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Gentle waves washed over a beach of colorful glass pebbles. Impossible mountains rose across the bay, framing a golden sunrise. The prisoner stepped to the edge of the water and took a deep breath.


It was a beautiful execution chamber, illusions perfect and peaceful.


Nilah Brio had never been to a live execution before. She sat in the prison observation room alongside the crew of the Capricious, two GATO IGCC war crimes prosecutors, three Compass agents, and the crew’s handler, Special Agent Cedric Weathers. On the beach, prison staff waited just out of view of the imagers.


Nilah’s heart rested in her throat. She’d chased this monster across ten worlds before bringing her down. An execution seemed too simple an end.


The woman by the water nodded at her surroundings. “Pretty in here. It looks real.”


“We do try.” The chaplain walked into frame, rendered in precise detail for the offsite observers watching via projection. “Rebecca Grimsby, né Rebecca Fulsom, for your crimes against humanity, for aiding and abetting the Gods of the Harrow, you have been sentenced to death by spell. It will be instantaneous and painless. Your judgment has already been rendered; you may speak your mind without fear of reprisals. It now falls to you to say the things you need to say, so that you may pass into the next world unfettered by guilt.”


Nilah leaned forward to listen, trying to catch whatever Rebecca might reveal in her final moments. What excuse could she possibly give for the things she’d done? The chaplain gave Rebecca a kind smile and placed a hand on her shoulder. “It’s okay, dear. Go ahead.”


“I’ll tell my mother to kill you quickly when she gets here.” She placed her hand on him in return and mocked his sympathetic face. The guards were on them in an instant, pulling the chaplain away from her while she sneered.


“It’s the least I can do after you’ve been so sweet to me,” she added.


The chaplain smoothed away a strand of hair, which the guards had jostled loose. “Why don’t you decide how you’d like to make peace, barring a rescue?”


In the observation room, Nilah leaned over to Cedric and whispered, “We’re sure security is locked down tight, mate?”


“They always posture at the end.” Cedric crossed his arms and shook his head, features scarcely illuminated by the light of the projectors. “You’d have an easier time breaking into a bank vault.”


“We’ve broken into bank vaults,” said Nilah, “and the Masquerade. Look, this isn’t just some rando. This is Harriet Fulsom’s daughter.”


“It’ll be fine,” said Cedric. “Been to four of these since the Harrow, and it’s always a lot of bluster, followed by silence.”


“Four?” asked Nilah.


“You’re not the only one bringing down high-profile Children of the Singularity,” he said, glancing to the imager feeds to make sure he didn’t miss anything.


“I don’t think you’ve ever executed someone like her,” said Nilah, “the daughter of a god.”


Cedric smirked. “You’d be amazed.”


The woman on the imager took a deep breath and steadied herself.


“You have no idea how grateful you should all be to us. We sacrificed everything to give humans a future. But it’s fine. In a few minutes, this place will be a smoking ruin, and you’ll all be dead.” Rebecca let out a hissing breath through her teeth. “I can’t wait to see your faces when she gets here.”


As they watched the chaplain and guards walk off the wide-open beach, Orna Sokol’s fingers tangled up with Nilah’s and squeezed. Nilah stared down at the place where her dark skin met the lightness of her fiancée’s. They’d both gotten a bit weathered over the past two years fighting the Children of the Singularity, and watching executions scarcely lightened the load. Justice needed serving, but Orna’s look of dawning worry wasn’t soothing to Nilah’s heart.


She hadn’t wanted to see this, but Rebecca’s sentence—over a hundred counts including murder, racketeering, high treason, and currency manipulation—had been handed down by a secret court. That meant a group of state-selected witnesses had to attend, and Compass always nominated the arresting authority. Only one member of the Capricious was required, but everyone else came along for moral support.


The guards and chaplain pushed into the observation room through a side door, scooting around the gathered attendees to get to the back. They gave everyone solemn nods as they passed, and Nilah wondered how often they did this.


“Start the termination sequence,” said Agent Weathers, and the bailiff at the control console tapped a few buttons.


On the projections inside the execution chamber, the sun began to set, an orange burst on a purple sky. Lights swelled to life inside the smooth glass baubles composing the beach, and the clouds picked up their pace, vacating their perches for a mist of winking stars. Rebecca turned to look directly into the imager with anger in her eyes. “My mother is coming. Today is the last mistake of your short lives…”


Nilah glanced down the row of chairs in the observation room, taking in the expressions of her crewmates. The others were waiting for it, too—the sound of an alarm, a distant explosion, a flash of magic. If the Gods of the Harrow knew about the execution, surely they’d intervene.


Rebecca drew her limbs in close, shivering in her silky robes. “She’s coming for me. No prison can stop a teleporter like her.”


That was when Nilah knew nothing was coming to save Rebecca. It was an odd feeling, the pang of sympathy that rolled through her bones. Rebecca was a killer who had used slingers and starvation alike to destroy people on her mother’s behalf. She’d created untold loss, and would’ve gladly done so again, had the Capricious not taken her out of play.


To Nilah, though, she looked like someone’s scared little girl.


“She’ll be here.” Rebecca took a breath and nodded quickly. A tear rolled down one cheek. “Today was the day you almost executed—”


A loud, charging whine was the only warning before the prison chamber’s autoslingers pelted Rebecca Grimsby’s body with paralysis bolts and a sleep spell. She froze midsentence, mouth agape, eyes rolled back in her head. Then, she fell backward onto the glass beads, relaxation taking over stiff muscles.


They watched for long minutes, listening to the prison doctor calling off oxygenation levels. Eventually, she said, “Brain death. One twenty-four a.m.”


“Flip it,” said Agent Weathers.


The bailiff threw a switch, and the projection filled with fire, burning Rebecca’s body away to ash. They watched until the orange light faded, leaving only the glowing glass beads and carbon-crusted metal walls. The lights came on, and relief washed over Nilah. Grimsby was officially gone for good. Nilah stood, her joints sore from sitting in that chair for the past two hours. The exact time of Grimsby’s transfer to the execution chamber had been kept secret, since that knowledge could help a prison break.


“Meet you at the ship,” Cordell mumbled as he went for a side door. In years past, Armin Vandevere would’ve been hot on his heels to sneak a smoke, too. It hurt Nilah to see the empty space beside him. He and the first mate had been inseparable, and she’d never noticed before Armin’s death at the Masquerade.


“Leaving so soon?” Agent Weathers called after them, and the crew halted. He reminded Nilah of a terrier—always steadfast whether anyone took them seriously or not. “I’ll need to see you in my office.”


Nilah sighed. She’d hoped to get off this depressing prison hulk of a planet and score a little vacation. If Cedric was flagging them down, he probably intended to send them somewhere unpleasant. He excelled in finding the worst places to conduct covert operations.


Cordell gave up on his smoke break, lumbered back to his crew, and cocked an eyebrow. “Surely it can wait a cycle? We only just arrived, and everyone busted their humps to get here.”


“Fresh intel. I’ve got something interesting for you.” At this, he gave the rest of those gathered a little wave.


“Well, well…” The captain fetched a dispenser from his pocket and pulled out a toothpick with his teeth. Nilah knew he’d have much preferred a cigarette and was secretly dying inside from the interruption. “‘Fresh intel.’ What do y’all say?”


“I’d say we haven’t caught a break in months,” said Boots, straightening her bright yellow Rook Velocity jacket. “We just put Grimsby down. Time to get the next chump in the hopper.”


“And what do the rest of you think?” asked Cordell.


“I was promised shore leave,” said Nilah. “So how good is this one?”


“Very,” said Cedric.


“We can sleep when they’re dead,” said Orna, throwing an arm around Nilah. “Lead on, Agent.”


The crew shuffled into Special Agent Weathers’s temporary prison office—a three-walled cubicle at the end of the last row of the admin ward, beside the custodial bot cleaning station. It was clear whoever was in charge of office assignments liked Cedric Weathers as much as everyone else. On the way in, Cedric made a quick pass through the rest of the cube farm, making sure there were no other staffers present. Since it was the middle of the night cycle, the only other folks in the prison were the guards, distributed through the various wings.


“Going to a lot of trouble to make sure we’re alone, mate,” said Nilah, cramming into his cubicle with the others.


“That’s because we’re going to run a private operation.” Cedric waved out a projection and tacked it to the wall. “Compass eyes only. Not even Special Branch gets this one.”


Cordell perked up, the epaulets sparkling on his captain’s jacket. Nilah noticed that he always took special steps to make sure his old Arca Defense Force clothes shined in front of Cedric. He maneuvered his toothpick from one side of his wide grin to another.


“Just us?” he asked. “What kind of budget?”


The Compass man chortled. “Do whatever is required. Send receipts.”


“Oh, I like those jobs,” said Aisha Jan. She, like her husband, Malik Jan, had been napping before the execution. Nilah envied their ability to sleep anywhere they wanted. “Nice hotels, good food…”


“If it’s a civilized world,” Malik added.


“I feel like I never get off the ship,” said Aisha. “It’d better have some good food. That’s my favorite part.”


“My favorite part is the deserving target at the end,” said Alister Ferrier, crossing his pale, freckled arms. His red hair stood up at an odd angle from where he’d been trying to nap, as well. Jeannie, his twin sister, came up behind him and smoothed it down.


“You’re doing this off-books because of the mole in the Special Branch?” asked Boots.


“Because you’re the right crew for the job,” said Cedric.


Boots cleared her throat and nudged Nilah. “Mole.”


Cordell smirked at Boots’s comment, then said, “Enough beating around the bush. We’re all tired, remember? Let’s have it.”


“I’m sure you all remember catching Grimsby at Mizuhara,” said Cedric.


The woman’s dead eyes were still too fresh in Nilah’s mind to recall much of their brief day in the Thousand Waterfalls resort. She’d been responsible for bringing Rebecca to the Intergalactic Criminal Court on Compass orders. At the time, they’d been excited to remove Harriet Fulsom’s daughter from the game board, but now it felt hollow. It was just an arrest—they hadn’t actually stopped anything that they knew of.


“Grimsby was there to buy something,” said Cedric. “A data cube from the estate of Sekhet Mostafa.”


Boots’s face lit up. “Ha! They’re going after that old crap?”


Cedric leaned back in his squeaky old office chair. “Of course you’ve heard of her.”


“Sure,” laughed Boots. “Used to be part of this group on the Link called the Graverobbers, where we’d swap stories about various historical figures. The place was a gold mine for me. Easy to sell a salvage map if you can stick some famous dead weirdo to the story and—” She paused to look at Cedric.


A smile crooked the corner of his mouth. “I’m not going after you for old frauds committed, if that’s why you stopped talking.”


“Just checking, bud. Anyway, one of the guys was obsessed with Sekhet Mostafa. Had like eight thousand murder theories.” Boots paused to grab one of Cedric’s clean mugs off the charger on his desk and drop a cube of government-issued coffee into it. The black shape melted into an oily splash, and hot steam filled the air.


Nilah couldn’t stand the stuff, but she watched as Cordell and Alister ducked in after Boots to fill mugs of their own. “Was she the murderer or the victim?”


“Maybe neither,” said Boots. “She was this kid from one of the smaller banking clans—rebel child, liked to adventure, obsessed with finding Origin. She’s basically forgotten now, but she used to be quite the scandal on Taitu.”


“I’ve never heard of her.”


Boots took a hearty sip and went to set her mug on the desk, but Cedric preempted her with a coaster before it could touch. “You wouldn’t have heard of her, Nilah. Had to be more than a hundred years since this went down. Mostafa was kind of like a professional cultist, too. She bounced around between about a dozen of them, and when her family threatened to disown her, she disappeared.”


Orna snorted. “What, Mummy and Daddy didn’t like all the liars and crooks dipping into their fortune?”


“She took it with her,” said Boots. “Cleaned them out, down to the very last coin.”


“I bet they disowned her after that,” said Cordell.


“There was nothing left, save for their land holdings, but with the family in arrears and cash-poor, they folded. Everything they owned was sold off—but there was a real market for Sekhet’s possessions. Lots of folks had a morbid fascination with her fate.”


Cordell’s toothpick swirled on his lip as he chewed it. “So why did you call it ‘that old crap’?”


“It’s like this,” said Boots. “She was in so many cults, and so many locations, with so many freaks… you can link her to almost any conspiracy theory. It’s all too far afield.”


Alister scowled at his coffee, obviously tasting government issue for the first time. Nilah had learned to avoid any food in classified areas.


“Kind of like us?” said Alister. “People make up conspiracy theories about us, but we’re the real deal. Maybe Mostafa has a past.”


Boots smoothed back a stray strand of hair. “That’s… a surprisingly good point, Al.”


“And if the Children of the Singularity want her old things—” Nilah began.


“I’m starting to believe some of these theories about her.” Boots sat down on the edge of Cedric’s desk, much to his chagrin. “So Rebecca Grimsby was trying to buy one of Mostafa’s data cubes when we arrested her, which means the seller went to ground.”


“After you shot up the place, yes,” said Cedric. “But never fear. We’ve been working on that problem. Grimsby and the seller were using an escrow service, and we just happened to arrest the owner for tax evasion recently.”


“He ‘just happened’ to be cheating on his taxes?” asked Nilah, and Cedric chortled.


“Everyone is cheating on their taxes, Miss Brio. We just keep that in our back pocket for when we need to arrest someone,” he said. “Here’s why this case is perfect for you: Miss Elsworth has knowledge of Sekhet Mostafa. You, Miss Brio, are already acquainted with the seller.”


Her surprise was much stronger than her friends’ coffee. “What? I am?”


“You are. It’s an old teammate of yours, apparently: Baron Valentino Gaultier. I thought, since you used to be friends, you could reach out to him, and—”


Nilah gave him an incredulous look, caught between annoyance at his presumption and outright laughter at his ignorance. “Why the hell would you think Tino and I are friends?”


Cedric looked at her sidelong. “Because you… used to be teammates? You were karting buddies, right?”


Nilah crossed her arms, turning up her nose at him. “Do you know anything about racing? Anything at all? Your teammate is your worst enemy, chum.”


“What? Why?” asked Cordell.


Looking over her comrades, she expected one of them to chime in, but no one spoke. “Have none of you listened to what I’ve said about racing? For two years, I’ve told you stories of—”


“Wasn’t particularly interesting before now,” Cordell mumbled, scratching his head and looking away.


Nilah swallowed an indignant gasp and straightened. “Fine. When you’re in the same type of car, you’re rivals. Most years, a team will replace one of the drivers. You have to make sure that if they’re going to cut someone from the team, it’s not you, so…” She wobbled her head, as if she could shake loose the right phrase. “You know… you do whatever it, uh, takes.”


“And what did you do to Valentino?” Orna asked without even a pause.


Nilah gave her an embarrassed look; her fiancée knew her all too well. “I… may have, uh, caused the accident that ended the baron’s racing career.”


“Are you serious?” Cordell shook his head. “First decent lead in months, and you already blew it?”


“I’m sorry, sir. I didn’t realize my karting days were going to decide the fate of the bloody universe!”


“And yet, that’s a surprisingly apt description of what happened,” said Malik. “Because you raced, Mother attacked you, and the universe was saved.”


Cedric recoiled. “Oh. I’ve clearly made a mistake, then. I’ll have another Compass operative assigned and—”


“No,” said Cordell. “Give us this case. Been chewing scraps too long, and arresting Grimsby just made us want something bigger.”


“But if Miss Brio has already fouled our chances…” Cedric trailed off.


“Please,” said Nilah. “I can smooth things over. I know how to talk to Gaultier on two levels: as a racer, and as an elite. I’m sure it’s going to be fine. Besides, he likes to collect influential friends. I’m influential.”


Orna made an “eh” noise, and Nilah elbowed her.


“Okay,” said Cedric, handing over a crystalline data cube. “This is everything we have on the baron. You’re to acquire Mostafa’s effects using whatever means you feel appropriate, then rendezvous with Task Force Sixty. Do not take that to mean you can harm a Carrétan noble. Task Force Sixty has been conducting operations against the Children of the Singularity with some success, and they’ll want to analyze the goods for actionable intel.”


“Any potential complications?” asked the captain.


Cedric leaned back in his chair. “Probably not, though our civic anthropologists are tracking a host of new splinter groups after the Masquerade. Nothing that should affect you per se, but it wouldn’t be bad to spread the info.”


Boots’s expression darkened. “New cults?”


“Not exactly,” he answered. “Sympathizers. The more of Witts’s crimes come to light, the more the hard-line anti-GATO groups come out trying to orchestrate secession. The good ones use protests. The bad ones… well…”


“That’s because they can all just jump up and say, ‘I love Witts,’ on the Link, and do everything short of swearing fealty to an enemy flag,” said Boots, cheeks flushing with anger. “Maybe if you criminalized being a freaking terrorist—”


Cedric held up a hand. “I’d prefer to have free speech, thank you. We’re working through the watch list as fast as we can.”


Nilah shook her head. “As long as we’re not taking any of those assignments, I’ll be fine. No more cult infiltration for this girl.”


“You’re the tip of the spear, now. If I call you about a cult cell, I just want you to take them out, not talk to them. Most of these people are yahoos.”


“That’s what your lot thought last time, though,” said Boots. “I want a dossier on all of the groups working with Witts.”


With a snort, the special agent replied, “There are over thirteen hundred. It’d be a full-time job just to read today’s developments.” Seeing everyone’s annoyance, he added, “I’ll get you my intel on the top five orgs of interest, okay? It’ll take me some time, though.”


“Can we get the short version?” Cordell rested his hands on his hips.


“There is obviously the Children of the Singularity, but we’ve got the Bonded Haft—a secessionist militia; Aoyurei—a bunch of violent mystics; the Conservators—they made the list when our operative disappeared; the Alliance of the True Code—who like to bomb government buildings; and my personal favorite: the Last Gambit.” The man took a moment to bring home his disgust. “They have a thing against immigrants on Taitu.”


Orna cracked her knuckles. “I might like to meet some of the Gambit punks in a dark alley.”


“No one is as dangerous as the Gods of the Harrow, themselves,” said Cedric. “Our Fifth Fleet has been playing cat and mouse with their shipyards, destroying anything they can find… and uncovered a disturbing amount of resources and resistance.”


Boots wrinkled her nose. “Like a big giant cult with dozens of insidious plots to destroy the galaxy for no discernible reason?”


The bureaucrat soured. “No, Boots. Like billions in capital equipment and manufacturing tech—the sort of infrastructure required to maintain a standing military. There’s something big lurking out there, so you need to focus on Witts, and let us handle his oddball followers.”


“They’re not oddballs, though,” Nilah interjected. “They’re everywhere, and getting more acceptable. That’s the problem.”


“That’s a job for the politicians,” said Cedric. “Do you want the case or not?”


Cordell took the cube and pocketed it. “We’re on it.”


“Then we’re done here.”


“Ready to get out of this place,” said Boots. “Don’t like prisons.”


The Compass handler straightened his desk set and folded his hands together. “I expect you’ve narrowly avoided them.”


“It’s not that,” she replied. “It’s the prisoners.”


“Oh?”


Boots smirked. “A close friend of mine once said we should call them prisonees, don’t you think?”


To Nilah’s surprise, Orna laughed at the corny joke.


They loaded the Capricious in the rain and muck of an Agarwal hurricane. The planet was 90 percent covered by water and home to some of the largest storm surges recorded on any habited world, so it was the perfect place to have a prison. If the inmates escaped, where were they supposed to go? Directly into the frigid water, to be battered against the rocks surrounding the Ballantine Prison Complex?


Boots idly contemplated the best way to break someone out of the place while the rain slashed her face and ran down the back of her neck. Anti-air towers stood vigil as she pushed carts of supplies from the prison’s garrison across the loading dock. The place was as well defended as the finest military installations she’d ever visited.


“What are you gawking for?” said Orna, huffing past her with a cart of food cases. “I’d like to get out of here before I melt.”


She smiled to the quartermaster, rain dripping into her eyes. At least she was dry under her polybuff Rook Velocity jacket. “Truth be told, I was trying to figure out a way past their defenses. Got a taste for those sorts of puzzles after Mercandatta.”


The quartermaster nodded her approval. “I was going to chastise you, but… I’ve been thinking about it, too. Gets in your blood.”


Boots gripped the handle of her cart and put some muscle into it. “We’re turning into weirdos out here, Orna.” Then, she considered the statement. “Well, I’m turning into a weirdo. You were there a long time ago.”


“Yeah, Boots.” Orna gave her own cart a hefty shove. “You were real normal before we got you.”


They secured everything in the cargo bay, and Boots headed to her quarters to dry the water from her tired bones. The others had been complaining about a lack of action on the ship, but every mission had pushed Boots harder than the last—and she’d recovered a little less every time.


Malik Jan, the Capricious’s doctor, had noticed, too, and he’d prescribed a workout regimen, which she’d promptly ignored.


“Good morning, Lizzie,” said Kinnard, his voice richly rendered through the new speakers Boots had installed in her room. She hadn’t been ready to live in her mansion on Hopper’s Hope, but she’d grown accustomed to the lap of luxury and made some adjustments to her military accoutrements.


“Morning, Kin. Hang on a sec,” she said, and was momentarily deafened by her shower’s flash-dry function. Her hair fluffed comically large, before the antistat ionized it back onto her head. “What’s up?”


“The time is oh-four hundred.”


Her stomach dropped whenever he said the time. That was all Kin was allowed to say to someone without admin rights. It was a silly fear, but when she’d surrendered him on the Harrow, it’d hurt. “Uh, thank you?”


“Which means it’s time for your prescribed run.”


Boots scoffed, digging into her drawers for a bra and panties that had seen better days. She had all the money she could ever want and no time to shop for replacements. “I just took a shower, Kin.”


“Understood. I’ll remind you tonight before your watch.”


She pulled on her pants, hopping intermittently to keep herself from keeling over. “Or we could skip today. I’m all traumatized after witnessing an execution and stuff.”


“Okay. I’ll mark today as a miss for Doctor Jan’s logs.”


“Kin, come on. Don’t do that.”


“I’m afraid you don’t have proper authorization to override Doctor Jan’s orders.”


Boots’s arms flopped to her side midway through putting on her shirt, turning her torso into a bag of defeat. Compass had adjusted Kinnard’s authorizations to give access to the whole crew and make him the ship’s official AI. Despite the many years Kin had taken care of Boots, she was no longer the top dog in his user directory.


“You don’t have to put it like that.” Boots poked her head through the collar of her shirt, then smoothed the stray hairs back into her bob.


“Let me be blunt, Lizzie. Doctor Jan knows what’s good for you, and it’s not whiskey and donuts.”


“You didn’t tell him about the whiskey and donuts, did you?”


“No, Lizzie. Are you going to run, or do I need to record your fourth miss this week?”


The first lap wasn’t so bad. Well, the corridor to the stairwell wasn’t so bad. The Capricious, being a small ship, only had a few halls and a short track around the cargo bay—which meant that she’d have to jog it dozens of times to make a reasonable daily workout. Malik had a treadmill with projectors in the med bay, so Boots could’ve pretended to run outside during a country evening near her distillery, but then she’d have to deal with the ship’s doctor criticizing her form.


I’m simply trying to make you the best you, she could almost hear him say.


Boots had said they were turning into weirdos, but the crew of the Capricious was strange long before Henrick Witts and his Harrow conspiracy entered their lives. She passed the bridge, where Cordell and Aisha plotted out the next jump to Carré. The captain was a shieldmaster who’d survived crashing directly into the side of a mountain, and Aisha had managed to become a killer ace pilot behind the sticks of a cargo ship. Boots passed Nilah and Orna’s shared quarters; one was an ex-championship race car driver, and the other was a former slave pit fighter turned responsible quartermaster. What’s more, they were two mechanists who didn’t bicker constantly, which Boots had never seen.


Nilah came bounding out after her in a tracksuit. “Lovely morning for a run!”


Boots indicated she was very tired, language was hard, and this amount of cardiovascular exercise seemed excessive with the noise, “Ugh.”


A set of servos whined in time with their run, and Boots glanced back, nearly having a heart attack at the sight: Teacup, Nilah’s new battle armor, had fallen in behind them, mimicking their jog.


“Mind if she joins us?” asked Nilah. “I’m training her pathing algorithm.”


“Uh, sure?”


She had always considered Charger, Orna’s bloodred battle armor, to be a bit flashy, but she’d never seen anything like Teacup. Nilah had gotten her up and running two weeks ago, and Boots found it arresting. She kept looking back every time they took a turn to admire Nilah’s craft. Bone-white plates made up a polished exoskeleton, their glazed veneer covered in ornamental gold lines and floral designs. A pair of blue streaks wreathed the ocular imagers for a nice pop of color that reminded Boots of eyeshadow. Light poured from its arms in projected holograms, a stylized, luminous extrusion of Nilah’s dermalux tattoos.


Then came a deafening bang as the bot smacked its head against a steel buttress so hard Boots felt the hit through the soles of her feet. The trio came to a halt, and Nilah rushed back to look at her robot.


“Oh, sweetie, are you okay?” Nilah shushed the bot as it examined the offending steel beam, lenses flashing and motors whirring. She stood on tiptoes, and Teacup leaned down so she could polish its forehead with her sleeve. “Blast it, you’ve scuffed your faceplate.”


“If you didn’t like that,” Boots huffed, “you’re really… not going to like… taking your battle armor into… actual battle.”


Nilah cradled the bot’s head in her hands and baby-talked it. “Don’t listen to her, my pet. You won’t get scuffed, because you’re so graceful, no one will be able to shoot you.”


“Charger gets shot all the time. It’s a regular spellcatcher.”


Nilah replied with automatic racing bravado: “If Orna were as fast as me, it wouldn’t be a problem for her.” She remembered herself and gave Boots a serious look. “You are not to repeat that to her.”


Boots laughed and rubbed the fingers of one hand together. “Secrets cost money, kid.”


With a rude gesture and a smirk, Nilah said, “Jog on, then.”


“After you.”


They resumed.


But it was an ill match. Nilah established what she called “a reasonable pace” with the flashing of her dermaluxes. She kept apologizing for leaving Boots in the dust, and every time she did, Boots felt guilty for holding her up. Nilah was built better, and she needed to train better. After a while, Boots waved her and the bot onward, waiting until they’d rounded the corner to double over into a wheezing mess.


She regarded the next leg of her path—an impending stairwell—with hands on her knees, and a drop of stinging sweat trickled into her eye. Wiping only seemed to make it worse until she’d rubbed her eye raw. She hadn’t jogged so much since flight school. Physical training reqs had fallen off in the war.


“Screw this.” Boots headed for the mess. There’d be some water there, and after a couple of glasses, she could carb up with a beer. That was a thing she’d heard runners say.


When she arrived, she found Alister and Jeannie tucking into their breakfasts, preparing to start their shift in the kitchen. The twins weren’t great cooks, and they relied on a ton of prepackaged food, but they got the job done. Boots wasn’t about to complain. She hated cooking. If they’d left meal prep to her, she’d have the crew noshing Insto and ration bars for every meal.


“Morning,” said Alister. “You ready for a little breaking and entering?”


Boots grimaced, pinching her tank top’s chest and fanning her sweaty collar with some quick pulls. “Like, today?”


“When we get to Baron Gaultier’s,” said Alister.


“You don’t know that’s the plan.” Jeannie pulled her thin lips into a disapproving frown.


Alister balked. “We always steal stuff.”


“We’ll just see,” said Boots, sliding in beside them. After the tough run, even the hard benches of the mess felt like fluffy clouds on her butt. “Looks like you two are settling into KP just fine.” She added, “Kitchen Patrol,” seeing their confused looks.


“Oh, yeah,” said Jeannie. “We’re thinking of quitting and opening our own restaurant.”


Boots was about to tell her some harsh truths about their skill level when Jeannie cracked a smile. Of the whole crew, Boots had the most trouble reading the twins’ mannerisms, but they were both grown in test tubes by evil scientists, so any disconnects in communication were foregone conclusions.


“I was about to ask where you’d open your hot dog stand,” said Boots, winking.


“Gourmet hot dog stand,” Jeannie corrected. “But you know, if you have a problem with the cooking…”


She held up her palms. “Not me! Point me at the meal, and I’ll make it disap—”


“You know what we haven’t had in a long time?” Alister interrupted.


Stifling her annoyance at his preempt, Boots waited for his answer.


“Stuffed cabbages,” said Alister. “Armin is really slacking off, you know.”


The air in the mess hall seemed to vanish as Boots searched for the words to explain to him that Armin had sacrificed himself so everyone else could live. She looked to Jeannie, finding the woman’s shoulders tensed.


“Alister,” Jeannie began, but her brother’s eyes went distant.


“Oh,” he said. “Right. Yeah, sorry. Sorry. It’s just… hard to believe.”


“For all of us,” Boots added. The more she considered it, the further and further a post-run beer fell from favor. She’d have to sit there and sip it with the Ferriers, while Jeannie negotiated Alister’s mystery problems in front of her. It’d be an ugly setup.


“Maybe I should scram,” said Boots. “Don’t want to bother the cooks.”


“Yeah, maybe so.” Jeannie gave her an appreciative look. She obviously hadn’t been pleased Boots saw the confusion.


“Later,” said Alister with a weak wave.


Boots bade them good day and stepped into the hall. She could head back to her quarters, clean up, and take a nice nap before her watch. The hallway speakers, the ones used for emergency broadcast, chimed beside Boots.


“I’ve been tracking your progress with the ship’s sensors,” said Kin. “You’re about twenty-seven percent finished with your run.”


“You know, you’re a lot less fun, now that you’re such a narc.”


“Now now, if that’s something that bothers you,” said Kin, “maybe you should look into it.”


“But for now?”


“For now, you run.”
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Boots tossed and turned, searching her bed for sleep. Her legs burned from the run, and though her body longed to be in a coma, her mind wouldn’t stop turning over their mission parameters.


Baron Valentino Gaultier lived on Carré. Boots hated that planet with a burning passion, from the stinking Gray to the privileged noblesse living in the clouds. It’d been the site of the Clarkesfall Armistice, where Boots’s home country of Arca had signed their provisional surrender to the Kandamili. It’d been where Mother jammed a long sword through Didier Thomasi’s head after—


She winced, remembering the shine of the dripping blade.


Since Didier’s murder, there hadn’t been time to date, but perhaps that was a good thing. A man wouldn’t fit into Boots’s life. With a sore groan, she sat up, afraid that the longer she lay there, the more Didier’s ghost would come to haunt her. Something soft and sweet might chase him away, though.


“Kin,” she rasped.


“Lizzie,” came his voice, gentle in the night cycle.


She rubbed her eyes. “Water. Get some donuts going in the autochef. Want them hot when I get down there.”


The autochef was one of the last pieces of original gear remaining on the Capricious, but it was buggy and had a nervous habit of vomiting synthetic starch all over the floor whenever someone asked for a sandwich. It could still mix and fry donuts like a champ, though, so Boots was basically the only person using it.


“I’m afraid it’s been disconnected, Lizzie.”


Boots restrained a gasp. “By whom?”


“The ship’s database contains a work order, filed by Captain Lamarr, for the decommissioning of ‘Boots’s Donut Machine.’”


“Damn! Why?”


“The comments section of the work order says, ‘Get over it, Boots. This is for your own good.’”


Anger flared in her skull, hot enough to fry a donut. “First the doc with his stupid running and now this. Is my bastard captain policing anyone else’s weight, or am I special?”


“Answering that would violate the Confidential Personal Health Information Employment Act of 2862.”


“You tell the captain that he doesn’t have the right to go around shutting down a girl’s donut factory unless he wants a full-blown mutiny on his hands.”


“Would you actually like me to send that message, or…”


Boots huffed. “No.”


“Understood. Since you’re awake, would you mind running an admin hash decluttering on me? I’m having trouble with my permissions and—”


“I just woke up and you want me to do maintenance?”


“It worries me, because those holes could be exploited.”


“Later. Come on.”


Kin chimed. “I’ve just spoken with Captain Lamarr, and he wishes to see you in his quarters, so you can discuss it with him there.”


Boots blanched. “I told you I didn’t really want you to send that message!”


“This is apparently unrelated,” said Kin.


She forced her legs over the edge of the bed and stood, the natural crackles of her forties rattling her spine.


“Don’t worry. The captain has urged me to convey that this is good news,” said the AI.


She pulled on an overshirt, its clasps clicking closed. “Don’t trust a word of it.”


“I’ll let him know you’re on your way.”


“You do that.”


Boots stepped into the hall, searching for anyone else awake during the night cycle. There’d be a watch officer on the bridge, but aside from that, it should be quiet. A strange, lilting melody echoed through the decks near the elevator, and Boots realized the twins were singing to each other in harmony. With any other member of the crew, she’d have poked her head in to investigate, but singing had to be the least weird thing the twins did.


Arriving at the captain’s quarters, she checked herself for lint, adjusted her collar, and took a deep breath. She opened the door to find Cordell sitting at his dinner table with a projection of what looked like a white starfish with swept-back legs hovering overhead. He waved her over.


“Is this from Special Agent Weathers?” she asked.


“Not quite. Got this from GATO Command,” he replied, gesturing to the strange shape in the projection. “This is the last image that a Fifth Fleet scout ship transmitted before being destroyed. The bigwigs think it’s Bastion.”


That was the massive space station Henrick Witts was constructing. Boots drew closer and peered into the blurry edges.


It wasn’t much to look at—no discernible details, just a central body and set of arms. She had no sense of scale to draw from, but she remembered the amounts of cash flowing through the Money Mill. The station would be huge.


“It’s been picking off scout movements, playing cat and mouse with the Fifth, and the GATO folks are on fire,” said Cordell.


“So that’s why you called me up here?”


“No.” He adjusted his cuffs. “There’s no easy way to say this, so I’m just going to come out with it: there’s a hole that has to be filled.”


“Excuse the hell out of you.”


“In our ranks, you reprobate. Our mission discipline has been crap without Armin. This meeting with Agent Weathers has me a little on edge, and… well…”


Boots cocked her head. He couldn’t possibly be headed in the direction she thought he was.


“I need a new first mate. You’d get executive privileges and better stock in the venture.” His golden irises locked on to hers. “You’re the person for the job.”


She gaped at him. They’d always worked well together, not as close friends, but professionals. Through the war, the Harrow conspiracy and all the aftermath, she’d diligently gone where he ordered and blown up every deserving target. She’d never had to manage supplies like Orna and Malik, or deal with their Gate Cartel tokens like Aisha. She’d never seen a repair invoice, plotted a large tactical engagement, or been a party to fleet strategy. Her training as an officer consisted of the emergency battlefield commission given to her during her Arcan Civil Air Patrol days. She knew as much about being an executive officer as cleaning a marpo vat.


She gave him a nervous smile. “I’m going to have to go with no on that one.”


He shook his head. “I knew you were going to say that.”


“Look, I’m flattered, I really am… but you know I’m all wrong for this.”


“You’re a natural-born leader, Boots.”


She burst out laughing.


“Okay, funny girl.”


“I’m a funny woman, sir.”


Cordell ran one hand over his hair, stopping at the back to scratch an itch. “I can prove you’re right for us. That day on the Harrow, you refused to let us collapse under grief. When we found out… what they did to our home, you didn’t buckle or fly off the handle.”


Her hands naturally came to an at-ease posture as she addressed him. “And I mentioned in the after-action report that I’d been prepped by Kinnard to handle that terrible news—so you can’t chalk my even-handed response up to leadership.”


“You refused to let me die in the ensuing battle.”


“After I shot you. That would’ve been, as Nilah might say, ‘bad form.’”


He smirked. “You essentially planned the vault robbery at Mercandatta.”


“And Orna is the one who got us out of there.”


“Your quick thinking against Vraba on the Masquerade saved everyone’s lives.”


“Almost everyone,” she corrected, letting that hang in the air like dismal fog. “And my surprise explosive tore a hole in Malik’s stomach. He almost died! Sir, the first mate is the captain when you do something stupid enough to get captured or killed, and at the rate you’re going that’ll be sometime next week.”


Pursing his lips, he added, “And you’re not getting any younger. Most fighter jocks are retired at your age, or dead.”


There it was—the real reason for the offer. Of course he didn’t want her as a first mate; he just wanted her out of the cockpit so it wasn’t his fault when she got blown to smithereens.


She deflated. “That’s out of line, man. Combat ops are—”


“Not appropriate forever.”


“If you take me out of that bird, you may as well drop me back at the farm on Hopper’s Hope because I’m done.”


“Boots—”


“Captain, you’ve said your piece, and now I get to talk. We’re going to take a moment, just as two people, not as Captain Lamarr and his fighter pilot. Okay?”


He frowned and raised his palms.


“Combat ops are my life. I don’t want to be a bureaucratic enabler of other, better warriors. I want to fly my Runner and jam my slinger so far up Henrick Witts’s ass that they classify his corpse as a cannon. I like being in the field. And yeah, blasting Vraba with an anti-ship round was just about the greatest feeling I’ve ever known… aside from smashing Mother’s neck. I’d do anything for another shot at a god.”


“I get you, I do, but—”


“But Malik is the obvious choice,” she interrupted.


The captain shook his head. “Yeah, because Doctor Jan issuing his wife direct orders is what I need in my life.”


“You need to respect them enough to let them figure that out.”


“He’s a combat medic and dreamweaver.”


She shrugged. “So what? He gets a major injury literally every time you deploy him.”


“You lost the same arm twice.”


“And I’m fine with that. Find someone else.”


He sucked in a breath and rose to his feet. “You know, this is exactly what’s wrong with you. You’ve always got to do it your way, and damn everyone else!”


“That’s what we call a redeeming quality! Right now, I’m struggling to see yours! You can’t just rip me out of my cockpit—my home—because you’re afraid of something happening to me!”


He grimaced. “Is that what you think?”


“Why else would you bring up my age?”


For the first time since she’d known him, he backed down. “I don’t know. I was just trying to add another data point to the mix. I don’t think you get how hard this job is without a trusted friend for guidance. The captain doesn’t share hopes and fears with the crew. That’s the kind of crap that gets them killed.”


“This isn’t about age. It definitely isn’t about my skill.”


He pointed to her, then himself. “It is, though. I think we can do this. You’re clever as all get-out, and I’m, you know, pretty much the greatest captain in the galaxy. We’ve got the toughest crew anyone has ever—look, it’s difficult without an XO I can be straight with.”


“You are so ridiculous. You want to promote me so we can be friends?”


“Yes! No! That’s not exactly it.”


She crossed her arms. “You’re the captain. Be decisive. Spit it out.”


Cordell paced around his table, hands clasped behind his back as though he were inspecting an upcoming battle sim. “Let me lay this plan out on its strengths…”


She waited patiently for him to name a single strength, and found herself checking the clock. After another lap of the table, he deflated. She was about to make fun of him when he spoke.


“It’s lonely.”


On an air base, they would’ve canned him for saying something like that. Toward the end of the war, he would’ve lost his commission and been assigned under someone capable of maintaining “sufficient decorum.” A person couldn’t be captain if they went around being sad about their pals dying.


“Captain…” She wanted to pat his shoulder, but the old codes of conduct stayed her hand.


“This ship is my life, Boots. It’s everything I want out there in the sky. And we’ve uncovered incredible treasures—together.”


“Look, if you’re about to say friendship is the real treasure—”


“No, no, I love cash.”


“Thank god.”


He settled half his rump onto the lip of the table. “But as the senior officer, you get to have one close friend: the person who’s supposed to take the mantle from your corpse. Off the ship, people don’t get you. On the ship, you can’t let them get you.”


She couldn’t tell him to forget the rank and be pals with everyone. That was about as likely as her sprouting a cardioid. Or starting a family.


“You understand,” he began, then swallowed an unseen bitter pill. “My only buddy just, you know, jumped directly into another ship’s engines. So, I’ve been alone for a couple of months, and… I just don’t know how much longer I can keep it up.”


“You went to boot camp with Malik, sir.”


He nodded slowly. “That I did. But you actually get me. You’ve got the fire. Malik is… just a little too perfect, you know?”


She burst out laughing. “Yes! I know exactly what you mean.”


Cordell stuffed his hands into his pockets. “It’s impossible to loosen up around that guy. He makes me feel guilty for eating junk food.”


“I yell at you for smoking.”


“He does, too, but I care when he says it.”


“Oh, thanks.” Boots chewed her lower lip. “Look… I’m not saying we should ditch the ranks or whatever. Like, I know that someone always has to have the final say in the heat of the moment, but maybe you could stand to loosen up a little. Sleep in an extra thirty minutes or something.”


Then she did something she’d never have imagined in a million years: Boots walked around the table, clapped her hands to both of his shoulders, and said, “We’re a family, and we’re smart.”


He recoiled but didn’t brush her hands away. “Man, Armin would’ve had a field day with this.”


“That’s true. But you just asked me to be your first mate, and that’s my advice.”


“So you’ll do it?”


“No. Hell no. The universe is expanding. The galaxy spins. Space is a vacuum. I’m a fighter pilot. Some things, you just can’t change.”


“Can I continue to count on your wisdom, then?”


“If I ever grow any, I’ll let you know.”


The next breakfast, Cordell gathered all the crew in the mess to announce his appointment of Malik Jan to first mate. Aisha beamed, and Boots could only surmise that was because the doctor would be on the ship instead of in the field.


The twins served everyone a misshapen cake, which had fallen apart under the weight of too many eggs. It tasted as bad as it looked, and Boots had to work to shovel the bits into her mouth. She’d long ago learned that no matter what the cook handed her, she ate it.


“Now that you’ve all had your cake,” said Malik, giving them all appraising looks, “it’s time for a few things to change around here. The primary fixture of military readiness is holistic physical training, and it’s been ignored for too long.”


Boots’s mouth went dry. The running. The de-donut-ing.


“I’m implementing a ship-wide health initiative,” said Malik. “We’re going to create custom diet plans and exercise regimens for each one of you.”


“I’m in fighting shape, Doc,” Boots blurted out. “So, you know, there’s no reason to delete my donuts.”


Malik smirked. “Really? Kin told me you were winded after one flight of stairs the last time you jogged. Also, it’s ‘sir.’”


“Sir, Kin is a data cube, so he’s not in great shape, either,” said Boots. “Maybe we don’t take health advice from him?”


“I am so in great shape,” said Kin. “I’m a cube. It’s a great shape.”


“Boots, stop,” said Cordell. “I’ve… At the good doctor’s behest…” He seemed to choke on the word “good,” and she couldn’t imagine why until he spoke the words, “I blew all of my tobacco… and rolling papers… and rollers… out the airlock.”


She blinked. “You did what, sir?”


“It’s what leaders do.” The captain stiffened. “Doctor Jan is right. We’re lucky to be alive. None of us are capable of running marathons.”


“I am,” said Nilah.


“Me too,” said Orna.


“Alister and I regularly ran fifty kilometers at the chalet,” added Jeannie.


“I’ve been running one a week since I got on the ship,” said Aisha, “So I think only you and Boots are—”


Cordell’s nostrils flared in annoyance. “Okay, but we should all be capable of high-end physical performance. A strong body yields a strong mind, too. We have to be faster, better, stronger, and smarter to succeed at taking down Witts’s operation. Now you are all going to get right with that, do I make myself clear?”


“Aye, Captain!” came the crew response.


“Now, Kin,” said Cordell. “Can you pull up the baron’s estate for us?”


A chime followed, then the projectors spun to life rendering a mountainside estate jutting out from the face of a sheer cliff.


“This,” said Kin, “is Rampant Gardens, a Carrétan stronghold for Baron Valentino Gaultier’s great-grandfather, Baron Davide Gaultier. It was constructed in 2832 by esteemed architect and occult enthusiast Zhang Wei Liu. The property is designated a Carrétan Historical Trust Site for its uniquely angular features, created in collaboration with Yearlinger designer and founder of the Anti-Ergonomists, Åsa Ecklund. The interior features similarly—”


“Skip it,” said Cordell. “Get to the tactical stuff.”


“There are two known entrances to the site, and both are secured teleportation portals.” The projection shifted to the Gray, a few thousand meters down. “The first is in the city of Fleury’s port district, Old Town. This entrance is typically powered off and only accessible to architecture students attending the Université de la Riviere twice yearly for tours.”


“And the second?” asked Boots.


The projection climbed into the sky, circling the mountain to another peak, several klicks away. It slowed to a halt over a large landing pad nestled into the snow. Blacktop stood out in stark contrast to the white cap. A single, wide rectangle of white light illuminated one side.


“This is the owner’s entrance,” said Kin. “It is secured against magical intrusion by wards and has no exposed control surfaces.”


Boots whistled. “Expensive.”


“This blue blood has to go for a walk sometime,” said Orna. “What about windows, balconies… all that stuff?”


“The Anti-Ergonomists believed that human modifications were a corruption to the landscape,” said Kin. “They sought penitence through discomforting architecture. The unadorned square of tarmac you see by the portal is the ‘garden’ from which the structure takes its name. If the baron wishes to take in the air, he must brave subfreezing temperatures and winds gusting up to eighty kilometers per hour.”


“Hard-core,” said Orna, though Boots couldn’t be sure if it was admiration or admonishment.


“So how do we steal the Mostafa Journal?” asked Aisha, and everyone looked at her. “What? We always steal things. Don’t act like we don’t.”


Alister laughed. “That’s what I said.”


Nilah raised her hand halfway. “As Agent Weathers said, I know the baron.”


“Teammates, right?” asked Boots.


“He was big into racing back in the day,” said Nilah. “Did superkart with Kristof and me at the Circuit Perrin Espy, but never got picked up by the bigger teams.”


Cordell quirked his lips. “Is everyone on Carré into racing?”


Nilah spread her hands, exasperated. “I told you this, like two years ago! Was no one listening?”


“Cut us some slack, girl,” said Cordell. “We were being hunted at the time. I don’t remember every trivial conversation about racing, and—”


“There are no trivial conversations about racing,” Nilah said, cutting him off. “Those people love me… Well, Valentino doesn’t. He actually kind of hates me.”


“Yes. Can you elaborate on that?” asked Malik.


The projection shifted to two karts spinning out together, then smashing into a wall.


“Because while driving for Oxcom,” said Kin, “Nilah deliberately ran Valentino into a wall. Without a rival on track, Nilah was the de facto winner of the season. Had Valentino Gaultier finished the race in his current position, the championship would’ve been his.”


“Wait,” said Orna. “You ran someone off the track when you couldn’t beat them?”


Nilah’s dermaluxes went cyan, and Boots was pretty sure that was embarrassment.


“I was a different person, okay?” Nilah pleaded. “I know it was wrong now.”


“There’s more,” said Kin. “Valentino Gaultier’s survival capsule was damaged during the collision, and the baron suffered significant injuries, including a broken femur and fracture to his spinal column. While Baron Gaultier made a full recovery, he was psychologically unable to return to racing.”


Boots gaped at Nilah, who balked.


“You lot don’t know what it’s like on the track. It’s not my fault the crash was so bad!”


Malik winced. “I had suggested to the captain that we offer to buy the journal using Compass funds, but…”


“The baron is going to hold on to it, just to screw you over,” said Cordell. “This is bad. What’s our secondary move?”


“We steal it,” said Aisha.


Orna laughed. “I like your style, Zipper.”


“Just…” Nilah blurted, but restrained herself. “Let me call him, all right? Maybe I can work something out. I know how he thinks, and I have the most practice with Carrétan nobility.”


“You don’t think I could broker a deal?” Cordell said.


“I didn’t say that,” said Nilah, “but if you misspeak, they might kill you for heresy. I’ve been in these circles for a long time. You need real etiquette, no offense.”


Cordell idly scratched the dark skin of his cheek. “You’ve got me there.”


Boots stared at the ex-racer, always surprised at the stories of Nilah’s old life. The young woman may have been a genius behind the wheel, but she certainly knew how to make enemies.


“Hey, kid, I know what it’s like to take that kind of injury.” Boots tapped her metal arm on the table to punctuate the point. “And if you were the one who took my arm, well… I’d have stepped on your throat. I’m not sure how far you’ll get.”


“I promise I can work something out,” said Nilah. “Just let me try. Valentino is a collector of oddities.”


“We’re about as odd as it gets,” said Boots. “I bet we could find something he wanted.”


“All right, Miss Brio,” said Cordell. “Set it up.”


Nilah waited in her quarters for the call to go through. After a moment, the head butler’s torso materialized atop her desk. The lines of her suit were laser straight, and her hair was so coiffed as to be a helmet.


“Good afternoon,” said the woman.


Smoothing down her shirt, Nilah said, “Yes, hi. I’d like to be connected with the baron. I’m an old friend.”


The woman cocked her head. “I’m sorry. He’s in meditation and isn’t granting any audiences today.”


“Please tell him Nilah Brio is calling. He’ll want to take this.”


The woman peered a little closer at her, the projection’s large eyes looming over Nilah. “Miss Brio, I’d be happy to take a message for you, and—”


“Who did she say she was?” came an agitated voice in the background.


“Please excuse me.” The woman stood up and walked out of the projection. Hushed whispers followed, before Valentino Gaultier settled down into her place.


He was exactly as Nilah remembered, with a little more meat on his bones. He hadn’t kept up the rigorous physical routine during the years away from the track. Snow-white hair spilled over his shoulders into precise lines along his collarbone, creating an elfin appearance. His swishy robe’s collar was at least as high as his scalp, and he’d blush-spotted his porcelain cheeks, giving the appearance of an oddly sexy magistrate.


Out of nowhere, a small dog jumped into the projection. At least, Nilah mistook it for a dog at first glance. Its snout was shorter, akin to a rabbit’s, and it had swept-back ears and narrow eyes like a delighted fox. Its fur bristled with a glow like moonbeams on a choppy lake, and Nilah realized it was some sort of magical beast. “Look who it is, Doudou!” cooed the baron in a thick Carrétan accent. He scratched under the beast’s jaw, causing it to thump its leg in happiness. “Why… I do believe it might be the worst person we’ve ever seen! Look at her.” At this, Valentino gestured to Nilah’s face. “Underneath this beauty lies a withered heart, overgrown with treachery. Yes, it does! Yes, it does, Doudou!”


For its part, Doudou yapped uncontrollably, sending yellow sparks down its fur, then nuzzled into Valentino’s armpit. With the beast’s eyes properly averted, the baron’s face changed to pure malice.


“What do you want?”


Nilah cleared her throat. “Hello, Tino. I apologize for missing your ascension ceremony after the death of your father.” That seemed like a safe lead line. “I’m so pleased to see that you’ve become the baron of—”


“You weren’t invited. You think I wanted to see your face on that day of all days? Get to the point, Brio.”


Nilah opened and closed her mouth several times, trying to decide on a tack. On the bed behind her, Orna restrained a laugh. “I was thinking we should meet up. Perhaps we could reminisce about the old times.”


Again, came the baby talk. “Yes, we would like that.”


“R-really? That’s wonderful.”


Doudou scampered away, and the baron’s lips curled like he’d bitten into a juicy bite of meat—almost lustful, definitely carnivorous. “Yes. Come see me, and maybe I can have you executed for heresy.”


Nilah sighed. Royalty were completely unchallenged on Carré—on penalty of death. Any insult to their lineage was a capital offense.


Giving him a thin smile, Nilah said, “I would really like to bury the hatchet.”


“Like you buried my car into the wall of turn thirteen?”


“It is the Wall of Champions, love. A lot of great racers have hit that barricade, and—”


“I’m busy.” The baron reached for the terminate button.


“Wait!”


Valentino froze, but the look on his face gave Nilah exactly two seconds to state her case.


“You have something I want, Tino, and I believe your life is in grave danger.”


“Yes, well you have something I wanted, too—a career in motorsport—so I suppose we all have wishes.” Despite the harsh words, the baron stayed his hand. “What is it?”


“The Mostafa data cube.”


Valentino laughed, a full-throated, musical sound that must’ve charmed many lovers. “You can’t afford it.”


“Whatever Grimsby was going to pay you, I can do better.”


“Who? You see, I don’t know the buyer, because they were using an escrow service,” said the baron, sweeping aside his silvery hair. “But for you, it’s not for sale.”


“You’re right. You don’t know the buyer. I do. They’re trying to destroy the universe, in case you forgot.”


“How long are we going to rest on those laurels, Miss Brio?”


She wanted to throw it in his face that she was still making progress in the hunt for Witts, but that would’ve been leaking classified intel.


“Money is money. I’m assuming you still like it.”


“And I have lots of it. You deprived me of a future, which is infinitely more valuable. Besides, my buyer will send someone else to do business.” Valentino’s stormy eyes narrowed, and his malice evaporated as he caught some idea. “Are you still traveling with Boots Elsworth?”


“Um, yes?”


“And if we did business, would you bring her with you?”


“Do you two, er, know each other?” Then it clicked for Nilah: the first time she’d heard Boots’s name was from Valentino’s lips. He’d been a huge fan when the show first debuted, fascinated by Origin, mysticism, and treasures—


—which was probably why Nilah never gave the show a chance. She’d hated him enough to run him into a wall. She certainly wasn’t going to indulge his hobbies.


“Of course I know her, but she doesn’t know me,” said Valentino, tapping his lip. “If she’s going to join you, I’ll consider entertaining your Capricious at ma maison.”


“You want me to introduce you?”


He scoffed. “Oh, please. Just bring Boots, and try not to speak too much when you arrive. I do so despise the sound of your voice.”


“Okay, so the plan is—” Nilah began.


“Ugh! Despise it. Shut up.”


He rang off.















Chapter Three



Reflection
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Throughout her career, Nilah had always ridden on jump drive–equipped yachts. Joining the Capricious had been like climbing onto the back of a turtle and slogging from gate to gate. The Compass-issued jump drive was a godsend, and it’d taken them from the Ballantine Complex on Agarwal to Carré in two days.


A light rattle shuddered through the hull as the Capricious broke the atmosphere of Carré. Servos whined through the ship as his aerodynamic plates reconfigured, obscuring his true shape. The camouflage armor was another major Compass perk—it helped keep them out of the news.


Nilah waited patiently in her crash couch in the cargo bay, Valentino’s bitter expression staining her thoughts. She looked up to the keel of the Midnight Runner, hanging peacefully from the mag clamps. Boots was up there, waiting to scramble if things turned weird.


Nilah couldn’t think about the planet without smelling Duke Vayle Thiollier’s burning hair. They’d almost lost Malik here. They had lost Didier, though to her guilt, she’d never been close to him. It’d certainly changed her perception of Carré from “party planet” to “deeply problematic danger planet.”


“We’ve entered Rampant Gardens airspace,” said Cordell. “So far, no anti-air and no planetary defense. All crew, are we ready to meet the baron?”


“That’s the way I like it,” said Boots. “Nice and easy.”


“This line isn’t for idle chitchat,” interrupted Malik, a surprising authority in his voice.


Nilah felt a little bad for Boots, the first to be reprimanded by Malik. It’d take some time to grow accustomed to the friendly doctor in command.


“Uh, yes. Yep. All green,” replied the fighter jock, obviously taken aback. “Standing by.”


“Hunter One here,” said Orna, adjusting her circlet. “Standing by.”


In the nearby corner, Charger inspected Teacup. Orna’s battle armor was fascinated by the new creation, but to Nilah’s annoyance, Teacup was too basic to be fascinated by anything. She looked back to the cargo door and adjusted her own circlet. “Hunter Two, standing by.”


“All right,” said Cordell. “How long to planetfall?”


“Ten minutes,” said Aisha. “Clear skies, easy flying.”


Nilah and Orna unbuckled from the crash couch and began slipping into their cold-weather gear. The suits provided by Compass were marvels of artificial temperature regulation and fire protection but had little in the way of style. In another life, she’d rather have shown up naked than wearing such garish, tactical clothing. Closet space on a warship was scarce, so Nilah had been forced to adopt a more utilitarian style of dress.


The moment the cargo ramp opened up to the howling winds of Carré’s mountain peaks, a gleeful laughter filled Nilah’s ears. The baron stood among a trio of guards in his plush fur coat, a smug grin across his face.


“This is how you greet me?” Valentino called across the desolate landing pad. “Pathetic.”


Nilah frowned and surveyed her surroundings as she stepped down off the ramp. A plain square of heated tarmac stretched across the snowcapped peak, glistening wet with melted frost. Behind the baron was a simple, glowing portal, completely unadorned.


“What is that you’re wearing?” Valentino drew closer to inspect the tactical webbing and dozens of snap pockets. “Hideous. You must not see much fashion out there in your tiny… grenou…” He mumbled something in Carrétan, gesturing to the Capricious’s bulbous cargo bay. “Frog. Your ship looks like a frog, and you look like a shitfly it just vomited up.”


“Hello, Tino,” Nilah grumbled, annoyed with the icy ball of guilt forming in her gut. It’d been against the rules to run Valentino off the track, but the benefits had outweighed the penalties. If she hadn’t taken the baron out, Valentino might’ve been the one driving for Lang Autosport—and the galaxy would’ve been destroyed, right?


Valentino’s creature came sprinting out from behind him, ears pricked and fur scintillating with red flashes. It circled the crew, darting between their legs with its strange monkey paws. It stopped in front of Nilah, blinking at her and wagging its puffy tail.


Orna leaned over to get a closer look at the beast, and it hissed like a broken steam pipe full of rattlesnakes. Nestled into its pink gums were dozens of sharp, dripping fangs.


Valentino crowed with laughter as they recoiled. “Don’t be scared of Doudou! She won’t hurt you.”


Nilah eyed the creature, which paced and rumbled with a rattling growl whenever it got close to someone. “Are we sure about that, love? It seems a bit… upset.”


Valentino flipped his dazzling red scarf and smoothed a stray lock of hair from his face. “Oh, my little sweet bun will kill you instantly, but it won’t hurt. Vasoque la, Doudou.”


She didn’t speak Carrétan, but she understood well enough when Doudou went scampering back to its master, climbing up his coat into his arms.


“You going to introduce me?” asked Orna.


“Tino,” Nilah began, “this is Orna Sokol, my fiancée.”


The baron’s eyes swept over Orna’s form before he declared, “You could do better, my dear.”


Nilah inhaled sharply. “Orna is a bona fide hero.”


“Oh, no, no, no…” replied Valentino. “I was speaking to Miss Sokol. Surely there were more honorable suitors in your company?”


Orna chortled and put her hands on her hips. “Sometimes, you just have to take what’s available.”


Valentino’s smile was enough to make Nilah queasy. “Yes, well, I suppose these things cannot be helped when you travel on such a sad vessel. And who is this?”


Boots came astride Nilah and Orna, still in her combat flight suit as she pulled off her helmet. “Boots Elsworth, sir. I’ll be accompanying these two.”


“Ah! It’s you! Wonderful, wonderful. You look different than your projections.”


Boots gave him a soldierly nod. “Hope you’re not too disappointed, your… lordship?”


“For you? Tino.” He stroked Doudou, nuzzling the creature to his cheek. “Finding Hana was an inspiration after my racing career came to a… sudden stop. It was your show that interested me in the occult and esoterica of Origin. I would love to show you my collection of artifacts.”


“And I’d love to see it.”


Boots swelled with pride, and Nilah had to force down her eye roll.


“Very well,” said the baron, waving them toward the portal. “Let us come in from the cold. Doudou is hungry, and we have much to discuss. Is it only the three of you?”


Nilah nodded. “The others will remain on the ship. They like to keep him warm.”


“Follow me, then.” With that, Valentino and his retinue turned and disappeared into the portal.


Orna tapped her comm. “Boss, we’re heading in.”


“Stay frosty,” he replied.


Nilah gritted her teeth against the bitter cold. “Hoping to get less frosty, sir, but I’ll keep the guard up.” Then she turned to Orna. “Really? You just have to ‘take what’s available’?”


“You’re already letting him get to you,” said the quartermaster, pulling Nilah in for a quick hug. “Let’s make nice, get the cube, and split, okay?”


“And don’t forget,” said Boots, “the baron was going to sell the journal to Grimsby. We don’t know how deep those allegiances go. Maybe he’s telling the truth about the anonymous escrow, but you can’t be sure.”


“Right,” Nilah sighed. Steeling herself, she walked through the portal alongside her friends.


The house on the other side was like an unfinished computer rendering. Blocky, polygonal furniture filled the stark white space, each piece a study in discomfort. Everything carried a sheen like injection-molded duraplast, and Nilah forced an admiring smile. It wasn’t hideous; it was unlivable.


“Welcome to Rampant Gardens,” said Valentino, shucking the fur coat to reveal a low-cut robe with geometric designs of gold squares shining up its length. The nearest servant took his scarf, and he flipped his hair to straighten it back out. “My guards will be relieving you of your weapons.”


Her stomach tensed, but it was only a matter of procedure for those in the presence of nobles. Grudgingly, she handed over her slinger; Boots followed suit. Orna took much longer and required a full frisking. The staffers also took their coats, leaving Nilah in her ugly, short-sleeved under layer. Her tattoos gave a subtle jump toward cyan embarrassment, and Valentino instantly smiled at the display. Maybe Nilah could get Arnie Camden to design a cold-weather suit while he was working on Orna’s wedding tuxedo.


When the weapon search was complete, a member of the staff emerged, holding a cat-sized rodent. Doudou lost its tiny mind at the sight of the other creature, yapping and crooning to be let loose.


“Not yet, my heart,” shushed the baron, nodding to the woman holding the rat.


His staffer released the animal, which gave a panicked squeal and took off to hide under the nearest divan. The baron stomped his foot, but the rat refused to emerge, believing it’d found shelter.


“Tsk,” he said, setting Doudou down onto the floor, where it scrabbled after the rat.


The rat shot out from under the divan and across the open floor plan like a rocket. Doudou raced after it, remarkably quick for a creature with opposable thumbs. Nilah watched the exchange with dread, fearing the conclusion.


“Come on, my precious!” called Valentino. “Show them how fast you are!”


A furious chase led the rat to a corner, where it reared back on its hind legs and hissed. Doudou returned the gesture with terrifying malice, its fur flaring red. It struck, and in the blink of an eye, the rodent collapsed under its own weight. Nilah’s gut churned as she waited for the inevitable bloody consumption, but Doudou swallowed the rat whole, like a snake.


“So, Doudou,” said Boots. “Boy or girl?”


With a small shrug, Valentino said, “Neither. I ordered my dear, sweet one from a chimera splicer on Prothero. Though I like to think of her as a girl.”


He gestured to the couch nearest the kill and smiled at Nilah. “Please, do have a seat.”


“I’m just going to lay this out there,” said Orna, “but our vitals are being monitored. If something happens to us, I doubt your estate could survive too many hits from—”


Valentino rested his slender fingers against his exposed tuft of chest hair, his face a rehearsed play of outrage. “I would never harm someone who entered my home in good faith. What do you take me for?”


Boots rested a hand on Orna’s shoulder. “My companion is just leery. The last time we were here on Carré, the duke’s own soldiers killed him.”


“Yes, well…” The baron looked down his nose at them. “Perhaps that’s what he gets for relying too much on indentured servants instead of paying people. While you’re with me, you’re under my protection. Now please stop staring at me like I’m going to eat you. It’s boring, even if some of you”—he gave Orna a little wink—“look quite edible.”


Orna snorted. “Sorry, but you’ve got the wrong utensils for a snack like this.”


“Pity,” said the baron, swooshing over to another chair, “but understandable. I’m not fond of men, either.”


Nilah took a deep breath and made her way to the long, white sectional running along the wall. The cushions were wide, flat pyramids with a point oriented perfectly to poke directly into the posterior—but she settled down anyway. Instead of an unyielding plastic surface, she found a pillowy-soft metamaterial, which conformed to her every curve.


She must’ve done a poor job hiding her surprise, because the baron said, “Don’t look so relieved, Brio! One cannot live in a truly anti-ergonomic setting. It’s a carefully cultivated illusion. Custom nanoscale-actuated furnishings to keep comfort at a maximum… also stainproof—a must for Doudou. Now, if the rest of you could have a seat, we’ll get down to business.” He snapped at the woman who’d brought the rat. “Where are the cocktails?”


The staffer bowed and glided from the room as Boots and Orna took seats in other chairs. Valentino settled down last in a high-backed white cube, which spontaneously carved out a portion of itself to seat his royal rump. “Now, that’s better—”


Doudou leapt into Nilah’s lap, and her dermaluxes went deep purple with fear. Its adorable snout nuzzled into the crook of her elbow as though searching for food, and Nilah felt the cool wetness of its saliva around the corners of its poison-filled mouth. A single strike of its teeth had put the rat down in under a second, and while she was much larger than a rat, she wasn’t eager to experiment with neurotoxins.


“I’d be gentle if I were you,” Valentino cooed. “My little sweet bun produces the same poison used by the Garde Royale. According to the Link, you already have some experience with the compound.”


The Garde Royale had shot Malik with a poisoned dart when they were in Duke Thiollier’s palace. The raid had seemed so long ago… except for that part. Nilah still hadn’t forgotten his terrified face.


“Oh, how interesting,” breathed Nilah through a forced smile. “I’ll have to tell Doctor Jan.”


The creature’s fur went bright pink, and it circled Nilah’s lap once before settling into a tight loop of cuddly death.


“He likes you,” said Orna.


“No, he doesn’t!” snapped Valentino. “Doudou! Vasoque la!”


The critter scampered from Nilah’s lap like it’d had its leash yanked. Any trace of affection disappeared as it took up a sentinel’s stance at the baron’s side.


“Now to business,” said Valentino. “You wanted a data cube, and I want your head on a spike. Metaphorically, of course.”


“For personal edification,” Boots said, raising a hand halfway, “where do you stand on our heads?”


The baron was taken aback. “I have no quarrel with you, Boots Elsworth. You’re the main reason I allowed this wretch”—he gestured to Nilah—“to visit my sanctum. I love your work so very, very much.”


Boots leaned forward, propping her elbows on her knees. “Then you understand why you can’t sell it to a cabal of genocidal monsters. It’s not in your best interest, either.”


“Oh, come,” said the baron, flipping his hair off his shoulders. “It was an escrow sale. You don’t know it was the Children of the Singularity any more than—”


“We do,” said Boots. “Beyond the shadow of a doubt. Given that knowledge, it’d be wrong to sell to them. Don’t you agree?”


“My dear,” said Valentino, “you’ve quite publicly foiled their plans twice in a row. I doubt those cultists have anything left with which to fight. No harm in taking their money for a scratched-up old data cube. Not exactly weapons of mass destruction. Plus, there are no treaties in place to stop a noble like myself from selling to—”


“There’s common decency,” interrupted Boots. “We don’t do favors for the people who tried to kill us.”


Valentino’s face hardened. “No, we don’t. And that extends to entitled, bratty racers who slam us into walls, heedless of honor and safety. Ah, the cocktails!” The baron introduced each one: a Royal Fire for Orna, a fine Carrétan whiskey for Boots, and a brimming glass of plain Marshanda Fosser for Nilah.


“Oh. This. How nice,” said Nilah. “How did you know?”


The baron ran his fingers through his silver hair. “They did sponsor you for two years, silly girl.”


Nilah seated the glass in her lap, trying to ignore the cloying scent of rosemary hibiscus liqueur. “But you’ll sell to Boots?”


“We shall see.”


Nilah replied through a tight smile. “You said you’d sell it to her. That’s what you said on the call.”


Valentino’s lips went pouty. “I said you would be entertained at my house. Whatever assumptions you’ve made are yours, my dear. You’ve yet to tempt me with the right price.”


“How much money do you want on the table?” asked Nilah. “A million?”


Valentino tsked. “You must be joking. The offer of sale was more than five.”


“So… ten million?” Nilah suppressed a flinch.


“Oh, but I have money and there’s so much of it out there in the galaxy. Think bigger. Something I can’t simply buy.”


Nilah grimaced, thinking of how many nobles on Carré had indentured servants. “A servitude contract?”


Valentino touched a finger to the side of his lip. “I hadn’t actually considered that, but I have something even better in mind.”


Nilah looked to her compatriots, who gave her confused shrugs. She racked her brain but came up short. Finally, she said, “Well, we have a lot of money… Do you want a lot of—”


“I want your ship, you fools!” shouted the baron, and Doudou began yapping to match his volume.


“Uh…” Nilah began. “You want an old marauder?”


Valentino crooked an eyebrow. “I’m a dealer of antiquities and rare collectibles. The Capricious is the centerpiece of the quintessential intrigue of the decade, my dears. Who knows what it might fetch at auction?”


Boots folded her arms. Orna scowled.


“And what, pray tell, are we supposed to use to fly out of here?” asked Nilah.


“There are a lot of old warships on Carré,” said Valentino. “You have plenty of money. You can buy one of those and continue playing soldier.”


Boots gave an annoyed chuckle, shaking her head. Nilah’s pulse jumped. Not only had Valentino managed to ask for the unthinkable, he’d insulted Boots’s honor, along with everyone else who’d ever joined them on their quest to destroy Witts.


“I’d like you to control that tongue of yours.”


Nilah turned to the fighter jock, agog at her outburst, before checking everyone else’s reactions. Even Orna’s eyes widened, and she glanced around at the nearby staff, clearly sizing up the situation—which was hopeless. There had to be at least six armed guards around, all of whom could be on the scene within seconds. Then, there was the murdermutt, which likely had an attack command.


“Miss Elsworth,” said Valentino, eye twitching in annoyance, “it’s not wise to insult a noble of Carré.”


“Death penalty, right? I wasn’t insulting you, Baron,” said Boots. “Just giving a bit of friendly advice. These folks have been through a lot more than a car crash and a broken leg. Two of them are KIA. What do you say we show them a little respect… before I take offense?”


Valentino was at full attention, anger-shrunken irises locked on to Boots, though the courtly smile never left his mouth. “Now it sounds less like an insult and more like a threat. Let us un-mince your words, Miss Elsworth. What, exactly, will you do if I don’t control my tongue?”


Boots laughed and relaxed, propping an arm across the back of the couch. “I’ll be disappointed in you, I suppose. I was hoping to swap research stories from the Finding Hana days, but if you’re not going to be nice, I don’t have to stay.”


One of the servants brought Valentino a tray of delightful fruits, carved into gemlike animal shapes. He shooed the bearer away, returning his attention to his three guests. Loosing a loud yawn, he lounged sideways in the chair, draping his form across one arm like he’d fainted.


“This posturing is so boring,” he groaned. “Do we have a deal or not?”


“I think I need to ask the captain—” Nilah began, hoping to keep the negotiations alive. She knew she couldn’t bargain away the Capricious, but to outright say no to the baron after all of the tension…


“Let me save you the trouble. No. Absolutely not,” said Orna.


“And that concludes our visit,” said Boots.


“No, stay,” whined the baron, positively leaping from his perch and abdicating his regal act for something decidedly more childish. “I don’t want us to get off on the wrong foot, Miss Elsworth. I merely forgot my tact. I would love to show you my collection if you’ll stay.”


“And I’d love to see it.” Boots nodded sagely. “But if you’re not going to sell, we’re pretty busy.”


“Always business, never diversions, are you?” asked Valentino. “We can fix that. Come now, be reasonable.”


“And you’ll sell?” asked Boots.


“We shall have to see,” the baron replied. “My escrow tells me the buyers wish to make another offer, but… I find you intriguing. If you wish to counter, I will entertain the notion, but we must wait to see what they say. How about a blind bid?”


“Oh, come on, Tino,” said Nilah. “That’s robbery.”


Valentino shook his head. “You make a secret offer and they make a secret offer. I’ll weigh the two and make my decision. Why don’t you confer with your captain and see what you can do, then join me for dinner?”


The Capricious loomed over them as they exited the portal onto the freezing tarmac above Rampant Gardens, his pitted hull almost black against the gray skies. Nilah zipped up her cold-weather jacket, eager to be out of the wind. A few months ago, she’d braved the freezing assault on the Pinnacle at Hammerhead in ascetic cult pajamas. She’d thought it would toughen her up, but she hated cold and mountains more than ever.


Once on board, they gathered in the mess for a debriefing. As Nilah recounted the details, Kinnard offered helpful context and advice about Carrétan noble customs. All told, it dragged late into the night cycle. When Nilah got to the baron’s requested price—the Capricious—the captain’s reaction was, “Yeah. I guess we’re going to have to steal this Mostafa cube after all.”


Orna and Aisha gave each other a quick high five, and Nilah elbowed her fiancée.


“What?” said Orna. “It’ll be easy. You love stealing stuff.”


“Just once, I’d like to buy what we need, like a civilized person might,” Nilah replied.


“We’re not civilized, though,” said Boots. “Civility is what allows these monsters to fester in the darkness.”


“Hear, hear,” said Alister. “I can come to dinner with you and start trying to catch mind readings from the staff.”


“And I can focus on the baron,” said Jeannie. “If he’s keen on Orna, I’ll just act like her and see where it gets me.”


Orna gave her a bemused glance, pulling out a boot knife to pick at her nails. “I’m a one-hundred percent original. You can’t copy this.”


“I’ll just act cold and superior.” Jeannie mimicked Orna’s languid posture. “Maybe I’ll throw in a touch of mockery… You don’t have a fashion sense to appropriate…”


Cordell’s eyebrows shot up. “I’m stopping this conversation before our quartermaster guts you, Miss Ferrier. Do not try to seduce the baron. For all we know, he was just hitting on Miss Sokol to get under Miss Brio’s skin.”


“That hurts, Cap,” said Orna. “I’m a strong, beautiful woman, you know.”


“Excuse me.” Malik stood and held up a hand. Within a second, the rowdy bunch settled down and patiently awaited his words.


He nodded in calm appreciation. “I suggest we divide the plan into two phases: recon and action. We need an excuse to reconnoiter that isn’t dinner, because—and you three really, really should have considered this—food could easily be poisoned. Either way, you are not to take any actions during a recon mission.”


“Sorry, sir. I know it was foolhardy to drink what we were served.”


“Stay paranoid, Miss Brio,” said Cordell. “Don’t forget that, so far, we don’t have the Mostafa data cube and Baron Gaultier has convinced us to stay another day. If he’s working directly with the Children of the Singularity…”


Sure, Valentino was a pompous, boisterous nightmare of a human, but she’d known him as a child. “Captain, he’s bad, but he’s not that bad.”


“Please take this in the spirit it was meant,” said Cordell, “but wouldn’t you have said the same thing about Prime Minister Mandell a few years ago? What about your old racing coach? Did you ever expect to be at her daughter’s execution?”


She deflated. “Ouch, but fair, sir.”


He nodded and addressed the entire crew. “You will all remain on high alert. If you see anything out of the ordinary—”


“Such as a bioengineered killkitty?” asked Boots.


“I thought it was more of a murdermutt,” said Orna.


“Anything more so out of the ordinary,” said Cordell, “you expect an ambush. We’re not the Children’s biggest problem—that’s the Taitutian Fifth Fleet—but they’d love to kill us.”


“The baron is outside,” said Kin.


“Right,” said Cordell. “Like if the baron is somewhere he’s not supposed to be, such as outside the ship.”


“No, sir,” said Kin, and a projection spun to life, depicting Valentino on the tarmac, flanked by his retinue. “I mean that Baron Gaultier is standing outside.”


Nilah squinted at the projection. Was he wearing sparkly pajamas?


Cordell folded his arms. “What does he want?”


“I’ll ask,” said Kin.


“Respectfully, please,” said Malik.


“I know all Carrétan customs,” said Kin.


On the projection, Valentino craned his head as if listening to something. Then he shouted over the howling winds.


“He says he needs to speak with Miss Brio,” said Kin. “It’s urgent.”


“Let’s see what’s up,” said Cordell. “Miss Brio, Miss Sokol, and Boots, go out and parley. Zipper, get strapped and cover them from a concealed perch.”


“Aye, Captain.” Aisha rushed off toward the cargo hold.


Cordell stood, prompting everyone else to do the same. “Ferriers, get to the bridge and crew the scanners. Shouldn’t be any ships for a few klicks. Anything gets closer than that, y’all start squawking.”


The twins departed.


“Kin,” said Malik, “can you ascertain any more about the baron’s intentions?”


They waited while Valentino’s projection had some unheard conversation.


“It’s about Kristof Kater,” said Kin. “Miss Brio’s most recent racing teammate.”


Nilah’s pulse quickened. She and Kristof hadn’t been close as racers, but after the Harrow conspiracy, they’d stayed in touch, trading messages about the world she’d left behind. Kristof, a fellow Taitutian, had supported her, flown her colors during her time of crisis, defended her to the press, and was her sole connection to her old life at Lang Autosport. The fear only intensified when they opened the cargo ramp to find Valentino and his guards standing in formation like a funeral procession. The comm chimed in Nilah’s ear.


“Be ready for anything,” said Cordell.


But she wasn’t, because Valentino stepped forward and inclined his head, fabulous boisterousness absent. “I needed to tell you this, face-to-face, Nilah. My concerns this evening include more than Kristof.”


The whipping winds blew a curl of Nilah’s hair into her face, and she pushed it away. “What?”


“It’s about your father.”


Hearing that was like taking an asteroid to the chest, and Nilah’s hands rose to defend her trembling heart. The thought of his shining eyes stole the strength from her legs, and she staggered as her breath disappeared. Orna’s gentle hand on her shoulder kept her upright.


Valentino was still talking, and she forced herself to listen to his somber words. “I may not like you, but as someone who lost his own father recently—”


“Get to the point, Tino! What happened to my father?”


The baron’s guards tensed around him but made no move toward Nilah. Orna’s touch vanished, probably so she could keep her guard up.


“He’s alive, but… it’s easier if you see it for yourself,” said Valentino. “Your old boss at Lang just posted a video to the Link.”


The baron led them through the dimly lit halls of Rampant Gardens to a spacious theater of carved marble. Posh seats ringed a projector platform, though no one settled into them. If Nilah sat down right then, someone would’ve had to drag her off the floor. She couldn’t stop imagining Darnell Brio’s chubby cheeks, or the way they felt when his stubble brushed her in a hug.


“You have to stay focused,” said Cordell in her ear. “This could very easily be a trap.”


Nilah removed her earpiece and dropped it into her pocket. She wasn’t sure why, but she believed the baron. It was something in Tino’s posture, the way he skulked, the way he didn’t blow up at her for shouting. He had to be telling the truth.


Orna tapped her comm. “I’ll take care of her, Boss.”


Valentino’s projectors whirred to life, spinning out motes of light, and Nilah took a moment to wipe her eyes.


The imager turned to face the person holding it: Harriet Fulsom, otherwise known as Claire Asby. Her blond hair spilled across her shoulders in the moonlight, and she whispered, “This is for you, Nilah.”


A large house filled the background, a mansion with sweeping lines of glass and steel, folded across one another like decorative paper. Harriet stood on the courtyard green, a wide smile on her face. Then she pulled out a coin: it depicted a plain metal ovoid with two vertical slits for eyes and the usurer’s mark carved into the forehead—the symbol of the Children of the Singularity. She held it up to the imager for all to see.


“That’s Kristof’s house,” said Nilah.


“Look for anything that indicates time,” said Boots. “We’ll be passing this off to the Taitutian authorities.”


“This was posted to the Link, remember?” Valentino stroked Doudou, which rested across his shoulders like a fur collar. “They already have it. And we already know the time. Watch until the end.”


Boots swallowed. “Okay.”


The viewing angle spun once again to face away from Harriet. Nilah didn’t see anyone else pass through the frame. It seemed likely that Harriet was alone. She stalked up the front steps of Kristof’s manor to the locked double doors.


“No guards,” said Nilah.


“What?” asked Boots.


Nilah ran her fingers through her thick mohawk. “The guards are all missing. There should’ve been someone in the courtyard.”


“Maybe there was,” said Boots. “She’s a god-level teleporter.”


In the projection, Harriet held out her hand, and a tiny glyph formed inside. She didn’t have to trace it—the magic emerged without her aid, like an animal coming to its master. A pair of dispersers ejected from the wall and blasted the spell into dancing threads of hot magic. Harriet snapped her fingers, and another instant glyph formed before her. She teleported and reappeared above each disperser, laying hands on it—and the machines vanished from their emplacements, leaving only perfectly circular voids in their stead. Before she could fall the twenty feet to the ground, she blinked back to the front walk.


“She’s bloody quick,” said Nilah.


Harriet touched the broad double doors, and they disappeared, leaving an archway for her ingress. She strode inside as though she owned the place, past Kristof’s many valuables, along the central foyer, and up the stairs.


“I warned you, didn’t I?” whispered the god, taking each step at a stately march. “I told you to expect consequences if you continued to bother us. I showed you mercy, and you killed my daughter.”


At the edge of the projection, Nilah spied a woman in nightclothes, a slinger tight in her hand. It was Yu Yan, Kristof’s wife.


“Stop right there!” screamed the woman.


“I’m here to send a message,” Harriet replied. “A message from your husband to Nilah Brio. There’s no need for you to get involved. Put the slinger down.”


Yu’s grip faltered, and in a trembling voice, she said, “Claire? How can you be here?”


Kristof emerged from the master bedroom, panic in his eyes. “Babe, what’s going—” He drew up short when he saw the intruder. He blinked a few times, then shouted, “Shoot her!”


Harriet held up a pebble from the garden in one hand, and her spontaneous glyph split the air. The rock disappeared, and Yu began to convulse. A trickle of blood ran from her nose, and her eyes rolled back in her head.


“Yu!” screamed Kristof, rushing to his downed wife’s side. “Yu!”


“I told her to put it down,” said Harriet, tossing her coin to the ground before him. “Don’t waste your meager time trying to wake a woman with a rock in her cerebellum.”


Kristof tried to yank the slinger free of Yu’s hand, but it was trapped in her death grip. Harriet closed the gap to Kristof, seized him by his shirt collar, and snapped her fingers once more.


Light bent and twisted as Harriet and Kristof teleported together. The house fell away, its walls and floors melting and flowing into a vanishing point. When the world stabilized, roaring wind filled the imager’s microphone. Clouds drifted past, rising beneath the full moon. Except they weren’t rising—the imager was falling.


Harriet had popped them out in the skies over Aior, Taitu’s splendid capital. She gave him a hard shove as they both fell, putting some distance between them.


“Oh god,” Nilah whispered, and Orna pulled her in close.


Kristof was accustomed to speed and violent motion. His vision was perfect. He tumbled and shouted aimlessly for a moment before recognition came over his face. Nilah wished he would faint, so he didn’t have to see what was coming, but he was a steel-edged racer, just like her.


“I know you’ll see this, Nilah,” Harriet shouted over the gale-force winds buffeting the imager. “This is what you get.”


Kristof leveled himself out, going spread eagle. It made sense—the guy had probably gone skydiving before. He tried to say something to Harriet, but the mics wouldn’t pick it up. Whatever he was saying, there were tears in his eyes. He fixated on the ground, and Harriet followed his progress, diving this way and that to get a better view of his face.


And when they were within a hundred meters of the ground, she cast her glyph again, bending away the light. A brick pathway snaked into view, surrounded on either side by lights, which mushroomed out of the sidewalk. People bustled past, though some stopped and gaped—no doubt confused by her sudden appearance. Harriet turned the imager to show a tall glass building, and with a quick zoom, Kristof’s falling body.


“All those little fits you threw,” said Harriet, “your diva attitude. I can’t tell you how many times I wanted to do this to you.”


He struck the ground, bouncing twice before coming to rest.


A scream erupted from the crowd. Then another. Full-on bedlam ensued. Harriet turned the imager around in her hands to record her hateful face.


“Stay with me, Nilah,” Harriet said into the camera. “We’re almost to the best part.”


No.


Another teleport brought her across the Capitol Gardens, to a block of buildings that Boots knew well: the Special Branch Archives, the Office of Investigative Affairs, and the GATO Tribunal Hall. Another blink brought her to a platform in the middle of the Weaver’s Interchange, the famous air-traffic pathways east of the capital. Harriet leapt from vehicle to vehicle like she was playing a game.


Nilah’s voice spilled from her lips in fear, saying things she already knew. “She’s heading east. No, she’s headed east! No, no, no!”


The projection congealed into a structure Nilah hadn’t seen for months: the Brio Estate. She cried out in anguish, but the recording carried on.


“Stop playback!” said Orna. “Just tell us the rest!”


“No.” Nilah’s voice broke as Orna wrapped her arms tightly around her. “I need to know what happens.”


Harriet laid her hand across the estate’s facade as the brilliance of her instant glyph enfolded everything. A huge swath of the gate disappeared, reappearing over the manor roof and smashing into it. Two armed guards emerged from the gardens beyond, drawing their slingers and shouting for Harriet to stop. With a flick of her fingers, she was on them, and they both teleported down into the gravel pathway with just their heads above the surface—faces going red with poisoning as the rocks intermingled with their internal organs. The shock killed them long before the suffering and asphyxiation could.


Harriet strode up to the house, her magic clearing a tunnel into the structure in exactly the same way she had at Kristof’s. She disposed of the dispersers and walked past the dining room where, only a few months prior, the crew of the Capricious had received Armin’s last will and testament.


“I’m not going to kill him, Nilah. Not yet,” whispered Harriet. “Instead, I’m going to jumble him up, bit by bit, until he experiences the most painful death one could imagine. I wonder how many microscopic pieces I can extract from his head before he isn’t your father anymore. Perhaps I should turn his gray matter into a sponge—what do you say?”


The witch quietly opened the master bedroom doors, and then she was standing over the unconscious bodies of Darnell and Theodora Brio, tucked away in their silken bedsheets.


The sound of her own weeping shocked Nilah. “No. Not my dad. Come on, Claire.”


The woman in the projection smirked. “Or, you kill yourself—someplace public, so everyone sees what happened. Make a speech about how wrong you were to stand against us. You decide.”


The playback froze. “That’s the end. It’s all over the Link. I thought you’d want to see it here before you saw it in a news package.”


“Back it up,” whimpered Nilah. “Please.”


Valentino twisted his palm, and the playback reversed, stopping on Darnell’s sleeping body. Nilah stood and tentatively stepped toward the image of her father. Stroking his cheek with her fingers, she whispered, “I’m sorry, Dad. I’m so, so sorry.”


“Baron Gaultier,” said Orna, “these people aren’t playing games. They’ll crush anyone who gets in their way. You included. We need that cube.”


Valentino cut his eyes at Orna but said nothing.


“You’ve had your fun,” she continued, squeezing Nilah to her. “Now I am asking you nicely—will you just sell it to us and let us go?”


“Please, Tino,” Nilah added. “I’m begging you.”


The baron bit his knuckle, looking around at his guards. “Fine. One of you may accompany me into the vault. The rest will remain on the ship.”


“I’ll do it,” said Nilah, squeezing her eyes shut.


Boots turned to her, took her hand, and held it. “You need to go back. You can’t help me if something goes bad, anyway. Orna, take care of her, okay?”


“You know I will.” Orna led Nilah away through the maze of white halls and misery.
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