a prison. Tynan tried to ignore the sick turn of his stomach at the sight of the sticky blue-green blood staining the carpet. He paused in front of the lift, then decided to take the stairs. Visions of riding down the lift only to have the doors open onto the startled faces of a whole team of Federation Armed Forces persuaded him to take the longer path. It would be easier to hide.

      When he made it to the lobby of his building, he could hear the voices outside. The protesters were still gathered, restricted to a small area in front of his building’s main entrance. The sound of approaching sirens rose, drowning out the protestor’s chants and pushing him toward one of the side exits. He spilled out into the narrow alley between his building and the next and took off running away from the main street. His heart still pounded in his chest, adrenaline shivering in the muscles of his legs, but he ran away from his apartment building until he could no longer hear the sirens or the shouts. Then he slowed to a walk.

      He couldn’t stay on the streets of Iralu City for long—there would be a bulletin out on him any minute now, and he imagined he could still hear the voices of protestors on the wind. He didn’t know where all the demonstrations were happening. He needed to find somewhere safe, but he had no money and no friends left in town.

      Aircars swept past, sending bursts of wind against him as he walked alongside the street. He had nowhere to go, and he couldn’t charter a car even if he had a destination. His eyes burned and he swallowed down angry tears.

      “Tynan,” Min said, appearing beside him, “you can’t stay out here. They’ll catch us.”

      “I know,” Tynan wailed. “I know, but where am I supposed to go? I wasn’t expecting to escape. I didn’t have a plan.”

      “You have allies.”

      “My allies are considered galactic terrorists,” Tynan said. “The Resistance doesn’t exactly have an office in Iralu City.”

      “No, but the nareians do.”

      Tynan stopped his aimless walking, Min’s words halting him in his tracks. She was right, of course. He wasn’t exactly close with Mara, but she was fighting the same forces he was. And she wasn’t afraid of stepping on toes to get what she wanted. She would protect him.

      He brought up the city map and found the Nareian Embassy. He couldn’t call a car without alerting the Dreshan security services to his location, and the embassy was near the Arbiter's mansion. It was more than five kilometers from where he stood now—he had spent the last twenty minutes running the wrong direction. But he had no other options.

      Tynan turned around and started off toward the embassy, taking the alleys instead of the main streets whenever possible, slowing his sprint to a casual walk any time he had to venture onto a well-traveled thoroughfare. After about ten minutes, he realized that any pretense he had of being an innocent civilian would mean nothing once they started tracking his palm drive. They could find him anywhere. So he started to run, and this time he didn’t stop.

      His feet pounded against the darkened pavement, lights flooding him at regular intervals as he passed from street to street. A tightening in his chest grew into a pinch and spread across his shoulders—he had never run this far in his life. He had never run more than a few steps, a fact his body was reminding him of now. But he pushed on.

      The background of chanting voices grew, until he could no longer convince himself that they were imagined. They would be gathered at the Arbiter’s mansion, of course, and perhaps even at the Union Embassy. He adjusted his path, scrambling through darkened alleys and climbing over low walls and through private courtyards to avoid the main streets. As he emerged from one of the alleys, he nearly crashed into a trio of young people. The one in the middle had a sign still flickering over his head, reading Szacante unity over human division. Tynan staggered back, catching himself before he stumbled. He met their eyes, registering the instant they recognized him like a cold, clammy hand on his back.

      Tynan turned and ran. No more back routes—he could hear the protestors following him, their shouts likely to draw others. He rounded a corner onto a brightly lit street, the embassy sprawling ahead. The complex was lit with decorative spotlights, illuminating the intricate latticework windows and the massive banner displaying the seal of the Nareian Empress.

      Tynan flung himself at the door, pressing the button that would alert the embassy staff to his presence. For good measure, he pounded, open-handed, on the carved wooden door. The voices shouted again, joined by new ones. They were drawing closer.

      The atrium remained undisturbed—no new lights or sound of footsteps in the courtyard leaked from the spaces in the latticework. Sirens started wailing in the distance, from roughly the direction where Tynan had started his wild flight to this little spot of sovereign nareian ground on Dresha.

      Tynan resumed his banging on the door. “Help! I need help. It’s an emergency! I’m a friend of Mara’s! I’m a friend of the Empress!”

      Still, the courtyard was quiet, and Tynan fought back the panic rising in his throat. He pressed the button again, hoping some internal comm system might bring someone to the door. His chest tightened, and he started counting his breaths again. He didn’t make it to four before his lungs burned. He tried again.

      The sirens grew louder, the shouts more rapid. Tynan sank to his knees, forcing all his energy into his inhales and exhales, trying to slow the rapid beat of his heart. He failed, his breaths coming quick and shallow, his head rushing with adrenaline and fear. Tears rushed down his cheeks as he pounded on the bottom half of the door from his prone position.

      “Please,” he sobbed. “Please let me in.”

      The door opened, and Tynan nearly spilled over onto the slippered feet of a nareian. He looked up—she towered over him now in a nightgown and robe, narrowed amber eyes glimmering in the glow of the streetlights.

      “What’s going on here?” she said.

      “Asylum,” Tynan gasped. “I need asylum.”

      She reached down and helped him stand as the sirens wailed on the cool night air. Tynan sobbed openly, relief rushing in and mingling with the fear that still thudded in him. He stepped into the courtyard on uncertain legs. Embassy staff were beginning to congregate, whispering amongst themselves.

      “I need to know what’s going on here,” she said.

      “I’m Tynan Vasuda. There was just an attempt on my life. I’m not safe in Dresha anymore.”

      “Dr. Vasuda?” She narrowed her eyes again, looking over his sweat- and tear-stained face and his rumpled, bloodstained clothes.

      He nodded. “I need asylum.”

      “Bring him some tea,” the nareian barked at one of the embassy staff. The young nareian straightened.

      “Of course, Ambassador,” he said, and disappeared down a hall.

      She turned back to Tynan and looked him over again, her expression shifting to one of understanding. “You’re the scientist. The one that was working with the human Resistance.”

      “Yes,” Tynan said. “I thought I could help by coming home. I thought I would change things.”

      She made a sound between her teeth, something between judgment and sympathy. Tynan felt naive under her sharp gaze. He had no business trying to save the galaxy—what had he even been thinking? He held back a fresh round of frustrated tears.

      The staffer returned with a steaming mug of tea and held it out to Tynan, who took it in shaking hands and mumbled a thank you. His stomach still churned, but he took a sip of the herbal tea and inhaled the calming scent of its steam. He looked back up at the ambassador.

      “I’ll contact the palace staff,” she said, “and we’ll figure out what to do with you.”

      “You can’t send me back,” Tynan said, his voice rising in panic. “They’ll kill me.”

      “We’ll do whatever we can,” she replied in a calm voice. “I’m sure the Empress will take an interest in this.”

      Tynan nodded. The ambassador left to contact Urran, and the staffer who had brought him the cup of tea showed him to one of the embassy’s guest suites. He was now at the mercy of Narei. Yet again, he was relying on someone else to determine his fate. His mind fizzled and popped with fears and worries. An absurd regret pushed its way through the chaos: he wished he had stopped to grab the little white mug from his room, so he could hold it now. Like it was some magical token that could transport him back to Swallow’s Landing, to the cozy lab he shared with Sunny inside the First Light. To evenings playing poker and feeling for the first time like he belonged.

      Min appeared beside him. “We’re safe for now. Try to relax.”

      Tynan nodded. “Min, I don’t want to be a martyr.” He looked up at her transparent blue-gray form. “Does that make me weak?”

      “I don’t think so,” she said. “I think it means you know you can do more than just die for this cause.”

      “Yes,” Tynan said. “I can do so much more.”

      But he wasn’t sure how much he believed that.
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      “Any progress?” Luka asked.

      Jaya looked up. He was standing in the door of the darkened office. She hadn’t even noticed twilight coming on, the room growing dimmer and dimmer while she was submerged in her search. He crossed to where she was sitting and perched on the desk near her. She reached out a hand for his, and he took it, rubbing his thumb over her palm, where the ghosts of her fight with Tully lingered as pale scars.

      “I don’t know,” she said. “I can’t prove anything. But something was happening here. Something buried so deeply the Navy may as well have forgotten all about it.”

      “Why don’t you rest?” Luka said. “You’ll think more clearly once you’ve had some sleep.”

      She looked up at him, his eyes dark in the cool, dim light of the room. He reached out, cupping her cheek in his hand, and she closed her eyes, relaxing into his touch.

      “In a bit,” she said.

      “Okay,” he replied. “I’m going to wrap up for the night. I can wait for you downstairs.”

      She shook her head. “No, don’t wait. I might be a while, and our hosts will be expecting someone for dinner. I’ll meet you back at the house.”

      He watched her for a minute, but then he nodded, pushing off the desk. “I’ll save you a plate.”

      She smiled, pulling him down for a lingering kiss.

      “Thank you,” she whispered against his lips. He kissed her once more, then released her hands and left her to her work.

      She turned on the room’s overhead lights and bent back over the documents, losing herself in the stream of information. Her search through the data had turned up little that could tie her father directly to that secret office. In fact, it had turned up little that could tie anyone to it. The office itself was a mystery, its absence conspicuous now that she knew to look for it. She had dug up names and records of visits that didn’t have a clear connection to the other offices, but she was certain those names were false. The records were perfect—and entirely useless.

      After a while, she finally set aside the data pad and left the former naval office. The streets of New Sheffield were emptying, twilight having turned fully to night. Jaya walked through the quiet, familiar streets still sorting through her thoughts. Soft light spilled from the houses, warm and friendly like winking eyes. Only one window was lit in the house where she and Luka were staying—the room where he would be waiting for her. Their hosts had likely gone to bed by now, but she could see movement in the room, a flickering of the light as Luka moved around inside.

      It had been shortsighted of her to think that coming back to New Sheffield wouldn’t churn up complex emotions. Even without knowing that Nima was the head of the local Resistance, she should have expected how hard it would be to see the house where she had grown up, to be reminded in such a sensory way of her adolescence now, when she was in the middle of uncovering the painful, brittle layers of mystery her father had created.

      The pieces of her identity had all come apart on Hermia, leaving a raw, throbbing something terrible. The something terrible that had driven her for all these years and whispered to her that she was never safe and would never be safe. The thing that placed her gun within reach every night. The thing that reminded her every day that she had to keep practicing, had to learn to protect herself again.

      But lately, that thing had whispered something different to her. It told her that it wasn’t just herself that she needed to protect. That she wasn’t the victim, she was the danger.

      That Luka was here with her should have complicated those emotions further. She would never have let someone see all these crossed wires of fears and needs and hopes in her before, and yet his presence only soothed her. He was the steady heartbeat that grounded her, a pulse of life so intertwined with her own that she could barely tell them apart. It was coming here that made her realize just how close he had gotten to her. How close she had allowed him.

      It frightened her. And yet, she yearned to lean into that fear. To defy it.

      A breeze picked up, cool against her skin. She was almost home now, almost to that light winking in the dark. There, a feeling approaching peace waited for her in the warmth of Luka’s arms.

      Something collided with her stomach, knocking the breath from her lungs. Her ears rang as she hit the ground, knees screaming at the contact. She gasped, her shout muffled by the vacuum in her lungs. Hands grasped at her arms. She wanted to struggle, but she couldn’t even draw a full breath. Head swimming, she was pulled to her feet and her arms wrangled behind her.

      She couldn’t see their faces clearly in the haze of darkness and her blurring vision, but she felt them take her gun from her hip. She blinked away tears at the pain, but her lungs finally stopped their cramping and she breathed in. A scream ripped from her throat, carried on that precious breath. One of the hands on her arms released, coming to cover her mouth. She heard the rustle of fabric as her assailant reached for restraints.

      She wrenched herself out of the loosened grip and whirled, cracking her elbow into the face of the man behind her. The other person let out a shout and lunged for her, but she ran, forgetting the pain in her legs and letting adrenaline propel her forward.

      The zip of a particle beam rang in her ear as she ducked behind another house. She had to lose them, and then she had to send Luka a message. Warn him. She turned again, down an alley that led back to the main street of downtown New Sheffield.

      She couldn’t go very far. A year ago, she would have been able to carry herself all the way to Nima’s house down the country roads.

      No, a year ago, she would have been able to take on both attackers with her bare hands. A year ago they would never have been able to sneak up on her in the first place. She cursed herself for letting her guard down, even for a moment, even in this place that was a Resistance stronghold.

      Her father had found her, even here.

      Another beam seared through her jacket as it fluttered around her. The smell of burning fibers was acrid in her nose. She was near the city hall—behind it were more narrow alleys, more chances to lose her pursuers. Her legs burned.

      She turned left—and ran headlong into someone.

      They grabbed her, throwing her down on the lawn in front of city hall. She tried to drag herself back up, but they pushed her face into the ground. The weak streetlights sparkled in the beads of moisture forming on the grass, their edges like the cuts in a diamond.

      A pinch in her neck, and then the diamond-edged grass blurred away.
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        * * *

      

      She came to in a small space, flat on her back, her thoughts thick and tangled. Her wrists were bound in front of her. There was a vague sense of motion, a slight vibration in the floor below her. She blinked a few times before her vision focused. The space was enclosed, with a set of double doors. She was in the back of some vehicle, and they were moving. Jaya guessed it was the kind of truck used for transporting farm equipment or other large machinery. Easy to rent on New Sheffield, and as ubiquitous as the shimmer of wheat stalks in the wind.

      Someone was sitting nearby. A man in unmarked, dark clothes. His hand was on his gun, its muzzle resting on his knee. He watched her as she moved her head, but he said nothing.

      She raised herself on her forearms, but the motion sent violent nausea through her. She vomited, the thin stream of bile reminding her that she had skipped dinner in her intense focus on her investigation. When her stomach stopped heaving, she rolled the other way, staring at a thin strip of light that snuck through the seam of the double metal doors until her vision stopped spinning and the nausea abated.

      Her weapon was gone—little use it had been—and she was bound and imprisoned in the back of a truck. She wasn’t sure how long she had been out. It was day now, but which day? And was she even still on New Sheffield? She listened for any outside noises that might give her a clue about the truck’s whereabouts, but there was nothing. Only the crunch of rocks on the road beneath them.

      She fought down a rising panic. They had captured her instead of killing her for a reason. They would bring her to her father, to Emory. She didn’t know what he would do, but she couldn’t risk finding out. She couldn’t chance anything she might be forced to say or do to betray the Resistance. She eyed the guard.

      If she struggled enough, whenever they stopped this truck and tried to move her, could she get one of their weapons? Could she slip away somehow? If that failed, could she provoke the guards into killing her?

      Then it would be over, at least for her.

      The Resistance would go on without her. It had gone on without her for weeks after Hermia.

      The thought brought a cooling breath of peace.

      She wasn’t important. It was freeing to admit that. To know that even though she had started this movement, even though she had driven it through the past year and a half, she was only one piece. A piece that had been played months ago, in the attack on Hermia. Her job was done.

      Part of her yearned for a chance to ask her father some questions before she died. To learn from him directly what her mother had died for. Why he had created her and Kier. Whether he had ever loved her and her brother, or only cared for them insofar as they represented his work.

      But she couldn’t risk that. Here, lying on the corrugated metal floor, the rumble of motion stoking the hangover from whatever drugs they had injected in her, she realized how ridiculous her urgent search for answers was. Onyema’s words came back to her. It’s a waste of your energy.

      Onyema was right. Jaya had wasted her energy, as if some part of her had known her irrelevance and feared it as much as she feared that she might be some crucial piece in her father’s plan. She saw now how absurd that fear was. What role could she possibly fill when they had blown apart the virus in her that made her special? She was deactivated, inert.

      She drew her knees up and looped her arms around them. She looked at her palms, crisscrossed with white scars and trembling slightly, and tried to bring to mind the last time she had made music with her hands, drawing the bow across the strings of her mother’s violin or dancing her fingers over ivory. The memories came to her fragile and hollow, twinkling like the light of long-dead stars. Cold and distant, lost to her forever.

      It was over. She closed her eyes. It was over, no matter how it played out now. Her part was done. She had served some purpose, though not whatever it was her father had intended. She could live with that knowledge.

      She could die with that knowledge.

      And so she waited for it to play out, knowing that the pieces were already on the board. Trying not to think about the regrets she always pretended not to have.
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      Mara had spent a lot of time in the black of space, but never on a ship as large as the NIS Courage. The Courage was a light cruiser in the Nareian Imperial Fleet, a behemoth of silver, whose interiors were stamped in the crimson royal seal. Admiral Iruni Parvan commanded the Courage, leading a group of heavy cruisers and dreadnoughts on Aberatas, a colony rich in the materials desperately needed by the Empire to build more ships and supplement their halved fleet.

      The attack was part of a coordinated series that would bring a number of strategic economic and military targets back from the defectors. Sources of ores, manufacturing hubs, and assembly facilities all—starving the Lorean claimant to the throne and her so-called True Navy of resources they needed to fight their war. Mara and Sasoa had worked with a handful of senior admirals to craft the plan, but focusing on the materials needed for manufacturing had been Mara’s idea: starving them of food would only hurt the people they controlled, but the nobility would always eat well. It was the way things had been for years already.

      “We’re waiting to hear that the task unit is in place around Odanos,” Admiral Parvan said. She walked alongside Mara as they approached the bridge. They were accompanied by a small contingent of Imperial Guard. “All other groups have reported in. Once we hear from them, we’ll be ready to initiate.”

      Odanos was the last critical piece of this operation: Mara’s secret supporter in the midst of defector territory. If all went well, he would be able to openly support Mara and her cause after today.

      “Good,” Mara said. “It’s about time for some good news.”

      The admiral cast her a sidelong look, and Mara sensed trepidation in her sharp brown eyes. Admiral Parvan was tall, her broad shoulders and narrow waist the pinnacle of nareian beauty standards. Her deep brown mane was combed around a simple mold, the added height distinguishing her as the flag officer and highest-ranking individual aboard the Courage, save for Mara.

      “It’s been many years since an Empress graced the Fleet with her presence,” the admiral said. “We don’t take your involvement lightly.”

      “Neither do I,” Mara said.

      They arrived at the bridge, and the admiral showed Mara to where she would be stationed during the attack: a cluster of seats with safety restraints. Admiral Parvan would be a few steps away in the center of the circular bridge, where she could see each member of the team that ran the ship’s complex systems. Mara wasn’t sure what all of the jobs were, but more than a dozen people were crammed into this small space.

      “We’re due to come out of FTL in just under five minutes,” the admiral said. “At that point, we’ll move on the colony and will face defensive measures including point defense cannons. The Courage has a strong shielding system with multiple backups and failsafes, but I expect everyone on my bridge strapped into their seats by the time we drop out of FTL. Just in case.”

      She watched Mara closely as she talked, her voice holding just the barest hint of hesitance.

      “Understood,” Mara said. She could take direction when necessary—she had been the junior member of her bounty hunting team for years, before the team had dwindled to just her and Tai.

      “Good.” Admiral Parvan nodded curtly. “The task group will enter the system in a hexagonal pyramid formation, with the flagship at the center of the base and a task unit of corsairs at the tip, which will lead us into Aberatas’s space. We will direct the battle from our rear position, which should shield the flagship from most of the action.”

      This was simply one element of Operation Flare. Sasoa had come up with the name—a reference to a battle fought by the first Empress Hisantos during a series of solar flares that disrupted the communications of her enemies. It had been one of the last great battles for the unification of Narei.

      Admiral Parvan turned toward Mara and spoke in a low tone. “I’ve been tasked with your safety, Your Majesty.” She met Mara’s eyes, her face grave. “I’ve also been tasked with ensuring that we take the mining facilities on Aberatas.”

      “You’re afraid I’ll be in the way. Don’t be.” Mara sat down in her designated seat, strapping herself into the safety restraints. She met Parvan’s eyes. “I know my place.”

      The admiral’s expression shifted from skepticism to a cool calm. She made her way to her own seat and strapped in.

      “Admiral.” The voice came from a young nareian man seated in front of a small control panel. Parvan glanced at him. “All ships reporting in. Awaiting your orders.”

      “Thank you, Commander.” She looked back at Mara. “Your Majesty, we’re ready for you.”

      The commander who had spoken—Mara now realized he must be the communications officer—poised his finger over a control and looked at Mara. She gave him a nod, and he began the broadcast to the fleet.

      Mara looked directly into the tiny lens embedded in a podium in front of her, which was capturing her image and her voice and delivering it to every ship awaiting the start of Operation Flare.

      “Great warriors of Narei,” Mara began, reciting the short address she and Ezana had drafted together, “I have not been your monarch for long, but Narei has always been in my heart.” Already, this felt more natural than the stiff diplomatic address she had delivered to the human Resistance or the cautious banter she had employed with the szacante delegation. She let herself relax a little. “I returned to the throne for my people. I come among you today because you are my people. Because where you go for the good of the Empire, I will go too. Because I am one of you, as Hisantos was one of you when she led you to the victory that united Narei for the first time behind one throne.

      “I am one of you, and I will unite Narei again behind the values that hold us together. Strength of will. Passion of heart. Generosity of spirit. I will be the roots of the Empire, and its spear.”

      She paused, hearing the words as if for the first time. Mara had made her coronation vows in private, but she echoed them here. A promise to the people who could reunite Narei. Who could give them all the chance to turn it into something new—something better.

      This operation could turn the tide of the war, one way or the other. It could bring them the resources and the enthusiasm they needed to survive, or it could crush them beneath their own overambition. Mara was used to living on this razor’s edge, though more often the stakes were smaller: only her own life was at risk. Now, she risked an empire.

      “Good hunting,” she concluded.

      The well-worn phrase was echoed by the bridge crew. Even Admiral Parvan’s lips moved through the words as if in prayer.

      Silence remained for a brief moment—and then they came out of FTL, the lurching transition sending Mara’s stomach into her throat.

      Admiral Parvan called out orders, controlling the movements of both the flagship Courage and the other ships. They jumped into the system in two separate groups, each at a distance of ten light-minutes, pincering the colony between them and dividing their defenses. Each group had two dreadnoughts and a handful of heavy cruisers. At max subluminal speeds, the two groups would be on top of the planet in just under an hour.

      “Routine defense patterns on Aberatas,” one of the bridge officers said. “They’ll have to scramble ships on the ground to meet us.”

      “Good,” Parvan said.

      The task groups called in reports, a slow trickle of updates. The situation was similar elsewhere.

      “We caught them off guard,” Parvan said, her voice revealing her pleasure at the scenario facing them.

      Mara frowned, despite the general feeling of focused levity on the bridge. “In my experience, it’s when you have your target off guard that you have to be careful. Surprised people are unpredictable.”

      Parvan kept her eyes on Mara for a moment, then turned to her communications officer. “Keep me apprised of the situations at the other targets.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he replied.

      The tactical officer called out the movements of the ships on the map displayed in front of each station. The colony’s defensive perimeter—four light-minutes out from the planet—was splitting into two groups as more dots began to appear from the colony’s military spaceport, spreading into the space around the planet to create a second defensive barrier.

      The first perimeter was now two loose diamonds of frigates, each with its tip pointed at one of the two incoming Nareian Imperial Fleet formations. At each of the targets, the reports gave a similar picture. All eyes were on these attacks, giving their sympathizer on Odanos an opportunity as the defectors faced off multiple threats.

      Because Operation Flare was not just about taking resources from the defectors. It was also about disruption—about keeping their eyes on an obvious threat so that a threat they were not expecting could rise from their midst.

      Reports came in from the other attack targets—the colonies were mounting a full defense, sending every ship into space to protect their resources.

      “They’re panicking,” Parvan said. “Operation Flare is on track.”

      The two diamonds that had once formed the outer perimeter moved toward them. As the NIF ships accelerated to their maximum subluminal speeds, so did the defense. It had been five minutes since they dropped into the system.

      “Defector ships will be in missile range in one minute,” the navigational officer said.

      “Target selection,” Parvan barked.

      The communications officer passed on the order. Mara watched the projection in front of her as the task group’s networked computers assigned each ship with a target. Glowing curves arced across the empty black of space on the map to connect with the front-facing edges of the diamond formation.

      “What happens if we spread our shots?” Parvan asked.

      The image adjusted immediately, the glowing lines doubling and shifting before settling on a new pattern.

      “We can hit half of them with a dual blast,” the tactical officer said. “The five in the back of the diamond are protected. Seventy percent chance of deflection. We can hit every ship in the front if we split, but their shields will likely hold with a single blast. We’re too far to target their weak spots.”

      “That means they’re also too far to target ours,” Parvan responded. But she shook her head. “Let’s hit them each twice. Better to take out a quarter now and deal with the rest later.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” The tactical officer locked in the selection as the communications officer relayed orders to the other ships in the group.

      “Missile range in thirty seconds,” the navigational officer said.

      Silence spread over the bridge—a collective inhale. Mara watched the ships grow nearer on the projection. The computer reduced the vastness of space, but despite knowing that, it was still claustrophobic with twelve ships bearing down on them.

      Parvan was leaning forward, the point of her elbow spearing her crossed knees. She pressed her fist against her chin as she stared at the tactical map. “Let’s see what they do,” she muttered.

      It didn’t take long.

      “Fast-movers!” The tactical officer shouted. “Twenty-one laser clusters. Trajectories are spread across our dreadnoughts and three cruisers. Courage is a projected target. Sixty seconds to impact.”

      The ships were less than a light-minute apart now, crowded together on the map. The interface lit up with the computer’s predictions of the attack.

      “Roll!” Parvan shouted.

      The navigational officer responded, activating dozens of tiny thrusters to maneuver the cruiser, and Mara’s stomach turned as Courage rolled along with every ship in the group to present the strongest part of their shield defenses.

      “Contact imminent.”

      Mara braced. The ship shuddered, but the shields absorbed most of the impact. The navigational officer fired the thrusters again, restoring their previous course and rotating the ship back around so their cannons faced the defector ships once more. The map quickly reassigned the targets, weaving a net of connections between the waves of ships.

      The admiral barked out the firing orders, and the communications officer relayed them to the other ships.

      “Launch in ten, nine, eight…”

      As the tactical officer counted down, Mara gripped the armrests of her seat. The gesture was unnecessary—the seats all had inertial dampeners and responsive restraints that would hold her steady even in the event of a sudden direction change—but the instinct to hold tight was hard to shake.

      A deep rumble vibrated the floor beneath Mara’s feet.

      “Missiles away,” said the tactical officer.

      The launch from the other ships was confirmed, and when the rumble of launch had died away, the tense hush descended over the bridge again for a brief moment, until the projection lit up with information. The officers called out what they saw—the first round of the double-round launches had all hit. A brief moment later, the second round made contact. A ship blinked out and the bridge erupted in a shout.

      “Confirmed, ship down,” the tactical officer said. “Shield signatures are gone on three frigates. Contact on one other, but our last shot missed. One minute, forty seconds until recharge.”

      “Prepare our firing orders,” Parvan said. “Focus fire on the frigate at the front and the two flanking it. I want an opening to the ships in the back.”

      The projected tactical map danced with information, approach vectors moving with each new piece of data and shadows of potential missile strikes ghosting across the space between the two groups of ships. Mara expected it to make her head spin, but she found herself leaning forward like the admiral, her feet grounded on the metal floor below. Something about it was intuitive to her—the dance of a small group of combatants, all hesitant to open up their weak spots, but knowing the strike must come despite the risks it brought.

      Her fingers itched for the knives sheathed against her legs, the impulse ridiculous when the nearest enemy was separated from her by thousands of kilometers and the vacuum of space. For a moment, her head did spin, realizing the sheer vastness that was squeezed down into the tiny projection that hovered in front of her. If she looked out a window, she wouldn’t even be able to see the ships that they were fighting, unless they turned their engines toward her and accelerated away.

      “We have new contact,” the navigational officer announced. “Looks like they launched two shuttles with their first salvo. They were disguised from our sensors.”

      “Trajectory?” the admiral asked.

      “Both headed for Courage. They’ll be on us in under a minute.”

      “How long until I have missiles again?” Parvan’s eyes never left the screen as she questioned her tactical officer.

      “Twenty-four seconds,” he responded.

      “Hold off on the launch,” Parvan said. “Focus as many PDCs as you can on the shuttles.”

      The projection shifted, the point defense cannons on the inlay of the Courage that hovered to the left of the map lighting up. The PDCs began to darken, until only the ones that could target the shuttles remained activated.

      They fired.

      “One shuttle down,” the tactical officer announced. “One still on its heading. Contact predicted in thirty-two seconds.”

      “Destination?”

      “Looks like they’ll come in near one of the cargo areas. Food storage.”

      The area lit up on the schematic of Courage. It wasn’t far from the bridge. Parvan studied the map, looked at Mara for a long moment, and finally turned to her communications officer.

      “Continue holding missile launch orders,” Parvan said. As the officer relayed her message, she looked back to Mara. “Your Majesty, we have an FTL-capable shuttle waiting for you. Your guards can escort you there and get you to safety.”

      A flash of irritation heated Mara’s neck. “I’m not running away,” she snapped. “Launch those missiles.”

      Admiral Parvan’s scowl matched Mara’s exactly. “I won’t be responsible for endangering the Empress.”

      Mara unstrapped herself from her seat. The two guards seated to either side of her also released themselves from their restraints, their motions uneasy.

      “They’ve breached,” the communications officer announced. “Cameras on aft deck three have confirmation. We have hostiles aboard the Courage.”

      Mara turned to the two guards. “Get your friends. We’re going to aft deck three.” The guards glanced from Mara to the admiral, and Mara growled in frustration. “Am I your Empress or not? There is literally no one higher than me on the chain of command.”

      They snapped to attention and spluttered out hasty acknowledgements of “Yes, Your Majesty.”

      Mara unsheathed a knife and turned back to Parvan, who was glowering at her. “You focus on the ships. This is what I do best.”

      Parvan’s expression shifted. She nodded slightly, one side of her mouth tilting up. “There’s spare armor in the locker,” she said, nodding her head to a narrow panel on the wall next to the bridge doors.

      Mara grinned and crossed to the locker, riffling quickly through the sets of light nareian armor until she found headgear in her size. The admiral opened the bridge doors for her, and she set out into the corridor as another deep rumble hummed along the floors.

      “Your Majesty, I’m connecting you to my second,” the communications officer’s voice cut in on Mara’s implanted earpiece. “He will be in contact with the bridge, and he will be following the progress of the boarders.”

      “Great,” Mara said.

      She didn’t reveal that she had planned to go into this with no support but the six guards that flanked her now as she set a steady pace down the hall. She was used to doing this with nothing more than her wits and her weapons and the black-market sensor upgrades on her palm drive. She didn’t want to admit she felt a little rusty.

      “Your Majesty,” a new voice said over the line, “Lieutenant Nayaran here. I’m patching you into the security feeds now.”

      An alarm blared, and then the ship shuddered, throwing Mara against the wall. The ship’s corridors were lined with an impact-absorbing foam for exactly this purpose, but the force of the contact still bruised. She batted away the hands of the guards offering to help her and stood, rubbing her sore shoulder.

      “You’re connected,” Lieutenant Nayaran said.

      Mara brought up the display on her palm drive, where Nayaran had sent a live feed of the ship’s layout, the location of the boarders highlighted in yellow. Mara and her guards were flagged in royal crimson.

      She allowed the guards to encircle her, two of them leading down the wide halls of the Courage. Again, an alarm blared, and this time Mara remembered to brace herself, looping her hands into little pockets in the foam that provided a soft grip. She checked the display. The boarding party was just around the corner. They had stopped, likely also bracing in the wake of the latest impact.

      “Now,” Mara hissed.

      At her order, the two guards in the front pushed off the wall, dropping to quadrupedal stance to steady themselves against the rocking of the ship. Mara followed, feeling the floor stabilize beneath her as the ship’s thrusters fired to restore their course. As they rounded the corner, the boarders were already moving toward them, the distance between them shrinking. There were nine of them, in the same gear that supplied the Imperial Navy, though their insignia had all been updated in Lorean blue.

      The rear guards fired their weapons, the pulses shearing the air above Mara’s head. The shields of the boarders’ light armor diffused the power, slowing them but not stopping. They returned fire, but Mara and her guards were on them quickly.

      Three boarders dropped to the ground beneath the guards, grappling for the upper hand and the chance to deal a killing blow. Mara dodged a shot and slid, crashing her feet into the shins of the shooter and knocking him down. A knife flashed into her hands, the motion as smooth as breathing, and she slipped the blade through the gap between the armor’s collar and the headgear, slicing along the seam and opening the skin beneath. She pulled the knife away as purple blood warmed her hand.

      A particle beam thudded into Mara’s back. Her armor spread the pulse, but she still staggered forward, her breath knocked out of her. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw one of the guards take down her assailant.

      She landed hard on hands and knees and scrambled to face the remaining boarders. Two remained, the rest felled by Mara and her guards. Mingled with the motionless and bloodied bodies of the attackers on the ground were two Imperial Guard. The remaining four guards fired on the boarders. One dodged, his leap carrying him toward Mara, who was still recovering her breath. He landed on her, further bruising her chest. The knife in her hand clattered away.

      Mara grabbed at his arm, using her considerable strength to keep him from aiming his weapon anywhere near the weak points in her armor.

      She wrapped her legs around his and rocked her hips, bringing herself over top of him. The motion twisted his arm, now pinned against the floor in Mara’s grip, and he shouted.

      With her free hand, Mara unholstered the pistol and pressed it to his forehead. She fired, and he collapsed.

      Mara leaned back, her chest heaving in mixed relief and the lingering sensation of painful suffocation. Slowly, her lung capacity returned, and she stared down at the body beneath her, the entry wound in the forehead singed black.

      Two of the four guards still standing were checking the bodies. One of the downed guards was apparently still alive, and they picked her up, supporting her between them. The other two stopped beside Mara, each holding out a hand.

      Mara holstered the gun and stood, ignoring both offered hands.

      “Lieutenant Nayaran,” Mara said, “we’re going to need directions to the infirmary.”
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        * * *

      

      As the task group led by flagship Courage mopped up the remaining planetary defenses on Aberatas and the injured guard received treatment in the medical bay, Mara returned to the bridge with Admiral Parvan. It wasn’t long before a call came through from Odanos. The young commanding officer announced that he had control of the base: the Nareian Empire now had a foothold in the middle of defector space.

      Mara’s forces gained back essential resources, and in the midst of the commotion surrounding the simultaneous attacks, the defectors were expelled from Odanos and the surrounding systems. And Mara returned to the palace, the cloak of rumors about her mythological connections to Hisantos swirling even larger in the wake of the battle. Sasoa and Ezana met her on the private shuttle launch atop the palace, the high winds generated by the shuttle’s landing buffeting the two figures—one tall and broad, the other short and slim.

      Mara had barely stepped out of the shuttle before Ezana rushed forward, her blue eyes bright with excitement.

      “We’ve had four undeclared nobles join our cause since the battle,” she said, the words blurring together in her energetic delivery. “You were brilliant. The modern embodiment of Hisantos the First.”

      The adrenaline of the battle hadn’t entirely subsided, and it surged up again in Mara, encouraged by Ezana’s enthusiasm. A pleasant heat warmed her, soothing the pain that still lingered in the bruises on her back and shoulder.

      “I seem to remember you being against this move.” Mara managed to keep her tone dry, although the joyful blue flames of Ezana’s eyes had ignited something almost giddy in her.

      Sasoa caught up to Ezana then, with her measured, steady pace. “She had her reasons to be cautious.”

      “Everyone has a role to play,” Ezana said, her face still flushed with joy. “And I can admit when I’m wrong.”

      “Oh, can you?” Mara said.

      Ezana nudged her, the gesture familiar and casual and free of the formalities Mara was growing to hate about being the Empress. Even after Ezana withdrew her arm, her touch lingered, phantom heat flushing along Mara’s side.

      They walked together down the two flights from the shuttle launch to the Empress’s quarters. Mara had cleaned up and changed out of the blood-spattered armor, but the smell of close-quarters fighting lingered in her nostrils even after a day-long FTL flight: musk and smoke, the smell of charred armor.

      “So what’s next on the royal agenda?” Mara asked.

      “Nothing today,” Ezana said. “Today you rest, and let the palace press staff spin the story of your brave leadership aboard the Courage.”

      Mara grimaced. “I’d rather engage in more bravery.”

      “Take the rest,” Sasoa interjected. “There’s more politicking ahead.”

      Mara groaned, and Ezana turned an indignant face up at her. “We have most of the nobility on our side now.” Her tone was protesting, but her eyes still shone. “I think Lady Petras is in negotiations with the defectors, but after your victory, we have an opportunity to bring her over, too. It doesn’t matter if she negotiates a marriage into the claimant’s family or a joint family rule. If they lose, she gets nothing, and right now it looks a lot like they’re losing.”

      “I never trust too much in how a war looks like it’s going,” Sasoa said, a concerned frown darkening the blunt lines of her face.

      “That’s because you’re a military strategist,” Ezana said. “But appearances are useful in politics. Appearances and promises.”

      They halted in front of the entrance to the Empress’s rooms—Mara’s rooms, she reminded herself.

      Sasoa narrowed her eyes slightly as she looked Mara over. “I hope you don’t mind my saying this.” She paused. The silence itched.

      “Spit it out,” Mara retorted.

      Sasoa smiled a lopsided smile. “With all your faults, I’m still proud to serve an Empress such as yourself.”

      She inclined her head in a bow—not low enough for official protocol, but far more than Mara would allow from these people she had come to see as her colleagues, not her subjects. Heat rose to Mara’s neck, but before she could object, Sasoa stood tall again. The smile still on her face, she excused herself, leaving Mara and Ezana.

      Ezana pushed open the doors, the carved wood panels opening onto a room decorated in crimson and white: the first sitting room of the Empress’s quarters, its decor still untouched from when Nusantos reigned. Interior design couldn’t be lower on Mara’s priorities list. The room responded to their presence, bringing up the lights and adjusting the ambient temperature. The spicy scent of cloves began to suffuse the air.

      Rich, velvety settees were arranged in an open layout, the dark wood trim of the walls a stark contrast to the white columns that gave the space some structure. Ezana plopped herself down on the edge of one of the settees and looked up at Mara. A smile split her face, and her charcoal mane was ruffled from the wind that had lashed at them outside the shuttle.

      “Bringing Nazara to our side will be a huge victory,” she said.

      “Can’t we take a few minutes to appreciate the victory I just won?” Mara leaned against one of the walls, then shifted her weight away as the carved wood dug into the sensitive bruise on her shoulder.

      Ezana’s smile faltered for a moment. “I hope you know why I was against the idea. You’re too important to lose. We need you.”

      “I was never really in danger,” she lied.

      If she hadn’t insisted on taking down the boarding party herself, the crew of the Courage might have been able to sneak her onto one of their FTL-equipped shuttles. She would have jumped away, leaving the admiral and her company to deal with the breach themselves. The admiral had been prepared to make that sacrifice for the benefit of the monarchy, but Mara hadn’t wanted to sit with the feeling of running away from a fight instead of headlong into it.

      She knew that what she had done could be construed as heroic. That was the spin Ezana and her team would put on it. But it hadn’t felt heroic to Mara. It had just felt natural.

      “You were in danger,” Ezana said, “but I’ve been thinking about what you said. That you’re in danger everywhere you go, and you’re right. I never lived the way you did. I don’t know what it feels like to be looking over my shoulder all the time.”

      Mara shrugged. “If I learned anything in my years away from the palace, it was that there’s a limited number of things we can control. And sometimes the only way to control them is to confront them.”

      “And I always thought you just had a self-destructive streak.” Ezana’s voice turned teasing, and her smile returned.

      Mara shifted, crossing her arms against her chest. Ezana’s grin sent a little shiver down her back, and she tensed. She looked away from Ezana’s searing gaze, her eyes going instead to the stark white columns and the dark wood paneling.

      “But you did something I didn’t believe was possible,” Ezana continued, rising from her chair and moving closer to Mara. “And you did it yourself. You made a choice that benefited the whole nation, and now you’ve shortened our path to winning this war.”

      She stepped in closer, close enough that Mara could smell the sweet perfume of her hair. Mara looked down at her, meeting the cool blue fire of her eyes, warmth spreading. It was getting harder to follow her own thoughts, lost instead in the subtle flickers of expression across Ezana’s face, the faintly floral scent of her, the enthralling ring of her voice.

      “I understand, now,” Ezana said, “why you make the choices you make. I wouldn’t have done the same, and I would have been wrong. I’m proud to stand beside you, Mara. I could kiss you, I’m so proud.”

      Before her brain could talk her out of it, Mara leaned down and pressed her lips to Ezana’s. Ezana pulled back, surprise flashing across her blue eyes. The heat in Mara’s body subsided, the feverish buzzing in her mind retreating just enough to bring a crushing fear and dread.

      “Fuck,” she said. “I didn’t—I thought you meant…”

      She fumbled over what should have been an apology. Ezana reached up and pulled her face down, silencing her with a kiss. Mara softened, relief pulling her deeper into the embrace, and then the flash of heat and desire struck again and she growled low in her throat.

      They tripped over each other, their rush to get back to Mara’s bedroom inhibited by their unwillingness to let go of each other. Mara didn’t think—didn’t let the sudden rush of doubts in. She had resisted this for so long—resisted anyone. But gods, Ezana’s skin was soft, and her mouth was just as persistent in kissing as it was in talking, and Mara told herself that they had both already accepted the danger of the life they had chosen. Why deny themselves something good?

      She could let her guard down here. She could let go, with Ezana. She had been doing just that for months without realizing it. If there were gods, this moment would have been preordained, but because there were no gods, no one watching out for them, this moment was something chosen. Something entirely theirs.
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      Jaya was sitting on the floor of the truck, her back to the wall, when the vehicle swerved.

      The swerve caught her off guard, but it threw her forward, and she caught herself with her shackled hands. The guard, sitting higher on the bench across from her, reached out to steady himself.

      The vehicle lurched again, pitching to one side and sending him tumbling off his bench. Jaya moved with the second swerve. She took advantage of the motion, letting it swing her closer to the guard as he pulled himself to hands and knees. She threw one leg up, bringing it back down with the motion of the vehicle on the back of his neck. It wasn’t a powerful blow, but he was off-balance, and he smacked back onto the corrugated metal floor face-first with a grunt. Pain seared up her hamstring, and she fought the dark red spots that simmered across her vision.

      She rolled up, looping her arms around his neck and pulling.

      His hands grappled for his holstered gun, but Jaya jammed her knee into the small of his back. She pinned his hands at his sides with her legs and tightened the grip of her arm against his throat, pressing her bicep against his windpipe, using all the strength she had been painstakingly building over the last months.

      He struggled, and then his struggling weakened, his limbs going limp beneath her. His head lolled, and Jaya released him slowly back onto the floor. There was still a pulse in his neck.

      She was breathing hard, her arms trembling. But adrenaline had spiked in her blood, bringing clarity to her mind. She loosened her legs and pulled herself to kneel at his side. Her hands still bound, she unholstered his weapon. She searched him for more, and found an injector loaded with vials of a clear compound. One vial was empty—this was what they had used on her.

      She injected one of the vials into the guard’s neck. That would keep him down for a while longer.

      Her hands were shaking again, her lungs screaming as she gasped. She dropped onto her hands and knees until the dark spots in her vision retreated to the periphery.

      The truck had stopped. Outside, there was the staccato hum of particle beam fire and a responding shout. She dragged herself to her feet and crossed to the wall that separated her compartment from the main cabin, pressing her ear to the metal. The voices were muffled, but she heard them shouting to each other, their voices interrupted by the zipping of beams and the sound of chaos.

      Boots crunched on gravel outside, a counterpoint to the high whine of particle beams. There was a large crash, the shattering of glass, and more shouts, which turned to screams.

      It was fast. And then silence fell around her, an unsettling absence of everything—even the hum of the truck.

      Jaya kept an eye on the unconscious guard as she crept back toward the door again, keeping her body against the opposite wall.

      She pressed back, slowing the residual shaking in her hands and legs, readying herself, raising her stolen pistol.

      There were footsteps approaching the door. Was it possible Luka and Ash had found her? The longer the silence extended, the more Jaya doubted. If it was the Resistance outside, they would have identified themselves by now.

      There was a low beeping sound outside, and then Jaya’s cuffs loosened. Keeping her weapon pointed at the door, she pulled her left wrist free, then snatched the restraint from her right wrist. Still, no one came through the door.

      She waited, trying to imagine their movements, to be one step ahead of them, but everything they had done so far made little sense to her. She had hoped it was the Resistance—hoped the impossible hope that they had found her somehow—but by now she knew it couldn’t be them. She also knew there were cracks in her father’s alliances. It could be almost anyone coming for her now.

      But why release her from her restraints and remain hidden? Her hands flexed on the grip of the gun.

      The door remained closed. Silence reigned, the sound of her own breathing eventually filling her ears, making her wonder if she had lost her mind entirely.

      She released the tension in her muscles, standing straight. She continued to edge along the wall as she crept closer to the door. It would open outward; she reached for the handle. She took in a deep breath. Then she grabbed the handle and pushed.

      Outside was an empty road. Fields stretched on all sides, but these were wild, uncultivated fields. The road could barely even be called that—it had been carved out of the land at some point but wasn’t actively maintained, judging by the way it was marred with rocks and encroached upon by the nearby wildflowers.

      Dust hung in the air, kicked up from the truck’s sudden maneuvers.

      Jaya lowered herself down to the road, looking back at the truck. It was just what she had guessed—the sort of large, generic vehicle that could be leased out for transporting heavy equipment. The boxy compartment in the back where she had been imprisoned was painted gray, with no symbols or markings. She made her way around the side, hugging close to the vehicle in case anyone was still alive and might want to take a shot at her.

      But nothing stirred, and Jaya peered in the window of the front cabin. A man’s body lay in a pool of red, and the smell of seared flesh and the metallic tang of blood were pungent in the hot air.

      Jaya opened the cabin door and climbed in next to the body. She checked for any form of identification, but there was nothing. Through the windshield, she saw two more forms lying in the dusty road, the dirt beneath them turning slowly to mud.

      She crawled back out of the cabin, holding the gun in front of her and making her way toward the bodies. Nothing moved in the fields or on the road. The sun was still low in the sky, glinting in the dust, making it the most alive thing out here on the road.

      She crouched by one body and then the next, taking their weapons and checking for identification. As she expected, she found nothing, just like the body in the cabin. Jaya was certain they were military. Regulation haircut, regulation gun. Dressed in civilian clothes.

      And still there was no sign of whoever had unlocked the door. They had left as silently as ghosts, melting into the dust.

      She tried to lift one of the bodies, but she didn’t succeed in dragging it more than half a meter before she stumbled, dropping the body to the road. It was too heavy. She braced her hands on her knees, her breath ragged. Blood trickled down the side of her face, too slow to be concerning, but she dabbed at it with her sleeve.

      The middle of the day approached, the sun’s heat flushing her skin. The nausea returned, swelling with each beat of her pulse in her temples. Jaya sealed the unconscious guard in the back of the truck and climbed onto the blood-slicked seat of the cabin. She searched the compartments and found the device jamming her palm drive. The moment she disabled it, her drive chimed with a flood of incoming messages, but she ignored them, needing her full attention to use the location settings to pinpoint where this stretch of road was. It was far outside of town—they must have been driving for hours.

      She called Luka.

      “Jaya?” He had circles under his eyes, and his voice trembled with panic. “Where are you?”

      “About two hundred klicks outside town,” she said.

      The wind kicked up dust, which swirled and danced and coated her damp skin. The heat of the day was swelling. Her hands were sticky. She wiped most of the blood and sweat on her pants one shaking palm at a time.

      “What? Why? Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” she said. “How long have I been gone?”

      “Since last night. I waited up, but you never came home.”

      One night. So she hadn’t been unconscious that long. She absorbed that news with a dim relief.

      “Someone grabbed me while I was out,” she said. He swore, his hands carding through his hair. “I’m fine. I got away. But we can’t stay here.”

      “I’ll pack,” Luka said. Jaya knew they were already mostly packed, always ready to leave at a moment’s notice. It had been that way for a long time. “Where are we meeting?”

      “I’ll send you the coordinates.”

      She hung up. Her palm drive chimed again—more messages. She wondered how much she had missed. She brought them up. Two from Sal, both replies to old messages. A handful of reports from command, written in Rhodes’s terse tone. Two missed calls from Luka early in the morning, followed by a message asking if she was okay. And then the newest message—an anonymous ID.

      I’m sure you have many questions, the message began. You’re looking in the right places, but you’re mistaking Emory’s desperation for weakness. He is looking for you just as you are looking for him. I got to you fast enough this time—let’s not have a next time.

      Jaya’s heart pounded. The message was sent only minutes ago—it had been the most recent alert on her drive. She tapped a message out in reply.

      Who are you?

      The response came after only a few moments. Someone who wants you to prevail over Emory.

      It was the same person who had warned Onyema. Who had slipped intelligence to Armstrong. Jaya had no proof, but the certainty of it sang in her bones.

      How long have you been watching me? she typed.

      Long enough to know you are his last loose end. Use it. Draw him out, don’t let him draw you in.

      Jaya watched the words appear in the holographic display, ethereal with the dusty haze hanging in the air outside, like a message written in the clouds. She didn’t respond, and after a minute, her mysterious rescuer sent a follow-up message.

      You are the key to defeating Emory, it said. Don’t get in your own way.
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      The Defiant arrived quickly, sending up a storm of dust as it touched down. Luka appeared in the airlock, jumping from the platform before it was all the way down. She climbed gingerly from the truck as he ran toward her along the dirt road.

      He reached her, tilting her face toward him to look at the source of the blood on her forehead. Behind him, Nima stepped out of the ship into the noon sun.

      “It looks worse than it is,” she said. “The prisoner is in the back. I couldn’t move the bodies—”

      “We’ll handle it,” Luka said, still checking her for injuries. “Are you okay?”

      “I’m fine,” she replied, but she felt the weight of fatigue dragging her down and contradicting the words even as she spoke them. She took his hands in hers, stopping his frantic search, and met his eyes. “I’m fine,” she repeated.

      He pulled her to him, and she wrapped her arms tightly around his waist for just a moment before he released her and started toward the truck.

      Nima and Luka refused her help in transporting the bodies, so Jaya occupied herself extracting as much information as she could from the vehicle’s computer. She was no Sal, but he had put some useful tools on her palm drive, and this was a civilian machine. She doubted the information would be very useful, but she might as well try.

      The message she had received repeated in her head. You are the key to defeating Emory. She wasn’t sure what reason this person would have for believing Jaya to have any special ability to end this war on her own. She was weak now. And tired. She felt far older than her years. The only special place she held in her father’s life was as a remote object of hatred: a symbol.

      Luka restrained the still-unconscious prisoner in the Defiant’s single-cell brig and fired up the ship. Nima took a seat on the bridge after a quiet conversation with Luka.

      Jaya went down to the med bay. It didn’t take long to confirm the bodies were Union Navy. Once Luka had put them in FTL, en route to Aurora, Jaya used the tools in the Defiant’s small medical bay to extract the military identification chips. Jaya had few doubts about their plans for her, though she was certain the Resistance would try to confirm with the one she had captured.

      A sudden image flashed in her mind—Emory, his face reverted back to the face of her father that she had known in her childhood, menace in his eyes. She blinked, shaking off that remnant of a recent nightmare, and went to wash the tools in the medical bay sink.

      “What did you find?” Luka appeared in the door.

      “Union, like I thought. Likely IRC.” Jaya dispensed the cleaning solution and spent a moment in silence as she worked. “I got a message. I’m not sure what to make of it.”

      Luka frowned. “A message?”

      Jaya nodded. “It was anonymous. It said I was the key to stopping Emory. It warned me not to get in my own way.”

      “What does that mean?” Luka asked.

      “I’m not sure. I got a series of anonymous messages once before. Right before Emory took power. But they—” She paused, swallowing the dryness in her throat. She turned away, reaching for a sterile towel from the dispenser. She dried the tools and then her hands, dropping the used towel in the appropriate bin.

      “They were from Kier,” Luka said, finishing the sentence in the silence that dragged out.

      She looked back at him, steeling herself for the emotion she knew she would see in his face. But his expression was calm, his eyes sympathetic.

      “Here,” he said, “let me look at that cut.”

      She sat where he indicated as he gathered up supplies, and he knelt on the floor, cleaning the cut on her forehead with something that stung. But his touch was gentle, one hand pushing her hair back from her face as the other worked.

      “Can Sal help you figure out who sent the new message?”

      “I’ll ask him,” Jaya replied.

      Luka picked up on the hesitance in her voice. “But you’re not sure that’s the right move?”

      “I didn’t figure it out fast enough last time,” she said. “I didn’t realize who it was or the significance of the messages. I ask myself all the time if I could have done more, if I hadn’t been so willfully ignorant.”

      His hands paused, and he turned his attention away from the cut on her forehead to meet her eyes. “You know more now than you did then. You won’t fall into the same trap.”

      “What if it’s another trap entirely? If this is the same person who was warning Onyema and feeding intel to Armstrong, then they’ve been watching me for years. Why come forward now? What do they want?”

      Luka finished his work on her forehead, sealing the wound with a suture and a dab of accelerant gel, then gathered up the packaging. Jaya dropped her head into her hands, the fatigue and the pain in her body pulling her down now that the adrenaline had dissipated.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m sorry I dragged you into this.”

      He knelt between her legs, taking her hands from her face and folding them between his palms.

      “We were always in this together,” he said. “Even before we knew we were fighting for the same side.”

      Jaya leaned forward, touching her forehead to his. His hands tightened around hers, his breath warm on her cheek. They sat there for a long while, eyes closed, in silence.
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        * * *

      

      Rhodes, Sal, and Vargas met them at the platform when they landed on Aurora. Rhodes sent two petty officers into the Defiant to retrieve the prisoner. Sal and Vargas stood in uncharacteristic silence beside him, and Jaya read the news in their grim faces.

      “Intel just came in as you entered the system,” Rhodes said. “We thought it would be best to meet you instead of sending a message.”

      “What happened?” Luka asked.

      “Another biological attack,” Vargas said. Her eyes flickered to Nima and then to Luka, finally settling on Jaya. “Emory took out New Sheffield a few hours after you left.”

      “What?” Nima asked. Jaya looked back at them. Shock froze their features into a mask, their eyes seeking Jaya instantly. Their gazes locked, Jaya’s limbs heavy.

      “I’m so sorry,” Rhodes said, looking between the two of them. “It was over by the time the news reached us.”

      Jaya pulled her eyes from Nima and turned back toward Rhodes, who rubbed his face with his hands, the line of his jaw sharp beneath his neat beard.

      “Any differences in profile?” she asked. Her voice was hollow, as empty as she felt.

      He frowned. “The same as the last few. Likely delivered by a single person arriving on New Sheffield, triggered after arrival. Same fast spread.”

      “We have to go back,” Nima said. “We have to save anyone we can.”

      Rhodes gave them a sympathetic look, and they stiffened, bristling at what Jaya knew they would interpret as condescension. “There won’t be anyone left to save by the time we arrive,” he said. “We’re familiar with this weapon and with this delivery mechanism.”

      “If you’re familiar with it, can’t you make an antidote? A cure?” Nima’s voice was rising. “Can’t you fight it?”

      “It’s not that simple,” Jaya said.

      Nima met her gaze, tears standing in their eyes and glimmering in the dark irises. “We have to do something.”

      “We’re doing all we can,” Luka said. “We’re fighting the Union on all fronts. We have people working on this bioweapon, but it works so fast that even if we had a solution…” He paused.

      Jaya finished the thought. “We would have to distribute it to every single person on every single colony. It’s not possible right now.”

      Nima snapped their head back toward Jaya, the shine of tears in their eyes turning harsh with their glare. “So you’ll just do nothing? What about my family? What about Ash?”

      Jaya’s stomach turned. She felt Nima’s glare in her chest like a new wound. “There’s nothing to do.”

      Ash was dead. After he had found his way back to the Resistance, he had been taken away again. Another name added to the list carved on her heart. Another loss to chip away at the walls she was rebuilding. But she couldn’t stop to grieve, not if she wanted to stop more of these tragedies from happening. There was no way to save Ash, or Nima’s family and friends. Jaya’s former home would be a ghost town the next time the Resistance went there, sending a salvage team to bring back whatever they could in hopes that they would be able to stop the next attack.

      Nima flinched at Jaya’s quiet words. “What’s wrong with you? How can you just stand there and listen to this and be so… cold?”

      Jaya met Nima’s eyes, keeping her expression neutral despite the twist in her gut.

      “This is just how it is,” she said. “I don’t know what else to say.”

      She sensed the shell closing around her—the numb protectiveness that had gotten her this far. Through crisis after crisis. She looked away. She couldn’t watch Nima’s crestfallen face, couldn’t let herself feel their rage and their grief. Not now, when there was so much to do.

      Anger flared in her, the coals of the last year spent seeking vengeance reigniting. For a moment, the heat of it stole her breath. And then she looked back at Rhodes. He watched her with his steady gaze.

      “Let’s coordinate a salvage team,” she said. “Anything we can do to understand how we might spot another of these attacks before they happen.”

      Rhodes nodded. He turned and led them back down the platform toward the spaceport and the waiting aircars. Luka approached Nima, putting a hand on their shoulder and speaking quietly to them. They shook their head.

      “I’m sorry,” Jaya said. “I wish there was more we could do.”

      “I don’t understand you,” Nima whispered, tears standing in their eyes for a moment before following the tracks already shining on their cheeks.

      “I’m just doing what needs to be done,” Jaya said. “I wish we could go back and change things. But if you had stayed on New Sheffield…”

      “I would have died with my family.” Nima spoke the words like they were the more appealing alternative.

      Jaya swallowed. “It’s hard,” she said. “Being the one who survives.”

      Nima shook their head, drawing in a shuddering breath. Jaya pulled them into a hug and they relented, collapsing against her chest for a moment.

      “I’m sorry,” Jaya whispered again.

      Nima pulled away. “I want to help. I want to do something.”

      “I know. We’ll set you up with somewhere to live and Rhodes and Luka will talk to you about training. You can help ensure that this doesn’t happen to another colony.”

      They nodded, then turned silently to follow Rhodes and Vargas. Jaya nodded at Luka, who squeezed her hand, then turned to catch up to Nima. Sal remained, standing a few paces from Jaya, an eyebrow quirked up beneath the curls spilling across his forehead.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      She shook her head. He held out his arms and she went to him, taking comfort in the familiar embrace.

      “I need your help with something.”

      His responding sigh resonated in her chest. “Why am I not surprised?”

      She pulled out of the embrace so she could look at him. “The person who rescued me,” she started. “I don’t know who it was, but they sent me a message.”

      “And you want me to trace this message? Figure out where it came from?”

      Jaya offered him a weak smile. “Can you?”

      He flashed her a grin. “You know I can.”

      “Thanks, Sal.”

      They started walking arm in arm far behind the rest of the group, but Sal didn’t push the pace. “And when you are ready to talk?”

      “I know, Sal. I’ll let you know.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          29

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “This is absolutely unacceptable!”

      Tynan sat with his legs crossed beneath him on a chaise in the suite’s sitting room, watching Perit’s holographic image pace in front of him. Mara had not yet reached out to him, but he was told that his continued presence at the embassy was at least in part because of an order from her to protect him and secure him within their walls. Narei was stonewalling the Arbiter’s calls to release Tynan back to the Federation, and Perit was furious—but not at Narei.

      “Arbiter Vihica has no knowledge of any orders threatening Dr. Vasuda.” The other figure in the room—the holographic projection of Kino Lahir—folded his arms sullenly. “Narei is holding him in violation of multiple galactic treaties.”

      “I don’t care what the Arbiter claims to know or not know,” Perit snapped. “My client was attacked in his own home while under the protection of the Federation Armed Forces, by people associated with his own government.”

      “The Federation is investigating the activity of these would-be assassins,” Kino said, his voice measured. “All evidence points to them acting on their own.”

      “It would, wouldn’t it?” Tynan couldn’t contain his outburst. Kino gave him a long, condescending look. “The people behind this are smart. They know how to cover this up.”

      “Do you realize how you sound?” Kino said. He returned his gaze to Perit. “Both of you. You sound as ridiculous as the people out there flashing their absurd signs and screaming nonsense. Do you really think far-fetched conspiracy theories will hold any weight in court? If you try to bring this to the trial, we’ll crush you and you know it.”

      Perit’s eyes flashed. “There won’t be a trial. I’ve submitted the paperwork asking the judge to dismiss this case. My client had to flee for his life. If the prophets could see how far we’ve fallen…”

      She made a tsking sound, mirroring Kino’s defiant stance.

      “Your claims are baseless,” Kino said.

      “It’s my job to build the base,” Perit said. “And you’d better believe I will. Members of my office are observing the investigation, and I will find every incriminating piece of evidence.”

      Kino raised his hands. “Good luck with that. I’ve submitted paperwork too, you know. Your dismissal request is an absurd power grab. I’ll be fighting this.”

      “My client will remain with the nareians until his safety can be assured,” Perit said. “And you can’t try him while he’s on nareian soil. Good luck extraditing him with the Empress against you.”

      “Ah, yes,” Kino said. “Well, you’re not the only one with friends in high places. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have work to do if we’re going to bring your client to justice.”

      He turned his eyes coldly on Tynan, who resisted the urge to tuck his knees up to his chest protectively and instead stared back at the hologram until Kino disconnected.

      Perit remained, rubbing her forehead. “If this is what we have become, then we have all been misled by our leaders.”

      “I’m afraid I started learning that lesson more than a year ago,” Tynan said.

      “I’ve filed a formal complaint with the Arbiter’s office. If nothing else, a review panel will have to hear it, and that will give us some time to get to the bottom of this.”

      Tynan nodded. Perit was directing her ire at the Arbiter, but Tynan knew who was really behind this. All of this.

      I’m trying to usher in a new era for the entire galaxy, Kujei had said. I’m thinking beyond the Federation’s borders, to our involvement with the rest of the cosmos.

      Just a few years ago, he would have had trouble telling the difference between Jaya’s fight and Kujei’s argument. The two causes would have appeared similarly manipulative and foolhardy. Two people cast as visionaries, ushering in new eras in conflict with each other and creating trouble for the rest of the galaxy. Tynan would have shaken his head disdainfully and turned away from the conflict, remarking to Min on the shortsightedness of people.

      He’d only cared about science then. Now he cared about so much more. Had emotions clouded his judgment? Or had his judgment been clouded before, back when he believed science was something separate from everything else? Some pure, untouched thing in a perfect vacuum of his own ignorance.

      He was learning to trust his instincts. Not everything could be resolved through logical reasoning—he knew his instincts were just another way of reasoning. Deep knowledge his body had absorbed, but for which he hadn’t yet found higher-level words. It was logical reasoning happening on a subconscious level.

      And now he was at the center of a series of protests and counter-protests like nothing his people had ever experienced. His nascent trust in his gut was being tested by the scenes in the streets that he couldn’t help but watch in the newsfeeds every day.

      It was all very complicated. Tynan held his head in his hands, wishing everything would just slow down for a little while so he could catch up. He recognized the irony there—just a few days ago he had been bored senseless with waiting.

      “I don’t have to tell you to stay here, right?” Perit asked.

      Tynan looked up and shook his head vehemently. “I don’t want to run into any more assassins.”

      “Good,” Perit replied. She frowned. “I’m sorry I wasn’t able to protect you more. It’s clear now that I can’t guarantee your safety in Dresha. It’s worse than I ever imagined.”

      Tynan tried to ignore the spike of fear that chilled him. “Can they resume the trial without me?”

      Perit considered the question. “Not just yet. And I will stall them as long as I can. If I can’t get them to throw it out entirely, at least I will make sure they know their own failure to protect you is what’s holding them up. If the government can’t guarantee your safety, they have no right to expect you to appear.”

      Tynan nodded. “Did the information I gave you lead anywhere?”

      He had told Perit about the connection the assassins had to ministry security, about Valen’s recognition of his former colleague.

      “The assassins were all former ministry security,” she said. “For various ministers, though at least two of them recently worked for your former mentor. All had been fired in the previous weeks. Which proves nothing, either way. We’ll keep looking.”

      Tynan was certain of the connection. He was certain this assassin that Valen recognized had still been working for Kujei when he attacked Tynan’s apartment—just off the books now. But he realized that without evidence, he had nothing.

      “Are you okay?”

      He looked up to find Perit watching him with concern on her face. He managed his best nod and a half-smile.

      “I’m okay,” he said. “At least I’m with allies now.”
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        * * *

      

      After Perit closed the connection, Tynan sat for a long while on the chaise, letting the insistent beat of his heart slow. When his palm drive alerted him to an incoming call through the embassy’s internal network, his heart rate spiked again.

      He answered, a broad-shouldered nareian appearing in front of him.

      “Dr. Vasuda, we’ve established the connection. Shall I put them through?”

      Tynan nodded, straightening his posture and untucking his legs. His hands shook, and he grasped at his knees to try to steady them.

      The nareian vanished, and there was a brief pause. Tynan took a deep breath, letting it out slowly. And then another image formed in front of him. Five humans, standing in a semicircle. Tynan’s throat tightened at the sight of them. Sunny stood in the middle, her dark eyes bright. Tynan’s heart lurched when he noticed the brace on her ankle. Jaya stood to Sunny’s left. Her face was scarred, her posture stiff, but she smiled at him. Luka was near her, his hands in his pockets, a weary smile on his face. On Sunny’s other side, Rhodes stood with his arms crossed, and Sal cocked his head, grinning at Tynan. A sixth figure appeared off to the side, coalescing into Onyema’s elegant form.

      Tynan opened his mouth, but no sound came out. This was supposed to be a strategic call with Resistance Command, but it was the first time in months he had seen these people he had come to think of as family, and all he wanted to do was embrace them. He ached for these incorporeal images to solidify, to become the real flesh and blood of the people he loved, but that was impossible.

      Sunny spoke first, her eyes glittering and her voice strained. “We miss you, Tynan.”

      Tynan couldn’t reply, his throat tight with tears. He hugged his own torso, a sad replacement for the body he wanted to wrap in his arms. Emotions overwhelmed him. He’d been so lonely and so frightened. Now, seeing Resistance Command gathered in front of him, he was still frightened, but their presence lightened something in him, even if they were a misty, transparent substitute for their corporeal forms.

      “You’re fighting the good fight for us,” Rhodes said. “We’re proud of you.”

      “It’s boring as hell here without you,” Sal complained. “I’ve got no one to talk to.”

      Jaya chuckled. “You gonna tell Elijah that?”

      Sal rolled his eyes. “No one to talk science with,” he amended.

      Tynan finally got control of his voice. “It’s boring here too,” he said. “Well, it’s actually been all the bad kinds of exciting, but it feels like I can’t do anything.”

      “You’re keeping everyone’s eyes on the fight,” Luka said. “That’s something. And we’ve rescued nearly a dozen szacante dissidents with the algorithm you built with Sal.”

      “Really?” Tynan perked up.

      Onyema nodded.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t get to see you off,” Jaya said.

      Tynan looked her over—the scars on her face were much fainter than the mottled purple-red wounds that had been there the last time he saw her. When he’d sat next to her comatose form and said goodbye. She hadn’t been in any state to see him off.

      “I’m sorry, too,” Tynan said. He wasn’t just sorry he left Swallow’s Landing. He was sorry he let her walk away at all, back on Hermia. If he had been able to stand up to her, to keep her from putting herself in danger…

      But she was there, in front of him now, her smile wistful and her face scarred, but her eyes bright. When he left, he hadn’t been sure she would ever wake.

      They gave him a quick update. They told him that Swallow’s Landing had been attacked a few weeks after he left, and they’d established a new base. It made him feel even smaller, the vastness of the galaxy overwhelming. The people he loved were on some tiny dot of a planet or station or moon, out amongst the more than hundred billion stars in the spiral galaxy’s arms, and he didn’t even know where to look in the night sky to find them.

      “Keep putting pressure on them,” Jaya said. “Emory is showing signs of instability. The more we push him and his allies, the greater our chances that his power will shatter.”

      “I think I’m doing that,” he said. “Kujei came to see me, right before the attack. Obviously whatever I’m doing is enough to make them think that the repercussions from my death would be less bad for them than if I continue to move forward with this case.”

      “That’s good,” Sal said.

      “Except they won’t continue with the trial as long as I’m on nareian soil,” Tynan said. “As long as I’m here, I’m safe. But I’m also powerless. It gives them time, and they can continue to paint me as the enemy.”

      “But you’re alive,” Sunny said.

      Tynan rubbed at his neck, loosening the bunched muscles of his shoulders. “Yeah, I’m alive. And I’d like to stay that way.”

      “Why did Kujei come visit you?” Jaya asked.

      “He wanted me to take the deal. He said it could be put back on the table.” Tynan frowned. “But I’m not trading my freedom for silence. The people deserve to know what’s happening. Kujei is sick with power. He says Emory is just one piece in a much larger puzzle.”

      Onyema shifted at that. “That’s interesting.”

      “Interesting how?” Tynan asked. He looked around the semicircle, where every face was frowning in thought. Sal was chewing on his nails, his eyes narrowed.

      “What exactly did Kujei say?” Luka asked.

      Min appeared next to Tynan. “Richard Emory is just one piece in a much larger puzzle. I’m trying to usher in a new era for the entire galaxy,” she quoted.

      Jaya exchanged a look with Onyema that Tynan couldn’t read. He felt even more remote now, disconnected from everything that was going on with the Resistance.

      “Is that helpful somehow?” he asked.

      “It may be,” Jaya said. “Mara had a strange interaction with him as well at some state function in Narei. She said she’s been wondering ever since if he might be working at something behind Emory’s back. There’s something else going on, some internal conflict. We assumed it was between Emory and Reid, but it’s possible Kujei might be connected to it.”

      “Can you learn more about Kujei’s activities?” Onyema asked. “Mara has been establishing some contacts within his circles on Dresha, but if you have a way in, that might be faster.”

      Tynan frowned. “I don’t know how I would do that. I’m even more disconnected from my people than I was before. My lawyer was trying to bring Kujei into my trial.”

      “And then you were attacked,” Jaya said. Tynan nodded.

      “Sounds like you hit a nerve,” Onyema observed.

      An artificial silence hung in the room. The background sounds of the Resistance’s new base were filtered out by the comms, leaving the five command members in an eerie quiet, like ghosts or spirits hovering just on the veil between worlds. Onyema was clearly elsewhere, the light illuminating her skin in warm tones while the rest of command stood in flat shadow.

      “I think we have plenty to talk about,” Luka said. A look passed between him and Sunny, and then he turned to Rhodes. “We should loop the rest of command in as well. I know they’re just down the hall.”

      Rhodes nodded. “That’s a good plan.”

      Luka put a hand on Sunny’s shoulder. She smiled up at him and then turned back to Tynan.

      “I’ll call you back,” Onyema said, and vanished.

      Sal, Rhodes, Jaya, and Luka walked away, disappearing from the image and leaving only Sunny. Tynan stayed silent for a moment, wishing he could reach out and take her hand.

      “I miss you,” he finally said. Min nodded next to him. “We miss you.”

      Sunny sighed. “I miss you too.”

      “Are you okay?” He gestured to the brace.

      “Yeah,” she said. “Torn ligament. The tunnels caved in when we were fleeing Swallow’s Landing. The Union bombarded the base.”

      Tynan winced. “I wish I could be half as brave as you are.”

      “There’s more than one kind of bravery, Tynan,” Sunny said. “You’re doing a brave thing just by being there.”

      He nodded, but he didn’t entirely agree. His throat closed around a thick knot of tears, and he didn’t trust himself to speak.

      Sunny stepped forward, and though the distance between them was much too vast to close with a step, Tynan recognized the impulse.

      “I’m proud of you, Tynan,” she said. “You’re doing something hard. But we’ll be together again soon.”

      “I’m proud of you too. I wish I could have stayed, but at least you have Adaeze to help you.”

      Her eyes filled with tears, and she lowered her head. It was a long moment before she spoke, but Tynan knew what she would say, dread gathering in his belly.

      “We lost her. In the tunnel collapse. She’s the reason Jaya and I got out alive.”

      “I’m sorry,” he whispered.

      Sunny met his eyes again, and Tynan’s heart constricted at the tremor in her chin. “I’m afraid.”

      When Tynan met her more than a year ago, those were the last words he would have ever expected from her. But he saw fear in her eyes now, and he knew it was the same fear that touched all of them.

      He kept his eyes on Sunny, fixing the image of her with all his attention, as if looking away would make her vanish, carried off on a breeze from the latticed windows. Everything was fragile. It was hard not to be buried in regrets, now that he understood what he had been missing in all those years of being alive without truly living. And it was hard to not push away the pain that came with the growth. The pain that came with facing that opening himself so fully to life’s joys meant also opening himself to its tragedies.

      But that was something Sunny had taught him. That fear doesn’t always mean something is bad. That sometimes the most beautiful experiences in life came bundled with fear. He had been terrified when Sunny carried him off the edge of a cliff with only a set of wings and her experienced hand to keep them afloat. But he had seen the world anew that day. He had come alive for the first time.

      “I’m afraid too,” he said. “But I know it won’t stop you.”

      Sunny shook her head, her eyes still bright with tears.

      “It won’t stop me, either,” Tynan said. “The prophets said the only way to honor the dead is by living. I don’t think I ever understood that before. But we can honor Adaeze by moving forward, even when we’re afraid.”

      Keep moving forward, no matter how slow the process. No matter how many times you had to step back, readjust, realign. It wasn’t entirely unlike research, except that failure would cost him more than grant money and publications and time. It might cost his life. It might cost the lives of innocents.

      “I have to go,” Sunny said. “But I’m glad I got to see you. I wasn’t sure how long it would be before I heard your voice again.”

      She blinked, and tears spilled down her cheeks, her eyes filling again immediately. Tynan swallowed, two tears of his own following hers and tracing down his face.

      The call ended, and Tynan was left alone in the sitting room. Now, with no one to see, he drew his legs up and buried his face in his knees. He wasn’t even sure what putting one foot in front of the other looked like anymore, but he would try.
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      Jaya stared at the projection of files on the conference room wall. She rubbed at her aching back, forcing herself to concentrate on the text of Armstrong’s logs from the Avalon. Despite her best efforts, she still wasn’t able to piece together this mysterious source’s identity.

      It was someone Armstrong had known personally, that much was clear. But how Armstrong knew them or for how long, Jaya couldn’t tell. Had they met in the academy? On tour? Was this person even Navy, or were they a civilian with government connections?

      She let out a frustrated breath.

      The door opened behind her and Sal poked his head in.

      “How’s it going?”

      Jaya shrugged, the movement sharp.

      “That good, huh?” He closed the door behind him and took a seat at the conference table, propping his feet on an empty chair.

      “What’ve you got for me?” Jaya asked.

      “Not much. I’m struggling to trace the message you sent me. It’s sophisticated technology.”

      The prisoner wasn’t revealing anything, and the data they had recovered from the truck and from his palm drive was unhelpful. He and his team had been ordered to capture Jaya and take her off-world. The coordinates of their destination wouldn’t be sent until they had jumped away from New Sheffield. Emory was making sure no one could follow them. He hadn’t made an appearance on Argos since Hermia. Where was he hiding?

      “Could it be Reid?” Jaya asked. “Staging another coup?”

      “Maybe,” Sal replied, “but I doubt it.”

      “Why?”

      Sal removed his feet from the chair and sat up straighter, leaning his elbows on the table. “This tech is sophisticated, but it’s not obviously naval.” He spread his hands. “Then again, I’ve been away for more than a year now. They could have secret projects going on that I wouldn’t be able to recognize. But it doesn’t seem similar enough to anything I’ve worked on before for me to suggest that its origins are in the Union Navy.”

      Jaya sat, leaning back in the seat. “What about the Szacante Federation? Or the Nareian Empire?”

      Sal shook his head. “Same reason. I’ve kept tabs on their tech long enough to know it when I see it. This doesn’t seem like anything from one of the three major powers. That doesn’t mean it’s not something new from one of them.”

      She frowned and rubbed at her temple, where a throbbing headache was beginning. She was getting those a lot lately, the still-unfamiliar differences in her sensory perception forcing a strain in the muscles around her eyes that always seemed to explode into a tension headache by midafternoon. She sighed.

      It made her head swim. She couldn’t pin this person or their agenda down. She couldn’t determine their location or their name or their interest in her.

      “I’ll keep working on it,” Sal said.

      “Thanks.”

      He cocked his head to the side and leaned back again in the chair. “So.” He pursed his lips and said nothing more.

      Jaya sighed. “What, Sal?”

      “You almost died in your first hometown, and now your other hometown is destroyed and you’re just here, working.”

      “What else should I be doing?” Sal fixed her with his most skeptical look. Jaya rubbed at her forehead, the new cut stinging. “I can’t fix what’s already happened. I can’t go back and take that target off their backs. All I can do is try to stop Emory from hurting more people, and every minute away from my work is a minute he’s allowed to keep on his murderous rampage. So, yes, I’m here working. What do you want from me?”

      Sal’s expression softened. “Why does it bother you so much?”

      “What?”

      “That people care about you? About what you do and what you feel?”

      Jaya sighed. “Because we have bigger things to worry about.”

      Sal stood. He took a moment to adjust his jacket, refolding the cuffs of his shirt and brushing out the wrinkles. When he was done, he turned back to Jaya.

      “We may have bigger things to worry about,” he said, “but that doesn’t stop us from worrying about you too. You should try it sometime.”

      “What, worrying about myself?”

      “Yeah,” Sal said. “But also thinking about the little things. The things that make up life. The people who care about you.” He lowered his voice. “You almost died. Doesn’t that make you want to live?”

      Jaya didn’t know what to say. Sal looked her over once, like he wasn’t sure he recognized her. And then he left.

      She put her head down on the table. A few days ago, she had been certain she would perish by Emory’s hand. She had faced death so repeatedly for years that she didn’t know how to do anything but live with it.

      Eighteen years ago, she had been a teenager, just far enough removed from the tragedy of her childhood to believe that she might be able to put it behind her. She had begun to lean on Nima, to think that one day, she might be able to tell them her worst fears and most terrifying memories and somehow not conjure up a new tragedy. And then, not long after she had started to see hope on the horizon, Aman was injured, and Jaya was reminded of the constant truth about the universe she had learned at a very young age: people die when you need them most.

      Aman hadn’t died, but he had come close enough for Jaya to retreat into herself again. Another person might say Aman’s injury had happened for a reason, to remind Jaya of her priorities, but she had always hated the idea that things happened for a reason. The sentiment was irrational and clearly incorrect: The world was terrifyingly random. Bad things happened to all kinds of people for no reason whatsoever.

      Jaya had expected to die young. Not out of any ideas about fate or destiny, but because she knew her chances. She understood that people like her rushed into danger so others didn’t have to. They put their life on the line. They died young. And when she had discovered Richard Emory’s true nature, when Armstrong had passed on the mantle of his investigation and that investigation turned into a desperate resistance movement, it had begun to feel almost like an inevitability—an obligation, even. And a few months ago, she had a chance to fulfill that obligation. To die young.

      Jaya sat up straighter as a cramp seared through her side. After her adrenaline-fueled escape, she had been plagued with more aches and pains. Torn muscles complained, and fatigue lingered. Sunny promised it would get better again—a minor setback—but that didn’t reduce Jaya’s frustration. She tried a stretch Sunny had shown her, and it softened the pain to a mild, throbbing discomfort. She sighed into the release in her tired body.

      She hadn’t died on Hermia. She had been irrevocably changed, but she was still here in some form. Despite all the odds, despite essentially throwing herself at death, she hadn’t died that night.

      Was that supposed to mean she had survived for a reason? Had Kier’s sacrifice infused her life with some greater responsibility? Or was this just more arbitrariness? The universe refusing to make sense yet again?

      Kier and Mama had died young, but she hadn’t. Not yet.

      Neither had Father.

      She expected to die, but that didn’t mean she wanted it. She wanted little more than to throw everything aside and run away. To claw at whatever shreds of peace remained in her life and feed them until they were strong and secure and healthy. Until peace was all that she had.

      But she couldn’t do that. Not while her father was decimating entire planets. Not while she had any power to stop him. And she wouldn’t know if she had that power until she had tried absolutely everything.
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      The day after the attack on New Sheffield, the Union attacked a group of ships carrying medical supplies to the Resistance stronghold of Natal. The following day, they intercepted a shipment of crucial parts to the largest Resistance shipyard, Pallas.

      “It’s like two different Unions,” Rhodes remarked.

      He was seated at the table in the largest conference room in the south wing of the hotel, where military operations were headquartered. Jaya sat across the table from him with Sal to her right. Shea was reading the reports the leadership council had received on the two attacks, and Vargas had already pushed her data pad away with a frustrated sigh. Luka was pacing the edge of the room, his loose hair hiding his expressions from Jaya, who nevertheless sensed his agitation.

      Onyema’s virtual presence in the meeting flickered next to Rhodes, and on his other side sat Werner, frowning at the reports.

      “What do you mean?” Jaya asked.

      “One day we have wild and emotional attacks like the one on New Sheffield, whose entire purpose seems to be to lash out and damage, and the next we have precise, calculated actions that limit our ability to fight back.” Rhodes rested his chin on his fist, his eyes narrowed as he thought. “A personal war and a strategic one, being fought at the same time.”

      “That’s exactly what’s happening,” Sal said. “We may not have direct proof, but it’s written all over their actions. Reid is fighting one war and Emory is fighting another.”

      Rhodes shook his head. “That would mean we need two different strategies.” His voice was tense. “We would need to fight two different wars at once.”

      Luka ceased his pacing for a moment. “We still aren’t getting a clear picture of what’s happening between Reid and Emory. But Emory hasn’t been seen or heard from on Argos for weeks. Gemma’s access is very good, but we still don’t know if Reid is communicating with him or if the silence extends all the way to the top.”

      “A missing chief commander,” Rhodes remarked. “That’s not a good sign, even if he is in contact with Reid directly.”

      “Emory is spiraling,” Jaya said. “He’s lashing out. It’s possible even Reid isn’t able to rein him in at this point.”

      “This is a good time to put the pressure on,” Onyema said. “Our fleet is growing in the colonies, we have no shortage of enthusiastic recruits, and—more importantly—our regional leadership has been gaining experience.”

      “Are we ready to meet them directly?” There was skepticism in Rhodes’s voice.

      “We will need help from allies,” Onyema said. “We’re strong in the colonies, but we can’t take Argos too. Not with the way they’ve increased the fleet presence there.”

      “The Nareians have been hard to pin down on this,” Sal interjected. “I can’t get a straight answer from them about whether they can commit troops.”

      Jaya’s jaw nearly dropped. “You can’t get a straight answer from Mara?”

      Sal grimaced. “I can’t seem to get in direct contact with her. I keep getting shuffled to people in their Legislative Assembly or their Diplomatic Corps. They don’t seem willing to commit to military action at this point.”

      “They are in the middle of a civil war,” Werner pointed out.

      “We should focus on what we can do,” Jaya said. “I’ll see if I can contact Mara directly, but in the meantime, we should take advantage of whatever rift is happening in the Union. It’s clear now that there are people working against Emory on the inside. People who have been working against him quietly for years. If we lean on that, maybe we can break down what little support he still has.”

      Luka sat in the empty chair next to Jaya, bracing his palms on his knees. “I don’t understand it. If this person that contacted you has been working against Emory this whole time, then why haven’t they done more? Why not move to protect the dissidents like we did? We’ve been fighting an open war for a year and a half, so why haven’t they been helping this whole time?”

      “How do we know they haven’t been?” Sal asked. Everyone turned their heads to look at him. “Not helping, necessarily, but working quietly in the background. Turning the war the way they want it to go.”

      Jaya shivered, the involuntary motion failing to shake off the discomfort she felt at his suggestion. Sal leaned back in his seat, locking his hands behind his head.

      “Long before humanity understood physics at extremes,” Sal addressed his audience, “astronomers noticed that some of the motion of stars they observed made no sense, based on the other objects they could see. These stars seemed to be interacting with something invisible.”

      “Dark stars,” Luka said. “Invisible objects that influenced the galaxy around them.”

      Sal’s eyes glimmered. “Exactly.” He tilted his head. “Well, not exactly, but close enough for our purposes. For a long time, the only way to detect or measure the dark matter that was changing the motion of the stars was just to infer its mass from the difference between the expected motion and the actual motion.”

      “Do you have a point?” Rhodes asked.

      Luka leaned forward. “We may not be able to observe these people directly, but we can observe the effects they’re having.”

      “Exactly.” Sal said. “For real, this time.”

      “We should put more pressure on the Union,” Jaya said. “Find the breaking point.”

      “But be cautious,” Onyema said. “And be observant. These invisible players will have to make themselves known again, and they’ll likely do that in the upheaval we create. We have to acknowledge that we aren’t the only ones hoping to fill the power vacuum. There are others waiting to swoop in when Emory implodes.”

      Jaya nodded, her discomfort still keeping her from relaxing. She hadn’t heard from her mysterious rescuer since they returned from New Sheffield, but she hadn’t stopped thinking about them. Wondering more and more about who they were and what their agenda was.

      “I don’t think these people are as invisible as they believe.” Shea had been thoughtful and quiet throughout this exchange, but now they spoke up. “They may not be operating in the open, but we know they exist now. We can start to look at the last two years with a new perspective. It might help us identify the other players.”

      They were right, Jaya realized. Perhaps more sense could be made of the last few years if they tried to identify the actions of this third party through the effects they had.

      “Other players?” Werner asked. “You think there’s more than this one that contacted Mill?”

      Shea nodded. “I’m sure there are more. I was reading the reports from your conversation with Dr. Vasuda.” They inclined their head toward Jaya and then Rhodes. “He mentioned his visit from the Minister of Science, and that he seemed to be thinking beyond an alliance with Emory, to something he considered larger.”

      Jaya nodded. “It would make sense for the person who contacted me to be working with the szacante as well. They’ve been tangled up in this from the start.”

      “Kujei Oszca and Henrik Reid,” Onyema mused. “They must be part of this. They both came up with Emory, but now that he’s unraveling, their loyalties are shifting.”

      “Or their true loyalties are just starting to be revealed,” Luka said.

      Onyema nodded thoughtfully. “Whenever there are people with power, there are others just beneath them. Waiting for the one at the top to make a mistake. Waiting to have a chance to step in and take power for themselves.” She looked at Jaya.

      “Emory may look like he rose from the bottom, but he was always waiting in the wings,” Jaya said. It was part of what she had come to understand about her father in the past few weeks. “He was connected to power once, and it burned him. He used his knowledge to get revenge, to take that power back. But his control is incomplete.”

      “I don’t know,” Rhodes said, frowning. “Armstrong and Reid didn’t always agree. Do you really believe Reid was feeding him information the whole time?”

      “They were in conflict a lot just before the purge,” Jaya said. “But it’s clear that Reid and Emory are parting ways now. There could still be some third party involved. Someone who convinced Reid to abandon Emory now that he’s losing his grip. Or it could be Kujei. Reid and Kujei have been working against Emory, but they’re not helping the Resistance. They’re helping themselves.”
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      Mara woke the next morning, her head thick with exhaustion. She had slept like the dead, her face and arms imprinted with markings from the bedclothes. Ezana still slept peacefully beside her. The light through the wide, latticed windows was faint—she had maybe an hour before a member of the palace staff knocked on her door. The day would be full of meetings. She hadn’t gotten the details from Ezana last night before they had fallen into bed together, and they hadn’t exactly talked business after that, but Mara knew the kind of day that lay ahead.

      She sat up.

      Ezana rolled over, seeking the warmth of Mara’s body. But Mara was awake now, too awake to sink back into the comfort of the bed. She untangled her legs from the sheets and got up.

      “Time’s it?” Ezana mumbled, her eyes still tightly shut and her mane tangled across her face.

      “Early,” Mara whispered. “Go back to sleep, Zan.”

      Ezana protested, pushing herself up onto her elbows. “No, I’m up.”

      Mara chuckled. “Sleeping later than me doesn’t make you lazy.”

      “Why do I feel like you need supervision?” Ezana grumbled, rubbing at her eyes with the backs of her hands.

      “I probably do,” Mara admitted. “But right now there’s nothing to do. I just couldn’t sleep.”

      Ezana reached out a hand, and Mara took it, allowing herself to be pulled back into the bed. “Then stay here for a while. We don’t have to sleep.”

      The expected knock came at the door, and Ezana sat bolt upright. “The meetings!” she said.

      “Starting early today?” Mara asked.

      Ezana threw off the blankets and started collecting her discarded clothing, reassembling herself in no particular order. “It was the only time Nazara had.”

      There was no time to worry about the meeting. As Mara bathed and dressed, Ezana rattled off advice and suggested talking points.

      “You won’t be in there alone,” she said as the imperial hairdresser combed Mara’s mane into an elaborate style. “I’ll be attending the meeting with you.”

      Mara gritted her teeth at the hairdresser’s forceful handling of her mane. Ezana had even selected clothes for this meeting—one of her mother’s dresses, far more formal than anything Mara would normally wear. Mara picked at the seam of the beaded sleeve until Ezana swatted her hand away.

      The hairdresser tugged again, securing another section of hair over the large form. Her hairstyle was grander and larger than anything she had worn so far. Ezana insisted that Nazara would be impressed by symbols of the traditional monarchy.

      Despite Mara’s intensely nontraditional manner, she understood the decision. Nazara wanted to maintain her power, and in her mind the best way to do that was through the structures that had supported the Empire for centuries. Never mind that they were crumbling to dust beneath their feet.

      Ezana disappeared into the next room to change into a fresh set of clothing she had sent from her own room, leaving Mara alone with the hairdresser. Mara managed to keep her mouth shut as the hairdresser pinned a beaded coronet in place, finishing the regal look, and stepped aside. Mara rose, a little concerned that her center of mass had shifted as a result of the frame around her head, but she found the entire getup to be lighter than expected. She would just have to be careful about standing too close to doors or walls, with her head three times its usual size.

      “You look like an empress.” Ezana reappeared in the door, looking poised in a fresh suit.

      “I am an empress, gods be cursed.”

      Ezana didn’t even wince at the remark. “Well, today you look like one.”

      Mara spread her hands, moving her head slowly and tentatively. “You like?”

      Ezana stared at her for a long moment, long enough that Mara regretted the question. Then Ezana tilted her head to the side.

      “I can see you in there somewhere,” she said, “so yes.”

      Mara smiled, and Ezana’s mouth quirked up in its own little grin, her eyes flashing the way they had last night, the way that made Mara forget how to speak. Then her smile vanished and she was all business again. She turned brusquely toward the door, leading the way out to the sitting room where Nazara would be meeting them.

      “I’m sorry for the theatrics,” Ezana said as they walked out.

      “Zan, I know the drill by now. Much as I hate it. At least it’s temporary. Someday, I can finally retire. Been meaning to do that for years, and lately it’s even more appealing.”

      Ezana’s steps faltered briefly, and then she continued. “Yes, I know you can’t wait to be out of here.”

      Mara reached out, grabbing her arm to stop her. Ezana turned and looked up at her with a carefully schooled face. “I can’t wait to not have the weight of the Empire on my shoulders,” she said. “I can’t wait to be rid of this job I was never suited for and never wanted. But I’m starting to warm up to the idea of here.”

      Ezana’s eyes scanned Mara’s face, as if looking for hints of insincerity. But she apparently found none, because she bit her lip to quell her grin and turned back around, keeping Mara’s hand as she led her into the front room.

      Once Mara was situated on a central settee in the grand crimson-and-white receiving room, Ezana took a seat in the armchair beside the settee and announced to the staff that the Empress was ready for her guest.

      Lady Nazara of Petras entered the room with a bearing any Empress of old would be envious of. She bowed, her head ducking to exactly the appropriate level. Mara gestured to the chair across from her, and Nazara took a seat.

      “Your Imperial Majesty,” Nazara said, “I apologize that I have not been in contact since your royal mother’s funeral. I regret that I was unable to attend the coronation, although I realize that in the end that was something of a blessing.”

      Her expression revealed nothing—it was a perfect mask of cordiality. Mara had no trouble believing she was negotiating with both sides, looking for the best way to come out on top. Nazara was ambitious—and smart enough to have kept her ambition out of the spotlight. Palva and her family had been closer in line to the throne, but also much more openly vied for power. Nazara seemed used to back-room dealings and quiet agreements that mutually benefited.

      “Indeed,” Mara said. “The actual coronation was conducted in a much less public setting than our Empire is accustomed to. But then, as our ancestors knew much better than we do in these days, a time of war is a time of change. Old traditions will not all survive, but there is an opportunity to build something new.”

      “I will admit I was intrigued to be summoned here today.”

      “You weren’t summoned,” Mara said, keeping her tone as mild as possible, though she couldn’t help the slight edge that crept in. “I thought you might be interested in talking about your future.”

      It was a phrase Ezana had suggested in their rushed dawn preparations, and Mara was not at all surprised to see Nazara’s eyes brighten in anticipation.

      “The Empire is dying,” Mara said.

      The abrupt interjection caused Nazara to falter slightly. Ezana remained calm at Mara’s side, but Mara could read her intense focus. Her shoulders rose and fell with her breath, her lips parted slightly.

      Focus, Mara. She turned her eyes back to Nazara as the noblewoman recovered from her surprise.

      “It doesn’t have to be that way,” Nazara said.

      Mara shook her head. “We can’t stop death. It’s inevitable. The Empire, as we know it, is old and frail. As all that has come before must end, so must the line of Hisantos.”

      Nazara took in a slow breath, the slight flare of her nostrils the only hint of emotion.

      “The Empire has neglected the people for too long,” Mara continued. “If any part of it is to survive, then what comes next must come from the people, or the new ruling family will face the same challenges my mother struggled with. Challenges that were too strong to be resisted without bending. Since she refused to bend, in the end she broke.”

      Nazara blinked. “Is it possible she was not prepared for these challenges?”

      “It’s certain,” Mara said. “But it’s more than one monarch’s lack of preparedness that is bringing the line to its end.” Mara was certainly a reason for the end of the line, and she saw the thought flutter across Nazara’s regal face. But Mara didn’t mean herself—the Empire would have found a way if it weren’t for the inevitability of change. “You can prepare for a storm, but in the end, a strong enough rain will still wipe you away. We are facing a storm from the people, Lady Petras. It’s not one we can weather on our own.”

      “So we should allow ourselves to be swept into the sea?”

      “No,” Mara said, “but I do know this: your family stands a better chance if they join the new government. A government where the legislature actually makes the laws, and where the head of government is the prime minister, not the monarch.”

      “A better chance?” Nazara said. Her tone was mild, but Mara heard the catch. She was intrigued—but she wasn’t sold.

      “I can ensure your family a role in what is to come.”

      “A role,” Nazara repeated. “Political leadership? Surely a monarch as popular as you seem to have become will have much influence in the selection of the new prime minister.”

      “I can’t offer you that,” Mara said quickly, “but you’re right. My approval will be valuable. I can ensure you and your children are front and center in this new political world. I can give you access, put your family’s name on every lip. You can be seen as pivotal to the new government, as part of the team that is building a new Narei. How could your family not go on to be leaders after that? You will go down in history as part of the glory of Narei. As visionaries.”

      Nazara’s eyes glimmered with anticipation. Mara resisted the urge to look at Ezana this time, but she could sense her approval, a warm glow that spread through Mara’s chest.

      “You could also go down in history as opposing the change. As part of the old guard, buried by the rubble of an empire that could not sustain itself. It’s your choice, Lady Petras. I’ll give you time to make it.”
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        * * *

      

      Mara had less than a day of peace after her meeting with Nazara. While the defectors licked their wounds, other forces remained at play in the Empire.

      When the primarily human district of Eska Park erupted in violence, Mara knew exactly who to blame. The reserve troops of the Capitol Patrol in Urran were called in to quell the uprising when it was clear that city police were overwhelmed.

      A declaration of war came a few days later. In the statement put out by the Union government, Richard Emory sat in a simple gray chair, his stark white hair the brightest thing in the picture, like a white-hot flame. He decried the violence against humans occurring on Narei and warned that the new Empress had shown her unwillingness to protect the rights of humans in her own capital city. The United Human Nations must respond to such a callous disregard for our people. If we are not safe in Narei, then we must call into question our history of cooperation with this nation that tried to snuff out our first galactic explorers.

      Mara thought it was exactly the kind of slimy thing Emory would do, dredging up wounds that were hundreds of years old. The peace between the Union and Narei had always been uneasy, but for a time it had been peace.

      At Ezana’s recommendation, Mara called a meeting with her advisors and the prime minister. They gathered around a large, oblong table in one of the conference rooms on the palace’s main level. The heavy clove perfume couldn’t fully mask the scent of so many anxious bodies in the space, and Mara practically radiated the heat of her anger.

      “We need to secure a statement of neutrality from the Szacante Federation.” Ezana leaned over the table, all eyes on her.

      “The Assembly agrees,” Prime Minister Zaranad said. “If the szacante enter this war, we have no chance. What little coalition we’re building within Narei will collapse. The defectors have already expressed their support for Emory.”

      “He likes playing queenmaker,” Mara said. “I’m sure he’d like a second chance at Narei.”

      “We’ve finally calmed the violence in Eska Park,” Sasoa said. “But I don’t feel good about what might happen if we lift the curfews or reduce Capitol Patrol presence.”

      “Having the Empress’s personal guard controlling the human population on our homeworld doesn’t play well outside of Narei.” The prime minister’s tone was scolding.

      “Would you have preferred we let the violence continue unabated?” Sasoa retorted. “How do you think our people would feel if we let a bunch of humans run around killing nareian citizens just blocks from the palace? We would lose all the ground we’ve won against the defectors.”

      Mara laughed. It was a dry, raspy sound, a cackle at their helplessness against the current galactic climate. “Well,” she said as all eyes turned to her, “I guess we didn’t get to avoid the war after all.”

      Zaranad sneered. “I wouldn’t put it past you to have incited this uprising yourself just for a chance to poke the beast.”

      Mara dropped the sardonic smile from her face at that. “That statement sounds downright treasonous.”

      The prime minister leaned forward, pressing both palms against the conference table. “If you want a democracy, you’ll have to get comfortable with people insulting you openly.”

      “Please, insult me openly. All this dancing around what we really think is exhausting.”

      Ezana slammed her hand on the table, the noise snapping the attention of the room back to her. “Intelligence suggests the riot was incited by human operatives. We don’t have proof yet of exactly how this all started, but it wasn’t any of us.” She turned her blue eyes up to meet Mara’s. “Right?”

      “Of course not.” Mara tried to ignore the sting of the hint of accusation. “If I wanted a war, I would have walked right into Argos and started shooting.”

      Ezana’s eyes softened, a reluctant smile breaking her intensity. Then she sighed and rubbed at her forehead. “In time, the origin of this will become clear. But that won’t help us right now. We need to focus on managing our options. The Szacante Federation must remain neutral if we are going to survive this.”

      “Narei has no chance of winning a war on three fronts,” Sasoa agreed. “But if we can keep the Union’s allies neutral, we might not lose.”

      “This would also be a good time to make sure the krolin are happy,” Ezana said.

      “If they jump ship, then we know we’re fucked,” Mara remarked.

      “I’m working on a piece of legislation that will grant the krolin some manufacturing opportunities in the military sector,” the prime minister said. “The outcome is a guaranteed boost to their economy.”

      “It will also help the Nareian Imperial Fleet,” Sasoa pointed out. “We need to increase our numbers.”

      “Good,” Mara said. “What can we do to convince the szacante to stay out of this?”

      “We have a high-value political refugee currently staying in our embassy in Iralu City,” the prime minister said. “Dr. Tynan Vasuda. The Federation had requested that we return him to their protection. We’ve been stalling them, as the refugee claimed asylum.”

      “Absolutely not,” Mara said.

      The prime minister’s mouth dropped open. “This is one of the only tiles we have on the board right now.”

      “Why did he claim asylum?” Ezana asked.

      “He said he feared for his life,” Zaranad replied.

      “Look,” Mara said, “I’m not good at strategy games, but that little doctor knows more about what Emory is up to than just about anyone else outside of his inner circle. His life is in danger, and handing him back to his own government almost guarantees that Emory can get rid of him.”

      Ezana threw Mara a frustrated look. “We can’t hold the entire galaxy together with sheer force of will.”

      “You would hand over a sensitive political refugee?” Sasoa said. There was a strange quality to her voice, and Mara scrutinized her as she stared Ezana down.

      “I don’t know what other choice we have,” Ezana said quietly.

      “We can investigate other possibilities,” Zaranad said, but the way his face was drawn in a frown suggested he had low expectations for the outcome. Sasoa had broken her eye contact with Ezana and was examining a tactical map of the Empire that she had projected onto the table in front of her.

      “You said already that our Navy is not strong enough to hold off the defectors, the Union, and the Federation,” Ezana said, her eyes still on Sasoa. “What alternatives are there?”

      Sasoa’s broad shoulders remained stiff, and she didn’t turn her gaze back to Ezana. “Surely we can think of something other than turning over a helpless scientist who came to us for asylum.”

      “We have to incentivize the Federation to stay neutral,” Ezana said. A strained silence hung between them for a long moment.

      “Everyone has something they want,” Mara said. “Sometimes, they don’t even know they want it until it’s offered. We just need to figure out what that is for the szacante.”

      “Sure,” the prime minister scoffed. “Easy.”

      Mara shot him a glare. “This is why we’ve had ambassadors working between the nations for years, or am I wrong? I know my mother’s appointees likely only served their own needs, but surely they picked up one or two useful pieces of information. We need to speak with all of the members of the foreign service who have been stationed in szacante space. Information is a weapon, one Emory has much more ammunition for. It’s time we caught up.”
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        * * *

      

      Sasoa whirled to avoid Mara’s incoming kick, skipping lightly to the side and regrouping with a series of punches that sent Mara back on her heels to avoid a blow to the head. She lost her footing for a moment, lurching to the side. Too late, she tried to convert the motion into a roll, but Sasoa’s leg came out in front of her and she fell flat on her belly.

      “You’re off your game today,” Sasoa said, offering a hand as Mara turned herself onto her back.

      “It’s not me,” Mara said. “You’ve never pushed me this hard. You had this in you all along?”

      Sasoa squinted at Mara, her mouth pinched together in a scornful frown. “I got where I am because I’m good.”

      “I wasn’t doubting that,” Mara said, taking the offered hand and pulling against Sasoa’s strength to drag herself up to standing. “You just have some extra vigor today.”

      Sasoa let go of Mara’s hand and turned away, half-shrugging as she reached for a bulb of water. Sweat beaded on her forehead, and Mara wiped at her own damp hairline.

      “You’re pissed about that szacante,” Mara said between gasping breaths. She hadn’t worked out this hard in weeks. “Do you know him or something?”

      “I don’t have to know him to be upset that we’re thinking about handing a political refugee over to a government that already failed to protect him once.”

      Mara reached for the bulb of water, and Sasoa handed it over reluctantly. Mara took a gulp from the bulb.

      “Doesn’t really seem like the right thing to do, does it?” she said, when she had gotten her breath back.

      Sasoa grimaced. “I’ve always struggled with polite society. Seems like too often, what’s right is not what’s polite. Sometimes the real good work is done by people who don’t mind pissing people off or getting a little blood on their hands.”

      “But our Navy can’t take on the entire galaxy on its own.”

      “No,” Sasoa said, sighing heavily. “No, it can’t. I know that.”

      Sasoa sat on the bench, rubbing at her leg. A knotted red scar announced an old injury that seemed to flare up from time to time, but the motion was absent-minded. An old worry habit, not evidence of physical pain.

      Mara sat beside her and handed the water back. “I was surprised that she caved so fast too.”

      Sasoa gave her a sharp look, and then turned away to drink from the bulb again. “Just because you’re sleeping with Zan doesn’t mean you know how she works.”

      “She told you?” Mara blinked.

      “Palace gossip travels faster than light,” Sasoa smirked. Then her face fell, and she rubbed at her forehead. “Zan may be a revolutionary, but she’s still very tied into polite society. She wants to show that we can do better if we play by the rules. She’s always thought that the problem wasn’t the system—it was people who abused the system.”

      “And what do you think the problem is?” Mara asked.

      Sasoa spat on the ground. The training ring was stained with sweat and blood and spit and who knew what else. This was a room in the most formal building in the Empire where protocol and manners were forgotten, and the room’s habitual users seemed to take advantage of that.

      “I think the problem is that people throw the rules of polite society at us whenever we show them something they don’t like. I think that not everyone follows the rules, and that makes the rules worth just about nothing.”

      “Couldn’t have said it better myself,” Mara grunted. “Don’t forget I was a criminal for more than a decade. That doesn’t exactly make me the right person to talk about all this.”

      Sasoa seemed to agree, or at least she didn’t protest. She leaned back, pressing her shoulders against the wall, and closed her eyes.

      Mara dropped her head into her hands with a frustrated groan. “Zaranad is playing right into Emory’s hands. That silver-haired bastard has created so much chaos, and he’s looking to do it again. It’s how he gets his greasy fingers into everyone’s business.”

      Sasoa opened one eye and squinted at Mara. “Is that how he got into your business?”

      “Before Emory set his sights on me, I was a bounty hunter. I was free. I was happy.”

      Both eyes were open now, and Sasoa’s squint had eased, though the corners of her mouth turned down in a frown of focus.

      “Were you, though?”

      Mara looked down at her knees. She couldn’t pretend anymore that that her life had been uncomplicated then, either. She had always been looking for freedom and release, and that had been no different when Emory found her. She had been sore and lonely, missing Tai and refusing herself anything that approached personal connection out of fear that it could be turned on her.

      She had a personal grudge against Emory for the way he had ripped into her life, but she had held plenty of other grudges before that. Before Emory, there had been her mother and Palva to ensure she never got any peace. But in her nearly two years in conflict with Emory, she thought she had come to understand his tactics, and the prime minister was doing exactly what Emory would be hoping for. Her lip curled into a snarl at the thought of it.

      “At least back then, I made my own choices,” Mara finally said. “Funny. I’m at the head of an entire empire, and somehow more powerless than I’ve ever been. This is why I left Narei in the first place.”

      “You’re not entirely powerless,” Sasoa said. “You’ve got the Navy.”

      “Great,” Mara said. “I can wear ceremonial armor and lead the occasional charge, but what good is that when every decision I make is scrutinized by my advisors?”

      “Do you think the human Resistance has a chance at winning?” Sasoa asked.

      The abrupt change in subject jarred Mara, and she took a moment before answering. She had spent very little time with Jaya Mill, but the Resistance leader had shown herself to be at least Mara’s match in stubbornness. Mara’s interactions with John Rhodes had revealed in him a shrewd tactical mind. And then, of course, there was Indigo Onyema. Mara counted herself lucky that they had ended up on the same side.

      “Yes,” she said, “I think they do.”

      “And do you think they would truly help Narei once they’ve won?”

      When Mara had visited the new Resistance headquarters on Cela, she had been welcomed as an ally. And there was good reason to be confident in their sincerity. She remembered her conversation with Luka Tapahonso, the man who had every right to want her dead. The man who instead set aside his personal grudge in the name of what was right. He carried his moral code with an understated strength that made the people around him want to do the right thing. Even, somehow, Mara.

      “Yes,” she said again. “They want what we want.”

      “So then helping them is a strategic decision,” Sasoa said. “It’s the right choice for Narei. Zaranad is trying to assert his power over you, to show that Narei can be ruled from the Assembly and not from the throne.”

      “The problem is that he doesn’t belong at the head of the Assembly.”

      “He’s too proud to step down,” Sasoa said.

      “Pride can be a weapon in the right hands,” Mara replied. “He won’t back down if I challenge him.”

      Mara met Sasoa’s eyes. Her chief of security was fixing her with a hard stare.

      “I think half our problem is that you two won’t stop challenging each other,” Sasoa said carefully.

      Mara shook her head. Sasoa was right, but Mara wasn’t about to give Zaranad his way. He was wrong, and backing down would only hurt Narei’s future. But there was one challenge Mara could issue that would give her enough leverage to get Zaranad out of the way for good.

      In the early days of the Empire, the nobility had settled personal rivalries with duels. Since they had been outlawed, the nobles had moved their confrontations to the shadows, to blackmail and bribes and—all else failing—hired assassins. Mara had seen enough of those jobs come across the criminal whisper network of the galaxy to know how frequent this behavior still was.

      “A duel,” Mara said. As she said it aloud, the words took on a satisfying weight. Without Zaranad’s influence, Mara would be free to wield the power that still remained at her disposal, and Zan would be free to step into the role of prime minister.

      “What?” Sasoa blinked.

      Mara stood, tossing aside her bulb of water as she headed to the gym’s changing area. Sasoa followed her.

      “That’s illegal,” Sasoa protested.

      Mara stripped out of her sparring clothes, pulling on the jacket and leggings she had worn to her meetings. “I stopped giving a fuck about that years ago.”

      She reached for her knives, strapping them to her hips.

      “Mara,” Sasoa grabbed her arm as she turned to the door, stopping her. “This is stupid.”

      “No,” Mara said. “This is action. Zaranad is in the way. He’s endangering everything we’ve worked for. Everything Zan has worked for. I’m going to do the right thing, not the polite thing.”

      “Do you really think that’s what Zan wants?”

      A strange, conflicting emotion twisted its way through Mara’s chest. Ezana made Mara want to be a better version of herself. She had finally begun to see herself as a leader, however unembellished her leadership style was, and that was in no small part due to Ezana’s influence. But Mara was never meant to be the head of government. That role belonged to Ezana, and to people like her. Mara had to give her the best chance she could.

      “It’s what’s right,” Mara said.

      She looked at Sasoa, who was fixing her with a stare. Mara didn’t want to be Empress for long, but she was the Empress right now. She would do what needed to be done.

      She pulled away from Sasoa’s grip and made straight for the Legislative Assembly.
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      “Stability is important,” Vinh said. “If we want our government to last, keeping things similar will aid us. Marginal improvement is still improvement.”

      Luka clasped his hands together under the table. He tried his best to keep his focus on the arguments happening today, but his thoughts were crashing waves, violent and rhythmic and unheeding of his attempts to control them. The Union had declared war on Narei, which opened up the possibility of direct action against Aurora, but Luka couldn’t piece together whether the war with Narei was Emory’s doing or Reid’s.

      Rhodes had ordered increased security protocols, which was causing delays in their work in the colonies, but no one in command protested. Not after Emory had gotten so close to the heart of the Resistance in their own territory. Nima left less than a day after arriving on Aurora, requesting to go work with the leadership on Cotterston. They said they wanted to be closer to the people they were fighting for, that being at HQ was too distant. Now that they had no home to return to.

      Luka saw, also, how they couldn’t meet Jaya’s eyes. How they hunched their shoulders and arced away from her when she entered a room. Nima was grieving New Sheffield. They couldn’t see that Jaya was grieving too. Or maybe they could see, and it was too hard to share that pain after decades apart.

      The pressure was growing. The pace of change had been exhausting before, but now it was nearly overwhelming, sapping Luka of his patience for the bickering of the coalition.

      “The previous system gave us Emory,” Mayim countered. She leaned forward on her elbows. Vinh stared her down like some sort of jungle cat, ready to swipe at her if she got too close. “Marginal improvement on Emory is still bad. I don’t know how to make you see that.”

      Claws were out today, and the energy of the room hummed in Luka’s body. He met Sal’s eyes across the table, and then Shea’s and Lupo’s. They all knew what the coalition did not—could not—know. That there was another player in this twisted game. That the only reason they hadn’t lost Jaya was because something much larger was happening. Something they had only now become aware of.

      He almost laughed. There was some invisible, powerful third party bending the galaxy’s conflicts to its own will, and this political coalition—the future of humanity—was still at each other’s throats about how different the new government should be.

      “The previous system also gave us Gunn, who has provided infrastructure the Resistance desperately needed,” Nasrin broke into the debate, cool as always. The lines at the corner of her eyes were soft, the silk scarf around her neck effortlessly elegant. “It also gave us Onyema and Mill and Rhodes, who are leading the fight. It gave us Luka, who brought us all together.”

      She turned to him with her last words, and Luka blinked. She gave him a honeyed smile and turned back to Mayim.

      “The previous system worked, but sometimes events conspire to bring about disaster,” Nasrin said. “Emory was a bubble, a fluke, and once that bubble is popped, we can return to equilibrium.”

      “The equilibrium you’re talking about returning to didn’t work for most of the population,” Shea said, their face stormy. “There was too much suffering.”

      Nasrin gave them a cool look. “There’s always suffering.”

      Luka bit back a reply. He knew she was right, in a way. Trying to eliminate all suffering was an impossible task, but was marginal improvement really the only option? Nasrin looked at him like she knew he had something to say on the matter, but he held his tongue. He feared the moment he opened his mouth, it would all spill out. The pressure of everything they were standing against was immense, and he could tell them none of it.

      Sal rescued him.

      “I appreciate your pessimism on a personal level,” he quipped, “but I’m not sure how it helps us unite the colonies.”

      Nasrin turned a cold eye on him. “What’s the point of creating a government in a vacuum, only to watch it crumble when we put it out there in the real galaxy? It’s messy out there, Lieutenant Commander. And we can’t clean up every mess with daring heroics.”

      “You obviously don’t understand what’s happening here,” Sal snapped. “We check our ranks at the door. I’m not here as a lieutenant commander, I’m here as a person who would like the nation I’m fighting for to actually do right by its people.”

      Elijah put a hand on Sal’s shoulder, but he shook it off. He leaned forward. “The choices command makes every day will determine our future. They might not be pretty, but we have to bring Emory down, to give us a chance to even create this government we argue about for hours on end.”

      “You’re hardly one to criticize arguing,” Nasrin responded with a cool smile. “It seems to be your favorite pastime.”

      “I’m not criticizing the arguing,” Sal said. “It’s part of the process, and yes, I love it, but that’s not the point. The point is that Luka has worked hard to make sure that inside this room, we don’t have to worry about command. This”—he gestured at the table and the assembly around it—“is a privilege. It’s freedom, and it costs us.”

      Nasrin’s cool smile remained on her face, a mask that Luka couldn’t see beyond. Her eyes were hard, her posture uncannily still. She stared Sal down with that icy expression, and he returned one of heat and passion.

      “I think we could all argue about this for years,” Fátima said, cutting through the tension in the room. “But if we don’t come out of it with a result, what good is it? This isn’t just about ideals, it’s about practice. We aren’t going to get it exactly right, but if we do nothing because we’re waiting for the perfect solution to come to us, then Emory has already won.”

      “Why don’t we let the colonies have their say before this turns into a fight to the death?” Elijah was sitting back in his seat now, his arms crossed and his eyes narrowed at the clenched fists and tense poses in the room. “We can argue all we want, but it’s their commitment we need if this is going to work. We have a proposal. It’s incomplete, but it’s a statement of intent. Let’s hear what the colonies have to say about it.”

      Nasrin leaned back, tipping her chin up slightly. Elijah reached up and put a hand on Sal’s back, and this time he wasn’t pushed away. Sal heaved out a frustrated breath and sat down. Luka closed his eyes. The pressure pushed on him, straining his eyes and tensing the muscles in his neck. They were all feeling it.

      They agreed to pass around their draft charter for one final round of comments before sending it to the colonial governments that supported the Resistance. The objections and additional suggestions proposed would be sent along as well—the argument for transparency had been made very convincingly by Fátima. Luka supposed if they all went down, felled by Emory or his mysterious foes, at least there would be no mystery about their intentions.

      The room started to clear out, and Fátima stood, making her way around the table to Luka. She sat on the side of the conference table and tilted her head to the side.

      “You look like we just crash landed on São Inácio again,” she said.

      He sighed, leaning his weight forward on his elbows. “I’m tired.”

      “Bad night of sleep tired? Or weight of the galaxy on your shoulders tired?”

      Luka laughed. “It’s been the second one for longer than I can remember.”

      She gave him a sad smile. His palm drive chimed—a call coming in from Onyema, adding another swirling current to the rapids of his mind. He couldn’t ignore Onyema’s call, but his head was throbbing. “I need to take this.”

      Fátima pushed herself off the table. She paused in the door. “Don’t put too much pressure on yourself. You’ve done enough.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Anytime, friend.”

      She closed the door softly behind herself, and Luka answered the call, projecting Onyema’s image across the table from himself.

      “I have news,” Onyema said without prelude.

      Luka rubbed his forehead. “What kind of news?”

      “Gemma confirmed that Emory hasn’t set foot on Argos since he left after the attack on Hermia. No one has any idea where he is.”

      “Reid will know,” Luka said.

      Onyema raised an eyebrow. “And if he doesn’t? There are reports coming from some of his aides that he’s spoken with Emory but that he also doesn’t know the location of the Chancellor. Emory is hiding even from his own. He’s been doing less and less as Chancellor, making fewer appearances. He’s unraveling.”

      Luka shook his head. “We already knew this.”

      “There’s a difference between guessing and knowing,” Onyema said. “And that difference is the support of intelligence.”

      “Fine,” Luka said. “We had guessed it. Now we’re closer to knowing.”

      “That’s not the only reason I called. I wanted to ask about Jaya's investigation. Has she uncovered anything?”

      “Not yet.”

      Onyema pursed her lips. “I’ll admit to being skeptical about her plans. I wasn’t sure how looking into Emory’s past would help her track down his current whereabouts.”

      “You’ve seen intel do more surprising things than that,” Luka said. “Give her a chance. She’s good at this.”

      “I know she is. I was skeptical, but I’m starting to think it’s not a bad idea. And I think it’s good for her, giving her something like this to do.”

      Luka bristled at the patronizing tone in Onyema’s voice. She couldn’t see the way Jaya had become darkly obsessed with her father and his origins. She didn’t have to watch Jaya circling around her all-consuming need to connect the dots and tie herself up neatly into his story, taking the entire weight of her father’s life on her own shoulders.

      But he said nothing, crossing his arms over his chest. Onyema considered his posture with a knowing look and nodded slightly.

      “How is your political coalition coming?” she asked.

      He sighed. “Frustrating.”

      “Do you still think it’s the right thing to do?”

      Luka looked down at the table, considering her question for a moment. The last time they had spoken about the coalition, Onyema had warned him against taking on more than he could handle. She had called the task gargantuan, and she had been right. It was not only massive, but impossible to pin down, like some mythological beast that sprouted a new head for every new idea.

      He doubted his own ability to accomplish what he had set out to do. He doubted it more every day.

      “It has to be done,” he said. “I have to hope we’ll find agreement eventually.”

      “Everyone has an agenda,” Onyema said. “And it’s not always the one you think it is.”

      “I’m seeing that more clearly than ever these days.”

      He looked up at her. It appeared to be late wherever she was, low lamplight illuminating her face. Her hands were steady in her lap, her gaze calm, but her eyes looked tired.

      “Why don’t you come settle on Aurora?” he asked. “There’s space for you here.”

      Onyema sighed, and now it was her turn to look away. She stared toward the light off-camera, her hand coming to her collarbone. Even covered in darkness, Luka knew her fingers were seeking the scar there.

      “I’ve been traveling for too many years,” she said. “I’m uncomfortable being at rest.”

      He heard something else in her statement, in the depths of her voice and the wariness in her eyes. To be in one place too long felt too much like making herself vulnerable. Emory had come after her too many times for her to ever feel entirely safe.

      “What will you do when this is all over?” Luka asked. “Will you move back to Argos?”

      Onyema pressed her lips together, considering his question. “I’m not sure what the galaxy will look like when this is all over.”

      It wasn’t an answer, but it resonated with Luka. He didn’t know what the galaxy would look like either, even as he fought for a specific kind of future. There was too much uncertainty. They couldn’t rely on every colony falling in line with them. They couldn’t rely on Emory’s reckless attacks not damaging the trust of the people irreparably. The galaxy was bathed in fear and uncertainty.

      He thought back to Vinh’s arguments for stability. For the first time, he wondered if he might be right. Could anything really change while everyone was focused on survival?

      In his first months out of the Navy, Luka had been unmoored and fearful. He, too, had been focused on survival, not ready to confront the fears that had driven him away from his first career. But he had made changes in his life—radical changes—and the rest had come with time. He had found a way forward, had made his way out when others had not.

      It would be easy to see that as validation. It would be easy to lean on his success once and think that meant he would find his way again. But Luka knew that luck had played no small part. Luck, and Onyema’s secretive protection. Without the stars aligning and more powerful forces watching over him, would he really be able to succeed?

      Changing his own life was one thing. Changing the course of human history was entirely another.
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        * * *

      

      Luka leaned against the headboard of the bed. His book was open in his lap, but the pages had sat unturned as the evening darkened to night. During dinner, he had dredged up the words and the smiles that kept the focus away from the deepening well of uncertainty. He had excused himself early, weary and tense, but had found no relief in reading, his mind treading the same circular paths and drawing him away from the words on the page.

      The door opened, and Jaya entered, bringing with her a gust of the laughter and mingled voices that traveled up the open stairwell. She closed the door, restoring the quiet of the room, and leaned against the wall.

      “You’re still up?” she asked, reaching up with an arm to stretch her side.

      “Wasn’t ready to sleep,” he said. “Just needed some quiet.”

      She nodded and shifted her arm across her body in another stretch. She grimaced, repeating the motion on the other side.

      “Your shoulder’s still tight?” he asked.

      She sighed. “It’s been bothering me since New Sheffield. Sunny said to be patient.”

      Luka patted the bed beside him. “Let me work on it.”

      She grinned. “I’m never going to turn down that offer.”

      He set his book aside as she shrugged off her shirt and stretched out on the bed, folding her hands under her chin. Luka worked his fingers gently along the swell of her shoulder blade, feeling for the knots of corded muscle, inflamed from her escape on New Sheffield. She dropped her head down, her hair sliding to the side to reveal the little nubs of her spine. She was warm under his hands, and for a moment, Luka’s mind quieted, drawn only to the velvet of her skin and the contented music of her sighs.

      “You seemed really tired at dinner,” she said, her voice muffled by the sheets.

      “I was.”

      “But you’re still up,” she said.

      He didn’t reply, shifting his hands to move her shoulder, loosening the joint and opening up the range of motion. Gradually, she relaxed into the rotation, and he eased her shoulder back down.

      “Have you heard from Mara?” Luka asked.

      “Nothing aside from the formal statement we all got from her head of security,” she replied. “I imagine she’s quite busy.”

      “Maybe we’ll get lucky, and the Union will stretch themselves too thin.”

      “If they weren’t attacking our only ally, I’d be more pleased,” she grumbled.

      He found a tight spot and increased the pressure. The muscles of her back tensed, and then she heaved a sigh and they loosened. She had been working hard to restore some of what she had lost. Since Sunny had approved returning to full physical training, she had spent every morning in the hotel gym, running through the list of Sunny-sanctioned exercises with a fervor. He could feel the changes, the hard-won increases in muscle mass as precious to her as every lap she added to her run.

      He knew that her devotion to her training was about more than just personal improvement. He recognized the spark in her eye—a twin to his own. It didn’t matter how exhausted they were. They couldn’t pause for an instant, couldn’t justify these moments of quiet without some relentless, driving force rising up to claim its precedence.

      How could they, when so much hinged on their actions?

      Luka must have sighed, though he was too lost in his ruminations to have noticed, because Jaya shifted under his hands, drawing her head up. She craned her neck to look at him, the furrow of concern deep between her eyebrows.

      She pushed herself up, shrugging his hands away and turning to face him. “What’s wrong?”

      He shook his head. “Nothing.”

      She frowned, threading her fingers through his. “Bullshit,” she whispered. “What’s wrong?”

      She watched him with all the intensity she usually reserved for strategy and investigation, her body still, her jaw set, her eyebrows drawn together. Her eyes scanned his, her gaze steady and unyielding. Luka could withstand this kind of scrutiny from Rhodes, from Sal, from Onyema. He could put on his own mask and return her probing look with one of his own, could tell her again that he was just tired, that he wasn’t seeing the terrible premonition of their failure, that he wasn’t suddenly untethered, floating in the vacuum of everything he didn’t know, with nothing to pull him back from the void.

      He dropped his head with a sigh, looking down at his knees. She brought her hands up to his face, tangling her fingers in his hair, then pulled him against her and enclosed him in her arms.

      “How are we supposed to fight forces that are so much larger than us?” he whispered into her neck.

      Jaya tightened her arms around him. For a long moment, she didn’t respond. Her chin rested on his head, her chest rising and falling against him. Luka wanted to hold onto this moment, to the warmth of her. But fear still fluttered loose in his chest, fear that wouldn’t allow him to trust in this brief peace.

      Finally, she sighed. “We can’t fight the unknown. That’s why we can’t let our guard down. We have to understand what’s happening with Emory and Reid, or we’ll be fighting all the wrong battles.”

      Luka squeezed his eyes shut, his head pounding. He felt his body like a battered fortress. They were the battlements, worn down by the assaults. They were the last outpost, and they didn’t even know anymore which side their attackers would come from. His eyes burned, and he wrapped his arms around Jaya’s waist.

      “I’m sorry,” she said. “You were probably looking for a different answer.”

      “No,” he said, his words lost in her shoulder, breathed into the thick ridge of scar tissue that still gave her so much pain, “I wasn’t. I believed for a long time that we could do this. That we could win, and that our victory would mean something…”

      She pulled back, tilting his chin up to her. Her eyes resumed their scanning, but her jaw was less set, the lines of her face softer. “Just because we don’t know who our enemies are doesn’t mean we should stop trying.”

      “I know.” His voice caught in his throat, saving him from having to expand on that idea. Because he did know. He knew he could never stop trying. He wouldn’t allow himself.

      “I spent years running away,” he said. She didn’t flinch, holding his gaze with patience. “I spent years thinking I could forget everything, if I just put enough distance between myself and what I’d done. I didn’t want to ask questions. I didn’t want to confront it.”

      “Because you already knew what the answers would be,” she said softly.

      One single day in his past held it all—everything he questioned and doubted and regretted was all rolled into one day in his mind, though he knew the sources of his guilt were spread much wider. When that pit rose in his throat and his pulse accelerated and he found his lungs burning with breaths that never seemed to satisfy, it was that one day that pushed forward, its details lining every fold of his brain and hijacking his senses. Even now, the bright spring sunlight of that day pierced its way from the past and invaded the present. He could smell the hyacinths that had been planted in that colony, their blue as radiant as the sky, their scent heady and beautiful. It wasn’t the kind of day that promised carnage and tragedy.

      Luka buried his face in Jaya’s neck again, and she let him hide, let him curl against her as she stroked his hair down his back.

      “There was a little boy,” he said, because that was the image that always hurtled toward him when the blue sky and floral breeze crept back into his mind. The boy holding a gun, half his town massacred on the ground on the orders of the United Human Nations. “A little boy in this town where we had been told a group of nareian sympathizers were building a weapon.”

      The memories never came to him in order. He would see the boy—an expression of shock and anguish on his light brown features—as he felt Gemma’s warm blood dripping into his lap. And then he would hear the shot that had already been fired, the shot that had blasted a hole in her side. Visions of Onyema would come to him next: her determined surge toward the boy, her quick move to disarm the child, and then the slow dawning on her face as the boy collapsed sobbing against her.

      That blue sky had been just barely washed with the gold of early evening when they investigated the facility and learned the truth. The people they had killed were Union employees. The town was a Union black site. They were the clean-up crew, sent to silence their own.

      “What happened to you,” he said, “when you were a child—I was on the other side of that once. I was twenty, and I didn’t know what I was being asked to do. We were given the order to shut down the facility, but they were ready for us. They fought back, killed one of our team. But it was that little boy that woke me up.”

      He still didn’t know what had happened to the boy after they got Gemma back to the ship for medical attention. After they returned the body of their fallen teammate. After another of their team had taken his own life in his grief. When Luka met Kier on the Avernus, he had wondered if the little boy from his own worst mistake was still out there, ricocheting around the galaxy, still in turmoil. What damage had they done? How much could one tragedy spread?

      “When I left, I felt so alone,” Luka continued. “I was just one person. How was I supposed to fix all the terror I had seen? All the evil I had been a part of? It nearly broke me. I decided I couldn’t fix it. So I ran away.”

      “But you couldn’t let it go,” she said. “Not entirely.”

      “Of course I couldn’t. When Onyema showed up again, I was terrified. But I thought—maybe—working together we could make a difference. And then I found you, and the Resistance grew and grew and seemed like it might be the answer I had been seeking for almost two decades. I thought that with others behind me, I might finally have the strength to change things for the better. It was us against the Union, and I thought we had a chance. But now—”

      He swallowed, softening his defenses against the feeling, letting it have air.

      This is not the same.

      He repeated the words, a mantra. Things were not the same anymore, that was true. And for a while, that had been enough to hold the memories at bay. He had known what returning to this work would bring up. He had faced those fears like all the previous ones, knowing that he was a different person now, no longer the boy of twenty following orders with unthinking obedience. He had made this choice with open eyes.

      Luka hadn’t come back to fight in someone else’s war. He came back to make sure they were fighting the right war. And now he wondered if the war he had chosen was unwinnable.

      When pain had gouged a hole in him so deep he thought it could never be filled, his shop had saved him. Beauty had saved him—each treasure he uncovered a reminder that humanity’s capacity for destruction was more than matched by its capacity for creation.

      “I wish sometimes that I was a different kind of person. That I could be colder, harder. I need to know that what I’m doing is worth it, but the joy only makes the pain sharper when it comes.”

      His confession landed in the silence of the room with a flat finality. Jaya kept her arms around him, her posture stiff.

      When she broke the silence, her voice was quiet. “I always knew the Union was corrupt. I just never thought to try to change it. I was content to just take care of me and mine. I rationalized my work with the Navy. I tried not to think about whether it brought me joy, because it was first and foremost a responsibility. Not to the Union, but to the only family I had left.”

      As if they could sense the conversation happening above them, her uncles raised their voices, whatever argument had been prompted dissolving into shrieks of laughter. Jaya and Luka sat silently in the muffled cheer from below.

      “I sent as much as I could spare home to my uncles, and I used my new access to look for Kier. I searched and I searched. In my searching, and in my work, I saw the things the Union was capable of. The more I learned, the more glimpses I got into black ops, the more missions I was sent on, the more I realized that it was all wrapped up together. That it was sick all the way through. But I had Armstrong to look to, and I saw his goodness. I thought if he could be a part of the Union and not lose himself, then I would be fine.”

      “Do you still think that?”

      She sighed, her chest compressing long and slow. “Armstrong is dead,” she said flatly. “Kier is dead. New Sheffield is ravaged, and Nima may never forgive me for surviving an attack that killed everyone they love. My father is a monster, and now I learn that there are still more monsters to fight. And I am tired and weak and still I can’t help myself. Still, I can’t stop working.”

      Luka looked up at her, and she gave him a sad smile. Her face was back in its determined expression, but her eyes were bright.

      “We need people like you, Luka. People who can see past the fighting to the purpose.” She tilted her face down, brushing her nose against his. “We all have our burdens. I wish I could make yours stop hurting. But I don’t ever wish you were different. Not for a moment.”

      She kissed him, her mouth soft on his. He exhaled a trembling breath, long and slow through his nose, and she parted his lips with her own. Her hands fisted in his shirt, drawing him closer, until he closed his arms around her waist and tugged her into his lap.

      “I thought I was supposed to be helping you with your shoulder.” He gave a weak laugh against her neck.

      “It feels much better.”

      She pushed him back on the bed, her lips on his again, her body warm on top of him.
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      Sal grabbed Jaya after the next command meeting, linking his arm in hers and leading her to one of the smaller conference rooms.

      “I have news,” he said as he closed the door to give them some privacy.

      “What is it?” Jaya took a seat at the table, and Sal joined her.

      “I figured out where the message originated,” Sal said. “I don’t want to bore you with the details.”

      “Yes, you do.” Jaya smiled.

      Sal conceded. “Okay, I want to bore you, but I’ve known you long enough to realize it will get me nowhere. You’re a cut-to-the-chase kind of person.”

      “So cut to the chase,” she said.

      “It came from here.”

      Jaya’s blood ran cold. “From here?”

      “From Aurora,” Sal said. “This is where the signal originated. Now, we have control over everything inside our neighborhood, so it didn’t come from inside our domain.”

      “So it’s not someone on the base.”

      “I didn’t say that,” Sal said. “But it wasn’t sent from the base, because I’m monitoring all our communication and my security is excellent. So I’ve asked Gunn for access to communications out of the civilian sector—not content, just metadata. I’m sure he wouldn’t be too thrilled about his military partners reading every message sent by his employees.”

      “Have you heard back from him yet?”

      Sal shook his head. “No, but I sent the message just this morning. He may not have seen it yet, or more likely, he’s consulting with half a dozen lawyers before he responds. Ridiculous, since he’s technically an outlaw.”

      “He’s supporting us in hopes of returning to a nation where he’s once again a law-abiding citizen,” Jaya reminded him.

      “Yeah, sure.” Sal waved the comment off. “But I’ll let you know when I hear back from him.”

      “Sal”—Jaya leaned forward, a thought striking her—“could it be him?”

      “Gunn?” She nodded. Sal frowned. “I doubt it. But I worded my request very carefully.” He grinned. “Gunn’s not the only one who knows a thing or two about lawyers.”

      Sal’s mother was a corporate lawyer back on Argos. Or had been—they hadn’t heard much about Sal’s family since the mutiny. Sal’s grin was strained, fragile. Jaya put a hand over his and squeezed gently.

      “I’ve got a political coalition meeting later this afternoon,” Sal said. “But I’ll keep working on this in the meantime.”

      “I can look through the logs from the Avalon again,” she said. “Your search algorithm couldn’t find any connections between Onyema and Armstrong, but maybe it’s something we didn’t know how to search for.”

      “A you’ll know it when you see it thing?” Sal asked.

      “Exactly.”

      “I’ll try to update the algorithm before I have to go,” he said, shifting forward in his seat and bending his head over his data pad.

      Jaya pulled up the flood of messages and logbook entries from Armstrong’s years on the Avalon. She stared at the screen, feeling as if the files were actual paper—a mountain of paper that had just cascaded down on top of her, the weight of every light sheet compounded by one thousand just like it. She sighed and turned back to Armstrong’s first days on the Avalon.

      His entries had been more formal back in his first days as the captain. Jaya recognized in them the same training she had received. Clipped, information-dense sentences about the daily goings-on. It wasn’t until he had been the captain of the Avalon for half a decade that his reports had grown more introspective, more thoughtful. That had been the Armstrong Jaya knew, the man who had been her mentor.

      It was comforting to see that he had not always been as wise, as contemplative, as he had been when Jaya first joined his crew. It was like seeing a sliver of herself in his past, a chance to become more than she was now.

      She flipped through the early logs. About a year into his command, the Avalon had been damaged in a mission in disputed space between Narei and the Union. The crew had spent a week on New Yokohama while the Avalon underwent repairs.

      Met Captain Silva for dinner, Armstrong’s log reported. She retires in a month, so naturally I insisted we eat in the commissary on base. She swears she won’t miss the food. It’s strange to pass the torch this way. I feel I’m just getting started here.

      That was the entire entry for the day. Jaya flipped to the next one.

      And then she paused. She flipped back. The name Silva sounded familiar, though this was the only place she could recall Armstrong mentioning it in his logs. Jaya brought up the messages from Onyema—the warnings she had received. The first message contained no names aside from Emory’s, but the other were medical reports for the four deaths. Jaya paused in the middle of reading the first one, the only suicide: Daria Silva, self-inflicted neck wound consistent with a plasma pistol. Weapon found at the scene belonging to the victim. Silva was listed as ex-military, formerly a captain in the Navy.

      She frowned. There was a connection, but the person was dead. It appeared Captain Silva had committed suicide three years into her retirement, making it impossible for her to have any remaining involvement in Emory’s life.

      “Got something?” Sal asked.

      “Maybe,” Jaya replied. She continued to stare at the obituary, her nerves raw. There had to be something here, didn’t there? Unless it was only her desperation clawing at her and insisting on finding connections where there were none. “I’m going to go see if Luka might know something. Maybe call Onyema.”

      “I’ll keep on this here,” Sal said, his head still down, his eyes laser-focused on his task.

      She found Luka down the hall, talking to Shea. He caught her eye, and when his conversation wrapped up, he closed the distance between them. He still carried some of that sorrow she had seen last night in his shoulders, his gaze more likely to grow distant and clouded, but he watched her now with sharp focus.

      “What’s up?” he asked.

      “Sal traced the message,” Jaya told him. “He thinks someone sent it from Aurora, but outside the base.”

      Luka’s eyebrows shot up, and Jaya gestured for him to follow her into one of the little conference rooms that lined the hall. She closed the door behind them.

      “I was looking through Armstrong’s logs and found something. He knew a Captain Silva. Any chance it’s the same Silva whose obituary Onyema received?”

      Luka pursed his lips. “It’s not impossible. Do you have any other connections? Anything we can work with?”

      She shook her head. “Armstrong ate lunch with her right before she retired. Sounded like he’d worked with her before.”

      “If she was a former CO or a mentor, she might have been at the commissioning of the Avalon,” Luka suggested.

      Jaya pulled out a chair and brought up Armstrong’s logs. She shared the files with Luka, who sat across from her. He lowered his head, hunching his shoulders over his data pad.

      She turned to the entry about the Avalon’s commissioning. Armstrong had included a few pictures—a subtle indication of his pride, though he never enthused about the experience or reminisced openly. She flipped through the pictures. Armstrong alongside his previous CO, a grin on his young face. He looked so much less somber in those early days. Even as his writing became warmer and more effusive, his face had aged and grown weary, time working a strange dual magic on him. Her chest ached at the memory of him, his time cut short, his leadership lost to her so suddenly. She hadn’t taken the time to look at these pictures before—the images of Armstrong so happy in this celebratory crowd brought up too many difficult feelings—but she took a moment now to miss him.

      She flipped to the next picture, and her hand froze on the screen.

      Luka looked up at her intake of breath. “Did you find something?”

      Jaya responded by projecting the picture on the wall to her left. Luka’s eyes followed the motion, and he stood abruptly, his eyes glued to the image of the woman on Armstrong’s right. Her face was much younger than the one they had met on arrival to Aurora, but it was recognizable. The caption labeled the photo The student becomes the teacher: Silva and Armstrong, but the woman standing next to Armstrong was unmistakably Nasrin Cardoso.

      Luka looked back at Jaya, shocked recognition on his face.

      Without a word, they both left. Jaya ran back to the conference room where Sal was working, Luka close behind.

      They burst in the door and stopped short. Nasrin was already there.

      Before Jaya could react, Nasrin pulled a gun and pointed it at Sal’s head.

      “I want to see all your hands,” she said, her voice calm.

      Sal raised his arms slowly. Nasrin turned her eyes on Jaya and Luka, who had frozen with their hands halfway to their own sidearms.

      “You think I’m not serious?” Nasrin tilted the barrel of her gun down and pulled the trigger. The flash of the beam lit Sal’s face as he clutched at his stomach and slid down from his chair to the floor. The shrill blast of the beam was brief, echoed by Jaya’s shout, the strangled cry ripped from her throat. Sal’s mouth gaped open, eyes wide as he looked up at Nasrin, anger and shock chasing each other across his face.

      “Sal,” Jaya choked.

      He turned his head toward her, his shoulders slumping against the legs of the chair.

      Nasrin kept her weapon trained on him as she spoke to Jaya. “Next one is in his head.”

      Jaya raised her hands, palms spread. Beside her, Luka did the same.

      “Close the door behind you,” Nasrin said in a calm voice. “Clearly, it’s time we talked.”

      Luka closed the door.

      “Let me help him,” Jaya said, keeping the panic from her voice. She sounded as calm as Nasrin, even as her pulse roared in her ears.

      Nasrin tilted her head slightly as she considered Jaya. “Your weapon, first.”

      Jaya removed her gun from its holster and placed it on the table. Nasrin nudged it to the far end of the table and gestured for Luka to do the same. He looked from her to Sal and then complied.

      Nasrin nodded toward Sal, and Jaya was on her knees at his side in a moment. Luka joined her, shoving the chair aside and pulling Sal into his arms to support his weight. Jaya removed her jacket and balled it up, pressing the fabric to Sal’s wound. Her palm drive scanned Sal’s body, returning readouts that made her chest tighten, amplifying every beat of her thundering heart.

      “Liver,” Jaya said. “Right lobe.”

      “This better not affect my liquor tolerance,” Sal gasped. His mouth pulled up in an attempt at a lopsided smile, but his eyes were too bright and his smile collapsed into a grimace.

      Jaya met Luka’s eyes over Sal’s head. “We need to get him to Sunny.”

      “We need to talk first,” Nasrin said.

      “He needs medical attention,” Luka snapped.

      “We need to talk first,” Nasrin repeated. “The sooner we do this, the sooner he gets medical attention.”

      “Fine,” Jaya said.

      Nasrin nodded, then spoke into her palm drive. The words were nearly drowned by Sal’s wet, choking breaths and the thundering of her own pulse in her ears, but Jaya heard her announce an operation: moving to phase three. Jaya kept applying pressure to the wound, her eyes on Sal’s.

      “I’ve got you,” she whispered. Blood leaked from the corner of his lips, and he blinked up at Jaya’s face with a hard glitter in his eyes.

      “I thought I was clear,” Nasrin said, “when I saved your life on New Sheffield. You’re the key to drawing Emory out.”

      Jaya gritted her teeth. Every muscle trembled, rage sparking like static in her body. She wanted to leap up, to throw herself at Nasrin, to tear her apart. Instead, she turned her head to face her. “What do you want from me?”

      “I want you to recognize your own power and use it for once. Stop fighting the Union, and start fighting him.”

      Jaya narrowed her eyes. “Why would I fight your battles for you?”

      Nasrin gave her a cool smile, her eyes drifting to Sal. “Why fight them myself when people are so easy to motivate?”

      “Was killing my mother supposed to be motivation?”

      Nasrin didn’t deny it, just returned her gaze to Jaya, her expression still frozen in calm. She shifted her aim from Sal’s head to Luka’s. Then she smirked as Jaya’s hands tightened, knuckles turning white.

      The door opened. Rhodes, Vargas, Werner, and Shea were led into the conference room by a small retinue of people in plainclothes but carrying top-tier weapons. Nasrin’s private militia. Jaya recognized a few of them as new trainees supposedly brought in from the colonies—people Vargas had been training to be part of the Resistance leadership.

      Vargas’s nose was bleeding, red smears trailing down her lip and chin, and Rhodes’s left eye was already swelling.

      Jaya’s guilt burned in her throat. They had grown too fast. They couldn’t vet every single person who wanted to join the Resistance. They had done the best they could, keeping their focus on Emory and the Union. And the entire time, there had been a third party maneuvering it all.

      “I was hoping not to have to reveal myself,” Nasrin said, “but Sal got too close. Maybe I never should have contacted you at all.”

      She kept her weapon pointed at Luka, whose eyes were colder than Jaya had ever seen them, hatred etched into every line on his face. Jaya’s fingers itched to reach for her gun on the table. It wasn’t far—just beyond arm’s reach. She had been shooting at cans for months, but she knew that she couldn’t move fast enough.

      Nasrin watched her, her face like a dark pool. Still and placid above the dangerous depths.

      “Why did you?” Jaya asked, dragging her eyes away from her weapon to face Nasrin. “Contact me?”

      “Emory has retreated, hidden himself away,” Nasrin said. “I had hoped your Resistance would draw him out. We had planned an assassination, something we could pin on the Resistance. But Emory was too cautious. He always had one of his allies with him.”

      “Kier,” Jaya said. “And Tully.”

      Nasrin nodded. “After they died, he moved too fast, withdrawing into secrecy. I had hoped you would lure him out, but instead you just walked into one of his traps.”

      She sighed, a long-suffering sound.

      Sal reached for Jaya’s hand, and she let him take it, pressing harder with her other hand against the cloth that was growing heavy and wet with his blood. Jaya dropped her eyes from Nasrin and looked at Sal, clutching his fingers in hers, willing the spark in his brown eyes to stay lit. Her mind screamed at her to do something, anything but sit here as Sal bled out and Luka stared down the barrel of a plasma pistol with eyes that glittered like cut jet. She was frozen, imprisoned by too many options ending in death.

      Sal squeezed her hand weakly.

      “He needs a hospital.” Luka’s voice was a snarl, harsh and burred.

      “He’ll get one once you’ve all heard me out.”

      “What do you propose?” Rhodes asked.

      “A peaceful transition,” Nasrin replied. “I have people in place. We can cut short the violence and have a stable turnover. The political coalition has done a good job, but now it’s time for them to stop arguing and put together a government.”

      “You want control over the government.” Luka’s weary voice sounded far away. His hand covered Jaya’s, helping her apply pressure. Her fingers trembled, and she was grateful for the strength of his hand atop hers.

      “Mill has to kill Emory,” Nasrin said. “I can’t accomplish this while he’s still out there. If she kills him, my person on Argos can step into leadership.”

      “You’ve been waiting for this opportunity,” Rhodes said.

      “We don’t wait for opportunities to arise. We create them.”

      And Nasrin had been creating this opportunity for years. Jaya had realized that the moment she saw the picture identifying Nasrin as Armstrong’s colleague Captain Silva. She now had a face for the person who had been working in the shadows, who had warned Onyema about her father and who had fed intelligence to Armstrong to try to stall Emory’s coup. She wondered how long Reid had been involved—if he had started working with her father or with Nasrin—but Nasrin had been at the heart of this. Emory had tried to kill her all those years ago, and she had escaped, turning his revenge back around on him.

      “You are the key,” Nasrin said, repeating the message she had sent Jaya on New Sheffield. “Emory is obsessed with what he’s lost. You’re all he has left, as much as he hates you. You can lure him out.”

      Sal had been quiet for far too long, his usual joking banter replaced by shallow, wheezing breaths. Jaya’s own breath was rushed, sucking in air like she could make up for Sal’s lack with her own lungs. Her head swam.

      “I’ll do it,” she blurted out. “I’ll kill Emory.”

      “What are you doing?” Luka muttered.

      Ideas whirred in Jaya’s mind, each option as desperate and stupid as the last. She just needed to get them through this moment. Through right now. There would be time later to smooth it over. But Sal didn’t have time right now.

      “It’s the only way,” Jaya said. “She can help us get to him.” She looked at Nasrin again. “Right?”

      Nasrin nodded. “He’ll come for you. He wants you badly enough to risk himself. He’s been on a ship for weeks now, always moving, his location always unknown. He only has his most trusted guards with him, and he grows more paranoid by the day. But the chance to see you? To kill you? To put an end to his own torment? He’ll take it.”

      “I’ll do it,” Jaya said again.

      The woman standing over them hadn’t lowered her gun. It was still pointed at Luka, her hand steady. She pondered Jaya’s acquiescence, an eyebrow quirking up skeptically at the sudden change of heart.

      “He killed Kier,” Jaya said. She didn’t even have to try to bring emotion into her voice. It wavered in the stale air of the room. “He killed my brother. He destroyed the only place that was ever a true home to me.” Nasrin’s unconvinced expression softened. “I’ve let him live long enough,” Jaya continued. “He needs to be stopped.”

      “I appreciate your enthusiasm,” Nasrin said. “Let me reassure you that, should your personal desire to kill your father fail to sustain you, there are several perfectly good reasons to do this. All in this very room.” Her tone was conversational, as if she weren’t threatening the lives of the entirety of Resistance Command. “And four more back at your home.”

      “I understand.” Jaya bit down on the inside of her mouth so hard she tasted blood. Sal lifted his head, his eyes unfocused. Another spike of fear lanced through Jaya’s body. “What are your terms?”

      “Your capture will be arranged,” Nasrin said. “You will be sent back to Argos to face trial for your crimes against the Union. When Emory arrives at Argos, he will be killed. You will take the blame.”

      Jaya nodded, her eyes still locked on Sal’s.

      “The Resistance will stand down,” Nasrin continued, “and allow the Union, under new leadership, to return to the colonies. I will select a new Chancellor and take part in drafting the new constitution. The political coalition can remain involved, and it’s better if they believe this concession is sincere, but I will have the final say on the document.”

      Jaya glanced at Luka, whose eyes were fixed on Sal’s face in a fierce stare. A muscle twitched in his jaw.

      Jaya looked back at Nasrin. “There need to be a few amendments. Better conditions for the colonies have to be assured.”

      Nasrin raised an eyebrow. “You’re not in a very good negotiating position.”

      Jaya drew in a breath, rage and terror shivering through her body like the vibrations of a too-tight string. It took all her strength to keep her expression calm and her voice measured with Sal’s labored breathing in her ears. “We aren’t giving up everything we fought for. And that’s what generated the unrest in the first place. Everything will be more stable if the colonies suffer less.”

      “All right.” Nasrin nodded. “We can negotiate some terms for the colonies.”

      “And I want freedom. For the members of Resistance leadership and our families.”

      “I’m afraid you will be on trial for treason,” Nasrin said. “But as long as the rest of command stays out of the way, they can have a long, quiet retirement.”

      Jaya’s stomach churned, but she nodded calmly. “Are we agreed?”

      “We’re agreed,” Nasrin said. She lowered her weapon. “You may go. Know that a member of my guard will be present at all times. Just in case.”

      “Call Sunny,” Luka said, looking up at Rhodes. “I’ll take him to the hospital on campus and she can meet us there.”

      “Sergeant Tapahonso,” Nasrin interjected, “I believe we have a coalition meeting to attend.”

      Luka’s nostrils flared, that muscle in his jaw jumping again. Jaya had never seen such anger in his expression as he stared down Nasrin from his position beneath Sal’s bleeding form.

      “It’s crucial that the civilians not know what happened here,” Nasrin said. “You can understand how that might undermine my work and give me cause to terminate our agreements. You have a way with them. I need you at my side.”

      “We’ll take him,” Rhodes said, stepping forward. “You need to be at that meeting.”

      Rhodes and Werner came forward, easing a barely coherent Sal from Luka’s arms. Rhodes called Sunny on his palm drive as he continued the pressure against Sal’s wound.

      Jaya stood, backing away on shaking legs to give Rhodes and Werner room. She wiped her bloodied hands on her shirt, trying to control the tremor in her fingers. An old, deep pain welled up, filling the vacuum left as Rhodes and Werner cared for Sal. Jaya turned her eyes on Nasrin, a roaring in her ears drowning everything else. Nasrin met her gaze, and for a minute, Jaya could smell the smoke from her father’s burning lab, carried to her on the sunset breeze of more than two decades ago.

      Luka pushed past them toward the hallway. Nasrin made to follow Luka, but Jaya stepped between her and the door. They locked eyes again, Nasrin’s serene face only slightly disturbed by a puckering of confusion between her brows.

      “Why did you kill my mother?” Jaya asked, her voice low. “She had nothing to do with my father’s work, or his ambitions.”

      “Your father was a liability, even back then,” Nasrin said. “He told her too much.”

      “Was there really no other way?” Emotion crackled in Jaya’s voice, but she was too tired to keep it out now. Let Nasrin think her weak.

      Nasrin sighed, shifting her weight and crossing her arms as she looked at Jaya. “He was always emotional, your father. Always looking for enemies in the shadows. There were just enough real ones to feed his fantasies. Just enough betrayals to justify his paranoia. We felt he needed to be eliminated.”

      She stepped around Jaya, who didn’t move to stop her. She paused briefly in the door.

      “We didn’t know about you. And so you survived. And now you have a chance to show that wasn’t a mistake. If you fail me, there will be consequences. Don’t think I would hesitate for a second.”
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      Night had long since set in, the deep quiet that only came in the darkest hours settling over Mara’s wrung-out limbs in a soft haze. Ezana’s head rested on her chest, rising and falling with the motion of her breathing.

      She had always slept well after a fight. Resolution came with the final slice of her knife, sending whatever seething impulses had led to the clash back into their deep holes and bringing soothing, blissful rest. But now, she stared at the dappled light of Urran filtering through the latticework windows, her mind active even as her exhausted body tried to pull her under.

      Zaranad had turned out to be skilled with a blade. Ceremonial sword-fighting was a customary element of the education of the nareian nobility, so she wasn’t surprised at his knowledge, but his fitness had far surpassed her expectations. He’d drawn first blood, barely a sliver on Mara’s shoulder, but it was Mara who had dealt the final blow.

      He had surrendered with her knee driving into his chest, her knife at his neck. He had written his letter of resignation as his arm bled freely on the carpet of his opulent office.

      Ezana shifted, trailing fingers across Mara’s stomach, her light touch sending a shiver of pleasure up Mara’s spine.

      Zan is the future of Narei. Mara knew this like she had known every other piece of truth she had discovered in her life: deep in her bones, embedded in her marrow. It had always been there, waiting for her to pluck it out of the grime of her life and shine it up. Truth was a rare thing. It was too precious to waste.

      And with Zaranad out of the way, it wouldn’t be wasted. Ezana was free to hold Narei to her higher ideals. And she never had to know what had driven Zaranad to step down.

      News of Zaranad’s resignation had not yet broken, Mara’s personal victory buried beneath the waves of celebrations as news trickled in from the fronts all across the Empire. Nazara had announced she was siding with Mara’s faction, and with the industrial might of the Petras clan behind the throne, the tide of the civil war had turned. The Nareian Imperial Fleet won decisive battles in three crucial sectors. Defector strongholds fell one by one.

      The short-lived rebellion of disgruntled nobility was breathing its last.

      “There’s so much still to do,” Ezana whispered.

      Mara stroked her mane as the words came to her as softly as a breeze through the window. Ezana’s range still astounded her—how she could still a massive hall of arguing legislators with a bellow and yet, in these quiet moments together, speak with barely a breath. It drew Mara in closer, pulled her into an intimate space where their words were shared between only the two of them.

      “So why do I feel so…” Ezana let her sentence drift off.

      “Relaxed?” Mara asked.

      “Peaceful.”

      Mara had been asking herself a variation on that same question for a while now. How even in the midst of chaos and danger, this sacred space between them could bring so much healing. She hadn’t felt anything like this in years.

      She tipped Ezana’s chin up, looking into blue eyes that seemed to glow in the low light of the room. Ezana was beautiful in the moonlight, like a stardust-touched deity, a goddess of delicate frost and crashing blue oceans and vast, calm skies. Mara kissed her.

      Ezana nestled closer, making a soft sound in her throat. When their lips parted, she reached up to push the hair back from Mara’s temples, where sweat and exertion had plastered it earlier. Her fingers traced down, running along the broad cheekbones to the wide, flat bridge of her nose.

      “I’ve always wondered about these,” Ezana murmured.

      Mara let Ezana’s fingers continue to trace the tattoos that painted her face. “I have plenty of tattoos to ask about.”

      “Yes, but these ones are bold.”

      “All my tattoos are bold,” Mara protested, but she didn’t stop Ezana’s fingers from marking out the same patterns that she had once traced across Tai’s face. The soft rustle of the sheets was the only sound in the room as Ezana waited for her answer. Mara closed her eyes. “I loved someone once. A long time ago. He had markings like this on his face.”

      Ezana’s hands paused, a brief hitch in her movement before she left the tattoos alone and instead traced Mara’s jawline.

      “He was killed,” Mara said. “My mother sent Imperial Guard after me. They found him, and he fought them. He knew what I was. He knew I didn’t want to go back.”

      Ezana was quiet for a moment. Even her hands rested, palms flat against Mara’s collarbone. The soft rustle of sheets was gone, leaving only the rhythm of their breathing.

      “Our families have the capacity to hurt us more deeply than anyone,” she finally said.

      “Have you spoken to your mother?” Mara asked. She felt, rather than saw, Ezana’s shaking head in response. The elder Lady Anatos had been one of the first to surrender to the Nareian Imperial Fleet.

      “I’m not sure we ever saw eye to eye,” Ezana said. “My mother always protected the wrong people.”

      “That’s why you’re here.”

      Ezana didn’t reply for a while. When she spoke again, her tone was thoughtful. “Not just because of her. Because of my own mistakes. Because I failed to protect someone too.”

      “We all make mistakes, Zan.”

      “I know. But it’s too easy to put those mistakes on someone else. I would like to blame my mother for everything, but I know how my own choices contributed.”

      Mara looked up at the thin blue light spilling through the window carvings. She had stared at patterns of light on ceilings just like this one as a child, worrying about what sorts of decisions she would be forced to make when she was Empress. Fearing she would become just like her mother. Fearing even more that she would fail. That it took someone like her mother to rule. But she had found her own way. She had learned how to use her skills to do the work that needed to be done. To clear the way for someone who could lead this Empire, not just fight its battles.

      “We always have a choice not to follow the patterns of our families,” Ezana said. “It’s part of why I grew to trust you. You walked away when you could have stayed. You broke the cycle.”

      “Don’t go raising your expectations,” Mara muttered. “I only disappoint.”

      Ezana pushed herself up on her elbows and fixed Mara with one of her most piercing stares. “Don’t do that.”

      “What?”

      “Act like all you do is make mistakes.”

      “You’ve met me, Zan. I’m a fuckup. Don’t let a few good decisions seduce you into believing the shit this entire Empire is eating up right now about my being the next Hisantos.”

      Ezana frowned. “Hisantos was a fuckup too. She united Narei, but what about the people who came before? What about the gods who weren’t given a space in the new pantheon? We don’t even remember their names.”

      “If they’re really gods, I’m guessing they can take care of themselves.”

      Ezana waved away the argument. “No one does great things without compromise.”

      Mara met her eyes, and for a moment, the thick knot of self-loathing in her stomach eased. “I guess a lot hinges on how you define compromise.”

      Ezana’s palm drive alerted, and she looked away. Mara tugged her back into her arms, drawing her close. Ezana yielded, sighing and baring her neck for Mara’s lips. But her palm drive alerted again, and Mara felt her tense in her arms, her attention drawn to the world outside this bed.

      She pulled away from Mara and sat up, displaying the alert above her forearm. Mara couldn’t see her face, but she watched as her shoulders tensed.

      “What in all the gods’ names…” Ezana stood. She turned, fixing Mara with a stare that was half accusation. “Zaranad resigned.”

      “Finally,” Mara spat. She held eye contact coolly, not surrendering to Ezana’s searching gaze.

      “Why?”

      “Why what?”

      “Why would he resign like that?” Ezana asked. “What did you say to him?”

      “You were there,” Mara said. “I told him to stop dancing around and actually face me for once. I guess he just wasn’t up to it.”

      Ezana frowned, her eyes drawn to the message again. Mara checked her own drive—no alerts, so the news wasn’t public yet. One of Ezana’s numerous contacts had tipped her off. She was woven into the public life of Narei, connections spanning the Empire, feeding her brilliant mind all the pieces it needed to assemble the puzzle.

      “You should run,” Mara said. She pushed herself up, running her fingers through her hair. “You’ll win. You’re even more popular than I am.”

      Ezana flicked a glance her way, her eyes drawn to Mara’s hands. She watched as Mara braided back the pieces that kept falling in her face.

      “And I’m finally getting the hang of ruling,” Mara continued. “I can do political bullshit and military action at the same time—we just won a major victory.”

      “Just because you rallied the troops once doesn’t mean you can claim victory for the entire war,” Ezana said.

      “You’re right.” Mara finished braiding her hair and sat for a moment, eyes locked with Ezana’s. “That victory is yours. You were the strategist. I’m just the figurehead. The piece you move on the board.”

      A smile curled on Ezana’s lips, and Mara stood and kissed her.

      “Let’s go find something to eat,” Mara said. “And then we can plan your campaign for prime minister.”

      Ezana’s palm drive alerted again, and she gave Mara one warm smile before turning her attention to her messages.

      Mara turned, pulling a robe over her bare shoulders and belting it at the waist. She fished in the pile of clothing on the floor for the slippers she had abandoned somewhere that morning and finally found them nestled neatly in a box. Technically, where they belonged. She would never get used to people moving her shit. She pulled one slipper on and had her other foot halfway into the other when she realized Ezana was still silent.

      She was watching Mara with an expression that should have been more foreign, but Mara had seen it enough times to recognize it. She knew what deep disappointment looked like. It was the expression on people’s faces when their high hopes for her were dashed like fragile sea foam on a rocky coastline.

      They stood in silence for a moment. Mara could have asked what was wrong, could have questioned why Ezana was looking at her like that. But she didn’t have to.

      “There’s a recording,” Ezana said. Her voice was low and quiet. Mara said nothing, frozen in place with a slipper still hanging from her fingers.

      Ezana projected the recording in front of her. Zaranad’s office, shot from a corner of the room. Mara had checked the wing of the Assembly where Zaranad worked before she issued her challenge, but she hadn’t seen anyone. Someone must have come looking for him.

      “Where did you get this?” Mara asked.

      “One of his aides is in my pocket.”

      Mara watched Ezana through the projection. The flickering blue-green images of Mara and Zaranad clashed in the space between them, blades flashing.

      “A duel?” Ezana whispered. “What is wrong with you?”

      “Sometimes problems have to be solved in a back room.”

      “Not this kind of back room. Mara, duels are illegal for a reason.”

      Mara stepped forward, breaking through the spectral fight. Ezana’s eyes were wet and bright, but her body was tensed even as she let Mara take her hand. “You hid this from me.”

      “Zaranad had to be stopped.”

      Ezana’s brows knit together, but she didn’t say anything. Mara edged closer to her, twining their fingers together.

      “We’re making progress, Zan. We’re a good team, you and me. If I stepped down and Zaranad won the next election, we’d slow down. Let me give you a chance to make the big changes you’re dreaming of.”

      Ezana jerked her hand away. “If you stepped down?”

      “When I stepped down. I would, eventually. But right now, shouldn’t we keep pushing? This is a critical moment; you keep saying that. A chance to prevent Narei from falling back into the behavior of its ancestors. To finally break the cycle.”

      The look on Ezana’s face had transformed. No longer disappointed, now she looked horror-struck.

      “Zan.” Mara reached for her.

      Ezana moved, ducking out of Mara’s reach. She started picking up her own discarded clothes and putting them on with a methodical rapidity.

      “Zan,” Mara said again, “we’re doing so well. I just want us to be able to keep going.”

      “We’re not doing well,” Ezana said, tugging her shirt to release the wrinkles at her shoulders. Her mane still fell free over her shoulders, disheveled even further by her quick dressing. “I thought we were, but this whole time I’ve just been encouraging you to become like your mother.”

      She might as well have speared Mara with one of her own knives. Ezana picked up her shoes, slipping them on in the pained silence of the room.

      “I’m sorry, Mara,” she said. “I see I was wrong about you.”

      And then she left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          35

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “We shouldn’t be late,” Nasrin said.

      They were standing outside the conference room. Rhodes and Werner had taken Sal—escorted by two of Nasrin’s plainclothes militia—to the civilian hospital on Aurora, where Sunny would meet them. He would need surgery, and the civilian hospital was the only place equipped for that on the planet.

      Luka met Nasrin’s eyes, not bothering to disguise his anger.

      “Your parents are lovely,” she said, her tone pleasant. “One of my guards borrowed a book from your father just last week. He went to return it this afternoon and they’ve apparently invited him for lunch.”

      She gave him a little half smile, and for a moment, he couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t speak, the air trapped somewhere in his chest. He clenched his hands into fists until his fingers cramped.

      “We shouldn’t appear to hate each other too much, either,” she said, switching back to the previous topic as if she had never mentioned his parents. As if his mind could be anywhere except with them, skidding in terror around the danger he now knew was in their home. “We may not have been in perfect agreement in these meetings, but there’s no room for antagonism.”

      No, Luka thought, controlling his fear, there wouldn’t be room for any antagonism from him. He softened his expression, yielding to the return of his old mask. The mask he had worn in his last year on Argos—the one that had made his life as a simple shopkeeper believable. It pulled together just enough of the fragments of joy and peace he had begun to gather in his life to appear sincere.

      “I need to clean up,” Luka said, “or they’ll have questions we don’t have a good answer to.”

      Nasrin nodded to one of her private guards, who reached into a kit she was carrying and brought out a packet of field cleaning wipes. She tossed the packet to Luka, who began wiping the blood from his hands. Nasrin watched him, and he turned his shoulders slightly. He didn’t feel comfortable taking her out of his line of sight, but neither did he want to stare her down as he washed away Sal’s blood. He wasn’t sure he could keep his face schooled in its calm expression.

      It turned out after twenty years, he was still naive. After everything he had seen, how had he not recognized what was happening here?

      He’d let Nasrin manipulate him. She was right under his nose the whole time. He was in over his head, and now the entire galaxy would pay because he was stupid.

      What would Onyema say? How would she react to see how badly he had failed after all their hard work? Would he even see her again, assuming he lived through all this, or would she just disappear into the outskirts of the galaxy again, this time forever?

      Luka’s skin was clean, but his shirt was stained. Nasrin looked him over and had one of her plainclothes guards remove his jacket. Luka recognized the man from coalition meetings—he had been embedded with them for a while, sent from a colonial hub to join the coalition. Nasrin had been thorough.

      She handed the jacket to Luka, who pulled it on and zipped it to his neck.

      “Any more time-wasting?” she asked. “Or are you ready?”

      Shea stepped up alongside him, their quiet presence soothing. At least he wasn’t walking into this alone.

      “We’re ready to go,” they said to Nasrin, placing a hand on Luka’s shoulder. He nodded in agreement.

      They arrived only a few moments late, and Nasrin glided into the room with her usual composure. Luka pulled out a chair, taking his seat in silence. Shea sat beside him, their hands folded neatly atop the table.

      “I’ve had an interesting conversation with Luka just now, and we’d like to present an idea to this coalition,” Nasrin said, smiling warmly at Luka as she spoke.

      Across the table, Fátima frowned.

      Luka avoided her eyes, speaking to the room more widely. “We’re running up against some time limits. Nasrin has suggested a few options, which I’ll let her explain.”

      The words exhausted him to say, but he kept his face in a pleasant, neutral expression. He had done this so many times, come up against so many people who would use their power to hurt him and weren’t interested in being reminded of the cost. Luka kept his own balance sheet in his mind—it was this or a violent coup.

      “Wait.” Elijah leaned forward, his hands pressed against the table. “Shouldn’t we wait for Sal? I don’t think he’d want to miss this.”

      Luka swallowed, but Shea jumped in. “Sal isn’t coming today. I’m sorry—we should have told you before we started the meeting. He had a training accident.”

      “What?” Elijah’s face fell. “Is he okay?”

      “It was minor, don’t worry,” Luka assured him. “But he’s at the hospital getting treatment.”

      Luka hoped this lie would be truth by the time they were out of this meeting. He tried to keep his voice calm and smooth. “I’ll let him tell you all about it later.”

      “Can I visit him?” Elijah asked, starting to rise from his seat.

      “He’ll be in surgery right now,” Luka said. “As soon as he’s out, we can go. I’ll take you myself.”

      “Surgery?” Elijah looked alarmed.

      “Yes, but it’s nothing the doctors haven’t seen a hundred times. It sounds worse than it is, I promise. But we won’t help if we get in the way.”

      He didn’t look at Nasrin, but he hoped she would recognize that he was helping her even as he helped Sal. There was a brief pause, Luka’s heart thundering in his chest, and then Elijah nodded.

      “It’s nothing to worry about,” Luka added, finally throwing a glance at Nasrin, who was watching him with faintly narrowed eyes. “Accidents happen all the time, and he’s in good hands. He would want us to move forward.”

      “Take good notes,” Shea said. “He’ll want you to fill him in on every detail.”

      Elijah resettled himself into his seat, grimacing at their remark. “Lucky me,” he said, but his worries seemed mostly assuaged. Luka breathed easier.

      “My understanding,” Nasrin jumped in, “is that the end of the war with the Union is imminent.”

      She looked at Luka, raising her eyebrows.

      He took the cue. “Obviously, the details of the situation are known only to top command,” he said. “But we are looking at the end game. The coalition needs to be ready to step in with a transition government, and soon.”

      “Luka asked me for my thoughts, given my experience working with foreign governments,” Nasrin said smoothly.

      Fátima shifted, and Luka finally met her eyes. She knew something was up. There would be no hiding it from her after their private conversations. He had to hope she wouldn’t draw too much attention. Fátima’s eyes went from Luka to Nasrin. When Nasrin turned away to address the other half of the table, Fátima looked back at Luka and mouthed something.

      You okay?

      Luka gave her a very slight nod and then looked away. Nasrin laid out the plan that Jaya had hastily negotiated over Sal’s bleeding body. It seemed Jaya had made her point about stability, or maybe Nasrin needed their cooperation more than he thought, because she didn’t deviate from any of the points. She occasionally speared him with a glance, and he knew that he was meant to report back, to tell Jaya her agreement was secure.

      Nasrin needed Jaya to lure her father out. That was the key, Luka realized. Her good behavior all hinged on the hope of flushing Emory from his hiding spot. Nasrin was in a tricky position—she needed Emory out of the way, or she would simply inherit a new war.

      The Resistance was in an even worse position. If they failed, then the war would rage on, only now they would be hamstrung, an enemy within their ranks playing both sides, with whatever hidden resources and connections had allowed Nasrin to get this far in the first place. Emory would win in the end, or Nasrin would, unless the Resistance could uncover her network and bring her down too. A revolution within a revolution. All this time, and it was possible the fight was only beginning.

      On the other hand, if they succeeded and brought Emory down, they handed victory to Nasrin. Perhaps they kept their lives and a few of their concessions, but Luka strongly doubted that they would truly be allowed to go off into the sunset of some distant planet. He wouldn’t be able to stop himself from fighting back, and he knew he wasn’t the only one. He imagined Nasrin knew that about them all, that they were a danger to her as long as they lived. Nasrin’s good behavior would evaporate as soon as she got what she needed. Surely Jaya knew that.

      She was stalling. They were all stalling now. It might be the only tactic they could use. It kept their hope alive—it kept them alive. It might give them enough time to find a way out.

      Nasrin was assuring the uneasy circle of experts that the plan she was laying out for a provisional government was temporary. She suggested working together to create a timeline that would allow for the writing of a new, more comprehensive constitution as the temporary structures brought the fragments of the Union back together. But Luka knew that those temporary structures would never disappear. The stability she promised would be an excuse to delay. Even unrest could be an excuse, a reason to not introduce more change too fast.

      True revolution was uncomfortable. It hurt. The temptation to let a temporary bandage stay while the wound beneath festered was strong.

      Luka balled his hands into fists under the table.

      Stall.

      Nasrin led most of the meeting from that point, with Luka’s occasional contribution delivered automatically, like lines from a script he hadn’t realized he had memorized. They debated details, drafted up a timeline, and planned to create a committee to ensure that the new constitution was in the works even as they settled for this other, insufficient option. The entire conversation was a strange, cheery mask. There was hope in the room, even as Luka felt his own hope like suffocating coals, struggling to remain lit.

      She was an excellent puppet master. Luka could see how it would end, with Nasrin and Reid and Kujei running things from the background.

      The meeting ended, and Luka rose from the table. Elijah was checking his messages, his face creased with worry.

      Luka stepped toward him, but Nasrin got there first.

      “My friend is going in the direction of the hospital,” she said. “I’m sure he would be happy to drive you to see your boyfriend, so you don’t have to wait to call a car.”

      Elijah gave a preoccupied nod. “Yes, thank you.”

      Nasrin walked him over to a man that Luka now knew to be one of her private guard. He looked like any other civilian, but just an hour before, he had stood and watched as Jaya negotiated for Sal’s life, his face stony and uncaring. Nasrin looked back at Luka before she left the room.

      Fátima lingered as the room emptied out. He knew he couldn’t stay and talk too long without risking her safety. Before, their friendship had been easy and natural, but now he feared too much. Two other members of the coalition lingered in the corner—both colonists who had joined in recent weeks. Luka eyed them suspiciously.

      “You okay?” Fátima asked.

      “There’s just a lot going on.” He hoped the answer would be enough to explain his unease.

      She gave him a sympathetic frown. “Top-secret command stuff?”

      Luka laughed, the sound dry and humorless. “When is it not?”

      He had to be careful. He looked back at the two people talking in the far corner. Suddenly, the awareness of Nasrin’s eyes and ears was stifling.

      “I know you can’t talk to me about all that,” Fátima said. “It’s okay. But this plan of Nasrin’s—are you really fine with it?”

      “It wasn’t all her,” Luka said, trying to push the conversation away from dangerous territory. “There’s pressure coming from command as well. It’s a temporary fix. Of course I’m not happy with it, but I’m also not sure we have time to do anything else.”

      Fátima narrowed her eyes, and for a terrifying moment, Luka thought she might have seen right through his lies.

      “Do I still have you on my side once we’re on our feet?” she asked. “Pushing for real change? You know I plan to be on that committee.”

      “Of course.” Luka smiled, hoping the expression was as relaxed as he needed to appear. “I’ll be the first one at the meeting.”

      She raised an eyebrow, her eyes scanning his face and his posture for a moment. If she didn’t believe him, she kept it to herself.

      “Okay,” she said. “Take care of yourself. Don’t burn yourself out.”

      Luka nodded, not trusting his voice. She left, and Luka took a moment to compose himself. Just as he had worked up the nerve to go out into the hallway, Nasrin appeared in the door.

      “Can we talk?” she asked.

      Luka knew there was only one right answer to that question. The two colonists in the corner looked up at her entrance and wrapped up their conversation. Nasrin held the door for them as they left, giving no indication that she knew them outside of this room. Still.

      He beckoned her over, and she closed the door behind her and stood a few paces away.

      “That was bold,” she said. “Telling Sal’s boyfriend he could visit.”

      “Denying him access would only make him suspicious,” Luka said. “There has to be some semblance of normalcy, or the civilians will see right through us.”

      He could tell she agreed with him, that she just wanted to remind him who made the calls. But he had made the correct strategic choice—he knew that as much as he hated it. He had been practically shaking with the urge to break up the meeting, to shout the truth to everyone who was absorbing Nasrin’s cool, collected leadership like it was the most natural way forward.

      “You never liked me,” she said, her tone mild.

      “I wish I’d trusted my instincts more.”

      “You wouldn’t have liked the results. Without me, the war would have been long and bloody, but eventually Emory would have gotten his hands on Jaya. He already did, once, and without my intervention he would have killed her. But that wouldn’t be enough to satisfy him. Without her to draw his ire, he would have turned on his own.”

      “Admiral Reid,” Luka said.

      Their relationship had already been strained, he knew from Gemma’s intelligence reports. But without someone in Reid’s close trust, they hadn’t seen the fingerprints of such a large-scale operation.

      “Yes, Reid. He and I would have won, eventually. But the time it would take would cost hundreds of thousands of lives, including the lives of your own leadership. And for the same outcome we have now. You should be happy that I’ve reduced the cost of your victory by so much.”

      She made no attempt to convince him that the concessions Jaya had won would stick, and Luka was almost grateful that she respected him enough not to pretend.

      “It’s a pointless victory,” he said. “Returning to what we had before has made all that loss of life without purpose.”

      “There is no purpose to life, only what you make of it.”

      When Luka didn’t respond, she seemed to determine the conversation to be finished. Luka had more to say, but enough wisdom to keep it in, for now. Nasrin left him to his silence, and he leaned against the wall until the shaking in his hands subsided.
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      Tynan waited in his sitting room. The embassy’s walls had become almost as confining as his apartment’s. At least here, he could leave his room and walk around, although he couldn’t leave the compound, and he felt nervous getting too close to the exterior courtyards. Walking around, though he was no longer watched closely by guards, brought its own anxieties. Nareians paced the halls. Despite Tynan’s time with the humans and his newfound comfort with one alien race, he still couldn’t shake the feeling that nareians were predators waiting to pounce. Their broad, muscular shoulders crowded him to the edges of the hallway, their intense eyes filling him with a sense of dread when they turned on him. Even their hair was intimidating—the female nareians tended to style their hair with molds and frames that made it fan out around their heads, which only made them larger and more threatening in his eyes.

      So Tynan stayed in his quarters, writing and rewriting appeals to the Arbiter. He considered contacting the Resistance again, now that he could do that, to ask to have all his data restored to his palm drive. As tensions rose in Dresha and the Arbiter seemed less and less comfortable governing a federation of people who had begun to turn on each other, Tynan was starting to think his most ill-advised idea of going public with everything he knew might just be the only route that could get him out of this situation.

      But he still had the safety of the Resistance to think about. He couldn’t risk that.

      The embassy had been thrown into turmoil by the unexpected arrival of the Empress’s closest advisor, Ezana Devian. Tynan assumed she had come all the way from Narei to try to smooth over the growing tensions between their two nations. He knew he was a part of those tensions, so he wasn’t surprised when she asked for a meeting with him. He waited for her in a central room, his hands twisting and untwisting in his lap.

      The staff announced her and opened the door. She came in and Tynan gestured for her to take a seat. She was short for a nareian, but her blue eyes were piercing. She perched lightly on the green silk cushion of a carved wooden chair.

      “I’m sorry for the abruptness of this meeting,” she said.

      “I understand.” Tynan’s words came out stiff and wooden. He swallowed and tried again. “I appreciate just having a place to stay.”

      The way she shifted at his words made the anxiety gripping Tynan’s body even more ferocious.

      “I don’t want to be under foot,” he added. “In fact, I’m hoping to be out of your way quickly.”

      He had no idea what to do, and he hoped Ezana would provide some sense for how he might be able to change his situation. Maybe they could shelter him in Narei until the war was over. Or maybe—his heart leapt at the idea—they could get him back to the Resistance. They were allies, after all.

      Returning to the Resistance would mean ending this fight. He would be accepting defeat in the courts here in Iralu City, but wasn’t the defeat already certain? Accepting it was the smart thing to do, no matter how much he wanted to keep fighting.

      Ezana watched him as he waited for her to speak. He hoped she would bring a clear answer to his situation—a way out, or a way forward. He had been hoping Sunny would give him that same way out when he had talked to her two days ago, but she had only told him that it was his decision to make, and that he knew his own people better than she did.

      Tynan wasn’t sure about that part. He felt like his people had left him behind. Or maybe he had left them behind.

      “Let’s not rush into business talk,” Ezana said. She gestured, and embassy staff brought a tray of sweet pastries and a pot of dark nareian tea and set them on the low table in front of Tynan. Ezana picked up a plate and arranged a few of the small pastries on it, then handed it to Tynan.

      “A nareian hospitality ritual,” Min whispered in his ear. “Still observed in formal meetings, though increasingly uncommon in daily life.”

      Tynan accepted the offered plate with a murmured thanks, hoping his discomfort wasn’t too noticeable. Ezana poured some tea into a clear glass and also handed that to him. She prepared a plate and glass for herself and then raised her tea, the steam wafting into the air in front of her face.

      “May our conversation be fruitful,” she said.

      Tynan raised his glass and waited. Ezana raised her eyebrows at him.

      “She’s waiting for you to drink,” Min said privately.

      “Oh.” Tynan raised the steaming glass to his mouth and took a sip of the tea.

      Ezana followed, then placed the food and drink back on the table. Tynan was tempted to do the same, but he was afraid of offending her. He didn’t want sweet pastries or strong tea. He wanted someone to tell him what to do, and he was ashamed of that.

      He put the plate down and wrapped both hands around the glass.

      “I apologize again for not meeting with you sooner,” Ezana said. “I’ve been rather preoccupied with the situation here since I arrived. With the Union declaring war on Narei, our relationship with Dresha has become quite strained, as I’m sure you can understand.”

      Tynan almost laughed. He certainly could relate to the whiplash induced by conflict between the complex galactic alliances. He had spent the last year recovering from it.

      “I do understand,” he said.

      “And now,” Ezana said, frowning, “the situation has turned.”

      Tynan’s hands tightened around his tea. “Turned?”

      “The Arbiter’s office is demanding you be returned to them. And I’m afraid that puts Narei in a very difficult position. With the declaration of war by the Union, we can’t afford for the Szacante Federation to drop their neutral stance right now. We’re still dealing with the aftermath of an internal war. If the Federation joins their Union allies, it will not end well for us.”

      Tynan thought he knew where this was going. He looked down at the tea, seeing his own faint reflection in the surface of the dark liquid.

      “The legislature’s opinion is that you must face trial in your home nation for crimes against your own people,” she said. Tynan heard the sympathy in her voice, but it did nothing except make him angry. He gripped the glass even tighter. “Narei shouldn’t be involved in this. Not if we want to survive.”

      He looked up at her and found her sharp blue eyes fixed on him. “Have you talked to the Empress?” Ezana looked down at the table. “I know you’re close with her—surely she’s got an opinion about this.”

      “There is a difference of opinion between the Empress and her Legislative Assembly,” she said. “But Narei is giving more power to the legislature now. We’re not the same Empire we were before.”

      Tynan snorted. He hadn’t spent much time with Mara, but she certainly left no questions about the forcefulness of her personality. Mara would fight for what she wanted, and he couldn’t imagine she would let her own government turn him over.

      “Mara would want me to be safe,” he said.

      “Mara wants a lot of things,” Ezana snapped, “but she can’t afford be a tyrant. She has to listen to her government.”

      “This is a terrible idea,” Tynan said. He heard the disbelief in his own voice before it registered with him. His hands shook, setting the surface of his tea rippling. “They already tried to kill me. They will silence me, and you’ll lose any hope of the Szacante Federation coming around. You may avoid war in the short term, but if the szacante people never learn the truth of what has happened—of what their government is doing in their name—do you really think they’ll lift a finger to stop Emory once he has a grip on Narei?”

      “Dr. Vasuda, have you ever been to Narei?”

      Tynan snapped his mouth shut. He had barely even left Dresha after his parents died, and his childhood on a human colony gave him no experience with the intimidating, catlike people of the Nareian Empire. When he did travel, it was for academic conferences, and almost exclusively at human resort colonies or szacante university campuses. The nareian universities didn’t work very closely with the outside galaxy, preferring to purchase already-perfected technologies and protect their few technological secrets.

      When she continued to wait for an answer, Tynan gave the one he thought was already obvious. “No.”

      “Narei is a complicated place,” she said. “We’re balancing on multiple fissures, hoping the ground beneath our feet doesn’t split. It’s a fragile nation right now, and a multi-front war would kill us. That sounds a lot simpler than the whole truth, but it’s the only part of the truth that matters at the moment. Narei will not survive if we don’t keep the Szacante Federation from turning on us.”

      “My life is in danger,” Tynan said. His voice was flat, weak. He felt like all the air had rushed out of his lungs and might never return. “The attempt on my life should be enough to at least stall my return. You don’t have to side with me about the trial, just about my safety.”

      Ezana shook her head. “You know it’s more complicated than that. You are less innocent in their eyes than your own.”

      Tynan didn’t feel innocent. He knew his choices had led to pain and suffering. He should have taken a more active role in his own society before the first near-assassination drove him away. He shouldn’t have needed such drastic measures to see that his work and his life had an impact. That integrity was more than staying out of the fray—it sometimes meant getting your hands dirty.

      The weight of his own mistakes was heavy, but he couldn’t let that stop him from trying to make things right. He wanted to stay in the fight, but a return to his government would mean silencing him. Fear for his own life turned his palms clammy, but the idea that his death would bury his words and his story was far worse. He would die having contributed nothing to his people. He would die and leave them in ignorance.

      “I’m afraid both our hands are tied at this point,” Ezana said. “I have to begin negotiating your return with the szacante government.”

      Tynan set the tea on the table in front of him and stood. His time was limited, the seconds suddenly ticking not up toward a wide-open future, but down to zero. To the moment it all ended for him. To the moment when he would finally lose this battle.

      He left the room, knowing his lack of goodbye was rude and would be inexcusable under usual circumstances. Nothing was usual about this.

      Tynan was done waiting for other people to fix things. He had to put every remaining minute he had to good use.
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      “Kujei Oszca keeps things very locked down,” Sasoa said.

      The broad-shouldered nareian paced, her image flickering slightly with the movement. When Tynan’s calls to the Resistance went unanswered, he reached out to Onyema to connect him to the Nareian Empress. Mara, too, hadn’t answered their calls, but her chief of security was willing to talk, and the three of them ran through their options. Sasoa revealed a spy ring on Dresha that she and Mara had established, apparently without Ezana’s knowledge. She was frustrated by their lack of progress, however.

      Onyema was perched on the edge of a chair in some faraway location, her warm brown skin shadowed by twilight. Tynan had no idea where she might be, only that she didn’t stay with the Resistance at their headquarters, instead moving throughout their colonial hubs.

      “That doesn’t surprise me,” Tynan said. “He was always meticulous.”

      Onyema raised an eyebrow. “If we can get the doctor off-world…”

      “Maybe,” Sasoa said. “But extracting him would make our operations there visible. It would make any further investigation impossible in the short term.”

      “What do you consider short term?” Tynan asked.

      “Weeks, certainly,” Sasoa said. “Months, more likely.”

      Tynan frowned. Months was far too large of a time scale. He felt the urgency pressing in on him, closing his throat. He counted his breaths slowly.

      Sasoa sighed. “It might not make that much of a difference. We’re getting almost nothing out of our sources anyway. All his notes are encoded, and then there’s a bunch of junk data. Our intelligence office can’t make any sense of it.”

      “Junk data?” Tynan perked up.

      Sasoa frowned at him. “Does that mean something to you?”

      Min appeared at Tynan’s side. “We’ve seen something like this in Kujei’s notes before.”

      “He developed his own way of storing notes and information when I was his student,” Tynan said. “A sort of puzzle. It looked like corrupted duplicates and fragments of old files, but it could be reassembled.”

      Onyema raised an eyebrow. “He’s been doing this since your doctoral days?”

      Tynan grimaced. “We developed an antagonistic relationship. I think he might have been afraid I would take his work.”

      “And claim it as your own?” Sasoa asked.

      “I was much more likely to report him to authorities for research malpractice,” Tynan said. “Actually, I did that eventually. Over a project we worked on together. His other work he kept separate from me.”

      “Interesting,” Onyema mused.

      “Send what you found to me,” Tynan said. “And I don’t have any of my own data from my work with the Resistance.” He turned to Onyema. “Can you get me access again? I want to see what connections I can make.”

      She nodded, giving him a slow, curling smile that he recognized as affection. How much his impressions of her had changed since their first meeting. She remained formidable, her eyes sharp and her posture impeccable, but now he saw a different kind of depth to her.

      “Glad you’re back where we can reach you, Doctor,” she said.

      “Me too,” Tynan replied. “But I’m not sure how long it will last.”

      Sasoa frowned. “Zan is determined to do this by the book, and Mara’s…” She glanced off to something or someone unseen. “Well, Mara’s not in a position to fight this right now. We’ll stall as much as we can for now, and if it becomes necessary, we’ll pull you out before they turn you over.”

      Tynan thanked her, relief easing the fear that was still present.

      “Keep us updated,” Sasoa said.

      “I will,” Tynan replied.

      Tynan raised his fingers to his temple, and Sasoa placed her right hand on her left shoulder. She smiled, but the smile faltered quickly, and she vanished.

      Tynan’s palm drive beeped, acknowledging the receipt of all the files he had purged before he came back to Dresha, which he’d done to keep them safe from his own government. Notes on the virus and its mechanisms, the list of disappeared humans and szacante, the schematics for Sal’s disrupting device. Its return to his palm drive and Min’s data storage system was like a little piece of home.

      “You ended up in spy work after all, Doctor,” Onyema observed, her smile mild.

      “I guess I never realized just how much was happening in the shadows,” Tynan replied. “This isn’t the life I would have chosen for myself. But I can’t say I regret it. I’m glad you found me.”

      Her eyebrows lifted at that, and she gave a knowing nod. “As am I.”

      She ended the call, flickering away and leaving Tynan alone with Min and his work.
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      Jaya walked to the bathroom down the hall on unsteady legs, one of Nasrin’s people following her. She closed herself into the small room and turned on the tap. Sal’s blood tinted the water that pooled in her cupped palms, and she watched it for a moment in mesmerized shock. Then she reached for the soap dispenser and began to scrub the suds into every crease in her hands. When her hands were clean, she kept scrubbing, kept at the rhythmic motion until exhaustion swept in, replacing the panicked adrenaline.

      She turned the tap off and looked at her reflection in the mirror. Her face was devoid of color, freckles stark against her skin, the scars on her lips and her temple ghostly on her already-pale face.

      For a long moment, she stared at herself, wondering if she would change, watching for any sign of the release that was supposed to come after so much tension. All that stared back at her was a hard woman, copper hair confined in a sleek braid, heart confined in the stone casing of her chest. She buttoned her jacket up, covering the bloodstains.

      The man was still standing in the hall when she emerged.

      “So you’re just going to follow me?” she asked.

      The man replied in a monotone, “I’m to make sure your location is known at all times.”

      Jaya nodded and turned away. She made her way down to the lobby, the gentle bustle of the hotel undisturbed by what had happened in one conference room.

      She looked up at the sky, radiant blue through the cut-crystal ceiling. A few soft clouds floated, their motions peaceful and distant.

      The lounge was empty. Jaya went in, and the guard positioned himself at the entrance, his eyes moving between her and the lobby. She ran her hands along the smooth, polished wood of the bar. The guard shifted slightly, trying to put on a casual demeanor, like he was waiting for someone to meet him and not closely guarding Captain Jaya Mill. He was in plainclothes, but Jaya could see him now for what he was, and the awareness clearly made him uncomfortable. He wasn’t used to someone knowing his job; he was used to operating in the shadows. That was where Nasrin’s power came from: setting the stage, creating the perfect conditions. She had brought people in under their noses, taking advantage of the chaos of the Resistance and their need for people.

      Jaya sat. From her spot, she could see both the guard and the piano standing neglected in the corner of the room. She chose to look away from both of them, setting her gaze on the surface of the table.

      Her hands trembled, and she clasped them in her lap. The shaking continued up her arms and into her chest, and she pushed her chair back and drew her knees up.

      She had just signed away their future. Signed away everything they had built over the last year and a half. A trade for Sal’s life—for all their lives. But she knew that her refusal wouldn’t have saved the Resistance. Nasrin would have simply killed them. The Resistance would have fragmented. Emory would have continued to spiral until he eventually made a mistake large enough to cost him his life. Nasrin would eventually have gotten her way, through more violence or more manipulations.

      But in Luka’s face she had seen the death of the dreams of everyone in the Resistance, even as she struggled to take the only path that would keep Sal’s death from becoming inevitable. They’d worked so hard to set things right, only to have someone step in at the last minute and reroute them.

      She stood and crossed to the piano. She pulled the bench out and sat, bracing her hands on her legs. Her hands no longer shook when she fired her weapon, but her body still felt like a foreign object, slow and distant.

      Did any part of the old Jaya remain? The Jaya who had fallen in delirious teenage love with Nima and had let trust bloom again, cautious and delicate, before it was snuffed by reality. The Jaya who had learned over the years to trust Sal and his bluntness, embracing the careful distance of a friendship that grew from teasing and sarcasm into something that bound them more tightly together than she could have imagined. The Jaya who had shared music with Luka in intimate evenings in his shop, and who had finally been inspired to share that music with the rest of the Resistance on Swallow’s Landing.

      Nothing remained for her. She had gambled the whole of the Resistance away.

      That’s not something you lose, Luka had said to her the night they met. The words still rose familiar in her mind, the gentle resonance of his voice ringing in her head.

      She lifted the lid to reveal the keys, white and black, comfort and regularity, and the promise of something more.

      Jaya reached out, ghosting her fingers over the smooth surface, feeling the indentations between the keys. She pulled her hands back—a smudge of red remained. She looked down at her hand. The right cuff of her jacket was damp with Sal’s blood. She hadn’t noticed it when she cleaned herself up, and now a bead of the red liquid had worked its way from her wrist to her thumb, where it stained the keys.

      She wiped the blood from her thumb hastily and rolled up her jacket sleeves, folding the bloodied cuff away.

      She dropped her head into her hands. She was the thing standing between the Resistance and their goals. But she was also the only thing that would entice her father out of hiding, if Nasrin was to be believed. Sal was in the hospital, and Luka was in this moment being forced to dismantle the very thing he believed in most. Rhodes was hamstrung, unable to command their new fleet. The fleet Jaya had nearly died to get for them. And Onyema, of course, was somewhere far away. Safe, probably. But what good would that do when she had no idea what was occurring here?

      Jaya looked up.

      She still had an option. One possibility remained at her disposal. If she was extremely careful…

      The ideas started to lock into place, the scaffolding of a plan.

      Nasrin believed she had the upper hand, but Jaya had years with her team, a deep well of trust filled by the struggles and setbacks they’d all endured together. This war had made them stronger, had reinforced the bond between them. They operated not alone in the shadows, but as a unit.

      Rhodes might not be able to command their fleet, but he was still a brilliant tactician and leader who could think on his feet and guard secrets closely. Sal could not be stopped when given a challenge, and she knew he would be itching for revenge. Onyema could still come through for them, if they could get her the information she needed. Jaya might not know how to treat this woman who had once been her father’s friend and was now his enemy, but Luka trusted her with his life. And so Jaya would do the same.

      She looked back at the piano. The red smudge glared back up at her, and she wiped the blood from the key. For a moment, she kept her hand there, and then brought the other one to join it. Her fingers compressed the keys, the pure notes sending a rush through her body. She leaned forward and closed her eyes, shifting her hands and playing another chord, and then another.

      Jaya breathed out, an exhalation half laugh and half sob.

      She played the piece her mother taught her as a child, the one accompanied by a violin. In her mind, she heard the missing partner, the violin’s sad, sweet sound in the skilled hands of her mother.

      Tears filled her eyes, but she persisted, her body following the motions it craved. Motions it had not forgotten, despite her fear. Her limbs were still stiff, her fingers not as nimble. She tripped over notes, catching the occasional discordance, but the rightness of it resonated in her chest.

      Yes, she was still alive. The part of her that had waited beneath everything was waking again. With that reawakening came conviction, as bright and sharp and intense as the sound of the hammers striking the strings.

      She knew what to do.
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      Jaya went home to see her uncles and Luka’s parents. The home had been searched, weapons removed. Even the kitchen knives were gone. Their data pads had been left alone. With Rhodes handing over control of the military communications network, there was nowhere to hide, no private messages to retreat to. The data pads might be there, their palm drives still connected to the network, but anything they did on those machines would be brought to Nasrin’s attention.

      Jaya ran her fingers over the spines of the books on the shelf in her room. Their numbers had grown over the last few weeks with Jaime’s continued additions. Luka’s father had filled the shelves downstairs until the books overflowed, spilling into any remaining shelf space in the house. Her mother’s violin still sat alongside them. The case had been opened and searched, but the wood of the instrument still gleamed inside, unharmed. She closed the case, giving herself a moment to anticipate playing again. Something had come together inside her, and she felt solid once more.

      She grabbed a handful of the books and the pen. It was all she needed—the rest was in her mind and in her heart.

      The guard was still waiting outside her house when she emerged. He scanned her with his palm drive, the tech seeking any weapons they might have missed. When she passed the scan, he opened the door of the aircar for her, sliding into the seat beside her.

      Sal had been taken to the hospital on Aurora Corp’s main campus. They rode there in silence, and the man accompanied her inside, his steps echoing in the hospital corridors. Jaya recognized the woman sitting outside Sal’s room as one of Nasrin’s guards, though she appeared to simply be waiting for an appointment, her eyes scanning her data pad idly. She looked up as Jaya passed her. Jaya nodded at her, and she returned her eyes to her screen.

      Elijah was there when Jaya arrived in the room, Sal’s bronze hand clasped in his brown one.

      Sal looked up as she stepped through the door. His face was sallow, his dark curls plastered to his forehead, but his eyes were bright, and he smiled at her. The man who had been following Jaya entered the room behind her.

      “We’ve really bulked up security, huh?” Sal said.

      “It’s just a precaution,” Jaya said, the lie for Elijah’s benefit coming out smoothly. “After New Sheffield.”

      Sal nodded, giving the guard a look of disdain. He turned his attention back to Jaya.

      “Now it’s your turn to tell me I look like I was hit by an aircar.” His voice was weak, but that didn’t stop him from injecting as much humor into it as possible.

      Jaya stopped beside Elijah and crossed her arms. “You don’t look like you were hit by an aircar.” She pulled up a chair. “You look like you were shot in the stomach.”

      Sal grimaced. “Feels like it, too.”

      Elijah frowned. “What kind of training were you doing? Don’t you have simulations for this kind of thing?”

      “It’s a risk we take.” Sal squeezed his hand. “But I promise this is rare. I’ve met my quota for training accidents.”

      “I don’t think it works that way.”

      She wasn’t sure exactly which cover story Sal had told Elijah, but she was well aware of the person standing behind her, ready to report back to Nasrin if she blew that story. She needed Sal to be beyond suspicion, needed to lean on his hospitalization and his connections outside command. She tried to turn her expression into a smile, but judging by the skeptical quirk of Sal’s eyebrow, she hadn’t succeeded.

      “Can you give me a minute with Jaya?” Sal asked.

      Elijah looked from Sal to Jaya, then back again. “I’ll be just outside,” he said, bending down to kiss Sal’s forehead.

      He left, and Jaya scooted her chair forward. “How are you feeling, really?”

      “Like I was a few milliliters of blood loss away from death’s door just a few hours ago.”

      “Sal, I’m so sorry,” Jaya breathed.

      He reached for her hand. The guard behind her stepped forward. “Hands,” he said. “I need to see them.”

      Jaya spread her fingers, baring her palms. Now that Elijah had left the room, the guard was standing closer, his presence more aggressive. He looked at her empty palms with narrowed eyes. She flipped her hands for good measure, showing him the backs as well. The man nodded grudgingly, and she took Sal’s hand. His skin was cool and dry, and she pressed both her palms around his fingers.

      “I’m sorry,” she said again.

      He flashed his quick grin, his dark expression instantly transformed. “I’m just glad I finally had a chance to be the big damn hero. You were always stealing the show before.” Jaya didn’t laugh, and Sal cocked his head to the side. “Lighten up, Captain. I’m okay.”

      She couldn’t bring herself to say what was first in her mind—how close he had come. How easy it would have been for him to slip away. And that if Jaya had made the connection between Armstrong and Nasrin just a little faster, he would never have been in danger. If she hadn’t been looking for the wrong thing in Armstrong’s logs and had found that picture sooner, she would have known who not to trust.

      Jaya closed her eyes. Regrets were not what had brought her here today. She was here for Sal. And she was here for the future. For the only chance she had to set them back on the right course.

      When she opened her eyes, Sal’s expression was serious.

      “No apologies,” he said, his voice firm.

      Jaya swallowed, tightening her grip on his hands.

      “How are your uncles doing?” he asked. “One of Nasrin’s people paid me a visit. I know the rules and who they apply to. Do they know?”

      She shook her head. “They know enough not to ask.”

      “Good,” Sal said. She turned back to him, catching a frown as it spread across his face. “I heard about the deal you made.”

      “I didn’t have much choice.”

      “Is it worth it?” His eyes pierced her, skeptical and sharp. “What you’re doing?”

      He sounded like he was asking about the terms she had negotiated with Nasrin, but the look he fixed her with was discerning. Nothing got past Sal, even on an intravenous line of painkillers. She felt herself relax a touch, a smile curling on her lips.

      “I hope it will be,” she said.

      “Turns out I know you pretty well after all these years.”

      “Better than anyone.”

      He winked in reply. Jaya tugged at the hospital blankets bunched around his waist. She pulled them up, tucking them closer around his body, adjusting and readjusting them as Sal teased her.

      “You know, I have a boyfriend to fuss over me now.”

      “Elijah doesn’t really seem like the fussy type,” she replied, pulling at a second blanket that was folded at the bottom of the bed and arranging it over him.

      Sal scoffed. “And you are?”

      “Only when my friends are in the hospital,” Jaya said, giving the blankets one final pat. “Better now?”

      His hand went to the spot she had patted, and she saw the flash in his eyes when he felt the small, neat rectangle of paper she had slipped from the cuff of her jacket into the folds of the blanket. Three blank pages, torn from the backs of the books in her room and written in Luka and Onyema’s code.

      “If I say it’s better, will you stop hovering over me like you’re my mother?”

      “You’re clearly feeling better if you’re willing to provoke me.”

      Sal grimaced. “I knew I should have challenged you to a sparring match before I got shot.”

      She laughed, the tension uncoiling from her for the first time since she had arrived at the hospital. The laugh bubbled up, freeing and joyful. She sat on the edge of his bed, pushing the curls back from his forehead.

      “I love you, Sal,” she said.

      He reached up for her braid, which trailed down over her shoulder, and tugged it affectionately. “Well look at that,” he said. “She has a soul after all.”

      She blinked back tears as Sal let go of her braid and took her hands in his.

      “It’s going to be fine,” he said, with all his brash confidence. “You’ve led us this far. You’ll lead us to the end.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      “You should know by now that I’m always right.”
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      The knife sailed through the air, landing in the smooth part of the wall with a satisfying thwack that did nothing to boost Mara’s foul mood.

      Ezana had left for Dresha a few days ago, in an attempt to strengthen the Nareian Empire’s ties to the Szacante Federation. While the civil war was in its dying throes, the Union had begun to conduct strategic strikes on border colonies, and keeping the szacante neutral was the best way to buy time until they had enough strength to fight the Union off. Ezana had barely spoken to Mara before she left, sending assistants to their meetings in her stead. Mara lay awake at night, hoping to hear the soft tap of Ezana’s knock on the door of her rooms, but her waiting brought nothing but dry, itchy eyes and exhaustion the next morning.

      Mara had tried to contact her, but Ezana’s office requested that all communication come through the Legislative Assembly, not the palace, and Ezana wasn’t answering the calls on her personal line.

      Mara hadn’t apologized. She didn’t know where to start. She wasn’t sure she was sorry—just sure that she hated the repercussions.

      The door opened, and Mara looked up to see Sasoa, her bare arms crossed over the silver sheen of light armor on her chest. Mara looked away and threw another knife. Sasoa’s eyes followed the motion to the peppering of holes in the wall, many of which were at the tip of a still-embedded throwing knife, but she made no comment.

      Mara reached for another knife, but she was out. She pushed herself off the bed, where she had been throwing from a prone position. Dangerous and stupid, probably, but Mara wasn’t sure she was capable of much else in the end. Might as well lean into it.

      She eased her blades from their grips on the wall and holstered them in the belt along her hip, then crawled back onto the bed and lined up another throw. The knife whistled through the air and thudded into the wall.

      “You might as well abdicate,” Sasoa remarked. “If you’re just going to lie in bed all day destroying state property.”

      “I’m the fucking Empress,” Mara replied, “but somehow none of this actually belongs to me.”

      “You’re in a hard place.” Mara looked up at the sincere empathy in Sasoa’s voice. Her chief of security left the safety of the doorframe, now that it looked like Mara wasn’t about to throw another knife, and sat on the edge of the bed. “The between places are always hardest, and yet that’s where we live most of our lives.”

      “I’m not sure I ever actually got where I was trying to go,” Mara said. “Not once. I’ve been waylaid every time. It’s starting to feel like it’s my own damn fault.”

      That last part was a half-truth. It had always been Mara’s own damn fault, and she knew it. But it was exhausting to admit, and even more so now that she had actual responsibility that she couldn’t just run away from. She had tried that once, as a teen, and it had only caught up with her in the end anyway.

      “You have a call,” Sasoa said.

      Mara barked a laugh and threw another knife. This one clattered off the wall and fell to the ground. She wasn’t even trying anymore.

      “Haven’t my servants told you? I don’t want to take any calls.”

      “I think you should take this one.”

      Mara looked at Sasoa. Her expression was reserved, distant. Mara couldn’t read anything in it.

      “It’s not Zan,” Sasoa added.

      Mara picked up another knife, studying its smooth handle and the gentle curve that gave way to a razor-sharp edge. It felt foreign in her hands, all of a sudden. Like she’d never really noticed what it was she was throwing. As if she hadn’t spent decades with these knives—or others very much like them—nestled against her hips.

      In the silence, Sasoa brought up the call. In her periphery, a figure took form in the blue-tinted light of the projection. She looked up to see Indigo Onyema watching her with an expression uncannily similar to Sasoa’s.

      Onyema raised an eyebrow. “And here I was hoping we weren’t one breakdown away from disaster.”

      “Fuck you.” Mara threw the knife in her hand through the projection. The blade passed through the projection smoothly, not disturbing the image, and landed in the wall. Her anger swelled. “Who are you to judge me, sailing around in your cushy yachts? You have money and freedom. I don’t see your life crashing down around you.”

      Sasoa stood, the bed shifting with the loss of her weight. “I’ll give you some privacy,” she said, disappearing through the door.

      Onyema watched her go, then looked back at Mara. She unfastened the clasps at the collar of her shirt and drew the fabric aside, revealing the puckering scar beneath her collarbone. The last time Mara had seen that scar, her knife still protruded from it.

      “Where is the warrior who gave me this?” Onyema spoke quietly, but her eyes were dark flames.

      Mara looked down at her empty hands. “She’s sick of fighting other people’s wars.”

      “What would you say to one last fight? I’ve heard from the Resistance—they have an internal problem. It’s up to those of us out here to see it through.”

      “The great Jaya Mill finally got herself into a jam she can’t get out of?”

      “Who said she can’t get out of it?” Onyema asked. “She got a message out to me. A plan. We need the Nareian Navy to put pressure on Argos. You’re in the middle of a war with them anyway. Might as well use that to both our advantages.”

      The flickering of the image was the only motion for a moment, as Mara kept her eyes low, her brain trying and failing to collect itself, to make any sense out of the mess of everything that had fallen apart around her.

      Onyema remained quiet and calm, and Mara met her eyes.

      “That bad, huh?” Onyema asked.

      Of all the things that could have brought her so low, heartbreak was the last one Mara wanted to admit to. She thought she had learned her lesson with Tai. She had been operating on her own for years when the job to kill Indigo Onyema had dragged her into the maelstrom that was Richard Emory’s influence. Now she was gasping for air, gulping in water instead, as the force of the swirling whirlpool pulled her ever closer.

      “I’m tired,” was all she said. “I’ve been fighting so long, and the rules keep changing. I’m sick of it.”

      “You’re not the kind to defeat your enemies with words and laws,” Onyema said. Mara recognized an echo of Sasoa’s advice—advice that admittedly had brought mixed results. “You meet your enemies head on.”

      “I used to,” Mara said. “But I got myself in too deep. I crossed lines I can’t uncross.”

      Onyema tilted her head, the dark burning of her eyes softening. “I know a thing or two about regrets. About crossing lines. You’re not too far gone. You can come back from what you’ve done. The Resistance needs you.”

      Mara snorted. “No one needs me. And it’s time for me to stop needing anyone.”

      “You know as well as I do that you’ll never manage that.”

      Mara snarled, fisting her hands in the bedsheets on either side of her legs. Onyema seemed unimpressed by her show of aggression. Mara had to admit she would be unimpressed, too, at the sight of a monarch sprawled on fine imported cotton sheets, destroying the wall of her own bedroom in frustration.

      “One last fight,” Onyema urged. “Make all of this worth it.”

      Mara picked up one of the knives. She tilted it, the light from the window glinting off its edge. A slice of her own reflection flashed up at her, the stark tattoos on her face dark beneath the pale gray of her eyes.

      “Sasoa!” Mara shouted. Her head of security appeared in the door. “You were right. I should abdicate. And I plan to do that.”

      Sasoa’s face fell. She opened her mouth to protest, but Mara kicked her legs off the bed and stood.

      “But first, I need a detailed report on our fleet status. There’s something we need to do before I walk away.”

      A grin spread across Sasoa’s face, and she stood straighter, bringing her hand to her shoulder in a salute.
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      “Tynan,” Min said, flickering into view beside him, “Indigo Onyema is calling.”

      What Sasoa had called junk data turned out to be far from worthless. Tynan and Min worked through the night, piecing together the decryption from Tynan’s memories and scraps of notes from twenty years ago. The twin suns rose in the sky and fell again. Trays of food were brought in, mindlessly consumed, and removed again. And still, Tynan and his VA worked.

      His calls to the Resistance had all gone unanswered. He had spoken with Sunny two days ago, but when he tried to contact her yesterday his first few calls never connected. When he finally got through, he was told things at their headquarters were very busy, and then the call was summarily dropped. Tynan knew enough to be worried, his concerns only layering on top of the already-tall tower of fears in his mind.

      Now, knowing the nareians planned to return him to his own people, his need to contact the Resistance had risen from a personal desire to see the people he loved to an urgent necessity likely tied to the fate of the entire galaxy. Something was wrong with his people—right when he needed them most.

      He needed time to pull this all together, and time was the thing he didn’t have.

      He accepted the call, and Onyema appeared just across from where Tynan was seated. He couldn’t tell where she was, but the light was flat and utilitarian, not unlike the lighting on the First Light.

      “I have a message for you,” she said, “from Captain Mill.”

      Tynan sat up straighter. “I’ve been trying to get in touch with her. Why didn’t she call me herself?” He feared the answer even as he asked the question.

      “The Resistance has been compromised,” Onyema said. “Mill managed to get a message out to me, but they’re being watched closely. They need all of us on the outside to do our part.”

      “I’m not sure what I can do.”

      “Mill needs you to get your people on our side. There are plans in motion now, plans that we can’t change. We need the szacante to back us.”

      Tynan wilted under the weight of that request. He was a pariah. They had already tried to kill him once. Would they really listen to him? Onyema seemed to read his hesitation on his face.

      “It’s my experience that if you’re worth killing, that means they’re afraid of what you might do,” she said. “That means you have power.”

      Tynan stood, pacing across the sitting room floor. “I haven’t found anything conclusive. I was hoping for more time and more data.”

      He had uncovered messages that the nareian intelligence service had assumed were routine—messages between Kujei and a member of his staff about an unspecified assignment. Tynan couldn’t entirely decipher the code in the message, but he had looked up the staff member, and it was a recently fired member of the ministry protective services. One of the would-be assassins. The official investigation was turning up nothing, but now Tynan had a link between Kujei and the assassin after their employment had been terminated. It was enough to cast doubt, but it wasn’t proof.

      In addition, Tynan was able to reconstruct his own initial work into the disappearing people. In Union space, it was clear threats to Emory who had vanished or died suddenly. But in the Federation, there were fewer missing people, and most of them were scientists or ethicists. Tynan spent hours digging through their work—most of them had been outspoken critics of the growing movement to combine genetic manipulation with the implanted virtual intelligences. Tynan had been just like these missing and dead szacante when he had been a researcher. Without a doubt, even if his research hadn’t been valuable to Richard Emory, Tynan would have been on the same list that these names were pulled from.

      He paused at the window, looking out onto a central courtyard. Inside the embassy’s walls, it was quiet. The courtyard was lush and green in the mid-spring, flowering trees spilling their petals onto the pebbled ground. Only a gentle breeze stirred the leaves of the plants. But outside the embassy, there were still crowds of people. Protesters and counter-protesters, demanding Tynan’s head or his redemption. The protests had diminished some in the weeks since he had left the prison, but they were still a daily presence in the Dreshan news.

      “What is the message?” he asked. “From Jaya?”

      “She says she needs you to speak with the Arbiter. Do anything you can to undermine his faith in the alliance with the Union. It’s not just about Emory anymore. It’s about Reid. It’s about the people who are running the show from behind the scenes.”

      Tynan turned this idea over in his head. Kujei had positioned himself as Tynan’s enemy, but Tynan hadn’t seen the Arbiter since before he left Dresha. His calls had been ignored, his requests rejected. The Arbiter wouldn’t even meet with him.

      “I can’t promise anything.”

      Onyema tilted her head, watching him with a thoughtful gaze. “No one can. Not every detail is under our control. We do the best we can with what we have.”

      Tynan nodded, looking back out the window at the quiet courtyard and imagining the crowds beyond it. “I may have another card to play.”

      Onyema smiled. “I have no doubt you do. I can’t linger—I have my own tasks to accomplish—but good luck, Dr. Vasuda. Do you have a message you would like me to send back when this is all over?”

      “Just tell them—” He paused, halted by the immensity of what he wanted to say, the number of people he wanted to say it to. “If I’m not around to say it myself, tell them I gave it my all.”

      She disconnected, and Tynan spent a moment frozen in the same pose. He had another message, but this one was not for Onyema to pass along. He debated with himself for a moment—he didn’t want to alert whoever was watching the Resistance—but the message he needed to send had nothing to do with this coup.

      He wrote directly to Sunny. He thought of all the things left to say, of all the conversations he still wanted to have. But there was no point in cramming all those conversations into a message. It wouldn’t be the same. There was only one thing he needed to leave her with, so he kept his message simple.

      I love you.

      He sent the message, then turned to the latest draft of his letter to the Arbiter. He knew it nearly by heart, now. It was a small matter to add the evidence, the details of everything that happened to him while he worked with the Resistance. They had already been compromised. The only way to help them now was to get the word out.

      He forwarded everything he had gathered and reassembled on Kujei’s activities to Mara, Sasoa, and Onyema. He didn’t know what he would face from his people today, but if he died, at least someone else would have the evidence.
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      Tynan didn’t make any arrangements. He packed no bags, prepared no speeches. He left everything in his rooms in the embassy, tea still cooling in its glass. With Sasoa and Min guiding him, he took a circuitous route through the embassy to avoid contact with anyone as much as possible. Outside the main entrance, a crowd had gathered, signs blinking and voices raised, but the back of the embassy opened onto a quiet, narrow alley. Tynan snuck out a staff entrance and retreated away from the echoing shouts.

      He moved quickly through Iralu City. While his face was recognizable from the video of him that had played on loop in the news footage, it was peak commuting hours in a busy, distracted city, and Tynan was able to melt into the crowd as just another person going about their day. It was late evening, the last evidence of the twin suns’ path across the sky a purple glow on the horizon that backlit the towering skyscrapers. The streets were filled with the conservatively dressed staffers of the various political offices as they left their workplaces and crowded into bars and restaurants.

      As he walked, he had Min send a message to all the major news agencies in Iralu City. It was a simple message: the announcement of a statement by Tynan Vasuda at the gates of the Arbiter's mansion.

      It was a short walk to Arbiter's mansion, and a crowd was already gathering when he arrived. Tynan paused, watching the milling bodies in the distance, his throat tense and his chest tight. He clenched his hands into fists, then loosened them. His extremities tingled with adrenaline at what would come next. His involvement with the Resistance had begun when he was swept up in a conflict he had been unaware of, but he had a hard time believing he was free from responsibility in what had happened since he came home. He had pushed back, fought at every turn. He had provoked his own government into trying to kill him. Surely, that made his words worth hearing.

      Tynan was staking everything on a tiny sliver of hope—that, and the creeping awareness that he only had so many hours left before what remained of his agency was taken away again.

      His stomach turned at the thought of imprisonment again. Or, possibly, swift assassination. At least someone would know what he was trying to do. Not that any of it mattered if the Resistance didn’t succeed in shaking off their infiltration. Tynan understood from his conversation with Onyema that a battle was coming. She hadn’t told him much—they both agreed it was safer for him to not know the details—but it was crucial that the Szacante Federation cease its unconditional backing of the Union. If they didn’t, their support could mean disaster for the galaxy.

      Min didn’t remark on his racing pulse. Even as his heart pounded, he felt an odd, detached calm.

      Tynan drew in a deep breath and began to push through the narrow flock of journalists. It took only a moment for them to note his presence, and the crowd parted for him. Drone cameras whizzed around above his head, gathering in a sort of storm cloud of recording devices, capturing his expression as he stopped in front of the gates of the Arbiter's mansion. The two members of the ministry protective services who stood at the gates narrowed their eyes at him. Recognition dawned, and Tynan knew he had only a few minutes before they decided to arrest him.

      He turned around to face the onlookers.

      “Hello,” he began, “my name is Tynan Vasuda.” The crowd was still, watching him with a calm that seethed just below the surface. So many faces watching him, expressions a mix of rapt and judgmental and skeptical and… his heart was pounding, but he realized with a jolt that he was breathing slowly, steadily. He cleared his throat.

      “You know my name already,” he said. “By now, you know a part of what I’m about to say. I’ve denied the claims the szacante government has made about my loyalty. I will freely admit to working with the Human Resistance Movement, but my reasoning and my aims have always been in the best interests of the szacante.”

      The crowd watched. At the front, a cluster of journalists recorded his speech, their expressions rapt but revealing nothing of whether they trusted or believed him. Tynan continued anyway—he explained everything that had happened more than a year ago. How the young representative for Calista Holdings—a young man he now recognized to be Augustus—had come to negotiate for his business. How his own stubbornness and narrow focus had made the buyout possible. Tynan had believed he was a model of integrity, that he followed the ideals of the prophets in perfect measure, but he understood now that shutting himself off from the rest of the world had been a mistake.

      “It wasn’t just a tactical error,” Tynan said. “The problem was not only that it allowed me to miss all the signs that my research foundation was at risk. It allowed me to disconnect from everything else. To pretend that I only had a responsibility over a small sliver of the galaxy: my research. I missed the crucial point that everything is connected. Everyone is connected.”

      The crowd grew as he spoke. Tension hummed between pockets of the crowd; the ones displaying signs reading Free Tynan and the ones whose signs portrayed him as a vile traitor. His body trembled with adrenaline, but his mind remained clear. He paused, looking around the expanding crowd. Members of ministry protective services had appeared on the outskirts, looking uncertain as to whether they should break up this press conference or just quietly arrest him when it was over. They spoke into their comms and cast glances at each other, their hands near their weapons.

      Only one of them seemed more interested in what Tynan was saying than whether he had a right to say it. He watched Tynan with calm blue eyes. Tynan met his gaze and smiled, and Valen returned the expression. Tynan turned back to the journalists.

      “It is that narrow focus that our enemies exploit. If our eyes are fixed on one thing only, how much do we miss? I’ve realized over the last year that I missed just about everything that was important, all in the name of a few projects.”

      He took a deep breath. The cameras hovered, their motion disturbing the air and generating a slight buzz. It was disorienting, and Tynan tried to call his attention back to his goals, to the words he needed to speak. He still had to tell of Kujei’s visit to his apartment, his attempts to intimidate Tynan into signing a document that would seal the truth away. Of how, when Tynan had refused, he’d sent assassins to silence him another way.

      Tynan’s head was spinning. The crowd around him was simmering, their emotion growing with their numbers. A ripple went through the crowd as one faction confronted another in the back. The buzzing of the cameras was giving way to the buzzing of voices. The journalists clamored into Tynan’s brief pause, shouting questions that reached his ears in interrupted fragments.

      The crowd pressed in, jostling bodies moving closer. Tynan took a step back. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Valen moving closer, his motions deliberate as he swept through the crowd, creating a path for himself.

      “Now?” Min asked.

      Tynan nodded. She had prepared a release of some of the evidence Tynan had gathered. He couldn’t reveal much without compromising the Resistance, but the messages tying Kujei to the assassins would be enough to get the press talking. Or at least Tynan hoped. He was putting all his hopes into this—into getting as much of his story into the newsfeeds as he could before—

      The shriek of a particle beam rang out. Screams followed, and more particle beams. Something thudded into Tynan’s stomach, slamming him to the ground. The air rushed out of his lungs and he gaped, momentarily unable to pull air back in. His head swam, and someone dragged him to his feet.

      Disoriented, Tynan tried to get his feet under him, but the person who had lifted him from the ground was pulling him along too quickly for Tynan to recover. Vaguely, he saw the gates to the Arbiter's mansion sliding open to admit them, then heard the hollow clang of their closing behind him.

      He was pulled along the narrow front garden and around the side of the mansion. They passed through another door as spots continued to flicker in Tynan’s vision. Time felt sliced up, divided into fragmented and meaningless chunks. He found himself deposited in a chair, his breaths still coming in shallow gasps.

      “Breathe,” a voice soothed.

      Min’s voice broke in over his private line, reminding him to count his inhales and exhales. He tried, his inhale breaking at a count of two, shattering into a ragged exhale. He tried again, and again, until he could steady his inhale for a count of four and his exhale for a count of eight. He did it again, squeezing his eyes shut and focusing only on the pressure of air in his chest.

      When he opened his eyes, Valen was kneeling in front of him. As his vision slowly cleared, his surroundings solidified. He was in a small office in one of the mansion’s outbuildings—a guard station of some sort, judging by its occupants and its utilitarian furnishing.

      “Was I shot?” Tynan gasped.

      Valen laughed, then his face turned sympathetic. “No, Tynan. You’re winded, not wounded.”

      “You’re the one who knocked me down?”

      “The crowd was turning. There were some members with guns, and they started shooting,” Valen said. “I was worried about you.”

      Tynan nodded. As the shock wore off, fear trembled in his fingers, so he laced them together in his lap.

      “I’m going to get you some water,” Valen said, standing.

      “Wait,” Tynan said. “I need to speak to the Arbiter.”

      Valen frowned. “He wants to speak with you as well.”
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      The Arbiter watched Tynan for a moment that seemed to drag out for hours.

      “You wanted to talk,” he said, folding his hands on the table in front of him, his expression flat.

      Valen and three other guards had escorted Tynan into the main structure of the Arbiter's mansion. They were in a drawing room just off the entrance. Tynan recognized it as the room where the Arbiter held meetings with his Ministry—a long, oval table took up most of the space, with eleven chairs arranged around it. One chair for each of the ten ministers, plus one for the Arbiter himself.

      Tynan sat across the minor axis of the ellipse of the table from the Arbiter, and Valen and the other guards took standing positions around the room.

      “I assume you’ve looked at the files I sent out during the press conference,” Tynan said.

      The Arbiter inclined his head slightly, a faint curiosity betraying his smooth face. “I have. It was a strange move from you, Doctor. One I admit I didn’t expect. You have my attention.”

      Tynan’s throat closed before he could begin his speech again. He swallowed, clearing the tightness from his neck, but he found that all his grand words meant nothing under the gaze of the Arbiter and the weight of this responsibility.

      “I failed,” he whispered. “I failed our people by not understanding them. The prophets warned against a closed mind, and I had the worst kind of ignorance. I was knowledgeable about just enough to fool myself into believing I was also wise.”

      Valen’s eyes were on him as he stood to the Arbiter’s right. He watched Tynan with a cautious sympathy. Tynan turned his attention back to the Arbiter.

      “I fell into the oldest of traps. I didn’t see what was right in front of me.”

      “You weren’t a politician, Dr. Vasuda. You were a scientist. Maybe you were too fixated on your work, but don’t imagine that you were supposed to do my job for me.”

      Tynan squeezed his hands together under the table as a flustered itch spread along his limbs. “No, that’s not what I meant. I wasn’t implying that I should have done your job. I was suggesting that I was manipulated. That perhaps many of us have been manipulated by powers who wish to drive the direction of the galaxy for themselves.”

      The Arbiter laughed—a humorless sound, but one that loosened Tynan’s shoulders nonetheless. It was progress, at least, getting some emotional expression from him.

      “That’s everyone in politics, Doctor.”

      Tynan nodded. “I understand that. But I have some evidence that there are a few people working together to ensure that they control the major powers.” He had repeated what information Onyema could provide him over and over, memorizing the details to the best of his ability. “They’re planning to kill Richard Emory.”

      The Arbiter sat straighter, his surprise morphing quickly to suspicion. “Isn’t that what the Resistance wishes to do?”

      Tynan sighed. “Yes and no. The difference is in what they want to do after Emory is out of the picture. The Resistance wants to create a new nation—one whose people will be treated justly. They have been working with a team of academics and journalists and politicians—people Richard Emory wanted dead—to create such a world.”

      “And the other parties? Why do they want Emory dead?”

      “Because they want to supplant him.”

      The Arbiter laughed again, but this time the sound was entirely skeptical. “The Resistance wants that, too. You have just spent more time among them.”

      “You’re right.” Tynan nodded, even as the Arbiter gave him a startled look. “But I have spent time among one of the others as well. As have you.”

      The Arbiter narrowed his eyes. “You have a history with my Minister of Science.”

      Valen’s eyes flickered from Tynan to the Arbiter.

      “Yes, I have a history with Kujei,” Tynan said, “which I know makes my accusation suspect. But all I want is for you to listen to me, just this once. Just take my words into consideration, please.”

      For a moment, the Arbiter looked like he might continue his protest, but then he sat back in his seat and closed his mouth. His eyes remained on Tynan, who felt a small amount of confidence leak back into him.

      “Kujei came to visit me,” Tynan said. “It should appear in the official logs, although I suspect it might not. One of the guards assigned to my house arrest was present that day and survived the attack on me that caused me to flee to the Embassy. You should talk to him.” Tynan paused. “He’s standing to your right.”

      The Arbiter glanced at Valen, whose expression had become uncertain. Tynan’s heart dropped.

      The Arbiter looked back at Tynan. “Your year with the humans has you seeing violence everywhere.”

      Tynan gave him a cold look. “Twice, my life has been in danger in my own home. I have been more afraid of dying violently here at home than I ever was with the humans.” The Arbiter frowned, and Tynan continued. “I have evidence that Kujei was working on highly dangerous and illegal research, research which he has been able to pursue due to his secret access to files from my former foundation. My VA will send all of that to you, along with everything else I’ve compiled.

      “Valen can corroborate my story of Kujei’s visit. His warning. He told me I was limited in my thinking. That Richard Emory was only a pawn, and Kujei was trying to usher in a new era for the galaxy.”

      “Grand words from a politician are hardly evidence of wrongdoing,” the Arbiter said.

      “I know you don’t believe what I’ve told you of Richard Emory’s past,” Tynan said, “but look at what’s happened to the galaxy since he took power. Look at what’s happening even at home. People are disappearing. They’re buried in statistics—a few extra suicides, a few freak accidents—but look at the names. Political enemies. Not yours. Kujei’s.”

      “You know how dangerous statistics can be. There are so many ways to manipulate them to tell the story you want.”

      “I know,” Tynan said. “But think about how Kujei has been behaving the last few years. That is something only you will know—what policies he has pushed, what direction he’s advised you to take the nation. Has he truly been acting with the Federation’s best interests at heart, or his own?”

      It was a guess, but Tynan believed it to be a good one. He knew Kujei well enough, and now, with the knowledge he was working with a different human behind the scenes to manipulate both the Arbiter and Emory—he would have been busy in the recent past laying the stones for this road to his new galaxy.

      “I recognize that I’m flawed,” Tynan said. “I see my mistakes clearly. I’ve spent a year atoning for them.” The Arbiter looked at him, doubt clouding his gray eyes. Tynan couldn’t tell if the doubt was in Tynan or in the Arbiter’s own ministers. “My greatest mistake was believing I could remain emotionally distant from my people. That I could love the Szacante Federation even as I mostly ignored it. I love my people. And loving them means sacrifice. It means turning myself over to you with barely more than a few ragged threads of evidence, out of fear for what my people might become.”

      “You fear what we might become?” The Arbiter’s tone was mild, but Tynan sensed something brittle in it. He had watched the Arbiter field questions about the turmoil in Iralu City, had sensed his discomfort for weeks. Tynan felt his heart soften for the Arbiter. He couldn’t have known how his people would change.

      He considered his response carefully, and for once the pounding of his heart seemed to amplify his focus instead of drawing it away. “I worry that we are being led away from our ideals. Ideals I know you share. Ideals the humans share as well, if you dig deep enough. Truth, justice, integrity. I know all I have are my promises and the research notes from my time with the humans, and that there’s so much conflicting evidence, so many layers of lies and deception as to obscure all of it. But the prophets of old told us to always move forward. That the darkest part of night signals the arrival of the dawn. It’s impossible for it to be any other way. That remains true to this day.”

      “Anyone can use the words of the prophets.”

      Tynan nodded. “I know that too well.”

      “Arbiter Vihica.”

      Tynan and the Arbiter both turned their heads toward Valen, who had stepped forward slightly, his head bowed.

      “I share Dr. Vasuda’s concerns,” Valen continued. “I believe the doctor is only trying to make amends for his own inaction. He has the best interests of his people at heart, and is acting in accordance with the prophets. I can’t say the same for Minister Oszca or the assassins he employed.”

      The Arbiter watched him for a long moment. When he finally spoke, his voice was a reluctant sigh. “I need time to consider what you’ve said.” He turned back to Tynan, then stood, ending the meeting. “I will read over the evidence you have provided. And you will remain protected on these premises until I have made my decision.”

      Tynan nodded. He wasn’t sure he would be safe anywhere on Dresha. It was all the same to him. He had done his part. He had delivered his message.

      Behind the Arbiter, Valen looked up, his eyes meeting Tynan’s. Tynan exhaled. For the first time in months, peace swept over him.
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      Dawn arrived too soon in a rush of light and birdsong. Jaya rested her head on Luka’s chest. The smell of his bare skin was sweet, the rise and fall of his chest beneath her better rest than sleep.

      There was so little time. In a few hours, Jaya would be boarding a ship to Argos as a prisoner of war. She tried not to make the assessments in her head, tried not to calculate how narrow their window was. It was the only source of light, however slim. It would have to be enough.

      She pushed herself up, tucking her knees to her chest as she stared out over the little bedroom. The violin rested in its case, promising a life she had never been able to keep. She couldn’t linger here, couldn’t let her eyes wander from the instrument to her lover, whose lips were full and soft with sleep, his hair pooling on the pillow. She couldn’t stay here another moment, or Nasrin’s people would have to drag her naked and screaming from the house.

      She rose, showering and dressing as quietly as she could. The scar on her shoulder flashed white as she shrugged her shirt on, but her hands were steady as she buttoned it all the way up. She combed her damp hair into a tight braid and knelt to tug at the hem of her pants, smoothing away the wrinkles.

      When she went back into the bedroom, Luka was awake, sitting with his knees drawn up and the sheets bunched in his lap.

      “You look like the woman I met on Argos,” he said quietly.

      She sat on the side of the bed. “With your help, I’ve managed to hold on to her.”

      Luka swallowed, the column of his throat working, his eyes bright. He reached for her hand, pressing his thumb into her palm, running his fingers over her knuckles.

      “Jaya—”

      She cut him off with a kiss, and his hand tightened around hers. When she pulled away, she was lightheaded, her chest tight, and Luka’s eyes glittered in the early morning light.

      “I have to go,” she whispered. “They’ll be here soon.”

      She stood. Behind her, he threw off the bedcovers and started pulling on his clothes. “I’m coming down with you.”

      He followed her down the stairs. The kitchen was quiet, but Jaya’s uncles and Luka’s parents were all awake, sitting around with coffee cups still full and growing cold. They knew only the barest outline of what was happening, but it was enough to carve out anguished hollows in Aman’s face and line every furrow of Simon’s growing wrinkles in worry. Jaya held out her arms, and her uncles embraced her. She held them tightly, as if she could squeeze out every last drop of their fear and take it into herself. As if the longer she held them, the stronger she would become, transmuting their love into power like she had never known even when she was enhanced.

      “Thank you,” she whispered into their arms, “for everything.”

      Simon shuddered out a sob, and Aman drew him away into his own arms, leaving Jaya to say her goodbyes to Jaime and Shirina. Luka’s parents embraced her warmly.

      The front door opened, and two of Nasrin’s personal guard pushed down the hallway.

      “It’s time,” one said.

      Jaya turned to Luka, who stood with his shoulders squared, his hands flexing at his sides. She reached for his hands one last time, clutching them between her own. His face crumpled, and he pulled her to him in a fierce kiss. His arms shook as he held her to him.

      She closed her eyes, willing time to stop in this moment: a caesura in this galactic movement, one she could hold selfishly for eternity, her hands poised to continue but never releasing.

      But she didn’t have that power, and the guards were already at her sides as she tilted her head down, breaking the kiss. She held Luka’s eyes as the guards bound her hands behind her.

      “I’ll see you soon,” she whispered. “I promise.”

      She didn’t get to hear Luka’s response. The guards had already turned her to lead her away.
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        * * *

      

      The ship transporting Jaya to Argos was a Valhalla-class frigate, like the First Light. The brig looked unfamiliar through her cell’s thick, shatterproof glass. What was once a space she knew well from the other side of the wall was turned inside out now. She passed the time stretching and moving slowly, using the two-meter-by-two-meter floor to pace, bringing as much life to her stiff muscles as she could.

      There was little to occupy her mind aside from her own thoughts. She turned her desperate plan over in her head for the first day and then cast it aside for other ruminations. The plan was in the hands of others now. Either Sal had gotten her coded message to Onyema or he had not. Jaya would face her father, and this would end. One way or another.

      Mama had read parts of the Aeneid to Jaya and Kier as children, planting the seeds of ancient Earth poetry so that one day they might sprout. It wasn’t until Jaya was older that she read the entirety of the epic, in all its brutality and beauty. In the end, the pious Aeneas faced stubborn Turnus in a duel. Fate chose the winner of that battle, but Jaya had no such expectations for herself.

      Like Turnus, she had chosen to face her enemy directly. Her father would appreciate the gesture. It put him squarely in the role he had adopted for himself: the put-upon Aeneas. The noble warrior, blessed by gods, assuming his fated heroic role.

      But her father had never let fate take its course. Neither had she. They both fought, raging against the forces that would take away their most treasured loves. Perhaps they were both Turnus, unwilling to accept that their actions were futile, that some more powerful force had been pulling the strings all along.

      They arrived on Argos, debarking quietly at a secret dock in the naval port, and Jaya was marched from her cell, arms bound behind her. She was taken to an interrogation room in the Diplomatic Level, the space coldly familiar with its single table and three chairs. They released her left hand from its restraints and cuffed the other to the table, leaving her to sit in the lonely chair.

      The last time she had been in this room, she’d had no idea the magnitude of what she faced. She had looked her father in the eye and not seen him for who he was. She remembered the way he had said her name, the familiarity jarring on the cold lips of a stranger. How would it be now? After a year and a half of obsession, she knew this face better than his old one. It was the face burned on the back of her eyelids when she closed her eyes to sleep.

      At least she would have a chance to confront him. Nasrin had ensured that. To move on with her plan, Nasrin needed the blame for Emory’s death to fall squarely on Jaya’s shoulders. Reid must be above suspicion, if his negotiations with the Resistance were to be seen as made in good faith. In an earnest wish to repair what Emory had broken. She squinted up at the sensors she knew were hidden in the corners of the interrogation room. They would be the witnesses.

      The door opened, and Reid entered, towering over the two uniformed naval officers at his side. The insignia glittering on their collars marked both as captains, equal in rank to Jaya, if her rank were considered legitimate. She gave a grim smile at that, and one of the captains wrinkled his nose in distaste. The other watched Jaya with calm eyes, her face undisturbed by either smile or frown.

      Reid eased himself into one of the chairs across from Jaya. The woman officer took the seat beside him, crossing her legs and propping her data pad on her knee. The man remained near the door, his posture stiff.

      “Jaya Mill.” Reid spoke her name mildly, but his brown eyes flashed. Ire, or anticipation. It was hard to tell with the stiff set of his face. He leaned back in his seat, folding his hands in his lap. The woman beside him kept her eyes on Jaya.

      The silence extended, and Jaya thought she saw the hint of a smile on Reid’s lips.

      “This is not a routine interrogation,” Reid finally said.

      Jaya watched him, careful to keep her expression neutral. “You know everything you need to know.”

      He nodded. “We only need one thing from you. It’s a simple job, and you’ve already agreed to do it.” He cocked his head to the side, considering her with a frown. “Can we count on you to do your job?”

      Jaya swallowed. The woman glanced at her palm drive, her expression as smooth and unperturbed as the sleek, dark bun at the nape of her neck.

      “I ask,” Reid continued, “because if you’re anything like your predecessor, you’re trying to find a way to undermine me right now.”

      “Armstrong was only trying to do right. He took his responsibilities seriously.”

      “And he thought I did not?”

      “He knew you were up to something,” Jaya said. “He had good instincts.”

      “Good instincts,” Reid chuckled. “Not good enough, it seems.”

      “Admiral?” the woman interrupted. “Emory’s ship has arrived.”

      “And his escort?”

      “Ready to accompany him to the Diplomatic Level,” she replied.

      Reid turned his gaze back on Jaya. “Good.”

      Jaya remained still. Her back was beginning to ache, the fatigue of travel and the uncomfortable chair making the still-healing muscles complain. But she kept her body frozen, not willing to reveal a hint of her discomfort.

      “What about you, Mill?” Reid asked. “Do you take your responsibilities seriously?”

      “I do.”

      “And what are those responsibilities, in your eyes?”

      To end what her family had started. To carry Kier’s final betrayal of their father to its ultimate conclusion. To ensure a future for her loved ones, even if she could no longer be a part of that future.

      Jaya’s fingers twitched. “To end this. To kill the man who is coming here now.”

      He nodded. “If you do your job, and do it convincingly, I’ll ensure your final days are comfortable.”

      She swallowed. “I don’t care about my final days. I want the rest of what I negotiated. My people walk away from this.”

      Reid’s lips curled up in a twisted smile. “You have our word.”

      She knew she was meant to wonder just how good their word was.

      “Admiral,” the woman next to him said, “the Chancellor hasn’t left his ship yet. Our people are wondering what to do.”

      “Benedetto,” Reid said, keeping his eyes fixed on Jaya. The man near the door straightened. “Go find out what’s delaying the Chancellor. Let him know his daughter is waiting for him.”

      “Yes, Admiral,” Benedetto responded. He left the room, the door whispering shut behind him.

      Reid smirked. “He’ll come for you. He can’t help himself.”

      Jaya held his gaze. The woman glanced briefly at Reid. It wasn’t a questioning glance; it was frank and assessing. A frown ghosted over her face, and then she turned her eyes back on Jaya.

      An alert pierced the silence of the room, coming from the palm drives of Reid and his companion.

      “The Nareian Imperial Fleet has just jumped into the system,” the woman said, her voice even. “They’re attacking our perimeter.”

      The weight on Jaya’s shoulders eased, some part of it evaporating into the room’s dry air. Her message had gotten out. Mara was answering her call for help. She suppressed a smile of relief.

      As she held her own expression steady, Reid’s face transformed. The slack shock drew up and warped into anger. He turned his eyes slowly on Jaya, and for a brief moment, his rage simmered silently in the harsh lines of his face.

      Then he swore, leaping from his seat. “You did this,” he hissed at Jaya.

      She looked up at him, taking in the rage shivering in the whites of his eyes, and stopped holding her smile back. She let it spread across her face, victory—however incomplete—swelling in her chest.

      Reid snarled and backhanded her. The force of his hand snapped her head back, and her body followed. Her chair screeched as it pushed back, and the binding yanked at her right wrist. She tasted blood.

      Reid stepped around the table, closing the space between them. Jaya braced for another blow.

      The shriek of a particle weapon deafened her. She flinched, her eyes closing reflexively and her body tensing. There was a thud, a wet splatter.

      Jaya opened her eyes. Reid was on the floor beside the table, his eyes open. A neat hole, singed at the edges, showed where the particle beam had pierced his temple. The woman stood on the other side of the table, her weapon raised.

      “Fox, it’s time,” she spoke into her palm drive. Whatever reply she got made her lips curl up in a smile. “You know it. All in.” She lowered her weapon and dragged her eyes from Reid’s body to Jaya. “Are you okay?”

      Jaya’s ears still rang, but she gave a weak nod. “I’m fine.”

      The woman holstered her gun and came around the table, unlocking the cuff that bound Jaya’s right hand.

      “I’m Gemma Tanaka,” she said. “I’m with the Resistance.”

      Jaya rubbed her sore wrist and looked over the captain who had killed Reid. This was the Gemma Tanaka who had been feeding them information, who had been part of Onyema’s team with Luka decades ago.

      “Captain Tanaka,” Jaya said, straightening and saluting her colleague. “Resistance Command owes you our lives.”

      “And millions more owe theirs to you,” Gemma said, saluting in reply. She relaxed her stance, glancing down at Reid’s body. “Was he right? Are the nareians here for you?”

      Jaya nodded. “I got a message out. Looks like the Empress responded.”

      Gemma whistled. “It’s nice to finally have friends in high places.”

      Jaya pushed back from the table, rising carefully from her seat and stretching her legs. She knelt beside Reid. His sightless eyes were on the sensors that would be recording everything in this room.

      “We should get out of here,” Jaya said, nodding toward the sensors.

      “They’ll be too distracted,” Gemma said. “Argos Resistance is launching an attack on HQ as we speak.”

      Jaya unstrapped Reid’s holster, securing it at her own waist. She removed the particle beam pistol and checked its settings. Then she stood, gripping the pistol tightly, and headed for the door.

      “Where are you headed?” Gemma asked.

      “Into the fight.”

      Gemma grinned. “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      The Argos Resistance was small, but well-armed and ready for a fight. Entire segments of the city-station were locked down, sealed off by Reid’s loyalists from the encroaching forces led by Gemma and the Fox, while others were bastions of Resistance supporters.

      Gemma and Jaya moved together through the narrow corridors of HQ. The Argos Resistance had sealed off the port, but while Emory’s ship was there, Emory himself was not. He had slipped away somehow, disappearing into the chaos of the station with four of his personal guards.

      Jaya held her stolen pistol with a firm grip. Gemma had overridden the series of codes that locked HQ down, to keep it protected in the event of an attack from the outside. Resistance forces poured in, overwhelming the surprised officers. Staccato bursts of gunfire broke through the commotion of shouted orders. Gemma and Jaya ducked into one of the larger conference rooms, followed by a contingent of their Resistance forces. Gemma pulled up a suite of sensors and started taking stock of the situation.

      “We’ve secured a wing of command central,” she announced over the Resistance line. “Reid is dead, but the remaining admirals are still in control of the fleet. We’re pushing in.” She had added Jaya to their channel, and the Fox’s gravelly voice responded in both their ears.

      “We’re working on the city,” he said, “but security’s putting up a fight.”

      Even with Reid dead, his people were following his orders. The Resistance was struggling to break through the neighborhoods where Argos Security had initiated station lockdown procedures. Argos was hard to take. It was part of why the Resistance had stopped focusing on it.

      And as long as Reid’s loyalists still commanded the Navy, the Nareian Imperial Fleet would struggle to break through.

      “I need the map,” Jaya said.

      Gemma patched her into the naval intelligence network, and Jaya’s palm drive chimed with the announcement of new connections. She opened a schematic of the station and looked it over, marking neighborhoods that were locked down in red and those occupied by the Resistance in green. The rest she coded in yellow—the screen lit up.

      It was true chaos. The station was far from theirs. The map glowed mostly yellow back at her: A city full of potential that could turn either way.

      Her fingers traced the holographic projection, marking a path away from the port through gold-tinted corridors. The Forum was still neutral, as were most of the middle-class neighborhoods. The symphony hall and the Naval Academy were in a red neighborhood, locked down by Reid’s supporters.

      Would they shelter Emory? They didn’t know of Nasrin and Reid’s plan—they couldn’t. It had hinged on Jaya taking the fall, succumbing fully to her role as enemy of the Union. They would take Emory in, if he went to them. They would protect the Chancellor.

      But was Emory too paranoid to trust them?

      Jaya pulled her lip between her teeth, her thoughts a churn of possibilities and loose threads. She tied them together, tracing more paths through the station with her eyes and her fingers.

      The botanical gardens were yellow. Neutral territory, likely emptied out in the panic of the attack on the station. The citizens of Argos wouldn’t be taking strolls through public gardens right now. Those who weren’t fighting would be locked in their homes, waiting out the violence.

      She glanced at Gemma, who was staring at a map of her own, calling orders to the teams who fanned through the station, expanding their bubbles of green to envelop strategic targets. Securing their foothold.

      Jaya checked the settings again on her pistol, the motion one final moment of debate. Then she grabbed a pair of restraining cuffs and slipped out of the room, heading away from the center of HQ and into the yellow regions of the station.
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      The Union fleet around Argos sent another barrage toward the nareian ships.

      “Brace for impact!”

      The communications officer of the NIS Courage sent the command across the task group. Admiral Parvan called out directions in a searing voice.

      The chaos had started not long after the Nareian Imperial Fleet jumped into the space around Argos. The assembled Union ships had reacted quickly, and the flagship was buffeted by incoming attacks within the hour. The ships had drawn together at their maximum subluminal speeds, and only now were they decelerating, the inertial pull pressing Mara back into her seat. A few missiles from the latest Union salvo evaded their counter-missiles and hurtled toward the Courage.

      The impact shuddered through the ship, wrenching Mara’s joints as she tried to steady herself. The safety straps that crossed her chest and the smart-foam seats did most of the work, but Mara couldn’t help but feel the need to push against the blows as though she were on the sparring mat.

      “Shields holding fast,” the tactical officer confirmed. “The Stalker has lost a section of her shields. Along our incoming vector, exterior zenith.”

      “Have her roll and present the other side until we can bring her in,” the admiral replied. “Adjust the firing patterns to give her cover. I want another salvo off immediately.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” The communications officer relayed the message amidst the buzz of the activity on the bridge.

      Mara and Sasoa had pulled in a much larger force for the attack on Argos. Instead of splitting their ships into task groups in different star systems, all the groups had jumped in together. The Courage was directing a siege—or what they hoped would become one.

      Admiral Parvan caught Mara’s gaze, a wild glimmer in her eyes. “No surprises this time.” She grinned. “Just a good old-fashioned gunfight.”

      “So far,” Mara said through gritted teeth. The shields on the flagship had held, but that didn’t stop the tooth-rattling jarring that came from the redirection of the impacts. The shields were powerful, but they couldn’t nullify the laws of physics.

      Mara looked over at the lone human on the bridge. Master Sergeant Cameron Zhao looked comfortable in his smart-foam seat, a dark gray jacket buttoned all the way to his neck. His eyes were watchful, taking in everything on the deck. The nareian fleet had stopped briefly at Pallas, where he had been training strike teams, to pick him up before they made the jump to Argos. He had come aboard the Courage as the official Resistance liaison to the Nareian Imperial Fleet.

      They hadn’t yet heard from anyone within the Resistance’s headquarters. All Mara had to go on were Onyema’s instincts and a coded message that one of the civilians on Cela had gotten out to her. A message Onyema said she could verify as authentic, that outlined a bare-bones plan.

      All we need from you, Onyema had said, is to keep the Union focused on Argos. I’ll lead the Resistance fleet against strategic sites in the colonies.

      And then what? Mara had asked. We win this war with two half fleets? If that was possible, why haven’t we done it yet?

      Onyema had given her a long, solemn look before she responded. There were more pieces to the puzzle, she had explained. They were counting on the szacante staying out of the fight, and on Resistance Command and a small squadron of Resistance ships to take back control of their headquarters. They were counting on Captain Mill, too—on some dubious scheme to draw Emory out from hiding—and their people inside Argos.

      It might have been half of a plan, if they had any way to communicate with the Resistance. Instead, it was half of a prayer. A faint hope.

      But Mara knew that the surest way to lose a fight was to lock yourself into a defensive stance. If you spent all your energy trying to dodge the blows buffeting you, then there was nothing left when the opportunity presented itself to strike.

      You had to make the opportunity yourself. Mara knew this. She also knew that forced opportunities sometimes turned into defeats. If they didn’t pull this off, would Narei have the opportunity to lick its wounds, or would the Union move in like lightning to strike them off the galactic playing field?

      You aren’t responsible for the choices your ancestors made, Ezana had told her once. All you can do is make your own choices. Take the board and the pieces you inherited and try your best.

      She’d always been terrible at strategy games. But she had a feeling Onyema was a master.

      As if summoned by her thoughts, Onyema’s voice piped up in Mara’s earpiece.

      “We’re moving in on New Hong Kong now,” she said. “That will keep the Union Navy divided. What’s the status at Argos?”

      “About what you’d expect from attacking the most heavily guarded station in the galaxy,” Mara replied as the floor rumbled with the Courage’s latest launch of missiles.

      “We’re giving them hell,” Zhao said. He had been looped into the conversation, too, and he nodded to Mara from two spots to her right in the ring of seats on the bridge. His display showed a tactical map of the nareian fleet surrounding Argos, the blue-white stars sending a glow across his face.

      “I’d expect nothing less,” Onyema replied. Her tone darkened. “No word from Resistance Command yet.”

      “Same here,” Mara said. “You think they can do it?”

      There was a pause as Onyema shouted orders to her bridge crew. She was on one of the Resistance’s new dreadnoughts, overseeing the assaults in the colonies. It may have been decades since Onyema was a commander in the Union Navy, but from the sound of it, she hadn’t lost an inch of her command stature.

      When Onyema returned to her conversation with Mara, her voice was as cool and calm as if they were discussing tactics over tea in the soft breeze of the Imperial Palace gardens. “I think they will do everything in their power to take their base back. All we can do is follow through with our role.”

      “And hope it all comes together,” Mara finished. “I don’t know about you, but I’m pretty short on hope.”

      “You wouldn’t be there if that were true,” Onyema said. “Hope is what we do in response to the darkness closing in.”

      Mara looked around the silver-hued bridge. She felt the strength of the twenty-odd nareian officers all strapped to their seats but buzzing with energy. They were all here, intent on their task.

      “I’ve been part of more than one suicide mission in my time.”

      “Then maybe that makes you more hopeful than the rest of us,” Onyema replied. “I’m patching my communications officer in to the Courage. When we hear from my people on the inside, you’ll be the first to know.”

      Mara waited for confirmation that the Resistance Navy’s flagship had a direct line to the Courage before she dropped the call. Zhao would be doing most of the communicating between the two fleets, but Mara would be kept informed as needed. She drew her attention back to the tactical map, watching the firing lines adjusting as the computer recalculated trajectories.

      “New firing pattern from the Union ships,” the tactical officer called out. “PDCs failed to adjust in time. We’re rolling.”

      Mara resisted the urge to grip the seat handles, knowing the movement would do nothing to stop the uncomfortable flip in her stomach as the ship rolled. It was instinct, though, and her body protested as the massive warships rotated, presenting their more heavily shielded sections to the incoming barrage.

      The impact shook the ship, but the shields still held. The barrage from the Union Navy had been sustained and relentless. Mara closed her eyes, imagining the close sphere of ships around Argos as the stance of a fighter. They circled in the ring, lashing out. Mara could practically smell the rank scent of fear on their sweat.

      “We need to keep the pressure on,” Mara said. “We just need to hold them off until our agents have control of the station.”

      “We’re giving it everything,” Admiral Parvan said.

      Mara wondered if she had made a mistake not committing more ships to this fight. She and Sasoa had spent hours planning the assault, measuring their strength against the strength of the Union, trying to calculate the likelihood of the Union drawing back more ships to protect Argos when their remaining colonial strongholds were under attack at the same time. Onyema had told them that Emory wasn’t on Argos—hadn’t been for a while now. It was his fleet admiral and chief of defense who would likely be making the calls in Emory’s absence.

      And then there was the question of the Szacante Federation. Not known for their military power, the Federation nonetheless had a reasonably formidable fleet. Enough to at least make them a valuable ally even in wartime. Their true strength lay in research and development, but their presence in this battle could change everything.

      This wasn’t the entire Nareian fleet—it was a strategic group, albeit a powerful one. Abdication or no, Mara would likely have to face serious consequences if they failed here. She and Sasoa had worked hard to make failure unlikely. But the arrival of the Szacante Federation Navy could change that in an instant. Any minute now, she expected to see the display light up with ships jumping in, or get a message from Onyema that local szacante fleets had been scrambled to their location.

      And every minute that passed with no word from their informants on Argos increased the likelihood of failure even without the szacante coming to the aid of their allies. Mara didn’t have the skill or the knowledge to calculate their risk in numbers, but she felt it in her gut. What chance did a small ex-black-ops team have against the fleet admiral of the Union Navy and his entire team of loyalist officers? Freeing Jaya from her captivity was one thing, but taking the entire station? Mara wouldn’t admit to it, but she was starting to get worried.

      “We have a new signal incoming,” the communications officer shouted. “It’s coming from Argos, using Union Naval encryption.”

      “Are they calling to gloat?” Parvan sneered.

      “More likely to ask for our surrender,” Mara replied.

      “They’re asking specifically for the Empress,” the communications officer said.

      Parvan’s eyes slid to Mara. “Patch it through to the two of us.”

      He typed away at his console, sending the message through to Parvan and Mara’s earpieces. The admiral kept her eyes locked on Mara as the voice come over the line.

      “Nareian flagship, are you receiving our signal?” The voice was high and pleasant, nothing like the deep tones of Fleet Admiral Reid. Mara’s stomach fluttered.

      “Identify yourself,” Parvan replied.

      “Nareian flagship, this is Captain Gemma Tanaka of the Argos Resistance.”

      Mara waved at the communications officer, then pointed to Zhao. He got the message and added the Resistance liaison to the call.

      “Captain Tanaka,” Mara said, “this is Empress Marantos. Do you have control of Argos?”

      Zhao’s eyes widened, and his hands gripped the seat of his chair. There was a long pause, the sound of voices in the background. Mara’s heart thudded, the hope that had ignited threatening to be extinguished too quickly, like a dampened wick.

      “Your Majesty,” Tanaka said finally, “we have sections of the station under our control, but we’re struggling to hold what we have, let alone secure the rest of the station.”

      Mara swore under her breath. “Union ships are still pummeling us.”

      “We know,” Tanaka replied. “We’re prioritizing HQ, but we don’t have enough people. The loyalists aren’t backing down.”

      “Pull back where you can,” Mara said. “We’re sending in ground forces.”

      “Understood. We have the port secured, and we’ll have people waiting for you there.”

      Mara closed the connection and unstrapped herself from her seat. She stood, already barking orders over the comms to the special forces teams waiting in the lower decks of the Courage.

      “Have your teams ready to board the shuttles as soon as I arrive,” she said. “We’re needed on the station.”

      She caught Parvan’s eye, and this time, the admiral didn’t protest. Instead, she gave her a crooked smile.

      “Good hunting, Your Majesty,” she said.

      Mara bared her teeth in a grin. “It’s the only kind.”
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      “No,” Nasrin said. “If we spook him, we’ll lose him. Send someone to welcome him, someone he’s interacted with before.”

      Luka kept his face in a stiff mask, the wild pounding of his heart confined to his chest as Nasrin spoke over her comms. Rhodes paced slowly, tracing out a small figure eight in his living room with regular steps. Shea stood to Luka’s right, their eyes moving around the room in a slow, methodical pattern. Werner, Vargas, and Lupo perched on the low window seats, and Vargas glared openly over her bruised nose at Nasrin.

      The living area was crowded with the entirety of Resistance Command in addition to Nasrin and seven members of her militia clustered in the space. Near Luka was Sal, who sat in the same wheelchair Jaya had used on her arrival to Aurora. He had been released from the civilian hospital just the previous day, and the jaundiced pallor of his usually warm, tan face concerned Luka. Sunny hovered, administering medication and eyeing the readout of his vitals on her palm drive, but Sal’s eyes were bright and alert, and he watched the room vigilantly.

      Nasrin’s guards held their hands near their weapons in reminder to the members of Resistance Command, who all held their tension clearly in their bodies. The air in the room had grown stale with sweat and heavy exhales.

      Nasrin swore under her breath. The members of command could only glean small amounts of information from her portion of the conversation. But even left out, they could tell things weren’t going well. Rhodes dipped his head forward slightly, catching Luka’s eye with an expression of concern. Emory’s ship had arrived on Argos, but he hadn’t gone straight to HQ, where Jaya was being held. It seemed he wasn’t willing to walk straight into the mouth of the beast. All this work, only to fail in their mission.

      Nasrin listened to her private conversation, and then gave a command that sent a shiver down Luka’s spine.

      “Offer to bring her to him on his ship,” she suggested, “if he’s not willing to come out. She can shoot him just as well there as in an interrogation room.”

      “His guards will kill her,” Luka protested.

      Nasrin threw him a look of contempt before returning her focus to the series of communications coming in on her palm drive. “It’s not perfect, but the objective is Emory. Obviously, I would rather have her alive to face charges.” She straightened, a thoughtful expression passing over her face. “Then again, if she dies ridding the galaxy of her father, that will be a very motivational story. I can work with either outcome.”

      Luka bit his tongue, his stomach churning. Rhodes paused his pacing for a moment to shoot a warning look in Luka’s direction, but it wasn’t necessary. Like Nasrin, they also had an objective. And Luka knew that if he pushed her too hard, he might risk losing the one advantage they had. The same advantage Nasrin was looking to exploit with Emory: surprise.

      As Rhodes resumed his pacing, Luka turned his eyes to one of the guards. He had been watching their slight movements in response to Rhodes’s pacing, as Rhodes cautiously pushed the boundaries of where he could move in the room without provoking their jailers. Luka adjusted his own position, stepping closer to one of the guards and making space for Shea to shift to the left.

      They glanced up at him, giving a slight nod.

      Rhodes paused his pacing again, his eyes traveling up to an empty spot on the wall. He seemed to be staring into space, but Luka could feel the focus of his concentration. He could almost hear the words repeating in everyone’s heads. The same words that ran a circle through Luka’s own thoughts: Stay alive, Jaya. Please make it through this. Rhodes moved a step closer to Nasrin. Luka flexed his hands again.

      Every palm drive in the room alerted, the message coming to everyone at once.

      Resistance ships had just dropped into the space around Aurora. One light-minute out.

      It took only a second for Nasrin to register the news and rise from her seat, rounding on Rhodes.

      But Resistance Command reacted even faster.

      Vargas swept her leg out, taking the feet out from under the guard nearest her. As he fell, she grabbed the collar of his shirt with one hand, divesting him of his weapon with the other and neatly shooting his nearest neighbor. Luka spun, throwing himself into a guard already reaching for his weapon. They slammed into the wall together, wrestling for control of the gun. Shea and Werner each tackled a guard as well, as Sunny stabbed the man nearest her with a syringe. Rhodes lunged for Nasrin.

      She pulled her weapon, firing at Rhodes as he reached her. They crashed back into the couch and tipped it over.

      Luka wedged his shoulder into the sternum of the guard, using the leverage to tilt the weapon down. His hands fought for purchase, fingers seeking the trigger and finding only the guard’s hand still wrapped around it. He jammed his fingers around the guard’s and squeezed, firing a shot into the man’s knee and dropping him to the ground. Luka pulled the weapon free and slammed the handle into the guard’s temple, knocking him out.

      Sunny had pulled the pistol free from the man she had drugged. He slipped down the wall, his eyes rolling back, and Sunny stepped in front of Sal, shielding him. Rhodes and Nasrin were still struggling behind the overturned couch. Nasrin’s weapon was just out of both their reaches, and Rhodes was scrambling forward, keeping her pinned, his arm outstretched.

      Particle beams zapped to the left, where Vargas was fighting with a guard. Luka shot the guard just as Sunny raised her weapon.

      “I’ll cover you,” Luka told her.

      Sunny nodded, ushering Sal out of the room, still standing between his wheelchair and the action.

      Luka rushed around the couch, weapon up and ready, just as Rhodes pulled himself up, a foot on Nasrin’s stomach. One arm bled from a grazing particle beam wound, but in his other hand, he held Nasrin’s gun, pointed at her head. Werner went down, overpowered by the guard he had tackled. She loomed over Werner, raising her weapon and firing. Then she turned toward Rhodes.

      It was over before Luka realized what was happening. The guard who had taken down Werner moved fast, her aim precise. The beam entered Rhodes’s forehead. His head snapped back.

      Vargas screamed and threw herself at the guard. She slammed into her, knocking her to the ground and shooting her before rounding on Nasrin.

      Rhodes fell to his knees. Luka leapt toward him, reaching to catch him as he collapsed. He was heavy, with broad, muscled shoulders and torso like the trunk of a tree. Luka pulled Rhodes into his lap, but his arms felt just as heavy as the body that sagged against him, passive and limp. Rhodes’s eyes were already glassy, reflecting the blue sky in their sightless brown depths as they stared at the windows.

      Vargas and Shea clustered around them. Vargas still had her gun leveled at Nasrin’s head, and Nasrin raised her hands.

      “I should shoot you right now,” Vargas said, her eyes blazing.

      “Then why don’t you?”

      “Because I’m not like you.”

      Nasrin turned her head to spit bloody saliva onto the floor beside her. Blood flowed from her nose down to where her lower lip was split. Vargas was gritting her teeth hard enough that Luka could hear it—harsh grinding in the sudden quiet of the room—but her hands were steady on her gun.

      “Rhodes,” he whispered, as if speaking his name could put a spark back in those eyes. But his plea was powerless, only emptying out his chest. He sucked in a breath into the vacuum, dropping his head down against Rhodes’s.

      “No…”

      Luka looked up to see Sal rolling back into the room, his eyes wide, his face twisted and warped. Vargas’s face was stone carved in rage. Sunny knelt beside Luka, reaching for Rhodes.

      “Doc, what do you need?” Vargas said. “Let me help.”

      Sunny pressed her lips together as she eased Rhodes from Luka. It felt right, yielding him to her healing arms. The weight that lifted wasn’t just from the absence of the bulky officer. For a moment, he anticipated Sunny reaching for her kit, scanning Rhodes with her diagnostic tool. People had come back from death’s doorstep before under her skilled hands.

      But the doctor bowed her head as Luka had done, cradling Rhodes in her lap, hands stroking his dark beard. The weight crashed down on Luka again, harder this time, stealing his breath away. He braced himself, hands on the floor, as his chest heaved, his body knowing what his mind had not yet accepted.

      “No,” Sal said again, his voice rising. “No, there has to be something.”

      Sunny looked up at him, tears shimmering her eyes. Sal took one look at her face and buried his head in his hands.

      Shea dropped down to one knee, lowering their head in respect. Vargas started to cry, shuddering, choking sobs that shook her arms. Lupo stood beside Vargas, taking the weapon gently from her hands and stroking her back. She fixed her eyes on Nasrin, who had her hands open beside her, her breaths slowing, resignation in her eyes.

      There was a crash from next door, and Shea’s head snapped up. They met Luka’s eyes.

      He scrambled up and started running, and Shea followed. They ducked out the front door and over to the violet house in the middle, the ground cover vines springy beneath their feet. Luka burst in the door to find one of Nasrin’s guards unconscious on the floor, and the rest of the living area empty. Luka took the unconscious man’s weapon and looked around for the second guard.

      Upstairs, he heard a bang.

      He took the steps two at a time up to the landing. The second guard stood outside a room, slamming her shoulder against the door. The wooden frame was starting to splinter.

      Luka shot, and the guard staggered back, reaching for her weapon. Shea had caught up, coming to a halt next to Luka on the landing and raising their weapon. They were a better shot than Luka; their blast went through the guard’s head, and she fell to the ground with a thud.

      Quiet came over the hall.

      Luka went to the door. “It’s me. Is everyone okay?”

      “Is it safe?” His mother’s voice was steady, but quiet.

      “For now,” Luka said.

      She opened the door just a sliver and peered out. Her eyes were harsh with concern, but when she saw Luka’s face she opened the door wider. Behind her, his father was pacing the small bedroom. Aman sat on the bed with his arms wrapped around Simon’s shoulders. As Luka stepped into the room, his mother reached for him, taking his face in her hands.

      “You’re bleeding,” she said.

      “No,” Luka said, covering one of her hands with his free one and holstering his weapon. “No, I’m unharmed. I promise. Is everyone in here okay?”

      “No one’s hurt,” his mother said. “Shaken up, only. We heard the shots next door and ran.”

      “The guard downstairs?”

      “Your mother handled him.” Luka’s father stopped pacing and looked across the room.

      Luka followed his gaze to one of the cooking pots, discarded on the bedroom floor. He nearly laughed in relief. “I guess I shouldn’t worry so much about you.” He smiled, pulling his mother against him.

      She hugged him back. “We worry about each other,” she said. “It’s what we do.”

      Luka beckoned for his father to join them and wrapped both his parents in his embrace. His heart still shuddered in his chest, but at least two of his loved ones were alive and well and in his arms.

      “We need to secure the rest of campus,” Shea said, breaking the silence in an apologetic tone.

      Reluctantly, Luka released his parents and stepped back. “Stay in here.” He took the gun he had stolen from the guard downstairs and handed it to his mother. “You shouldn’t need this, but just in case.”

      All four nodded.

      “Any word from Jaya?” Simon asked.

      Luka pressed his lips together and shook his head.

      “We’ll notify you right away,” Shea said. “The moment we hear anything.”

      Aman stroked his husband’s hair and nodded. “Thank you.”

      Luka and Shea went back downstairs, bringing the guard’s hands behind his back and dragging him back to the other house to join the rest of the prisoners. The man woke as they pulled him up, stumbling uncertainly to his feet, but he didn’t fight them.

      Nasrin was bound and sitting on the window seat when Luka and Shea arrived back at the house with another prisoner in tow. They sat him down with his commander. Vargas was seated in one of the kitchen chairs, a through-and-through wound in her prosthetic leg leaking fluid. Lupo hovering beside her, gun in hand, eyes fixed intently on their prisoners.

      “It’s not bad,” Sunny said as she examined Vargas’s leg. She secured a bandage from her kit over the bleeding wound. “It should be an easy fix.”

      She looked down at Werner, who was motionless on the ground. His eyes were open and glassy, his chest no longer rising and falling. Rhodes was where he had fallen.

      Luka stopped next to Sal, who watched the activity in the room from his chair, his jaw set and his hands gripping the armrests. He met Luka’s eyes and gave a smile that was half grimace.

      “You doing okay?” Luka asked.

      Sal just gave him an anguished look, and Luka squeezed his shoulder.

      “Me too,” he whispered.

      Sal’s face crumpled again, and Luka’s throat constricted.

      “Resistance Fleet,” Vargas spoke into her palm drive, “this is Staff Sergeant Jordan Vargas, Resistance Command. We have captured Nasrin Cardoso, but have not secured Aurora. Repeat, Aurora not secured. Requesting assistance from Resistance Fleet.”

      “Staff Sergeant Vargas, this is Commander Santiago Peña. We’re twenty minutes out from port, and have three strike teams ready to secure Aurora. Hang tight.”

      A wave of joy rushed in, relief sweet and bitter all at once in Luka’s chest.

      “Santi,” he said, “welcome to Aurora.”

      “Tap, you get yourself into the biggest clusters,” Santi replied. “Onyema got your message. She’s leading the Fleet out in the colonies and sent me back for you.”

      “And Argos?” Vargas asked.

      “We left that to the Nareian Empress. Seems she’s got something to prove before she steps down. No sign of the Szacante Federation, but it’s early yet. What’s your status?”

      “Holed up in our houses,” Vargas replied. “We’re sending a team out to secure the neighborhood, but no word yet on the civilians. We don’t even know how involved Gunn and his people were, so for now we have to assume no one is safe.”

      “Understood,” Santi replied. “My teams will split up. We’ll prioritize the Hotel Cela as operations headquarters and then expand out to clear the military and civilian campuses.”

      “We’ll send someone to meet you at the hotel,” Luka replied. “Good luck.”

      “You too, Sergeant.”

      Santi closed the connection.

      “Where do we keep them?” Luka asked, gesturing to Nasrin and her guards. “It’s not like there’s a jail in the Hotel Cela.”

      Vargas shook her head. “That’s one of the things we’ll have to sort out. But for now, let’s keep them together, and in our sight.”

      Shea folded their arms over their chest. “I’ll keep an eye on them until we can get more personnel in here.”

      Vargas nodded. “That’s good.”

      Luka met her eyes. “You should stay with Sal and Shea here. I’ll lead the team to meet Commander Peña’s forces at the hotel.”

      “Nasrin’s plan failed,” Sal said. He was staring at Rhodes as he said it. “It’s up to Jaya now.”

      Luka inhaled. He typed a message to Jaya letting her know the comms were free again, but that was the most they could do. They had overpowered Nasrin and taken control back of command, but they could do nothing more for Jaya now. All they could do was wait and hope.

      For now, they had to focus on securing Aurora and winning the battles at Argos and in the colonies. And hope that Jaya came out of her encounter with her father alive.
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      Argos Resistance was still struggling to hold their command center, but their control over the port gave them a few ships that they sent out to clear a way for Mara’s transports through the Union fleet. Mara debarked, four full contingents of Imperial Guard and an elite nareian shock-trooper force at her heel.

      A young man in plainclothes met her in the port, his face hard and set. He bowed slightly before introducing himself as the commander of the troops that were holding this wing of Argos Station.

      “Captain Tanaka wanted to speak to you when you arrived,” he said.

      Mara nodded, and he brought up a projection. A slim human woman appeared in front of them. She wore the uniform of the Union Navy, and when she turned, Mara realized with a start she knew her.

      “Captain Tanaka,” Mara said, “it’s good to see you again. Quite a different setting now.”

      The woman smiled, settling her hands on her hips. “Somehow I didn’t expect the Empress of Narei to be one of the Fox’s old clients.”

      Mara shrugged. “I’m not your usual Empress.” And she wouldn’t be an Empress for much longer. “How is the old bastard?”

      “Still alive.” The Fox’s voice rang out in the port as he entered. His craggy face sported a newly crooked nose and a mess of blood that dripped over his lips and down his chin, but he grinned like he had never had so much fun before in his life.

      He reached Mara and folded his arms across his chest. “I see you’ve managed to make it this far too. Unusual in our line of work.”

      “We’ve secured a handful of strategic targets,” Tanaka said, sending a color-coded map to Mara. She received the transmission and brought up the map. The station was highlighted in sections of red and green and yellow. “We need help here at HQ,” the captain continued, “and at the following targets.”

      Three of the red sections brightened, as did one yellow section. Mara recognized it immediately as the Forum, the central hub of Argos. Controlling the Forum would give them a distinct advantage, but its exposed, wide-open spaces would also make it difficult to hold.

      “We’re closest to the Forum,” Mara said, “but I don’t like our odds.”

      Tanaka frowned. “Securing travel through it would cut off their movement.”

      “We could focus on the choke points. Entrances and exits. Anything that connects to neutral or enemy territory.”

      “That’d be a start,” the Fox said.

      Mara frowned for a long moment at the map. She hadn’t come here to watch the show. She had come to do something with her life.

      “Then let’s do it,” she said. She turned to her second-in-command, a stern-faced commander named Rioh. “Split the Guards into three strike teams and start on the lower levels. You report to Resistance Command now. I’m taking the special forces unit with me.” Rioh nodded, then turned to the assembled nareians and barked out orders. Mara looked back at Tanaka. “How’s Mill? Have you got her there with you?”

      “She’s here,” Tanaka said, looking to her side. Mara couldn’t see what was happening up there at HQ, but she could imagine the chaos. Tanaka’s face went slack, and then her frown returned like a thunderclap. “She was here.”

      Mara chuckled. “Mind of her own. Maybe she learned a thing or two from me.” The human’s forehead furrowed. “Don’t worry about Mill,” Mara continued. “Let’s focus on getting control of your station.”
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      “Well, here I am,” Mara said as she leveled one of the uniformed naval officers with her plasma pistol. “Walking into Argos and shooting.”

      Ezana would be pissed to know what she was up to, but this would at least ensure that there was an empire left to fix when it was all over. What was making a bigger mess of her own life at this point? Mara didn’t have much left to ruin.

      She ducked as the returning fire of the rest of the officer’s team zipped toward her. The motion sent her down another of the many long, straight alleyways spoking off the Forum’s central space. Argos was a fucking nightmare for a firefight. She swore, waving for her team to follow her down the hall until they could duck around another corner. They’d have to come around another way.

      She checked her palm drive, now synced to the Resistance network, scanning the real-time map of the station. Up ahead was a broad swatch of yellow-coded neutral territory.

      A cluster of red Union dots were moving down another corridor, toward the one where Mara and her team waited now. They were closing the distance on a lone green dot—a Resistance fighter.

      As the Resistance fighter wove through the maze of the map, the cluster of Union dots fanned out, closing in on the green dot, blocking more and more of the routes out.

      “This way,” she said.

      Her team followed her around the turn, pushing down the corridor. They weren’t far now, and as Mara’s cluster of green dots closed the distance on the map, the echo of a single pair of boots clattered along the walls.

      Mara took a turn to the right, looping around to cut off the Union commandos as they closed in on their prey. Her team of four Imperial Guards trailed close behind her, weapons drawn. She picked up the pace, sweat gathering at the nape of her neck. Her mane was back in its familiar braids, her leggings soft and flexible, her entire body humming with rightness.

      She held up a hand, and her team stopped. They pressed flat against the wall; the latest in nareian black-ops technology would block them from the Union’s scans, but they could still be seen with the naked eye. Mara fingered a small disk on her utility belt, her breath coming strong and fast. The last time she had used this cloaking device was nearly two years ago. Since that fateful mission when she had tried and failed to kill Indigo Onyema, it had lain dormant on her utility belt, useless for philanthropic work and even more so for an empress’s duties. She would have been lying if she didn’t say she was tempted to take it out from time to time in the middle of a particularly painful meeting, to blink out of existence in the eyes of her advisors, to slip away unseen into the corridors of the palace.

      She had been tempted, perhaps, but had never given in. Something restrained her, these days. Some internal friction that hadn’t been there before.

      “Circle around to cut off these six,” she said, gesturing to the map. “I’ll handle the three that have split down this corridor.”

      They nodded, sprinting down the corridor and peeling off to the left to approach the Union soldiers from their rear. Mara activated the device, vanishing from view.

      She crept out into the hallway, her footfalls soft, her breathing steady. Her map indicated the Resistance fighter was coming down the corridor to her left now, about to spill into the wide hallway. The Union forces were approaching from all sides now. There was only one way to go.

      Mara squared her stance and unsheathed her knives. On her map, the empty space shrank, disappearing as three red dots converged on her location.

      Three officers turned into the corridor where she waited. They wore light armor—the kind designed to shield their chests and legs from the energy of particle beams. The one in front raised his hand, directing his team toward where the Resistance fighter would be funneled out. Mara tightened and loosened her grip on her knives, the flexing motion sending shivers of anticipation up her arms.

      They were on her now. Mara shot her leg out, sending the first man flying. In the same motion, she looped one arm around the waist of the woman just behind him, drawing her knife across her throat. Mara dropped her and she crumpled to the ground, her blood soaking her armor.

      The third one had leapt away when his commanding officer went sprawling, and he waved his pistol around wildly, searching for her. His eyes landed on his fallen colleague and he swiveled. Mara flung her bloodied knife before he could shoot. It drove into his forehead.

      Mara dodged, rolling to the side as a beam sizzled against the wall where she had just been standing. The commanding officer had pulled himself up, gasping for breath. He retreated in a stuttering backward run and shot in a wide arc in the general direction of where she had been. Mara kept low, her quadrupedal stance holding her head below the spray of his weapon as she gathered speed, slamming her head into his stomach and pinning him to the wall.

      He yelped, and Mara’s arm shot up to block his arm as he tried to aim his gun down toward her. He might just as easily shoot his own foot as her, but Mara wasn’t going to take that bet.

      She wrenched her other blade up, driving it up under the plate of his torso armor and into his gut. He screamed, and she retracted the knife, stabbing it back up again, under the ribs. His weapon clattered to the ground just as the Resistance fighter hurtled around the corner, copper braid fluttering behind her as she turned.

      She stopped dead in the corridor, raising her weapon. Mara nearly laughed when she recognized her—Captain Jaya Mill, face still scarred and gait slightly stiff, but eyes alive and intense. Mara turned off the cloaking device, flickering back into view as she retrieved her knives, wiping them on her leggings.

      Jaya blinked, her chest heaving as she lowered her weapon.

      Behind her, the rest of Mara’s team approached. Jaya whirled.

      “Relax, they’re mine,” Mara said. “Seems you were pretty popular with Union security.”

      “Yeah,” Jaya said, wiping her forehead with one arm. “They picked me up near the Forum. Tried to lose them, but they’re persistent.”

      Mara gestured to Jaya’s right hand, where she clutched a plasma pistol. “You ever think about using that?”

      Jaya grimaced, rubbing at her side with her other hand. “I’m not in good enough shape to take on nine at once anymore.”

      “Fair enough.”

      Mara crouched, searching the three bodies for useful tools or weapons.

      “What are you doing on Argos?” Jaya asked.

      Mara shrugged one-shouldered as she checked the charge of a plasma pistol. “I wear many hats.”

      “Including a crown,” Jaya said. “I figured that hat came first.”

      Mara didn’t respond, relieving the dead Union officers of their medical kits. “Were you going somewhere in particular? You’ve got HQ wondering what you’re up to.”

      Jaya’s face hardened, and she straightened. “I’m going after my father.”

      Mara replaced her pistol with fresh one. She tossed the medical kits she had found to Jaya. Then she stood and rolled up the sleeves of her shirt to her elbows. She met Jaya’s gaze.

      “Need a hand?” she asked.

      Jaya’s lips curled up in a slow smile. “I’d love one.”
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      The gardens were one of Argos’s most popular tourist destinations under normal circumstances, a series of rooms curated to display some of the most famed biomes of Old Earth. Visitors from across the galaxy—human and alien alike—would stroll the long paths that meandered through desert and jungle and even towering pine forest, their voices a low murmur. But today, the botanical gardens were hushed, the only sound the susurrus of water flowing through sculpted streams and dripping from leaves. The flow of air from the vents stirred the trees gently, adding to the refrain of nature in the midst of the silver city-station.

      These gardens were where her father and Onyema had begun their partnership. Jaya and Sal had come here too, occasionally, when they were on shore leave. Sal found the botanical gardens to be the perfect amount of nature: groomed and controlled and beautiful. Jaya thought they were too constructed—a poor replacement for the warmth of sun on skin and the tickle of grasses against her shins—but they were the closest she got on Argos. So she had taken comfort from these gardens, as her father once had.

      The light shivered through the leaves, casting dappled shadows on Jaya’s arms as she moved quietly along the walkway, leading with her weapon. She had no reason to believe he would be here, nothing besides the conviction in her heart that he wouldn’t try to hide in a stronghold that could be infiltrated by Reid’s loyalists. Nothing but the certainty that he would be here—in a place that carried with it a memory of safety, of a time when his star was rising.

      She paused in the middle of the path and checked her palm drive. Emory and his guard had blocked their trackers from the Union’s network, leaving Jaya with only her senses and her infrared scanner to find him. Mara stopped alongside her, head tilted up, alert.

      “You sure he’s here?” she asked.

      “Not a hundred percent.”

      Mara frowned. “And he left his ship with four guards,” she said, repeating what Jaya had told her, what she’d gleaned from the records at Argos port. “Enhanced?”

      Jaya swallowed. She doubted her father would be protecting himself with enhanced soldiers after the Resistance had shown how easily they could cut through them. Still, Emory had become so reclusive over the last few months, retreating more and more from his enemies within and without his personal empire. Was it so far-fetched to think he might be enhancing his personal guard as protection against another mutiny?

      “I have no way of knowing,” she answered Mara. “Also no way of stopping them if they are.” All she had was a pistol, a pair of cuffs, and some medical kits, and she was still in the clothes she had worn to Argos.

      “Like one of these?” Mara asked, drawing a small gadget out of her utility belt. She tossed it to Jaya, who caught it. It was one of Sal’s devices.

      “Didn’t have much use for it in Narei,” Mara said. “But I kept it with me just in case.”

      Jaya stared at the tiny device. It weighed almost nothing, cool and smooth in her palm. It didn’t look like something that could render a combatant powerless. She remembered the deep chill that had come over her, the way that her injuries had all seemed suddenly to bleed the life away from her. This little device had taken her strength away.

      She closed her hand around it. It couldn’t hurt her anymore.

      “That might have just saved our lives,” she said.

      “My team knows to shoot to kill. But I’ll take any extra protection.”

      They kept moving along the paths. The route split, one way taking them into the desert exhibit, the other into the pine forest. Jaya hesitated.

      “Not a lot of cover in the desert,” Mara said, peering into the space from where she had pressed herself flat against the wall.

      “He wouldn’t go there,” Jaya agreed. “Too exposed.”

      The longer they spent in here, the more she doubted her instincts. There was no sign of any people in these gardens, not a single combatant—Union or Resistance—or civilian wandering the paths.

      “The pines,” she said with more conviction than she felt.

      Mara just nodded and followed her, her guard bringing up the rear.

      The botanical gardens shared the Forum’s high ceilings, and nowhere was the effect as pronounced as in the pine forest, the tall, slender trees reaching toward the blue-hued screens on the ceiling as if the grow lights overhead were true sunlight. The path wound through the columns of the trunks, moss-covered rocks occupying much of the ground. The trees were thick, but in this room the sound of water was louder—an artificial spring bubbled at the far end of the exhibit.

      “There!” one of Mara’s guards shouted, following his exclamation with a shot.

      Jaya followed the arc of the particle beam to where five human forms in light armor were cutting through the trees.

      Jaya gave chase, vaulting over the guard rails and into the foliage. Mara and her guards kept up fire for a few paces, then, on Mara’s order, holstered their weapons and dropped down. In quadrupedal stance, they peeled away from Jaya quickly. She pushed herself, driving her legs forward faster than she had managed yet in training, but the distance between them grew.

      Her breaths came quicker, her lungs struggling to draw in air. She paused, dropping her hands to her knees, her chest heaving.

      Ahead, the humans had picked up their pace, but Mara and her guards were closing in. Five nareians, close to the ground, their motions fluid. And four humans, upright, spreading through the trees to divide the nareians.

      Four humans. Jaya brought up her infrared scanner, searching for a body just starting to cool in the exhibit. Had they already brought one down? The map showed a cluster of dots—nine in all—where Mara and her team were attacking ahead, but no motionless, warm bodies between Jaya and them.

      But then she saw it: one red-orange dot was moving, off to the left. She ignored the burning in her chest and sprinted after them, the glimpse of charcoal light armor and snow-white hair ahead.

      She followed the sounds of his flight, pushing through narrow, needled branches that left stinging welts on her bare forearms and face. Her shirt grew damp with sweat, clinging to her waist and bunching at her shoulders as the trees clawed at her. Her lungs burned and her legs ached, but she didn’t slow.

      He broke through the last of the trees and onto the path, and Jaya could see him more clearly now, as he passed through the wide doors into another exhibit hall. The doors started to close behind him.

      Jaya swore. She lowered her head and charged forward, her muscles screaming, her every step jolting up her legs. The way was narrowing, narrowing, narrowing.

      She jumped, launching herself through the doors just as they closed. A metal panel scraped her ankle and she staggered, tucking herself at the last moment into a roll.

      Head up, she looked around, taking in the green fronds fluttering around her, the raised metal walkways threading through the overstory, all leading toward the crashing roar of a waterfall. She was in the palm room.

      The shriek of the particle beam was her only warning, and she scrambled out of the way as the blast singed the ground. Jaya rolled up to her feet and grabbed her weapon, her other hand going to the device at her waist. She ducked into the thick growth off the main path, shielding herself from view and moving away from her last position. A cramp in her side pinched her lungs, but she forced herself to draw in deep breaths, to slow her thundering heart.

      She couldn’t see him. This room gave him as much cover as it gave her, with the dense leaves of the shorter palms filling the understory. She squinted at the walkways above. She needed to get up.

      “You always were tenacious.”

      Emory’s voice came from somewhere to her right. His tone was mild, but a chill ran down her spine. She turned her weapon toward the sound as she continued to move through the trees. To get to the suspended walkways, she needed to be on the main path—open and exposed. But there were rocks she could climb at the waterfall—an alternate route up.

      “And you’re more predictable than you like people to know,” she said.

      He would be moving toward her now, so she dropped low, crawling away from her last location, hoping not to disturb the leaves high up enough for him to see her movement. He could follow her on his own scanner, but if she could get to the waterfall before he realized that was her destination, she might be able to see him before he saw her.

      She heard him crashing through the trees behind her. Her hand closed around Sal’s device at her waist. She had few advantages, and no way of knowing how many he might have. She turned the device on, syncing it to her palm drive.

      He was in range. She activated the pulse.

      He kept coming, no hitch in his movement. Jaya stood and ran.

      He had never enhanced himself. In more than three decades of his work on this technology, after putting his enhancements in his private army, in his own children, he had never done it to himself.

      “You’re a coward,” she shouted as she ducked to the left, wide palm leaves thwacking against her and shaking in her wake.

      “You’re the one running,” he replied. “You’ve always chosen to run away, haven’t you? I offered you a chance to join me—to be part of something larger—and you were too afraid.”

      The roar of the waterfall grew louder, overpowering the sound of smacking leaves and her feet pounding into the ground. She had to slow down, or else the changing terrain would trip her. She stumbled over the uneven rocks, circling halfway around the base of the formation that supported the rush of water. The spray was a soft mist, cool in the warm, thick air.

      Jaya holstered her gun and reached for the slippery rock face, searching for a handhold. She would be out of his view, but not for long if he realized which side she was scaling.

      She hoisted herself up, wedging one foot into a crack in the rock, raising her hands higher, seeking purchase. She found another stable hold and grabbed tight.

      Her foot slipped, and she smacked into the rock as her legs kicked out. Pain jangled up through her shoulder and cheekbone, knocking her teeth together and bringing stinging tears to her eyes. She clenched her jaw and pulled herself up. Pain was nothing. It had to be nothing. It was hurt, or die.

      The slope of the rock softened, no longer a sheer wall. She couldn’t hear her father over the rush of water over the falls, couldn’t display her palm drive’s heat scanner. Not that it mattered—she could barely pull herself up with both arms and legs. There was no chance she could grab her weapon and shoot at him if she had to. Another push, and her stomach was pressed against soft moss, her legs still kicking out over the side. She dragged herself forward, swinging her feet up.

      On hands and knees, she crawled. The deep inhales her lungs craved were impossible, her breaths broken and shallow. She gasped in air anyway, her body protesting every movement. Her palms were scraped, her head throbbing, her shoulder resisting the way she moved her arms to claw herself forward.

      She pulled up her heat map. He was down below the falls. She could see his orange light on the heat map, but couldn’t hear him crashing around in the undergrowth. He was making his way around to the path up—the long, open route that the tourists would take. If she could pull herself up—if she could just get on her feet—she could get there. He’d be exposed.

      She inhaled a deep breath, like peeling the walls of her lungs apart. It burned. She burned, everywhere, pain like a fire in every part of her body. She bent one leg, planting her foot in front of her, pushing up with her screaming muscles, mirroring them with a scream of her own.

      Her body had learned its new limits, and she was approaching them now. She had endured through the pain, through the slow healing. She had fought for every inch of improvement, and she would not die here, not at Emory’s hands.

      She raised her weapon. He was over the rise now, moving forward, his gun in his hand. He saw her, and for a terrible moment, their eyes locked.

      There was no remaining echo of that cool expression she remembered from their first meeting, the sunlight illuminating the silver of his hair. She saw the tension at the corners of his eyes, the heat that rose in his irises. The tight coiling she had sensed in him more than a year ago was now a writhing energy, no longer contained. He reminded her for a moment of Kier, with a sick jolt that threatened to break her own careful composure.

      She choked back nausea at the memory of Kier’s lifeless body. He reminded her of Kier because he had broken Kier. He had made her brother into the mess she had encountered. The mess she had not been able to put back together.

      Jaya stared at her father, and he stared back.

      She pulled the trigger, her shot going wide of the mark, hitting his arm instead of his chest. But it was enough. He yelped, his hands flexing involuntarily, and his gun flung off to the side. It clattered down the wet rocks.

      He fell to his knees and raised his unwounded arm. The other dangled at his side, blood soaking his sleeve.

      Jaya took a staggering step forward, keeping her gun leveled at him. She took another step, and another, until she was standing in front of him, her breaths heaving sobs, her face and hair and clothes dripping with sweat and with the deep, permeating wet of the waterfall’s spray.

      He turned his eyes away, the chiseled lines of his face graceful. This face looked nothing like the one from her childhood, but she marveled that she had not seen it at once. She had sat in the living room of his house on Argos, discussing art and politics and war, and she had never recognized him. The way he moved, the way he spoke… The new face was a mask, no more than that. A superficial change, but an effective one. Uncanny.

      “What now?” he asked, his voice nearly lost to the din of the falls.

      “It’s over,” Jaya said. “You’ll face trial.”

      To her surprise, he sighed. It was a sound heavy with regret, with a wistfulness that clashed with the harsh anger still etched into his face.

      “I wish I could have told you who I was”—he turned his eyes back to her—“back when we met on Argos. I wish I could have been honest. Things might have turned out differently if you had known.”

      Would they have? Jaya didn’t speak the question aloud, even as she examined it. She had wondered this before. As she held Kier’s lifeless body in her arms, she had wondered if joining her father might have changed his course. She heard the sadness in his voice now, the voice of a man who felt he had been deeply wronged. A brief pang of sympathy softened the tension in her body—he had been wronged. Nasrin and his other former colleagues had killed his wife and stolen his son. They had caused him to lose track of his daughter. She had been raised by someone else.

      “When did you learn?” Her voice trembled with the question. “That I hadn’t been taken too?”

      “When I found your brother,” he said. “Four years later.”

      Her throat constricted. “Did you ever consider coming back for me?”

      “I did. It didn’t take long to find you once I knew where to look. But what your brother and I were doing—that was no life for you.”

      Jaya swallowed the words that rose up in her. She had expected to feel trepidation when she confronted him. She had expected anger and grief and revulsion. But she hadn’t expected longing. Hadn’t expected jealousy—of Kier and her father. Of the years they’d had together, however twisted they might have been.

      Her adolescence on New Sheffield had been full of love and the comfort of family, even though she had lost her parents and her brother. She’d never felt unloved or neglected by her uncles. There had been hard work and hunger and anxiety, but there had been warmth and music and laughter, too. Until she had grown old enough to see that her uncles would need more as they aged. Until she had taken on the burden of lifting them all out of poverty.

      And for most of that time, her father and her brother had been alive and together. Although what was between them hadn’t been anything like the love between Jaya and her uncles. Whatever had been between her brother and her father had contributed as much to Kier’s pain as the Union’s torture had. It was that knowledge that left shards of regret scattered throughout Jaya—the knowledge that Kier had been suffering while she had been happy.

      If she had been with him—if she and Kier had been together—would he have had a chance? Could she have stopped him from becoming Augustus, from breaking down alone in a forgotten star system, from dying at the hands of their father’s guards? Her father had robbed her of the chance to take care of her brother the way Kier had always taken care of her.

      Emory watched her as she controlled her emotions. She and her father were frozen in their tableau—he on his knees with one hand raised, the barrel of her gun a straight line pointing from her hands to his perfect face. She let the pause draw out. The anger was strong, bubbling just below the critical point that would send it to a roiling boil, but she wasn’t here to vent her rage. This wasn’t about revenge.

      Revenge was what had destroyed him in the end—what had taken her father and turned him into Richard Emory. But he’d already had one foot on this path before the death of her mother. He and Nasrin had made each other, two foes locked in their death embrace.

      It was Emory who broke the silence. “Is he with you?”

      He didn’t know. Jaya narrowed her eyes, trying to read sincerity or grief or regret in his face. But all she saw was the blank canvas of the politician that had been plastered on every screen in Argos for months leading up to his election.

      “Kier died,” she said.

      “What happened?”

      The anger boiled over. She took a step closer, and he flinched. “You don’t get to know that,” she snarled. “You don’t get to know how he spent his last moments.”

      “It was complicated,” he said mildly, “with your brother.”

      “You killed him. Seems pretty simple to me.”

      “I was trying to protect him,” he said, tension like a ribbon of flame in his voice. “From his own foolishness.”

      “You broke him,” Jaya spat. “The Union may have fucked him up, but you started the process.”

      Emory flinched again. His eyes flashed, his face twisting in anger. Jaya swallowed her own bitter rage.

      She had him, her gun aimed at him. How long had she been standing here like this? Her training was screaming at her to fire her weapon. To kill her target. Taking him alive was a dream—the kind of thing they wrote up later in the report as an ideal that reality prevented. Capture or kill was most often kill.

      And she wanted to kill him. She wanted it so badly she couldn’t tell whether the tremor in her muscles was weakness or anger. She had done this before—she had struggled to pull the trigger when Kier was menacing Armstrong. Her hesitation had cost Armstrong his life, but Kier’s life had ultimately changed the tides of the war.

      Her finger rested on the trigger, but moved no farther. The conviction that had carried her so far fled, emptying her chest in a swift rush. She wasn’t sure she could end it.

      Emory was lowering his hand slowly. Perhaps it was fatigue, or an attempt to stanch the flow of blood from his other arm, but Jaya wasn’t interested in finding out if he had another weapon.

      “Keep your hands up,” she said. She edged closer to him. The cuffs were tucked into her pocket, but she hesitated to reach for them. Her arms were heavy, shaking. As long as she kept both hands on the grip of the gun, she could hold herself steady, but it tasked her screaming muscles.

      “I feel sorry for you,” he said.

      She jerked back. His eyes narrowed, hatred glittering alongside the pain.

      “You’re fighting a war you never belonged in.” Bitterness darkened his voice.

      “The war is being decided right now, by other people,” she said. “This doesn’t make a difference in that war. This is about us.”

      “You’re still young,” Emory said. “Still think this is all about you.”

      “I’m older than you were when you started playing God.”

      Emory watched her as she drew closer, a glint in his hazel eyes. He assessed her tentative motions with a cold understanding that curled the edges of his lips. Jaya’s stomach turned. He would take advantage of her weakness.

      He lunged, faster than she had expected. Jaya shot, too wide this time, and then he was on her.

      Her head slammed against the rocks, the moss a poor shield. Her vision cut out, white and black and red, and numbness took over her so fast she thought she might actually be dead this time. But her hand gripped her gun, and she rolled to her side. She curled in on herself, shielding the weapon, holding it tight to her chest. Her other gun was between her and the ground, digging mercilessly into her hip.

      Emory’s foot slammed into her back, and now she knew she was alive because the flare of agony sent her curling even more. Her vision sparked, light and then dark and then light again.

      “You were strong once,” he grunted. His foot connected again and Jaya screamed through gritted teeth, but still she held herself tightly clenched. “So much potential. You were everything I dreamed you would be. You wasted it.”

      She felt his hands before she saw them, clawing at her arms, seeking her weapon. She held tight, and he came around to her other side, his leg swinging back for another kick, one that would roll her back, expose her other gun.

      Adrenaline cleared her vision, emptying her mind of all thoughts except survive, survive, survive. She swung her gun out and shot again. The beam glanced off the light armor he wore over his suit, but the impact was enough to knock him off-balance. He staggered back, arms swinging wide to catch himself.

      “You didn’t make me,” she said. “I made me.”

      She shot again.

      His eyes widened, and he took another juddering step back, disappearing over the side.

      Jaya pushed herself up, heart pounding against her ribs. She crawled to the drop-off and looked over. Emory lay in the pool beneath the falls, blood foaming in the churn of white water. His eyes and mouth were wide, his body motionless as the spray of the falls soaked his blood-stained hair and ran in rivulets down his face.

      It was over.

      She sat back on her heels. The throbbing pain in her body was pushing its way through the sharp focus the adrenaline had brought, and she groaned, dropping her head into her hands.

      Jaya had spent the last months fighting the changes in her body, after spending a year fighting the fear that she was a monster—the creation of a cruel and scheming man. She had watched her own brother bleed out, all her strength useless as his own body failed him. She had felt what she thought was her own life fleeing her body, only to wake weeks later a shell of herself. She could no longer be the hope of the galaxy, or its foe. She was only human.

      The fate of the galaxy was in the hands of the people she had put her faith in. People like Tynan and Sunny; scientists and medical professionals working their hardest to improve the plight of everyone. People like Mara, who were willing to turn away from their own freedom at great cost, to instead devote their life to improving the lives of their people. People like Luka, who had left the Navy traumatized and in search of peace, only to return when he was called and throw himself into a project so massive he would never see it completed, just because he knew it was right. Because he cared about the people in the galaxy and saw something worth saving. Because he saw pain and misery and cruelty and would not rest until he had healed it all.

      Her father had taken the galaxy’s cruelty personally. Every wound it bestowed on him inspired a new hatred, a new anger. It had given him nowhere to run, in the end. With enemies everywhere, he had no one to protect him.

      She stood, her limbs heavy, her balance off. She holstered her gun and climbed slowly down the pedestrian stairs, setting her feet carefully on each step.

      At the base of the falls, she stopped. Her father’s body floated in the water, the ripples lapping at his suit pants. Something glimmered just beneath him. It was two gold rings: her parents’ wedding bands, warped through the water into something dreamlike. She reached down and scooped them up out of the pond.

      The trees sighed above her, the rustle of circulated air mimicking a breeze. Jaya closed her eyes and remembered the day her childhood had ended. She could see the sun sinking toward the horizon, the golden hour setting the leaves aglow. Even the grasses in the wide, rolling hills had burned with gold beneath the fire in her father’s lab, the smell of smoke faint on the wind.

      The memory prodded at an old wound, and she felt nothing. She closed her hands around the rings.

      How long would it take for the ice to thaw? For her to start to unravel the many layers of what happened here and what happened years ago? With her eyes closed, she could hear Kier’s voice, the echoes of his laughter as they had played outside as children.

      Someday, maybe, she would feel grief for the father who loved her. For the pieces of him that had not yet been corrupted, if any had truly remained. Someday, maybe, she would be able to separate those parts from the parts of him that had hurt Kier, that had put their family in danger. That had ultimately ripped them apart and killed her brother. Someday, not now.

      But she had time. For the first time in her life, she could see a future stretching out ahead of her, as long as the sunset shadows on the grass. It was beautiful and terrifying and overwhelming all at once.

      She squeezed her eyes tighter, a vision of Kier’s face burning on the inside of her eyelids. Lit with a smile, the boy she knew shining through the face of the man he had grown to be.

      “It’s over, big bear,” she whispered, her voice absorbed by the music of the leaves. “The fight is over.”
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      It took two days for Argos Resistance to subdue the station. Jaya had staggered out of the palm room to find Mara and her team working desperately to open the door, Emory’s guards dead in the pine forest. Jaya returned to HQ intending to work at Gemma’s side, but was sent immediately to the makeshift infirmary, where she was ushered to a cot and given a concoction of drugs that washed everything in a white haze.

      She slept for two days, and when she woke, her head throbbed and her body ached. When she pushed herself up to a seated position on her cot, a medic appeared at her side with a dose of fast-acting painkiller. She accepted it with gratitude and spent a long moment cradling her head in her hands, the cool of her fingers soothing against her temples.

      Someone had left a set of clean training clothes folded neatly next to her cot, and Jaya pulled them on, casting away her hospital gown. Her bloodied, stained clothing was nowhere to be found, but there was a small bag beneath the folded clothes which contained the two guns, Sal’s device, and the rings. They clinked softly as she dropped them in the pocket of her sweatpants.

      The walk to Emory’s neighborhood was short, but Jaya took it in stuttering, uneasy steps. When she arrived, she stood for a moment on the threshold of Emory’s white townhome. This neighborhood had been one of the last to fall, at the hands of a nareian strike force. But once the loyalists in military leadership had been killed or captured, it had capitulated quickly. The streets were patrolled by Resistance forces. Their forms appeared on Jaya’s palm drive map with friendly identifications, marked in green.

      She would be marked as friendly, too, though she had obscured her personal information from her identification tag. Nonetheless, a few of the guards watched her with too much interest as she stood facing the blue metal door. She unlocked it without trouble, as the Fox had promised, and stepped inside.

      The sparse, elegant living space stretched out in front of her in the early morning light from the Forum. Everything was silver and gray and white, the faint blue sheen of the replica of La Guernica the only color in the space. She paused in front of the painting.

      Had she known? Had some part of her felt the draw to him? After nearly two years, she found it hard to bring up a clear image of the time before. She wasn’t sure she could trust her memory. Her eyes wandered across the image, the abstract chaos of screaming, bleeding, suffering people. Its presence here no longer felt benign.

      She stepped away from the painting and retreated down the hall to Emory’s study, where she and Sal had broken in on the night of their escape from Argos. The door opened smoothly, revealing the ancient wooden desk. The smell of paper and oil paints escaped with the stale air in the room.

      The book was still there, on its shelf, and Jaya pulled it gently from its place. She turned it over in her hands and opened the cover to read the inscription.

      She didn’t know what she expected to feel. Her father’s words of love to her mother stared up at her, their rings nestled together in her pocket, and she felt only the throbbing of her wound and the fog in her mind.

      She closed the book and put it down, this time on the desk, her fingers lingering on the cover for just a moment. Then she took the rings from her pocket and set them down gently on top of the book, the warm brown leather reflecting in the metal circles.

      “Thought you might be here.”

      The voice startled her, and she looked up to find Mara lurking in the door, one hand on her hip as she leaned against the frame.

      “Did you?” Jaya said, hoping her tone was neutral. One of Mara’s eyebrows quirked up in dry amusement.

      “Yeah,” Mara said. “You can’t help yourself.”

      “What does that mean?”

      Mara pushed off the door and came into the room. She ran her fingers along the edge of the desk. “It means you’re not going to let go until you can explain it. It’s the intelligence officer in you.” She met Jaya’s gaze, cool gray eyes assessing her frankly. “Or maybe it’s just who you are.”

      Jaya sighed and looked around the room. She felt no connection with the space, no deep intuition that could tell her how she was supposed to go forward now. How she was supposed to heal.

      “I just want all this to mean something,” she said.

      “That’s the difference between you and me,” Mara replied. “I don’t care what my life means. I just want it to be mine.”

      Jaya nodded as if she understood, but she was having trouble registering anything now aside from the dull, numb feeling in her chest that had been there since she killed her father.

      “I think I understand,” Mara said. “The decision you had to make. I would have done the same.”

      Jaya looked back down at the rings resting on the cover of the book. “Is that supposed to be a good thing?”

      Mara shrugged. “It is what it is.”

      Jaya nodded again. “It’s a lot harder than it sounds. It should have been easy.”

      Mara’s face darkened. “It’s never easy.”

      Jaya swallowed and stepped back from the table. She didn’t want to be here anymore, in this space. Mara seemed to read her change of mood, and stepped aside so Jaya could pass through the doorway. She followed her down the hall.

      “I wanted to talk to you before I left.”

      Jaya paused and turned back. “Where are you going?”

      “Away,” Mara said. “I need some space. Need to make my life mine, maybe for the first time. And I wanted to say goodbye.”

      “Your throne?” Jaya asked.

      Mara shook her head. “Not mine anymore.”

      “Well,” Jaya said, bringing her hand to her shoulder in a nareian salute, “we were honored to have the Nareian Empress come to our aid. And I was lucky to have you at my side in the gardens. I would never have made it out without your help. I hope those who come after us remember all we sacrificed for each other. For the galaxy.”

      Mara grimaced. “I wouldn’t count on it. But if what comes after is any better, then I guess it was worth it.”

      Jaya held out a hand to Mara, who shook it.

      “Thank you,” she said as she released the former Empress. “I hope you find what you’re looking for.”

      “You’re not the first to say that to me.”

      Jaya smiled. “Well then, I hope it all the more.”
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        * * *

      

      The little residential neighborhood was as quiet as she remembered. It was far enough from everything to have been largely untouched by the turmoil of the siege of the station, and Jaya’s footfalls echoed in the empty early morning corridors.

      She stopped in front of the store. Its display was out, the glass windows opaque. If she hadn’t known to look for it, it would have been barely more than another stretch of wall. Argos Security had raided the place when Luka was revealed to be working with the Resistance, and it became part of their assets when Argos Resistance took over. The keypad blinked softly. Muted red lights indicated it was locked. Jaya’s hands were heavy at her side, her feet like lead on the floor. The empty chasm of her chest compressed, pulled inward by an aching desire for something impossible.

      Her fingers trembled as she reached out, and the lock clicked open when it recognized her status as command. She pressed her palm to the door and pushed, stepping forward into the darkened shop.

      The lights came up at her motion, warm and soft. They illuminated a harsh, violent scene in their gentle tones. Paper fluttered in the breeze of displaced air she brought in with her. Shards of pottery littered the floor, the remnants of sculptures that had once been displayed proudly. The sight stole her breath, the devastation singing in her like a note of resonance plucked straight from her heart.

      She stepped inside, the door ajar behind her. The empty space in the center of the room called to her. She picked her way around the shards of broken glass and ceramics on the floor until she came to a stop where the piano had once stood.

      A broken lamp lay at her feet, cracked crystals faceting the light. She knelt, picking up the pieces and gathering them in her hands. A pinch in her finger drew her focus. The sharp edges of the warped metal had sliced her skin, a droplet of blood blooming on her fingertip. She watched it with a distant fascination as it grew, its perfect symmetry breaking beneath its own growing pressure and spilling down her finger.

      “It sold.”

      The voice behind her was as warm as the room’s lighting, its edges as rough as the detritus littering the floor. She didn’t look back at him, but Luka’s presence simmered in her awareness, a glow that approached the ragged edges of the hole in her cautiously.

      “I don’t know what I expected,” she replied, her voice tight.

      His breath caught, the hitch echoing in the silent space. Jaya looked up from her bleeding finger to the bare shelves, her memories of this shop superimposed on the vision like ghosts. Echoes of another life.

      Luka made his way through the mess on the floor and crouched beside her. He took the broken pieces of the lamp from her hand with a tenderness that pierced her chest, setting them aside in a pile on the floor before catching her hands up in his.

      She looked over at him. He must have come straight from the port when Resistance Command arrived. His clothes were rumpled from his travels, but he had rolled the sleeves of his shirt up, cuffing them just below his elbows and revealing the fine lines of muscle and tendon in his forearms. His hair was loose, falling around his shoulders and shadowing his face. How many times had they sat like this, his attention on her, his face open, inviting her secrets to spill out?

      Those secrets had once felt to her like a wall impossible to surmount. They had grown so high that no one could scale them. But Luka wasn’t interested in scaling the walls, in conquering the fears. It had always been enough for him just to share them.

      “I killed him,” she whispered.

      Luka held her gaze. “I know,” he replied quietly. “Gemma told us.”

      She swallowed, tension rising in her chest, creeping up her neck.

      “Did you get the report from Aurora?” Luka asked.

      She shook her head. “I’ve been out of it for two days.”

      Luka inhaled and held it in for a long moment, the breath flaring his nostrils. His eyes glittered.

      “We lost Rhodes,” he said, the news tumbling out of his mouth with the held breath, his voice strained. “And Werner.”

      Her mouth opened, but her breath caught in her chest, suddenly too full, too strained. She squeezed her eyes shut, mouthing their names, adding them to her litany. Rhodes. Werner. Adaeze. She didn’t make it far before her lungs burned, her breath hissing out slowly. Luka took her face in his hands, turned it up to him. She opened her eyes.

      “How are you?” Luka’s voice was soft, his eyes searching.

      She opened her mouth to reply, but couldn’t. She had no secrets left, no dark tragedies hidden away. The tragedies were littered around her as clearly as these wrecked artifacts littered the floor. She laughed, the sound fluttering on the air and turning to a harsh sob.

      His arms came around her and drew her close. She cried into his shoulder, the leather-and-paper scent of him in her nostrils. Every shake of her shoulders loosened something in her chest and jostled the new wounds in her body. The pain and the freedom fused together in her like something wild. Luka said nothing, just held her close to his chest and pressed his face into her hair.

      “You were right,” Jaya whispered, long after her sobs had turned dry and faded away.

      “About what?”

      She laughed, the sound soft, this time not disintegrating into tears. “Everything.”

      He murmured against her hair, a question.

      “You were right about hope coming from within,” she answered. “I was looking for it in all the wrong places.”

      She shifted, pulling away from their embrace and taking his hands in hers, their bodies still close on the shop floor. “I’ve done this wrong from the start. I let my fear get in the way, and in letting the fear stop me, I became exactly what I was afraid of becoming.”

      “Jaya,” he whispered, but he closed his mouth again. She saw the weariness in his face, in his body. She felt it in her own bones.

      “Your words stayed with me, Luka. From the start, your words have stayed with me.” His eyes shimmered in the dim lighting, and the lines of his body hummed with tension at her words. “You made me consider who and what I could be if I stopped fighting for just a moment. But I’ve been too afraid to stop fighting.”

      He looked down at their clasped hands, his lips parting, then closing as though he had thought better of whatever remark had risen to his mind. He remained with his eyes down, but Jaya sensed from the tension in his shoulders and the alertness in his eyes that she still had his attention.

      “I’m still afraid,” she whispered. For a moment, she feared that more tears would come, with the way that confession sent a shaky jolt through her chest. But she remained steady. “I thought that this would bring me some closure, that it would resolve my questions. But it’s only made me question even more.”

      Luka’s eyes glittered in the low light, and he swallowed hard.

      “But I know who I am now,” she said. “And I know who I want to be. And who I want at my side.”

      His eyebrows slanted up. She brought one of her hands up to his cheek and let her fingers follow her eyes, tracing his jawline, bringing the pad of her thumb to his lower lip. He closed his eyes.

      “I love you,” she said.

      His eyes flew open, and she smiled.

      “Say that again?” he whispered, his mouth softening as if he couldn’t believe what he’d heard. As if part of him was certain he’d imagined it.

      “I love you, Luka,” she repeated. “I should have said it long ago, but I was afraid.”

      He kissed her, pulling her against him, and when he released her, she kissed him again right away, because she was so grateful for the feeling of his body against hers.

      He pressed his forehead to hers, his hands cradling her face. This close, she could forget the broken scene around them. This close, all that mattered was the rich, dark brown of his eyes, nearly swallowed by his pupils. All that mattered was the sweet rhythm of his breathing, strong and familiar. All that mattered was the way he held her close, the way she held him back. And the possibility that they might never have to let go again.

      “You know, right?” he whispered, leaning closer and trailing kisses along her jaw. “You know that I love you, too. That I’ve loved you from the start.”

      She pulled his mouth back to hers in answer. They remained there as the light rose across the silver city-station, heedless of the havoc around them. The destroyed shop was forgotten, music and love beating in their chests instead.
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      Onyema didn’t stay long on Argos. She arrived just before the rest of Resistance Command, but only a few days after the funeral for Rhodes and Werner, she grew restless. She seemed to have aged a decade since Luka had last seen her only a few weeks before. Relief mixed with exhaustion, making the silver that had already been present in her hair seem more stark, the bruises beneath her eyes more pronounced. She still carried herself with her assured grace. The grace of a woman who had seen enough for two lifetimes, and yet still had life in her.

      Luka accompanied her to the port when she left. They walked side by side to her yacht, squinting against the port lighting glinting off the silver curves of the ship. She sighed when they reached the bottom of the platform. They paused, and Onyema patted his arm in a benign way, but when he looked at her, he saw there was still steel in her eyes.

      “You brought us to the end of the war,” she said.

      Luka shook his head. “The Resistance owes its victory to you. You were the linchpin in the whole plan.”

      “I’m glad I was able to play a part. One chapter of my life has been resolved now. It’s time to turn to the next.”

      She gave him a shrewd look, her eyes cutting sharply through him. Luka let himself smile. He was finding more reasons to smile these days, hoping that letting in some peace would ease the weight he still felt pressing in on him even though all of this was over.

      “What are your plans, now that you no longer have a cause to fight for?” she asked.

      “There’s always a cause,” Luka said. “The fighting just looks different.”

      Onyema patted his arm again. “So what’s your next cause?”

      Luka pulled his lower lip between his teeth. He had an answer to her question ready. He had been telling himself this, preparing for this moment, but the words were still reluctant to emerge.

      “I’m taking some time away,” he told her. “Jaya and I are going to get our families settled somewhere.”

      “And then?”

      Luka shrugged, the motion tense. Onyema said nothing in response, only gave him a thoughtful smile and turned her eyes away again, looking toward her yacht.

      “I have no doubt that whatever you choose, you will do well at it,” she said. “I’m sorry to have dragged you back into a life you already left once, but I hope you understand why I came to you.”

      “You didn’t drag me back,” Luka said. “I chose. And I would do it again.”

      Silence stretched between them.

      “I want to do something.” Onyema brought up the menu of her palm drive and began to flip through. A moment later, his palm drive chimed, and he glanced down at it. “Read it,” she said, a smile curling its way up one side of her mouth.

      Luka paused, bringing the message up. It was a set of coordinates on a planet in the Perseus Arm, and a set of entry codes for something.

      He frowned at Onyema. “What is this?”

      “A house I purchased under an assumed name, not long after I left Argos,” she replied. “You’ll need somewhere to stay. The house is large enough for your parents and Jaya’s uncles. It’s a few kilometers down the beach from a little seaside town. Not much there—mineral mining and a small fishing industry.”

      Luka nodded. He recognized the colony. It had been one of the first to come over to the Resistance after he arrived on Swallow’s Landing.

      “Thank you,” he said. “We’d be happy to stay there while we find a permanent place to live.”

      “It’s yours,” Onyema insisted. “If you want it.”

      Luka shook his head firmly. “No. We’ll find our own place. But this will be good for us, for a while.”

      Onyema tilted her head, considering his response. And then she gave a slight nod. “I understand. Stay as long as you need to.”

      Luka thanked her again. The silence stretched between them again, this time strained. Their first goodbye was supposed to be permanent. Luka had wrapped himself tightly in pain and resentment when he left the Navy. He had hoped never to see her again. When she reappeared after a decade and a half, their work was filled with goodbyes, every one containing the possibility of finality. Some part of him had never expected to come to the end, or to have a choice in the matter.

      “What will you do next?” he asked her, breaking the increasingly heavy silence.

      “I’ll keep traveling,” she said. “I can’t stop moving, not now.” She took in a deep breath and looked over at her yacht. “As long as I’m in motion, I’ll still feel alive. When I stop moving, that’s when death comes.”

      He felt the shift in the conversation like a change in the direction of the breeze. She was already moving on to the next thing. He was suddenly reminded of how it had felt to be the youngest member of her strike team, to stand in her considerable shadow, long before resentment and guilt had built up in him.

      A stiff, formal goodbye felt wrong, but Onyema wasn’t the type to display her affection. She stood rigid and straight, already fixed on the next task. Luka stepped back, preparing to leave.

      Onyema turned around, holding out her hands and drawing him back in. Luka took them, and she squeezed his fingers between hers.

      “I’m proud of you,” she said.

      Luka smiled. “I am, too.”
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      The cottage by the sea did not disappoint. There was more than enough room for the two interleaved families to settle in. Simon started a garden on their first morning, hacking away at the ground with a kitchen spoon, until Jaya and Aman laughed at him and pleaded for him to wait until they could buy better tools. Luka’s parents spent long hours staring out at the sea—he knew that had been one of the things they’d missed from their home on Fudo-Myo when he had convinced them to retire to a garden planet. As the owner of a small antiques shop, he couldn’t afford the sea views in their retirement, but now they had salt breezes and the dance of the clouds on the horizon and the sand between their toes as they walked along the ocean every morning.

      Luka had not been surprised when they arrived to see the piano waiting in the center of the cottage’s main room, recently delivered and gleaming. A gift from Onyema. This one you can’t give back, she had written on a note tucked under the lid.

      He had pocketed the note as Jaya sat down, hands reverent on the keys. She had said nothing of her return to music when they reconciled on Argos, but when she picked through the belongings Luka brought from Aurora, she had immediately taken her mother’s violin from its case. Luka had watched her play through shimmering vision as she leaned into the pull of the bow, eyes closed and focus consuming her.

      Since arriving at their new home, the six of them had done little other than rest. They wiled away afternoons in the pages of books, walked in the ceaseless winds that blew off the water, lingered over simple meals and conversations that mingled laughter with their grief. They all grieved what they had lost over the years. Things they had not yet had time to confront rose to the surface now.

      And all the while, a burning in the back of Luka’s mind kept him restless. He remained a part of the political transition team, stealing away in the afternoons to catch up on the messages that poured in, evidence of the churn of activity as the team moved to Argos.

      Luka was standing outside, his feet in the sand that crept up from the beach to the back of the cottage, when Fátima called him. The morning fog was just beginning to burn off the water, and when he answered the call, she seemed to rise out of the fog, formed of the same water vapor and light.

      “I wanted to deliver the news personally,” she said.

      Seabirds cried out overhead, their voices fading into the crash of waves as they dipped low over the water.

      “What news?” Luka asked.

      “You’ve been nominated for a seat on the governance council. Chief of culture and the arts. There are others considering running, but I received multiple requests to put your name forward.”

      The breeze picked up, snapping strands of his hair against his face. He turned his eyes up to the sky, where the late-morning sun burned white through the clouds.

      I’m not an artist, his mind still said. I’m not an expert. But he closed his mouth.

      “I know you said you thought it was time to retire,” Fátima said, “but your voice is needed here.”

      Luka looked back at her, the swirling mist still merging with her projected image. “I don’t know where I’m needed most.”

      “Jaya’s name came up, too,” Fátima said, “for chief of defense. A unanimous vote.”

      Luka shook his head. She would decline. She had done her part. Her father was dead, the Resistance had won. I’m not a part of the new world, she had told him, the words whispered late one night into the hollow of his neck. I’ve served my purpose. Staying would only mean dragging out the death of what came before.

      But Luka wasn’t entirely convinced that his own part had been played. He wanted the life he had promised Jaya, but the unfinished work burned in him. He couldn’t put it away, as much as he had tried.

      “I can’t promise anything,” he said.

      “Don’t promise yet,” Fátima said. “Give it some thought. Both of you. You know where to reach me.”

      She ended the call, evaporating into the wind that still stirred his hair and made his face and neck and forearms sticky with salt residue. He breathed in the briny air, filling his lungs until they ached, and then he went inside.

      Jaya sat at the piano, head ducked down as she worked at a piece. She didn’t hear him come in, her focus inward, until he rested his hand gently between her shoulder blades.

      She opened her eyes, taking in his expression with one sweep of her gaze and frowning. “They called you.”

      “I was nominated for culture and the arts,” he replied.

      She watched him, her expression unchanging. “That suits you.”

      “You were nominated, too.”

      “I know. Sal called.” She removed her hands from the keys, folding them in her lap. “I turned it down.”

      Luka nodded. “I thought you would.”

      He looked back at the sliding door that led outside. He had left it ajar, letting the breeze lift the gauzy curtains. Jaya had laughed when he flung the doors open on their first day here, saying that the curtains revealed the dance of the wind, but it was a laugh of joy, not derision. Her face had lit at his pleasure, a spark that flew from him and caught in her eyes.

      He sat on the bench beside her, and she reached for his hands.

      “What do you want?” he asked her.

      She met his eyes, the light catching the copper flecks in her green-gold irises. The little furrow between her brows settled into that serious expression he had seen so many times.

      “I love what we have,” she said. “This little cottage by the sea. I’m ready for a quiet life.”

      She squeezed his hand and he tried to smile, but he could tell by the deepening furrow that he had failed. He sighed and closed his eyes.

      “But I know you can’t give up your work.” She rested a hand on his cheek, and he opened his eyes, meeting her searching gaze. “You’re not someone who can walk away from work this important. You’ll never forgive yourself.”

      “I’d never forgive myself for walking away from you.”

      She gave him a sad smile.

      Luka brought his hand to cover hers, leaning into her palm pressed against his cheek. He closed his eyes again, the howl of the wind outside the only sound that disturbed the silence.

      “Can you see a place for yourself on Argos?” The question came out of him a whisper, just when the tightness in his chest felt interminable. “Anywhere there? You don’t have to be part of the council.”

      He felt her breath soft on his face, and then her lips touched his. He shifted, drawing her closer.

      “I know a place in a quiet little neighborhood,” she whispered. He opened his eyes to her face, her eyebrows drawn up but a smile softening her cheeks. “It has great acoustics. It’s the perfect spot for an antiques shop. Or maybe a piano studio.”

      He pulled her in again, kissing her deeply. The ache in his chest eased, and he laughed in relief. Jaya wrapped an arm around his waist and rested her head on his shoulder. Her other hand picked at a meandering melody on the piano, something half-remembered or something not yet written.
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      The vast ceiling of the hangar bay of the NIS Courage arched overhead. Footfalls echoed in the space as Mara completed her preflight checks on a small, FTL-capable cargo ship.

      This vessel was the only thing Mara was taking with her from the nareian government. She had refused everything else offered to her. It felt right, setting off on her own again with only a ship to her name. Mara crouched low, checking the control panels beneath the retracting platform that led up to the airlock. It had been a long time since she had a ship under her control. This was a good ship—it wasn’t the Nasdenika, but it would get her where she needed to go.

      The owner of the soft footfalls was Sasoa. She crossed her arms, her shadow falling across Mara, who crawled out from beneath the platform and pulled herself up to standing.

      “You really want to get out of here, huh?”

      Mara frowned at her former chief of security. Sasoa had helped her draft up the formal letter announcing her abdication. Under Mara’s instructions, it had gone out only minutes after they had declared victory at Argos.

      “It’s complicated,” Mara replied.

      “Everything is.”

      “Sure.” Mara shrugged, locking the control panel and hoisting herself up onto the platform at its midpoint. Sasoa followed her, taking the slightly longer route to walk up the entire length of the boarding platform.

      “You made a good call,” Sasoa said.

      “Which one? The one where we captured Argos or the one where I’m getting the hell off the throne and out of the Empire?”

      “Both.”

      Mara turned around to see a cheeky grin on Sasoa’s face. She couldn’t help but smile in return. “I guess I made a few good choices. Feels good to get something right, at least.”

      She took a seat, starting up the ship’s systems and running through the diagnostics. It may have been a while, but she wasn’t stupid enough to hurl herself into the vacuum of space in a ship she’d never flown without running through the entire suite of checks first.

      “Zan could still come around.”

      Mara’s hands froze over the panel, the sick feeling she had been suppressing rising up suddenly at Sasoa’s words. She swallowed it down, searching for a sarcastic remark to diffuse her discomfort. But something stopped her. She paused, bringing her hands up to her forehead and shaking her head firmly.

      “She won’t,” Mara said. The urge to deflect still fluttered in her chest, but all her deflections had done was postpone the pain. “It’s all tied up together. The throne, the politics, our relationship. I need a clean break. She does, too.”

      Ezana had won the special election for prime minister in a landslide. Narei was in good hands, with Mara stepping down and Ezana free to mold the Empire into the nation it should have become decades ago. She looked up at Sasoa, who leaned gently against the semicircle of the ship’s entrance, the artificial light of the hangar glinting over her shoulder.

      “No one is perfect,” Sasoa said. “Ezana carries her own guilt with her. The only way to heal is to acknowledge it, to confront it.”

      “I’d like to confront it alone,” Mara said. “I don’t need to drag anyone down with me.”

      Sasoa gave her a sad smile. “Perhaps you two are too similar after all.”

      Mara scoffed and returned her attention to her preparations. Sasoa stepped aside as Mara left the ship again, hopping off the side of the platform to grab the bag waiting in the hangar bay. It was all that remained of her life before her brief stint as Empress—the clothes she had worn in the assault on the palace, her set of knives and her favorite pistols—everything else had burned up on Lachta.

      She slung the bag over her shoulder and picked up a small, ornately carved box that had been sitting beside it.

      She turned to Sasoa, handing her the box. Sasoa opened it, revealing the circlet of stylized, woven branches Mara had worn for most of her duties as Empress.

      “Put it in a museum,” Mara said. “The crown of the last Empress of Narei.”

      Sasoa closed the box and turned her eyes up to Mara.

      “Goodbye, Sasoa,” Mara said. “I’ll miss our sparring.”

      Sasoa stepped forward, reaching up with her free hand to tilt Mara’s head down. She kissed her forehead, then stepped back, dipping her head into a slight bow.

      “Goodbye, Mara.”

      Mara turned away, swallowing the lump that rose up in her throat. She clambered up the plank without looking back, securing her bag in a locker and starting the ship’s engines as the door hissed shut behind her.

      She couldn’t stay here. She had never imagined she would find herself nostalgic over leaving the place she had fled already once before. But she knew that she was leaving it again for a place that would make her happier. The only place that had ever made her better.

      She opened up the comms.

      “Flight deck, this is the Serama,” Mara said. “Requesting permission to launch.”

      “Permission granted, Serama,” the now familiar voice of the Courage’s communications officer responded. “Good hunting.”

      “Thanks, Courage, you too.”

      The lights ahead blinked on, guiding the Serama toward the launch path. Mara piloted the ship forward, locking it into the approved flight plan.

      The ship was hers—Admiral Parvan had signed the paperwork the day before that handed it over. Mara had been ready with the name when the admiral asked—Serama meant lost soul in one of the old tongues. Mara knew what she was. But for the first time in her life, she was starting to see how things could be different. How she could be different.

      She broke through the atmosphere barrier of the Courage, accelerating away from the warship that still hovered around Argos. Mara didn’t wait for the Resistance to arrive from Aurora. She didn’t need to say her goodbyes. She needed to move on. She charted her course.

      The Serama jumped to FTL.

      She slept for most of the few days of travel, the exhaustion of years of running making her body heavy. When the ship juddered out of FTL, she was two light-minutes from Uduak.

      Bay waited for her at the landing strip as she brought her ship in. Bright, dry desert sky streamed in the moment she opened the door, and the heat blasted into her as she stepped out onto the lowering platform.

      The little hami monk looked exactly as he had the day she’d first arrived on Uduak, over five years ago. The sight of his rotund, familiar form washed over her with a comforting warmth.

      “Welcome back, sister Mara,” he said. “You’ve had many adventures in your time away.”

      Mara reached the monk and bowed low, the wind picking up her narrow braids and whipping them against the back of her neck.

      She looked down at him as she raised herself back to her full height. He blinked his large, single eye at her in that languid way she had learned to recognize as love.

      “Put me to work, Teacher,” she said. “Any task. Construction, repairs, security.” She paused, considering the options for a moment. “You probably don’t want me cooking.”

      The little monk chuckled. “We know your strengths, sister Mara. But the work is not just for our benefit. It’s for yours.”

      He turned, gesturing for her to follow. Mara slung her bag over her shoulder and began the slow steps that would prevent her from passing him with just a few strides. The pace of life on Uduak matched the long, fluid stretch of desert beneath the hot sun. She already felt the heat baking into her.

      “Why don’t you start in the gardens?” Bay said. “The gardens are good for the soul, and I think you might need some soul care after your long travels.”

      Mara squinted up into the glittering sun. She thought he might be right.

      Her palm drive chirped with an incoming message. Mara silenced it without looking. Ezana had reached out once on her travels here, but Mara hadn’t opened the message. She needed time. She knew she couldn’t hold on to the fragments of her latest life—she had to return to the only place that had always brought her peace. Here, on Uduak, she could start to learn how to face herself. She could start to learn who she truly was and what she wanted. It would be a long and painful journey, but she had put it off for too long.

      It was time to begin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          48

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Tynan met with Arbiter Vihica a few weeks after his pardon. He knew it was not his persuasive tongue that had secured his victory, although he hoped it played some role. It had prevented the Szacante Federation from sending a force to defend Argos, and it was the victory on Argos that had laid bare Kujei’s plans. The Resistance leaders had turned over intelligence revealing the conspiracy between Admiral Reid, Nasrin Cardoso, and Kujei Oszca.

      The Arbiter had wasted no time in arresting Kujei. Kujei’s overconfidence led to his downfall. He trusted too much in the image of himself as the stalwart, loyal advisor. He didn’t realize how deeply the seeds of doubt had been sown. Seeds that Tynan had nurtured with water and sunlight, and that now saw the light of day.

      The Arbiter received Tynan at his mansion. They met in a different room—instead of the conference room with the large table, the Arbiter led him to a small room off the main hall. The space was furnished with a desk, a chair on either side, but Vihica gestured to another corner, where two armchairs waited beside the window.

      They sat across from each other. Tynan picked nervously at the hem of his sleeve. His apartment and all his belongings had been released to him, but Tynan hadn’t gone back. Min had arranged for everything to be auctioned off, and Tynan was staying in a hotel and had purchased a new wardrobe for himself. The new clothes were still slightly stiff.

      “Your case has formally been dismissed,” the Arbiter said. “The highest judge signed off on the last charge today. You are free, and innocent in the eyes of the Federation.”

      “Thank you,” Tynan said. Min whispered the time in his ear—he had a shuttle to catch. He couldn’t linger in this meeting. “You’re probably wondering why I asked for an audience.”

      “I didn’t wonder,” the Arbiter replied. “In fact, I should have been the one to call this meeting. The Federation owes you an apology.”

      Tynan winced. He couldn’t entirely disagree, but an apology felt like empty breath. He didn’t want words—he wanted to do something. It was the reason for this meeting.

      “I auctioned off my home and most of my belongings,” Tynan said. “And with my original accounts released to me, I find myself surprisingly wealthy. I want to do something with the money.”

      The Arbiter watched him, his hands folded in his lap. He didn’t interrupt, which Tynan was grateful for.

      “I’d like to start a scholarship fund. Something that pays for collaborations between szacante researchers and researchers from other nations.”

      “That can be done,” Vihica said. He smiled. “I’ll have our legal team and their VAs draw up the contract. The Federation can put your donation in a trust and give it a few years to grow. It would benefit from other donors as well.”

      “That’s fine,” Tynan said.

      There was another pause. Tynan prepared to say his farewell, but the Arbiter leaned forward.

      “The Federation owes you more than an apology,” he said. “It’s not finalized, so we can’t speak publicly about it yet, but I was hoping to offer you a position in the ministry.”

      Tynan opened his mouth, but no words found their way out of the mess in his mind. He had intended to come here, establish his scholarship fund, and then catch a shuttle to Aurora, where the Resistance was still working to establish an interim government.

      “As you know, I am currently lacking a Minister of Science. Your name came up many times when I was originally filling the seat.” His face darkened. “Unfortunately, I chose differently.”

      “I wasn’t ready.” Tynan surprised himself with his reply, but its truth resonated in him. “I would have led you down the wrong paths. I needed to leave Dresha. I needed to understand our place in the wider world.”

      The Arbiter assessed him coolly. “Which you have now done.”

      “Yes,” Tynan said, “I have.”

      “The position is yours if you want it. The vote was unanimous.”

      Tynan didn’t respond for a moment. He pressed his lips together, not sure how to react to this honor. It was all he had wanted a little less than two years ago. A position in the cabinet—the pinnacle of a career for someone like him. Short of making some paradigm-shifting research discovery, it was all he could have hoped for.

      But the last two years had changed him. It had prepared him better for the responsibility of that position, but it had also opened his mind. He realized just how limited his dreams had been, before. How little he had understood.

      “I’m sorry,” Tynan said. “I can’t accept.”

      The Arbiter blinked, shock smoothing his face. “You can’t?”

      “I don’t belong here anymore. I need to be out there, where people are mixing. Where ideas aren’t strangled by one culture and one way of doing things.”

      He hadn’t planned to give all his money to the scholarship. He had earmarked some of it for himself, for a new project.

      “I’d like to start a new research foundation,” Tynan said, “whose aims are similar to the scholarship I proposed, to conduct cross-disciplinary research for the greater good of all the races. But I don’t want to found it here. It belongs out there, in the larger galaxy. Somewhere humans and nareians and szacante can work together, can build a new community. There are places like that in the border towns, but our nations have resisted that kind of intermingling. I want to change that.”

      “So, you intend to leave Iralu City,” the Arbiter said.

      “I depart this afternoon.”

      The Arbiter nodded, his expression unreadable. “How do you intend to finance your new interdisciplinary institute?”

      “I have some seed money, even after the donation for the scholarship. And I’ll be applying for grants from various foundations across the galaxy for startup.”

      “I like this idea,” the Arbiter said. “I’ll request that the Federation make funds available. We will be honored to be one of your first investors.”

      Relief swept over Tynan, and he bowed his head in gratitude. “Thank you.”

      Min appeared, touching her fingers to her temple. “I apologize for the interruption, but we should leave now if we want to make it to the port in time for the shuttle’s launch.”

      “Of course.” The Arbiter rose from his seat, and Tynan followed. “We’ll remain in touch, Dr. Vasuda.”

      The Arbiter personally escorted Tynan out, bidding him farewell with the traditional greeting. Tynan returned the gesture. He didn’t wait to watch the door close behind him—he turned out toward the quiet street lined with government offices and political residences.

      The suns were high in the sky, their bright light glittering in the puddles left by recent rains. He paused on the step, looking out over the skyline of the city that he had claimed as home for so many years.

      “Are you sure you want to leave Dresha again?” Min asked him. “You’re finally home.”

      “No, Min,” he said, a smile breaking across his face, “I’m not home. But I will be soon.”
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        * * *

      

      Tynan thought the moon’s name was an auspicious start. Harmony. It was a resort colony, full of black-sand beaches and lush rainforests. It was too far from the capitols of the major powers to be densely populated, but the locals were already mixed human and szacante retirement communities. The moon orbited a gas giant, whose purple-blue hues rose and fell in the sky. Together, they orbited a young, yellow star. A single sun, which was a sight Tynan had grown accustomed to on Swallow’s Landing.

      The single star rose on the horizon. Its rays fell on the table in front of Tynan, warming his coffee. He looked across the table where Sunny sat, the faint purple glow of early morning lighting her pale face. She caught his gaze and reached across the table, taking his hand in hers.

      They had a handful of investors, a headquarters, and a series of plans and ideas that could not possibly be carried out all at once. Already, the first wave of hires were arriving on the moon, hailing from Union colonies and nareian territories and space stations inhabited by people from all backgrounds. They had a handful of krolin and even a hami trainee.

      The day stretched out in front of him, full of possibility. But he no longer structured his days around his work. There was more to his life now. A home decorated with evidence of Sunny’s adventures around the galaxy. Tynan had brought no possessions with him aside from the new wardrobe he had purchased and the single cup Sunny had sent him back to Dresha with. He held that cup now in one hand, its warmth suffusing his palm. Its twin rested across the table, in front of Sunny, already nearly empty.

      They said nothing, just sat together. The quiet air held them softly, full of promise. For the first time, Tynan felt all the elements of his life blending with each other, each complementing the others. For the first time in his adult life, he felt whole.

      He knew where he belonged. And he knew where he was going.
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      Sal’s apartment sparkled, its windows opened onto the glittering lights of the Forum, laughter sweet as music carrying on the air. Jaya emerged from the kitchen, canapés in one hand, drink in the other. Luka turned as she approached and gave her a broad smile, the scar on his eyebrow faint in the soft lighting. Jaya held out the plate of canapés to him, freeing her hand to curl around his waist.

      The guests of honor stood in the center of the room, Vargas’s arm around Lupo’s shoulder. Vargas grinned up at Sal, who was all dressed up in a stylish suit and with his curls freshly trimmed. Lupo chatted happily with Elijah, whose cream sweater warmed his brown skin.

      Gemma approached, weaving through the bodies packed into the room. She gave Luka a warm smile as she lifted her glass.

      “Sal knows how to throw a party,” she said.

      “I’m surprised he hasn’t managed to get control of the whole wedding,” Luka replied. “Not sure how Vargas and Lupo kept him contained.”

      Jaya snorted. “Because Sal doesn’t actually want to plan their wedding. He’s happy to play best man to the crowd now, but when the real party happens, he’ll want to be right in the middle of it, not worrying about flower arrangements.”

      “I’m surprised they didn’t just elope,” Gemma said.

      Luka frowned. “I think we all needed this. Especially them.”

      Lupo and Vargas angled away, drawn into a conversation with Shea. Sal turned, catching Jaya’s eye. He tugged Elijah’s arm, bringing him over to join Luka, Jaya, and Gemma.

      “How’s the studio?” Sal asked, plucking the drink from Elijah’s hand and taking a sip. “You taking students yet?”

      Jaya raised an eyebrow. “Only students who will actually practice.”

      Sal put his hand to his chest, a faux-wounded look on his face. “I don’t know what you mean. But I wasn’t talking about me.” He looked over to his partner. “Eli’s got a brother moving to Argos. His kid is one of those bright, romantic types. Would probably love music.”

      “I’m starting to look,” Jaya said. “I’m in no hurry, but you can give them my information.”

      “He may have already done that,” Elijah said.

      Jaya laughed. Sal tugged at his lapel, arranging the collar of his shirt to lay flat. He had spent a few weeks in and out of the hospital on Argos, but now life shone in his dark eyes. He looked every inch the Argosian native, suave and elegant and entirely at home. Jaya smiled at the glee he radiated.

      “Civvies suit you,” she said.

      “I much prefer having variety in my wardrobe,” Sal agreed. “It’s good to be a civilian again. Tanaka was threatening to make me an admiral.”

      He shuddered, as if there was no more repulsive idea in the entire galaxy. Gemma pressed her lips together, failing to hide her amusement. She was now fleet admiral and the chief of naval operations, and Jaya thought they couldn’t be in better hands.

      “You were always allergic to promotion,” Jaya teased Sal.

      “I prefer the lateral career move.”

      “Azima, get your ass back over here,” Vargas shouted over her shoulder. Jaya looked over. Shea had their arms crossed, a wicked grin on their face as they pressed their advantage in whatever friendly argument was happening. Lupo had her hand over her mouth, giggling even as she leaned her shoulder against her fiancée. “I’m outnumbered.”

      “Excuse me, I’m needed,” Sal said, but he paused mid-step and turned back to Jaya, pulling her into a sudden hug.

      Jaya wrapped her arms around him, squeezing him tightly. He had recovered from his wound, but she still felt relief at the strength in his arms and the strong pulse in his throat.

      “I worry about you,” he said, his voice muffled in her hair, for her ears only.

      The impulse to lie pushed up in her throat. It was easier to just tell him she was fine, but she had spent years with the walls she’d constructed and wasn’t sure she wanted them anymore. So she just held tight to Sal and said nothing.

      He pulled away and straightened his jacket. “I’m glad you came back. I don’t know what I would have done if you had run away to some remote colony.”

      “Probably bought the house next door as a vacation home,” Jaya teased.

      Sal laughed. “Yeah, that sounds like me.”

      “You’d better hurry, or Vargas will be complaining about you all night.”

      “You know I interpret complaining as affection.”

      She laughed. “Go.”

      Sal tipped his head toward her, eyes sparkling, and left.

      Elijah raised his glass, a smile on his lips. “I’m going to get a refill.”

      He left, disappearing into the kitchen, and it was just the three of them again.

      Gemma’s eyes turned on Jaya, and she arched a slim eyebrow. “Speaking of jobs…” Luka frowned, a warning on his face, but Gemma continued. “There’s always a place for you, you know. The Navy could use you.”

      Jaya shook her head. “I don’t belong there. Not anymore.”

      Gemma frowned, but she didn’t protest. She tipped her glass to Jaya. “The offer stands. As long as I’m CNO.”

      “I understand,” Jaya said. “Thank you, Admiral.”

      “You’re not going to try to recruit me?” Luka’s voice was soft, humor tinting it slightly.

      Gemma tilted her head. “You’ve found where you belong. I wouldn’t dare steal you away from the government.”

      Luka smiled. “You would fail.”

      Her eyes sparkled. “Careful, you know I can’t resist a challenge.”

      “Your instincts were good,” he said. “I’ve found my place. And you’ve found yours.”

      His voice was assured. Since they had returned to Argos, Jaya had watched him lean into his new role. The passion and insights that had always tugged her back toward the light in her darkest moments were opening up to the entire galaxy, welcoming the future with his steady guidance. She knew he still doubted himself, but he was just beginning. She lifted her drink to her lips, hoping to hide the distress that swept over her suddenly.

      For all her faith and pride in Luka, she swam in an ocean of her own fears and doubts. They were all marked by this war, the losses written on their bodies. Sal’s face still dropped into a haggard frown when Rhodes was mentioned, and silver had begun to sprout in Vargas’s coily hair. Luka woke with nightmares nearly as often as Jaya, their nights a sleepless churn more often than not. The fight wasn’t over—they still had work to do. The work of nation building. The work of healing.

      Jaya wasn’t sure she had any fight left in her. Guilt dragged her down, stifling her response. How was she supposed to live in this world? How was she supposed to heal?

      Luka’s arm slipped back around her shoulders. She knew he saw her struggle, as clearly as he always had. And while she might not be ready to open herself up to everyone, there was a warm, bright space in that dark hole in her chest. And its light promised something better.
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        * * *

      

      She bolted awake in the dark, a scream still lodged somewhere between her lungs and her lips.

      Luka slept beside her, lips parted slightly, hands curled gently on the pillow. Her nightmare had disturbed only her. She slumped back in bed, panting up at the shadowy ceiling. The nightmare was nearly always the same, since the end of the war. She found herself alone on the barren surface of a devastated planet, fighting many-headed beasts. For every head she chopped off, another rose in its place. Tully, then Emory. Nasrin and Kujei and Reid. Emory again. Sometimes the monster wore Kier’s face, and she could not bring herself to kill it.

      Jaya shivered, sweat-damp night shirt clinging to her. She sat up again, swinging still-trembling limbs from the bed. She left as quietly as she could, slipping her robe over her shoulders.

      She poured herself a glass of water and went out to the balcony. All the members of the new transition government had homes in this neighborhood of Argos, not far from where Onyema had once lived. It was a nice neighborhood, overlooking the Forum. This late, the city-station was quiet. Whispers of movement arose from the Forum, sleepy and hushed.

      Overhead, the Forum’s sky displayed the northern constellations of Old Earth, and Jaya turned her face up to the false stars. She had spent so much time out there among them. This display of lights, though cold and distant, still sang to her. A song of promise. Someday, she would find her place among them, she hoped.

      The door opened behind her, bringing Luka, still dreamy and disheveled. He didn’t ask about her nightmare, just took his place knowingly beside her, leaning on the railing.

      “It’s peaceful out here,” she murmured.

      He looked at her, then turned his gaze out over the quiet Forum. “I like this time of night. After the night has turned, but still before the dawn. When the morning is waiting just ahead.”

      She nodded, turning her eyes up to the display of stars. She found Ursa Major, circling protectively around Ursa Minor. She held their embrace in her gaze, hands tight on the glass.

      “Do you think it will last?” she asked. “The peace.”

      He sighed, clasping his hands together. His eyes roamed the Forum, but Jaya knew by now he wasn’t looking at the darkened windows or the flickers of movement below. He was looking across the years, backward and forward, trying to pull the threads of time together into an answer.

      “Maybe,” he said finally.

      Jaya thought of her father, his body broken beneath the waterfall of the botanical gardens. She had seen him as the enemy for so long, his presence obscuring those who would take his role, if they could. Those who had tried before. Those who would try again.

      “How are we supposed to defeat evil when it rises up at every opportunity?”

      This time, Luka looked at her. He stepped closer, draping an arm around her shoulders. He was warm, his hair smelling of paper and leather and soap.

      “I don’t know,” he responded. “But that won’t stop me from trying.”

      Inside their apartment, the piano Onyema had gifted them gleamed in the low, soft light. Jaya brought it to her mind, anticipating the vibrations of music that would come when she sat down to play.

      She’d had only had a few opportunities in the last decade to touch real keys, to hear the deep, resonant tones of an instrument like that one. The hotel on Aurora, when she’d had been under close watch, her entire body vibrating with the fear that she had lost everything she fought for. Her old house on Hermia, with Luka at her side, as the Resistance had desperately clawed for a foothold against Emory’s enhanced soldiers. The nights on Argos, when she’d feared what the strange messages she was receiving might mean. When she’d had no idea yet that her father was alive, when she’d still thought she was hiding from the people that had killed her family.

      The Great Bear and the Little Bear circled above, and Jaya thought for a moment she could hear the song of the stars. It was the duet her mother had taught her—piano and violin in revolution around each other. She could only play one part by herself. There had been a piece missing for decades, no matter which instrument was beneath her fingers.

      Maybe there would always be a part missing, something she yearned for but could never quite grasp. She didn’t know.

      But for the first time in her life, she had time to find out.
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