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For the underdogs among us, those who hold the lines, and protest, and write, and speak out.
Empires only topple brick by brick.
And for Hannah, who was always there to help us smash the patriarchy.
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1.


ERIS


Present day


Eris got the call from her commander while she was killing a man.


The guard slumped against her, dead in under thirty seconds from a blade to the throat, a stab in the carotid artery. Fast and quiet. The sharp, tangy scent of his blood wafted toward her as she hauled the guard’s still-warm body against hers and slowly lowered him to the spacecraft’s floor.


Could she have prevented this death? If she were honest with herself: yes.


But there was no time for guilt. She was doing her job.


Her Pathos, the communication chip embedded within her cerebrum, echoed through her skull with the most irritating musical tune. Commander Sher had chosen it because he knew Eris couldn’t ignore it. <Riiing riiiing this is important,> the tune sang. <Listen to meee and remember don’t murder people!>


<I’m busy,> she sent back through her Pathos.


Most Pathos only had a range of a planet, half a solar system at most. Sher was outfitted with a beta design that could bounce its signal off satellites as far as it pleased as long as he knew her rough coordinates.


It irritated the shit out of her. She had a spacecraft to commandeer.


Scylla was larger than most of the ships she’d taken in the past. It had the capability of growing large amounts of hydroponic food, and if there was one thing the Novantae resistance was short on, it was food, followed by weapons.


Eris grabbed the guard’s identity card and cut off his finger with a swipe of her blade.


Almost every ship the resistance had was taken through force or subterfuge, and Eris was damn good at her job. She slid the identity card through the slot, pressed the guard’s severed finger against the pad, entered the code, and hurried down a second hallway that led to the main corridor. Five seconds to get through this section before the alarms sounded.


<Riing riiiing this is important—>


Eris gritted her teeth. Shoved the identity card in. Pressed the finger. Entered the code.


The door slid open. Oh, shit.


Eris rolled to the ground as the high-pitched blasts of laser bullets stung her ears. They dotted the metal of the ship above her head with a deafening clang clang clang. She shoved herself behind one of the storage containers before they could correct their aim and riddle her body with seared holes. Of course there would be soldiers on the other side. Of course. She would have been better prepared had it not been for that stupid—


<Riing riiiing this is important—>


Son of a bitch.


She commanded her Pathos to answer the godsdamn call.


<Finally,> came the commander’s voice.


<You had better be dying,> she said to Sher as she pulled the gun out of her holster.


Eris peeked over the storage containers and hid again just as more blasts rained and exploded like stars. Eight against one, six blasts left in her antique gun. If she ever smiled genuinely, she would have then. Challenging odds—her favorite. Otherwise, she wouldn’t bother running around with a weapon so old most people didn’t know what the flame it was. She had back up weapons, of course—five knives and two Mors—but this was her baby: a gorgeous filigreed limited-edition RX Blaster from the turn of the last century. She was a beauty. Updated with little add-ons to keep her blasts deadly, but the shooting style was all old-school skill. No lasers to help aim.


<We need you back at Nova,> Commander Asshole in her head said. <Now.>


<I said I’m busy,> she replied, lifting her blaster.


One, two, three down. Lasers in the Mors weaponry might be more accurate, but her little baby had a beautiful curve to its fall that lodged the blast right where she wanted it. It had charm. It had character. She liked its quirks.


And, yes, she felt sentimental about it.


<Get un-busy,> Sher said.


<I am>—she pointed her gun—<in the middle of>—one shot to the head of a soldier—<a job>—one shot to another’s torso—<and you are>—another soldier down—<destroying my focus. And now I’m out of shots.>


<So use one of your other weapons.> He sounded impatient, as usual. <And try not to shoot them all in the head this time.>


<I got a few in the knee and a few in the gut.> Only some in the head. <If you called just to give me a lecture, I’m turning off the Pathos.>


The soldiers yelled—calling for reinforcements from the other part of the ship. More loyal Tholosian soldiers would be flowing into bullet crafts, speeding through space to close off her exits. Eris had to seal the doors and disable the comm system, or she’d never take the command center.


She could practically hear his sigh through the Pathos. <I’ve got another mission for you.>


<Are you kidding me? I’m in the middle of commandeering a ship.>


She only had the blade in her boot left and less than three minutes before the other soldiers arrived. She’d told her other superior, Kyla, that she was looking for something challenging. Eris could never decide if the other woman was obeying her wishes or deliberately trying to kill her.


<Kyla says you’re usually faster than this.>


Eris paused. <She did not.>


<She’s telling me that if you don’t finish your mission in the next fifty seconds, it’ll be your slowest run time—>


<If you’d shut up>—she lunged from behind the metal container—<for one>—threw her blade into a soldier’s gut—<godsdamn>—dove to avoid a spray of laser blasts that exploded into white lights behind her upon impact—<second.>


Eris leapt onto the last soldier, tore the Mors from his grip, and slammed her fist into his face. Her body modifications were a godsend, giving her strength unmatched by a common soldier. Her punch cracked the bones of his face. He staggered, spitting blood onto the floor. He didn’t manage to recover before she snaked an arm around his throat and snapped his neck.


Sorry, Sher. Sorry, Kyla.


She heard another bullet craft anchor to the hull. The screech as doors opened. The patter of footfalls above her as more soldiers—twenty at least—came to try their luck at killing her. Eris sprinted to the door that opened the command center. The captain was unprotected, vulnerable.


“Wait,” he only just uttered before Eris grabbed his shirt.


“Disable the doors.” When he hesitated, she seized his arm and squeezed until he cried out. “Do it.”


His fingers moved fast on the controls as he sent the commands. Captains were trained in rudimentary defense tactics, but not more than the guards stationed outside. He would have seen her through the monitors, known his skills were no match for hers. If this had been one of her captains—if she were still called General—she would have either killed him or sent him back for more training. No weakness. Only sacrifice.


So far, Eris could justify the corpses left in her wake tonight. Kill or be killed. This man wasn’t attacking. Kyla told her to end a life only if necessary, save as many as possible. Eris should at least try to keep her word.


“There.” His voice trembled. “It’s done.”


“Good,” Eris said.


She saw the exact moment his Oracle programming kicked in. The rapid eye movement and dilation of his pupils, the curl of his lips as his hand reached for his belt. His snarled words barely sounded like the voice he used before: “For Tholos.”


The captain lunged with a blade. Eris smacked the weapon away and pivoted, but he came at her and slammed her into the ground. His hands were on her throat, a tight squeeze. Eris saw stars. The Oracle’s programming was a benefit and a curse. Right now, it was pumping adrenaline through his body and running code through his brain until all that remained was the Oracle’s commands: God of Death, I kill for Thee. In Thy name I give my body.


Nothing else. No consciousness. No choice.


No autonomy.


She hit him, aiming for his kidneys. Just enough to get him off her. But it was no use; the Oracle had taken over. The programming all Tholosians had hardwired into their brains since birth was bad enough, but the chip at the base of his skull gave the AI control over his body’s motor functions.


He was so far gone, he might never come back. Shorted out into what the Tholosians called gerulae. Mindless servants. Human drones.


Eris edged the knife out of her wrist sheath and struck. She aimed for his arm, and shoved him hard enough to knock him on his back. “Captain? Captain, come on. You’ve got to fight through the—”


“In His name,” he murmured, grasping the hilt of the blade. He yanked it out of his arm in a single move.


“Captain—” Eris scrambled to her feet.


“I give my body.”


The captain slit his own throat.


Eris stopped short, shutting her eyes at the sight. “Fuck,” she breathed. “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” She reached into her pocket, closed her fingers around her small animal figurine. The weight of it helped her breathe. But it was a poor replacement for the man who had given it to her.


<Eris?> Sher’s voice came through the Pathos. <Is it done?>


She closed herself off to feelings. There was no place in her line of work to mourn the dead. There was only this: small moments after a mission. Taking stock. A quiet moment to tally up her kills.


Even the ones she’d intended to save. Or the ones she’d given quick deaths.


Did the captain count?


<Yeah,> she told Sher, trying to keep her inner voice light even as a heavy weight settled in her chest. Guilt had become too familiar. <Tell Kyla I beat my personal best for a ship this size.>


<Well done,> he said. <Now report back to Nova. Kyla will brief you on the way.>


<Fine. Be there as soon as I can.>


She pulled out of the call, stepped over the captain’s body, and entered a command into the ship’s computer. She might have killed to take the ship for supplies, but sacrificing the few to save the many was the way of the resistance. It was sure as shit more merciful of an end than those the Empire gave. The ship’s survivors would have the chips at the base of their skulls removed and be deprogrammed of the Oracle’s influence. They’d be given another chance on Nova. And who survived was simply the luck of the draw.


The God of Death did not have favorites. He simply took.


Eris locked the other soldiers in and directed the ship back to Nova headquarters. Maybe some of the soldiers would be freed of the Oracle’s programming and could be turned to the cause. Most would fail, and she was delivering them to their death.


She unclasped the necklace at her throat, with its tiny metal scythe, and bent over the captain’s corpse. She might not have been able to save him, but she could offer last rites. The ones she would have given in her previous life. His fate would be decided in a level of the Avernian underworld, all seven the realm of a different god. For the Tholosians, the gods and devils of the Avern were one and the same. Light only shown by the dark.


And her patron god was Letum, the most powerful of their pantheon. Death Himself.


Eris whispered a prayer to her insatiable god.


In His name.






2.


CLO


Present day


“Dinnae do this tae me, ye temperamental piece of silt,” Clo cursed.


Last night was a late one. Chrysaor had given up yesterday, and Clo had been dragged out of bed closer to midnight than dawn. The weather had been humid and hot, and the water system was completely bogged. She’d spent an hour cursing the mechanic who had let it go dry.


But that was the resistance—never enough of anything to go around, equipment held together with little more than tape, strategic welding, and a prayer. Clo had managed to fix the damn thing and the ship had taken off for its mission. Less than five hours of sleep and she was back at it again.


Every pore was drenched in sweat, sand, and engine oil. If she got hungry, she could probably cook an egg on the flagstones. Clo had been working on this engine all morning beneath the Novan sun. The sand dunes rising around the compound were a gradient of orange, yellow, and red ablaze in the light.


It was another world to the damp, marshy swamplands where Clo had grown up. She never thought she’d miss the smell of sulfur, peat, and stagnant water. Sometimes, the resistance itself seemed as dried out as this empty planet they’d claimed as their own—a movement that could crumble into dust.


Clo wiped the sweat from her forehead. The Valkyrie X-501 in front of her should be flying like a dream, but the damn ignition wasn’t lighting up the engine.


Ugh. “Useless,” she muttered.


Maybe if she changed tactics, cajoled instead of insulted, the thing would listen to her.


“We need yer wings, my snell one.” With only the metal of the spaceship to hear, Clo always slipped back into the Snarl dialect of her youth. “Wouldn’t ye rather be out among the stars than mired on this blarin’ rock?”


A frustrated curse drew Clo’s attention.


On the next landing pad, Elva battled her own engine. Like Clo, she worked alone—but unlike Clo, it wasn’t by choice. Elva’s skin was stippled with swirls that branded her as different from Clo or the other Tholosians at Nova. The markings fell down Elva’s neck like stripes and curled around her collarbones. She had told Clo that the pattern followed the lines of cell development in the skin.


Clo had become very familiar with those dappled marks one night in her bunk. Their intimacy hadn’t repeated itself, instead giving way to an easy friendship. One mechanic to another.


Elva was one of the few Evoli in the resistance. Her people had been at war with the Tholosians for over five hundred years, the two empires competing for resources across their separate galaxies as their populations expanded. With the Tholosian resource-rich planet Charon experiencing a mass die-off as a result of an asteroid strike, the Empire’s food stores were strained to support all their citizens. They were desperate to conquer the farming planets owned by the Evoli.


Elva’s knowledge was vital to the resistance; the Evoli tech she wove into the machines made them sing. Though the Tholosians at Nova had been deprogrammed of the Oracle’s influence, superstition ran deep, and some still whispered that the Evoli were majoi, especially their leaders, the Oversouls. Sorcerers that knew your every thought and emotion. They claimed no secret was safe. That they’d eat children, sucking the marrow from their bones.


Elva didn’t even eat meat.


“Elva!” Clo called. “Can I borrow your welder? Mine’s sunk!”


The woman nodded, crossing over to pass it to Clo. The sun highlighted the darker dapples in her red-gold hair, throwing her features into sharp relief. They were a pretty people, the Evoli. Taller, almost ethereal, even when covered in engine grease. Unfair.


“You need a hand?” Elva asked, her Evoli accent soft.


“Nah, I got it. Just need to threaten her a bit more.”


Elva flashed a grin and loped back to her work.


Clo reconnected the wires, even though she’d already done it three times this morning. Maybe if she tied them up extra tight. Her fingertips were callused and nicked with scars from endless hours in machines. Clo climbed out of the engine and swung herself into the cockpit, grunting as too much weight hit her bad leg. She had a hole in the left knee of her trousers—Kyla would be right brackish when she saw it—and the dull silver of her prosthetic caught the artificial lights. She rubbed the part where skin met metal. She could never tell how much pain was physical and how much mental.


Clo started the flight sequence, whispering a halfhearted prayer to whatever gods were listening—if any—then tapped her left shoulder, an old good-luck movement from her childhood. She’d tried to translate it to her commander once. Closest she got was: Never let the water level of the swamp go above yer shoulder, or ye’ll be head-deep in shite.


The engine fired to life. And then it purred.


“Yes, my beaut!” Clo called, slapping the walls.


While the spacecraft quivered, she tapped her mech cuff and ran diagnostics, watching the readings with bated breath. Green lights. Atmosphere fully regulated. The temperature cooled from the inside of an oven to perfectly pleasant. Clo could smell herself, like old cooked onions. At that moment, she didn’t care. Her ship worked.


She tapped out a message to the guard at headquarters that she was giving the Valkyrie a test run and got the all clear. She fired up the launch sequence and the Valkyrie gathered speed, skimming along the fire-gold sand before swerving up, up, rising above the ocher and brilliant orange mountains of Nova and into the purple of the sky.


Clo let out a whoop, hands dancing across the controls, and the ship moved like an extension of herself. She sluiced through the atmosphere and up into the stars. Nova grew smaller in the distance.


It was only up there, in the darkness of space, that she felt truly at home. More than the old Snarled swamp of her childhood, more than the sweltering Novantae desert. One circuit of the planet, and then she’d touch back down and make sure everything was still functioning. Or maybe she could chance two orbits. A little more fun.


Clo probably should have shrugged into a pressure suit in case the ship’s atmosphere gave up, but she’d been too impatient. Kyla had basically grounded her since she lost her leg. No more reconnaissance, no more stealing ships from Tholosians. Much as she loved fixing engines, she was bogging bored.


She was a quarter around Nova when she got the call. “Cloelia,” Kyla said, voice crackling over the ship comms. “I’m switching over to Pathos. Answer it this time.”


Clo had a habit of ignoring her Pathos when she was working on engines, even though Kyla yelled at her not to. <Hey, Kyla,> Clo said, cautiously, all traces of Snarl gone from her voice. She sounded just like any other vial-grown Imperial. She shouldn’t be in trouble. She’d gotten the all clear.


<Touch back down. We need you at headquarters.>


<Right now?> Clo asked, fighting down annoyance. No second orbit for her.


<I have a mission for you.>


Clo’s pulse sped up. <About time. I’ll just finish my circuit.>


Kyla let out a short laugh. <We’ll see how happy you are when you find out what it is. Have fun.>


Clo’s hands tightened on the controls. From above, the planet looked even more like fire. The oranges and rust of the mountains, the yellow sand. All of it interspersed with the dusky blue of small, rare pockets of water dotted along the planet’s surface.


Most of Nova was practically uninhabitable due to the massive storms that covered almost the entire planet’s surface in dust. Novan headquarters were nestled in a valley surrounded by high desert mountains, protected from the brunt of the winds. Even then, the occasional storm rocked the facility. The resistance was forced to pump most of their water from deep underground.


A tiny, overheated planet in a forgotten corner of the galaxy. The stronghold of the resistance, hidden in the outermost quadrant of the Iona Galaxy—still Tholosian territory, but barely acknowledged. Full of stubborn, fierce fighters, determined to be a thorn in the Empire’s side.


There were no illusions on Nova. It would take time and effort to topple the Imperial family. But maybe, if the resistance grew and flourished, they could make a difference. Skirmish by skirmish, ship by ship, soldier by soldier freed of the Oracle’s programming.


One. At. A. Time.


And maybe, she thought wryly, long after my aged corpse is launched intae space, those shitegoblins will be off the throne.


Clo landed right where she’d started. The Valkyrie X-501 set down like a dream. As she swung out of the cockpit, she uselessly patted at the shirt of her oil-splattered uniform. There was sand in the creases of the fabric, and her buttons were tarnished despite a polish from the harsh wind. She looked a damn mess.


<Do I have time to wash and change clothes?> Clo asked Kyla as she motioned for Felix, one of the other mechanics, to bring the Valkyrie back into the hangar.


<No,> Kyla said.


<Seriously? I stink. Like sweat and oil.>


Clo could practically hear Kyla’s annoyed sigh. <Now, Cloelia.>


She broke into a reluctant run, grumbling at the use of her full name. Only her mother had called her Cloelia, and only when she had been well salted with her daughter.


Clo opened the barracks door and stamped in, shaking sand from her boots. Sher and Kyla stood together; this must be one Avern of a mission for both Novan co-commanders to be there. They were often apart—training recruits, checking ongoing missions, or surveying their growing spy network.


Clo’s face softened at seeing Sher. He’d been away too long. Sher was technically her commanding officer; he’d been the one who plucked her out of the swamp water and given her something to believe in. Though she’d never tell him, she thought of him as a sort of older brother or uncle. The closest thing she had to family.


Sher was tall and lean, muscled from his past training as a soldier for the Empire. His dark brown hair was in desperate need of a cut and his stubble was longer than usual, meaning he’d probably been at some silthole of a forgotten outpost for the past month. His face was still unlined, his skin a light, golden brown, but he was older than he appeared—one of the first cohorts of soldiers completely genetically engineered and programmed for fighting. He’d been among the only survivors of that particular crop of infants, along with Kyla.


Kyla stood taller than her co-commander, even in flat-heeled boots. They were genetic siblings—born from vials within minutes of each other. After being forced to present as male during her time in the military, Kyla transitioned after escaping Tholosian rule fifteen years ago with Sher. Her skin was a warm brown, and her hair fell in long, black curls that no pin or hair tie could tame. What always struck Clo first was Kyla’s eyes: black as ink and so piercing, they made even the toughest soldier squirm.


“Okay,” Clo said. “I’m here. Hey, Kyla. Welcome back, Sher. And—wait a minute—” She reached for his face—an insubordinate move for anyone but her. “Look at that fuzz! You trying to grow a full beard?”


Sher dodged her hand. “Shut up, Alesca.”


“You are! Look, how patchy.”


“I was going for distinguished.”


“Of course you were.” She leaned in to him. “Distinguished. I’ll bet you’re trying to look all serious and broody for the troops, too.”


Kyla hid a smile.


Sher rolled his eyes and gave Clo a side-on hug—then immediately wrinkled his nose. “What’s that smell?”


Clo glared at Kyla. “See? What did I tell you? She wouldn’t even let me wash, Sher. I’ve been at the engines since dawn.”


“This is more important,” Kyla said, serious again. “Before I brief you, I’m going to need you to remember your training: keep a clear head; stay calm; don’t act without thinking; don’t—”


A throat cleared behind her. Clo twisted, taking in the small woman in fragmented pieces before her mind put them together. Delicate features, deceptively doll-like, skin too pale for the harsh desert, hair night-black. But those eyes weren’t really green.


The last time Clo had seen that face up close, those eyes had blared a luminous gold. The cold, brutish expression was just the same.


If I ever see ye ’gain, I’ll drain ye t’ the dregs, Clo had vowed the last time they met.


She felt Kyla’s hand clamp hard on her wrist before Clo’s hand could stray to the blaster at her belt.


Clo hated Eris. She hated everything the other woman stood for. Clo hated that she’d been drawn into Eris’s lies, that she’d let herself care for a murderer. No matter what good Eris did for the resistance, it would never erase that stain of what she’d done before.


And Clo hated Eris, most of all, for saving her life.






3.


ERIS


Present day


Clo had tried to pull a Mors on her. Eris glanced at where Kyla still had her fingers around Clo’s wrist hard enough to bruise.


“Still a slow draw, I see,” Eris said.


She skated near a lie; Cloelia Alesca might not be the sharpshooter Eris was, but what Clo lacked in skill she made up for in sheer raw anger and tenacity. Sometimes, that mattered more.


“Let me go, Kyla,” Clo snarled.


“Absolutely not.” Kyla’s grip tightened. “What did I just say? Clear head. Stay calm. Don’t act without thinking.”


Eris let out a short laugh. “Good luck getting her to do that.”


Clo lunged at her, stopped short only by Kyla’s interference. “Nice face you’ve got there,” she said. “Is it permanent now or can I still fucking tear it off?”


“Alesca,” Sher snapped.


Eris kept her expression even. The last time she had seen Clo, she’d worn a shifter over her true features. Her old face had been replaced by a new, unrecognizable one. It went with a new identity and life with the resistance. Clo, for all her annoyances, had been part of that life at the start. All it had taken was one glitch, and that was over.


The three people in this room were the only ones who knew Eris’s true identity—and that she was still alive.


“I figured I’d make this one permanent,” Eris said mildly. “Like it?”


Clo’s lip curled. “You can change your face, but you can’t hide who you are.”


When Eris was around Nova headquarters, Kyla and Sher let them both know each other’s schedules so a chance encounter never happened. It had been a dance, a successful one. It created the facade of harmony, of union within the rebellion. It wouldn’t do to have the kind of infighting that resulted in their best agent and their best mechanic trying to murder one another. But it was pretty clear to everyone with a pair of working eyes and ears that Clo hated Eris.


Eris had told Kyla as much, when she’d delivered the stolen Imperial ship and its crew of survivors. But she kept her true thoughts to herself: Kyla and Sher had lost their godsdamned minds if they thought Clo would agree to this.


“I told you this wasn’t a good idea,” Eris told Kyla and Sher. “She can’t follow orders because you’re both soft with her. You treat her like a sibling, not a subordinate.”


Eris didn’t admit that watching Clo, Sher, and Kyla had stirred something inside her that had to be squashed down and destroyed: jealousy. She’d had that camaraderie with Clo once. She’d had it with someone else, too, and that person was long dead.


She pressed her palm to the firewolf carving. The animal figurine was a reminder that she was alone, same as always.


Sher straightened. “Don’t pretend like you haven’t been disobedient with me. I let it slide because you do good fucking work.”


“There’s a difference between permitting occasional disobedience and being too soft. Besides”—Eris’s eyes lingered on Clo—“she’s reckless. A liability. You ought to keep her on Nova. Better yet, send her someplace else.”


“I’d rather be a reckless liability than a cold-hearted mass murderer,” Clo ground out. “They should have killed you.”


Eris heard Clo’s unspoken words: I should have killed you.


It didn’t matter that Eris had saved Clo’s life. What was one life spared compared to so many others taken? The scales had been tipped long before. Cold-hearted. Mass murderer. These were all things Eris had heard before, spoken by the other rebels at Nova when they’d celebrated the anniversary of her former self’s death—because none of them knew that death was as fake as the face of their new recruit. Eris had tried not to show how much those words hurt.


After all, she could be honest: they were kinder descriptors than she deserved.


The mechanic was right to loathe her: Eris used her old skills for a different purpose. She was still the Servant of Death, and always would be. Didn’t matter which side she fought on—Empire or resistance—killing was dirty work. Few people liked to sully their hands or minds with it.


Few people liked to acknowledge that it didn’t matter how good your intentions; in order to overthrow an empire, murder was a necessity. Someone had to do it.


So Eris did. And she let herself be feared and hated and never told anyone about her guilt. She’d never told Clo how much she hated her own past, her family, those tallies she kept nightly of her dead as she recalled every last rite she ever gave.


The Servant of Death is always alone. And you deserve it.


Kyla and Sher both stared at Eris. Eris had always figured they agreed with Clo. But they didn’t have to like her—they had a use for her. That was all she offered them.


“Stand down, Cloelia,” Kyla said.


“I don’t think—”


“I said stand down.”


Clo jerked her arm out of Kyla’s grip, her hand resting on the handle of her weapon. “I take it this mission has something to do with her.”


“Hand off the Mors, Alesca,” Sher said. “You’re not shooting anyone.”


“Oh, but if we all aimed at the same time …”


Eris scoffed, impatient. “Can we get on with the brief?” she said to Sher. “Kyla gave me the basics. Details, please.”


“Let me know so I can formally turn it down.” Clo crossed her arms over her chest.


Sher shot Clo a look. “A ship is about to leave Tholos called Zelus,” he said. “It looks like your typical cargo ship, standard S-model spacecraft. Records say Legate Atkis and his crew are delivering to a military outpost and will be taking up a position there. Nothing out of the ordinary, according to the paperwork. It didn’t even register with our intel until we saw these.”


He passed Eris his tablet and Clo edged closer to the screen with a resigned sigh. Eris studied the ship’s schematics with a practiced gaze. She knew every trick her father and brother had in their employ, every secret, but even she didn’t know how Sher and Kyla had managed to obtain a copy of the Oracle’s coding on this spacecraft. Whoever they had hacking into the Tholosian ships’ computers was damn good.


“That’s one flame of a coding structure,” Eris murmured. “The Oracle is keeping a close eye on this one. Could be weapons.” She tapped the screen to get a closer look. “One watches ships like this if they’re sending in supplies to the front lines, especially for a critical battle. There hasn’t been that kind of fight with the Evoli for a few years, but Tholosian resources have been strained since Charon got hit by the asteroid. Food is going to get low if they don’t find another planet that can pick up the slack, and stealing one from the Evoli is a desperate option. Maybe high-risk materials. Something they’d have good reason for the Oracle to watch over. The AI’s programming has become better about detecting supply strains.”


“You’d know, wouldn’t you?” Clo muttered, her lip curling.


“Not helping,” Sher snapped at Clo. He flicked his finger across the screen to bring up an image of the ship at port on Tholos. “What do you think now?”


Eris let out a breath at the image. A typical cargo ship like that shouldn’t have so many soldiers on guard, even for the usual weapon shipments. Her father would have depended on the Oracle’s space scanner to make sure the ship couldn’t be commandeered while in flight. But this? Eris would have used this kind of security to ensure the weapon she had was delivered safely to the battlefront.


For a big win. Possibly Empire-altering. Something that would kill a lot of people.


“That … is concerning,” Eris said.


“Understatement,” Clo said. “Hey, Sher, remember how excited I was about a mission before? Scratch that. Assign me to a backwater planet to avoid the slaughter before it starts.”


“And have you miss out on all the fun, Alesca? Wouldn’t dream of it. Stop whining.”


Eris passed the tablet back to Sher. “What do you want us to do?”


“Impossible to infiltrate,” Kyla said. “Your favorite. We need you to intercept the ship when it docks for fuel. Sneak on board, gather intel, hide a tracer inside so we can track its movements, and get out.” Kyla’s gaze was hard. “Get out being the end goal here. Don’t stay aboard. Don’t commandeer the ship. Do not, under any circumstances, kill anyone. We need to know what the cargo is, who it’s for, and the ship’s final destination. Cloelia will accompany you to ensure you make it on.”


Eris tried not to let her irritation show. “I know how to break into a ship, Kyla. I did it just before you called me in.”


“Clo knows these types of ships inside and out, and I’m not taking any chances. Questions?”


A pause as Clo and Eris looked at one another. Then at the same time: “Who’s in charge?”


Sher grinned. “Told you,” he said to Kyla. “Hand over the scratch and nobody gets hurt.”


“Oh, shut up.” Kyla dug in her pocket, came up with a few coins, and smacked them into his hand. “I’m disappointed in you both.”


“You deserve it,” Clo said. “You shouldn’t have bet on us. Answer the question.”


“Eris has done more ITI missions, so she takes the lead. Clo, follow her command.”


Clo curled her lip. “Do you hate me? Did I piss in your breakfast this morning without realizing? Has everyone here forgotten what happened last year, or do you need a refresher?” She gestured wildly to Eris. “She tried tae kill me.”


Eris rolled her eyes. “Don’t be so dramatic. If I had actually tried to kill you, then you wouldn’t be here irritating me. I saved your life.”


“Only after nearly taking it to begin with.” She looked at Sher and Kyla, swallowing back her Snarl accent. “You can find someone else to do my bit, right? You have other mechanics and pilots. I’ll train one to get around the Oracle’s watch. I’ll take a shittier mission. But I can’t be around her.”


“No,” Kyla replied tightly. “This is nonnegotiable. You’re both going. And if one of you ends up killing the other, I’m leaving the survivor in the middle of the desert for the birds to pick at.”


Clo tried a different tack: “Sher, please. I don’t understand why—”


“Because it’s stopping for fuel on Myndalia. In Kersh.”


Clo’s head shot up, her nostrils flaring. “Excuse me?”


Sher’s expression softened. “I’m sorry. You’re the only two we have with advanced levels of training who spent extended time on Myndalia. You both know the different sides of Kersh, so you’ll look like you belong.” When Clo stared at him, he sighed and reached for her shoulders. “Look. I know the city brings back bad memories. But you won’t have to go into the Snarl, just the transport hub. You and Eris worked well together before Sennett, and I trust you more than any other mechanic we have. I need you both on this.”


Eris glanced at Clo. She only knew scant details about Clo’s past before Nova. Those who lived in the Snarl, a regional name for the slums of Kersh, were the only citizens in the Empire not engineered in birthing centers or under the Oracle’s influence. The Empire made up for this weakness by clustering the natural-born in densely populated urban areas, and carefully controlling the citizenry with drugs and heavy military presence. The existence of such communities had forced the Empire to implement mandatory sterilization five years before. Every citizen in the future would be engineered rather than born.


Clo’s upbringing would have been immensely different from Eris’s. Eris had spent years in the high-rises above Kersh. As long as the floating cities didn’t hover over the Snarl, they had glorious views of the sun reflecting off the marshlands that dotted Myndalia. But like everything about Tholosian society, there was no sense of kindness in that place, nothing more than constant studying and fighting. Every activity was framed by physical and mental deprivation disguised as a lesson.


You have to learn to think quickly in a war, when all hope is lost, and when you haven’t slept for days, her prefect, Mistress Heraia, had once told her. Eris had once gone six days without sleep in response to Mistress Heraia’s words, just to prove she could, and trained every day on top of it. Eventually, even with her body mods, she’d collapsed. They’d nursed her back to health and congratulated her.


Clo sighed. “All right. I’ll do it.”


Sher and Kyla both looked at Eris. She shrugged. “I already signed on. ITI mission, remember? Little chance of success, high chance of death. My favorite.”


Clo’s eyes met Eris’s. “Yeah. I’m familiar with Eris’s favorite hobby. It cost me a leg.”






4.


CLO


One year ago


“I’ve got another mission for us.” The breathless voice made Clo glance up with a grin. Eris was in the doorway of Clo’s quarters at Nova, her hair messy from the run clear across headquarters to find Clo.


“You’re back,” Clo said. “I thought you’d be off for a few moons, stealing ships and kicking ass.”


“I prefer to steal ships and kick ass with you, though.”


Clo’s grin widened. It’d taken her ages to convince Kyla to let her go on a proper mission after Sher had dragged her back from Fortuna, traumatized and broken but alive. Sher had stayed with Clo as she healed from her wounds, comforted her when she woke up in the middle of the night with nightmares of fleeing Prince Damocles. It was Sher who lured her back to training, sweating out all her fear and anger and heartache.


When the worst of the grief had passed, Kyla had eased Clo back into work gently—surveillance, reconnaissance, the occasional tampering with a ship’s engine while planetside.


Six months before, Kyla had paired her with Eris for the first time. The other woman had been quiet and intense when she first came to Nova—a deprogrammed soldier from the front lines, Kyla said. She kept her head down, did her job, but didn’t offer up much in the way of herself or her past. That’d suited Clo well enough. She could get plenty sparkish herself when people pried too much into her background.


They’d found a good balance, the two of them. Clo could count on Eris not to do anything stupid that would get them killed. Quick with a blade, but didn’t like Mors guns. Kept to her silly anachronistic weapon, but Eris was sharp enough with it.


The others at Nova found Eris odd—the way she took everything in without blinking, how she kept to herself. How she spoke in curt orders. She wasn’t making friends, or at least not with anyone else.


The first few times, Clo had knocked on Eris’s door, holding up a bottle of moonshine from the mechanic’s quarters. They’d drunk in silence, mostly, watching the sunset over the golden sands of Nova. Each visit, each bottle, loosened a few more secrets. When the bottle was nearly empty, Eris once mentioned that the Empire had taken her siblings. Her whole family was nothing but a sacrifice. Clo had given the barest sketch of what happened to her in the slums. They’d clinked their glasses and killed the rest of the bottle. Let loose a few more details of the lives they’d left behind.


Clo would wake up with a sore head but the strange pride that Eris had chosen her. Before Clo quite realized it, Eris was her closest friend on that desert rock.


“Show me,” Clo said, gesturing to Eris’s tablet.


Eris settled beside Clo at her bare desk and tapped a few icons until she pulled up the mission particulars. “Challenging,” Eris murmured.


“My favorite,” they said at the same time, smiling at each other.


Kyla was going to drop them straight into enemy territory.


Their task was clear. Land on Sennett. Blow up the factory that processed parts for a large percentage of starships in this quarter of the galaxy. That would slow down the Empire’s ability to send out ship after ship of soldiers throughout the Empire. It was an advantage the Novantae needed.


Clo had never been to Sennett, but that wasn’t saying much. She’d barely been anywhere that wasn’t a complete silthole backwater planet. Yet there on Sennett, everything was clean, despite the crowds. The streets were tidy and swept.


Still too fluming hot.


Clo waded through people, the air so thick and stifling that she fought the urge to pant with every breath. Her baggy shirt and tall boots—both worn to cover the Mors tucked into the small of her back and a few knives and lockpicks at her ankles—only made the humidity worse.


More than half of Sennett was covered in dense rainforests. The amount of foliage meant lots of cover, yet also plenty of opportunities for others to creep up on them. At least the Tholosians, in their thirst for draining the bogging galaxy dry, had killed most of the large predators on the planet. Most. Clo loved how the air smelled, though. Loamy, dark, and dangerous.


Their target city was Alina. A large swathe of jungle had been flattened, the city built from black metal, studded with the bones of the large, catlike aliens that had been there before the Tholosian conquest. Tall buildings of black and white, with curling green vines like clasping fingers twined along the sides. The streets were narrow and high, blocking out the sunlight, almost purplish with the haze of the atmosphere. The city projected countless moving advertisements onto the sides of the buildings, the images dancing in the gloom. They praised Sennett’s famed fruits and vegetables as jewels taken from the black earth.


Peppered through those swirling colors were the reminders that the planet was loyal to the Tholosian Empire. The double scythes, the dark circle between them. The icons of the Emperor, his face smooth and serene, and of General Damocles, the new Heir Apparent. The memorials to the former Heir Apparent, Princess Discordia of Tholos. Sleek blond hair that fell to her ribs, pale skin, the same royal golden eyes she’d shared with her father and brother, narrowed in the certainty that the entire galaxy would someday be hers.


But Princess Discordia was dead and gone, and Prince Damocles would take the throne and her galaxy instead.


Good riddance.


One less member of the royal family. Though her brother was, if anything, worse. Heir Apparent Damocles was a slimy, useless muskeg lag, to use one of her favorite insults from her childhood. Unlike his sister, he hadn’t earned his place, the galaxy whispered. Damocles was not loved by the people, and he knew it.


They passed an eight-foot icon of him, gazing down his aquiline nose at his subjects as they scurried through the dusk. His eyes shone like coins. He was even paler than his sister, his skin cream against his platinum hair. If these icons had bothered with accuracy, his hands would be covered in blood rather than so white and clean.


He’d once tried and failed to murder Clo. The memories of Jurran swirled up like a murky whirlpool. Her throat closed. Dinnae think of Briggs. Dinnae think ’bout warm blood freezing on the hangar floor. Dinnae think of those months on Fortuna. No.


A few gerulae emerged from the buildings to scrub the already-spotless icon. Clo had only seen them from afar; they weren’t common on backwater planets. Gerulae were convicted criminals who had been reprogrammed so extensively by the Oracle that they no longer had thoughts of their own. They existed as drudges, performing menial work throughout the Tholosian empire.


There were other classes of cohorts; the aedifex were the architects and makers of the Empire. Opifex were the artisans and craftsmen, including courtesans. Militus were soldiers, commanders, killers. Servitors for servants. Clo had found it deeply unsettling when she’d first realized just how deeply the Empire engineered people down through their bones.


Tholosian propaganda claimed the gerulae class was a second chance for those convicted of the petty crime of acting against their initial birth programming. Sometimes, it was for something as little as refusing a superior, or stealing food when hungry. Clo was one of the few born without an implant. If she’d been caught thieving as a child, they’d likely have just killed her. Maybe that would have been a kinder fate.


“Clo.” Eris’s voice startled her. “Come on.”


Eris ignored the gerulae, as if they were no more interesting than the stone behind them. She wore a long hooded coat to cover her concealed weapons. It must have been boiling. Her hair stuck to her temples with sweat, but otherwise, she seemed unfazed by the planet and the Tholosian propaganda swirling around them in the haze.


Clo resisted the urge to take another second and spit at Damocles’s feet. She passed Eris, letting nothing show on her face.


“You all right?” Eris asked.


“Fine. Just some memories best left forgotten.”


“I have plenty of those.” Eris reached out, softly grasping Clo’s shoulder. “The sooner we’re done, the sooner we’re gone. I have a bottle of brandy back at base with our name on it.”


Clo nodded, one hand straying to the small of her back.


The factory wasn’t far from the city center. Plumes of blue smoke rose above the streets of Alina. They passed the market, and the air filled with the scent of ginger and other spices. Clo’s mouth watered. After a childhood of stolen scraps or bog berries foraged in the marshlands, she was always hungry.


Eris walked so smoothly that she disappeared into the crowd. Clo found herself craning her head before Eris startled her.


The other woman lifted her chin. “Stop staring at the food.” Her voice was quiet but commanding. “I need you to focus.”


Clo ground her teeth together. They worked well on missions, but Eris could throw barbs at Clo as easily as the others at Nova, unaware how they could sting. Eris might try to hide her past, but her amount of confidence—that unafraid way of walking through streets—spoke of a childhood with money.


They circled the factory. Shift was over, the workers streaming from the doors. Machines would be left to do some of the simpler tasks, and the Oracle was always there, the ever-watchful eye of the Empire. A program threaded through the fabric of the Empire, reporting back to the Archon. Ensuring order, compliance.


The Oracle was considered to be so powerful that they referred to the program as One. The Oracle was more than a thing, an artificial intelligence. One was an entity.


The Oracle’s programming was downloaded into the brain of every citizen engineered and bred by the Empire—and if that person’s will proved stronger than most, the Oracle controlled motor functions through a tiny implant embedded in the base of the skull, close to the brainstem. The Novantae had their work cut out for them trying to undo One’s influence. Deprogramming was messy at best, fatal at worst.


The Oracle originated in the palace on Tholos but was everywhere. One was the AI on all ships. One was on every Tholosian planet. One was in every soldier’s mind, keeping them loyal. One of the many, people would whisper of the Oracle, in corners where the cameras could not see or hear.


And here were two members of the resistance, hoping to trick the Oracle into not noticing them.


Eris reached under her coat and took out the explosive. It was such a small thing. Clo didn’t think it looked dangerous enough to kill one of the rats in the Snarl, but appearances could be deceiving. If they miscalled this, they could kill people. That didn’t seem to bother Eris. Shouldn’t it?


<How close do we have to get?> Clo asked on their closed Pathos loop.


<A bit farther and we’ll throw it from there,> Eris replied. <Then we’ll get the seven devils out and watch the fireworks.>


<We’re going to … throw a bomb?>


Eris gave something resembling a smile in the growing darkness. She looked feral, her white canines pointed. She was pretty, but something about her face was too symmetrical. Her green eyes were dark pools in this light. <Do you have a better idea?>


<Not throwing it?>


<Fine, I’ll place it down like it’s a newgrown right out of the vat,> Eris said. <Then I’ll set off the pulse to kill the factory’s power. We’ll have about five minutes to get this as close as we can and bail. You can hang back, if you want. It’s a risk. I’ve got this.>


<No chance,> Clo said, flashing her own wild grin. Eris returned it, and Clo felt a flush of camaraderie.


They picked their way through the foliage. Clo took the explosive from Eris. She set it down gently in a small hollow in the ground, nestled among the twining roots of a tree with a yellow cast to its bark.


Crack. A footstep breaking a twig near them.


“Shit,” Eris breathed.


Both women stumbled into the underbrush near the un-activated bomb. Clo tripped in the dark, smacking into Eris. The other woman hissed.


Two Tholosian guards made their rounds. Clo fought down a surge of panic. They’d plotted the guards’ routes—they should have had ten minutes at least without having to worry, and Eris’s initial electromag pulse had taken out any nearby cameras.


A horrible thought pulled at her like quicksand: is this a trap?


Clo could make out Eris crawling through the underbrush. She was low to the ground, inching toward the explosive as the guards headed away. If Eris activated it now, those two men would die.


Clo wished she could turn off the ability to care, like Eris seemed to. They couldn’t save every guard programmed with loyalty to the Empire. They would still kill Clo and Eris without blinking.


All’s fair in war.


Eris reached out and pressed the small button on the side of the sphere.


<Go!> she yelled in Clo’s mind, crawling back. <Four minutes and thirty six seconds.>


But in the darkness, Eris’s face had changed.


Clo stopped, fascinated and horrified, as the features she knew so well amended subtly. It took her a second to realize what had happened: shifter technology glitched during electromag pulses.


Eris wore a false face.


And Clo had caught a glimpse of her true one.


The other woman’s hair was still dark, but blond showed at the roots. The shifter had altered the bones of her features, the effect melting away to reveal their true shape: wider nose, blunter chin, high cheeks and brow. The most startling difference was her eyes—they glowed yellow-gold, luminous in the darkness. Gold as royalty. The spit of the icons that dotted on every street corner on Sennett.


That face was blasted across the galaxy.


Princess Discordia had infiltrated the resistance. The ultimate spy in their midst. Everything Clo and Sher and Kyla and all the other rebels who risked death to break free of the Empire—they would all be dead.


And Clo had defended her. Drunk with her.


Become friends with her.


The Empire took my siblings, Eris had said, the neck of the bottle clinking against the glass as she refilled it.


She’d neglected to mention that she had done most of the killing.


Eris read the change in Clo, but she wasn’t quick enough. Clo had the Mors from the small of her back pressed against the princess’s head before she could blink. Gods, there was four minutes before the bomb went off. What was she supposed to do now?


One shot. Discordia was supposed to be dead anyway. One shot, then Clo could run and disappear. Worst case, she blew herself up and died a godsdamned hero.


But she didn’t want to be a hero. She just wanted to live.


“Let me go,” Eris—Discordia—hissed. “We have to get out of here. There’s no time.”


Clo hesitated.


Discordia jabbed her elbow into Clo’s stomach. Clo wheezed, her grip on the Mors loosening. Discordia ducked and sprinted away from the bomb. Clo followed. She gained speed as she moved through the tangled underbrush as easily as she’d darted through the slums of her homeland.


She caught Discordia, tackling her to the ground. She shoved the Mors into the small of Discordia’s back. Were they far enough? How much time?


“Shoot me, then,” Discordia’s voice was low, almost a growl. She still sounded so much like Eris. “Kill the person who’s best placed to help take down Tholos.”


“No royal would turn their back on the Empire. Especially the Heir.”


Discordia’s expression went hard. “Well, I did.”


“You’re lying,” Clo said, her finger tightening on the trigger. “Kyla—”


“Kyla knows,” Discordia said. “So does Sher. Both of them helped me stage my death.”


A rushing in Clo’s ears. They knew, they knew. And Kyla had kept it from her. Sher had kept it from her.


“You lied to me.”


“Clo, there’s no—”


A warning beep blared in the dark. Discordia turned toward Clo, eyes wide. Clo had thought they were far enough away. But if they heard—


A boom, so loud it reverberated in her chest.


The world burned bright as the flames of the Avern.


Clo went flying and slammed into the trunk of a tree. Leaves, debris, and heavy branches rained down. She couldn’t think. Her ears rang, the world roaring like spaceship engines. She saw only the brightness of fire, then the warm, almost-red blackness. She let out a moan. Everything hurt.


Movement above her. Clo couldn’t turn her head.


“Come t’kill me proper?” Clo managed to mumble through swollen, bloody lips, Imperial accent forgotten in pain.


Princess Discordia crept closer, her face illuminated by the dying fires. She was lacerated with small cuts that were already healing over. Nanites like that were only for royalty.


The shifter had half-kicked back into place, her features a blend of the Eris she knew and the Discordia she feared. One iris was still green as forest moss, the other luminous as a sun. They were steady, no ocular dilations to indicate activated programming. Royalty, like Clo, were not influenced by the Oracle.


Which meant that every life taken by Discordia had been a choice.


“Tempting, after what you just did.” A pause, her mismatched eyes flickering down. “Your left leg is trapped by debris. You wouldn’t want to see it. By all rights, I should leave you here. You let emotion overwhelm you, and you jeopardized this mission.”


“D’it, then,” Clo said through a mouthful of blood. She’d lost a tooth or three. “Leave me or kill me.”


Discordia gave a frustrated huff. “You’re not going to thank me for this.” She rummaged beneath her oversized coat, bringing out a large, very sharp knife.


That was how Clo would end, then. Cut open, her blood feeding the twining vines beneath her. No marshland burial for her.


Discordia made an incision along Clo’s upper thigh, and Clo hissed in a breath. One more stab of pain on top of so much more.


Discordia sliced her own wrist and pressed their wounds together.


“Whit’re ye doin’?” Clo asked, consciousness beginning to blur around the edges. She felt weak, floating. She’d lost a lot of blood.


“The nanites will stay localized for a few minutes.” Discordia took off her belt, tying it tightly above the shallow gash. “They’ll help.”


“Oh, no,” Clo said as her mind worked through Discordia’s plan. “No, no.” A futile wriggle. She was stuck.


Discordia leaned close again. “Do you want to die here, in the dirt, your bones left for the bugs? Do you want this to be your last day in the universe?” She didn’t blink. Clo didn’t see Discordia in that gaze.


“No,” Clo whispered again, the word catching on a sob.


“All right. Bite down on this.” Eris shoved her scarf into Clo’s mouth. “For what it’s worth, I befriended you for real. And I have chosen this side. I’m not a spy. I don’t care whether or not you believe me.”


Eris brought the knife down, her strength enough to break through the bone.


Clo screamed through the gag, the pain taking over every cell in her body. She spit out the gag, panting. She wanted to tear off her own skin to make the pain stop.


“If I ever see ye ’gain, I’ll drain ye t’ the dregs,” Clo managed with the last of her breath before all went dark as the void.






5.


CLO


Present day


At least they got to use Clo’s favorite ship.


It was one of their smallest ones, called Asteria. Class C. Repurposed from the Empire, like all of their ships. Agile and moved like a dream, with an engine that hummed. The cloaking tech was so good, it could sneak up on almost any craft. Over the past few years, Clo had taken it apart and put it back together more times than she could count. She knew this hunk of metal better than anyone, even the myriad pilots that took it on missions.


Asteria had sentimental value. This ship had saved her life.


Clo set her hand on the side, patting it like a friend. She opened the hatch for Eris. “After you, my …” She gave a pause. “Former potential sovereign.”


“Thank you.” Eris looked the ship up and down. “This craft barely looks like it could get off the ground.” She swiped a finger across the dash, wrinkling her nose at the resulting dirt. “Seven devils, how long has this been sitting here? Longer than I’ve been alive?”


Clo glared at Eris and patted the ship’s dash. “Shh. She doesn’t mean it, sweetheart,” she whispered to her craft. To Eris, she said, “You still carry around that ancient junk blaster with the fancy etchings? This ship is like that to me. Sentimental. Say one more bad word about it and I’ll deck you.”


Eris didn’t even look up from the dash. “I was giving you two hours for your first show of insubordination, and you displayed it in fifteen minutes. Congratulations.”


“I agreed to the mission. Kyla made you leader, but that dinnae mean you’re my leader.”


“Look,” Eris sighed. “I’m just as unhappy about this as you are. But we’re stuck together and I need to know you’re going to follow my orders and not shoot me in the back at the first opportunity.”


“Your orders? Ohh, but it’s so tempting.” At Eris’s glare, Clo rolled her eyes. “Fine. No back-shooting. No front-shooting. No shooting, except in emergencies.”


Clo thought Eris might argue with her, but the other woman only nodded once. “Fine. I’ll take it.”


“Good. ’Cause that’s the best you’re gonna get from me.” She stood. “I’ll check over the engine. The sooner we’re out, the sooner we’re back, the sooner we can go our separate ways and I’ll stop thinking about shooting you.”


“Fair enough. Is your Pathos on?” Eris asked.


“Of course.”


They took a moment to sync their devices by turning back to back and gently touching their heads together. Clo stiffened at the contact with the other woman. She hated even being near a member of the Imperial family after everything they’d done—not just to Clo but to others throughout the galaxy. Eris might not have been personally responsible for the deaths of people Clo cared about, but she’d hurt so many others.


There was a reason Discordia had been known as the Servant of Death.


The microchips embedded within their brains’ cerebrums connected the software with a soft <beep>.


Clo jerked away. Eris didn’t seem bothered, but then, she was as emotionless as a statue.


<Testing,> Eris said in Clo’s mind.


“This is such a bad idea,” Clo said out loud with a grimace. “Just hearing your voice in my head makes me want to flip a table.”


“I don’t want to be killed because you’re too stubborn to communicate. Now test the damn thing.”


<I hate you.>


“Loud and clear.” <And I don’t like you, either.>


Clo narrowed her eyes.


Eris shook her head and completed an inventory of supplies. This mission would only last one week. Seven days. Clo could last that long. She’d have to.


Less than an hour later, Asteria fired up and blasted into the sky toward Myndalia.


Home hadn’t changed at all.


Myndalia rose in the distance, a small dot growing larger as Clo navigated through the stars. It’d taken fourteen hours and one hyperjump from Nova to reach the planet. Clo and Eris did their best to avert conflict by avoiding each other. They’d had one brief sleep on opposite sides of the ship, respective doors bolted tight. Clo had slept in the pilot’s seat and had a crick in her neck.


“I never thought I’d see this silthole again,” Clo muttered as she maneuvered Asteria into the asteroid belt near the planet.


Though the Novantae had employed hackers to hide their ships from enemy detection, the thick layer of rock and debris would help protect against scavengers looking for parts to steal. It was easier to take the smaller pod to the transport hub. It was a military issued mini-craft with forged permissions the Novantae hackers had put into Tholosian detection systems for situations exactly like this.


Just a quick, easy jaunt into the enemy’s territory. Get in, get out.


“Me neither,” Eris said. “Can’t say I missed it.”


Clo scoffed. The princess’s experience on this planet wouldn’t have been anything like Clo’s. She would have grown up far above Clo’s rundown slums in that golden and opulent academy, which circled around the city of Kersh like a second sun. Clo had looked up at that building every day of her childhood, wishing for even one hour up there. Eating fine foods, being clean, not having to look over her shoulder.


Eris had that upbringing—she and her monster of a brother, Damocles. They’d grown up scheming together, right over Clo’s head. She stared at the other woman. Did you know? Did you know what your brother did on Jurran? Did you approve?


She kept these thoughts from Eris, out of the range of the Pathos. It was a skill, to keep from projecting thoughts. It didn’t always work.


Eris caught her look. “What?”


This spoiled woman had everything, and she’d walked away from the whole damn galaxy. What made her run? She wondered if Eris had told the truth about losing someone. That question had kept Clo up at night, those first days in the Novantae hospital, numb below the waist as they fixed the remnants of her leg.


She’d decided it was a lie.


“Nothing.” Clo turned her head. She slid the ship into a perfect place in the asteroid belt and unbuckled the chair’s straps. “You didn’t see much of the slums, did you?”


Eris flattened her lips. “If this is another dig—”


“Assumption.” Clo stood. “And I’m guessing a correct one. The Snarl was only something that ruined the pretty view from your floating palace when there was a break in the clouds.”


“Floating palace,” Eris murmured with a bitter laugh. “Yes, I suppose it must have looked like paradise to you.”


Clo’s expression hardened. “There was so much gold on that building that it heated the ground below. Sometimes, it melted the pavement, if the light went through glass.” She glanced again out the window as they flew closer and closer to her former home. “Don’t try to make this mission into a bonding thing. We may have both spent time on Myndalia, but you don’t know a fluming thing about where I lived.”


“I’d watch your assumptions,” Eris said, coolly. “I may not have stayed there, but I did go down to the Snarl. I killed one of my brothers there.”


Uncertain of how to respond, Clo focused on their landing point.


Most of Myndalia wasn’t solid enough to build upon, and what little land there was wasn’t exactly habitable. Arable land was used for farming food Clo had barely been able to afford on her mother’s meager benefits. Most of the planet was nothing but swamp and bogs parents warned their children about. Monsters lived down beneath the water, they whispered in the night, and loved to snatch tender morsels. Clo had never seen anything bigger than the fishes, but the tales had worked. She’d always kept to dry land.


The planet looked beautiful from above, all green, blue, and purple swirls, like a marble Clo had stolen from the market half her lifetime earlier. The parts of the planet not covered in swamps were rich in natural resources. The Empire grew crops and exotic fruits, enough food to feed dozens of other planets.


Those crops had become more strained since Charon’s mass die-off; that planet had been a huge source of the Empire’s food. The farmers on Myndalia were trying to pick up some of the slack, but the planet didn’t have enough arable land. What resources they did have? They were sent to the floating palaces or other Tholosian planets. The inhabitants of the Snarl, many of whom worked in the fields, received the same food given to gerulae: gelatinous nutrition made from ground-up bugs, cheap oil, and cheaper grains.


From their hands, the Empire was fed. And the workers were starved of the very crops they helped grow.


Clo fucking hated this place.


Growing up, she’d never known how beautiful Myndalia could be. All she’d ever been there was a small cog in the machine of the Empire—like everyone else who lived in the Snarl. The Oracle couldn’t weave One’s tendrils into the slumrats; they were the last natural-born humans, created within the womb instead of engineered in birthing centers. One’s programming hadn’t taken well within the Snarl. Too many people were left comatose.


After losing too many farmers to programming experimentation, the Empire decided to control those in the Snarl through other means: addiction to drugs supplied by the Empire to keep them “docile to influence.” Meant the slumrats were constantly off their face. Clo’s mother protected her from those drugs. That was the only reason Clo had been able to run away.


Once the natural-borns had all died out, Clo figured the Empire would let the swamp take the Snarl back. It’d sink into the bog as if it had never existed at all, just another forgotten place in an insatiable, vast Empire. The farming would be left to the gerulae.


“Let me do most of the talking once we arrive,” Eris said as they got ready.


Clo lifted a shoulder. “Fine by me.”


Clo watched as Eris made sure everything on her uniform was perfectly in place. It all had to be. Guards were trained to notice the small, imperfect details that betrayed a Novan spy who wasn’t born into the role they were playing.


The threads on Eris’s cuffs were the brown and purple of a middle-ranked Publican. In contrast, Clo’s uniform was a dark gray, embroidered with a silver chain around her own cuffs to mark her as a mechanic.


Over both of their left breasts, right across the heart, were the crossed scythes of the Tholosian crest, the blades dipping down like harpies’ wings. Between them rose the black circle symbolizing that death claimed all in the end. Eris’s hand kept creeping to it, as if she wanted to rip it off. Clo longed to do the same.


Publicans had the power to conduct surprise inspections, with the assistance of a mechanic to check the engines for any unapproved tracking, and then collect any fines or extra taxes. They would not be the guards’ favorite people, but they should command respect and a little dose of fear. Just what they needed.


They walked through the dusty Asteria to the transport room, stiff and silent. It’d been a long fourteen hours with a weapon always within reach. The small shuttle down in the hold looked like every other military emergency transport vehicle. It was an oblong craft that could barely fit two people. It looked like a bullet. Or a coffin.


Eris and Clo settled into the pod and Clo prepped the coordinates. She wasn’t nervous, exactly, but she was sparkish—it had been so long since her last mission. If Eris was on edge at all, it didn’t show. Clo remembered Eris as a chameleon, able to shift into someone else at a moment’s notice. She’d seemed to thrive on that knife’s edge of danger, as if it made her feel alive.


But as the lights in the craft dimmed, throwing the other woman’s face into sharp relief, Clo heard Eris release a shaky breath. Maybe the perfect princess had her own nightmares from this place, after all.


“Takeoff in ten seconds,” the ship’s calm voice intoned.


“Let’s go spy on the Empire,” Eris said. Clo didn’t reply, her fingers tightening around the throttle.


The ship’s computer gave them their final warning. “Three, two, one.”


Clo shoved the throttle forward and the pod burst out of the ship and toward Myndalia.


It’d been a long time since Clo had barreled through the atmosphere in such a small craft. She’d forgotten how much she hated it.


The interior grew warmer, until the controls were almost too hot to touch. A halo blazed around the small ship. The world grew clearer, closer, the ground seeming to rise up to meet them. A few thousand feet from the ground, Clo swallowed hard and wrenched the controls, slowing their descent and making sure the cloaking tech was engaged.


They landed, the craft skipping the swamp mud until it slowed to a stop on mostly dry land.


Clo powered down the engine and took off the safety belt, stumbling from the ship. The smell of the planet hit Clo first, and her stomach heaved. Too many memories. The dampness of the mud, the rotting stench of decomposing greenery and algae on stagnant water. The sulfur. The far-off scent of too many people living together in such a small space.


Her boots squelched in the puddles as Clo staggered to the edge of the path. There, she bent over and threw up the scant remnants of her breakfast.


Godsdamn transport sickness.


Clo was fine with larger beasts of ships, but these little bullet craft sometimes made her violently ill. It’d take a few minutes for her stomach to catch up with the rest of her body. She hated feeling weak. She was a bogging pilot.


After she finished, Clo wiped her streaming eyes and straightened to look over at Eris. The other woman was standing, hands on her hips. She looked perfect, no trace of sickness. Of course.


<Ugh, I hate you and your steel stomach.>


Eris caught Clo’s message through her Pathos, and she lifted her lips in a hint of a smile. “Do you need the med kit or something?”


“I’m fine,” Clo said, shortly, steadying her ragged breath. Myndalian air was so heavy; it tasted like lead at the back of her throat.


“I’ll bring it anyway. You almost puked on my boots.”


I wish I had, Clo thought to herself as she rubbed at her false knee. The temperature shift affected the metal and squeezed her skin.


Eris’s eyes flickered to Clo’s hand, and her expression briefly faltered. Aha. It seemed the princess felt a little guilty. That was something, at least.


As if hearing Clo’s thoughts, Eris looked away. “Grab your shit and let’s go.”


Clo clenched her jaw and reached into the ship’s side compartment for her tool belt—mostly filled with unscannable weapons, of course—and her Tholosian mechanic’s jacket.


“Oh, and Clo?” Eris reached into her pocket and tossed something at the other woman. Clo caught it. “Take one of those.”


Clo’s eyes narrowed in suspicion at the small blue case. “What is it?”


“Neutralizers,” Eris said sweetly. “Your breath stinks.”






6.


PRINCESS DISCORDIA


Ten years ago


The training academy on Myndalia was a prison made of gold and glass.


“Up!”


A slap across the face jolted Discordia awake. She shook her head to clear it. “Sorry, Mistress Heraia.”


The papers blurred in front of her eyes. She had been awake for four days in this room, with its single desk surrounded by the glass walls of the training academy.


It overlooked the clouds, tinged pink and orange with the rise of the twin suns. Sometimes, Discordia wished she could open these windows, spread a pair of wings, and fly.


Mistress Heraia snatched the book off the desk. “Recite chapter five for me. Precisely.”


Tholosian history—the reign of the fifth Archon. He had expanded his Empire well beyond the Tholosian solar system, ruthlessly conquering planet after planet. It was his idea to engineer a cohort of royal children, each with the potential of becoming his successor. Natural-born male Heirs were too risky. All it took was one spoiled lackwit with more bluster than sense to lose control over the Empire he’d built.


No, the fifth Archon decided his royal cohort should be engineered to his exact specifications, trained up to his brutal standards, and forced to compete for the throne until only two were left standing. One to be Heir of the galaxy. To lead the charge against the Evoli threat and defeat their enemy once and for all. The other the trusted right hand, still royalty, but no Archon. The Spare.


That had been the tradition for hundreds of years, down to Discordia’s own father. The tenth Archon.


After more than one hundred years as ruler, Discordia’s father began growing his potential successor. The first three batches of one hundred were failures. The first two never made it out of the vats. The third survived and grew to age sixteen. They began dueling as they should, for the title. An Heir and Spare were named, but they killed each other less than a year later. That was not supposed to happen—they were meant to respect the final decision, to set aside their bloodlust and work together.


Discordia was part of the fourth cohort. One hundred children had been grown in vats—fifty assigned male at birth and fifty female, just like all the others. Only fifty-one had survived through childhood.


Discordia was the only female left.


Mistress Heraia, as cruel as she was, had placed her bet on Discordia precisely because she was the only female to make it past age six. She instructed Discordia in all areas—intellectual, physical, and emotional—that would lead to her becoming the best candidate. The strongest. The fastest.


The one who lived.


Discordia shut her eyes and recited the chapter verbatim.


Her prefect didn’t smile. She didn’t congratulate her. Mistress Heraia gathered her bag and digital tablet before saying, “Come with me.”


“Where?” Discordia just wanted to sleep.


“Where else?” Mistress Heraia raised an eyebrow. “To the gymnasium.”


Discordia pressed her teeth together against the urge to beg for sleep. “Practice?”


“To start.” The prefect’s gaze sharpened. “Combat training this morning. History and philosophy this afternoon. And this evening, you run.”


“When can I—” Discordia pressed her lips together. She hadn’t meant to ask aloud, to betray how vulnerable she was.


“Sleep?” Mistress Heraia finished. Her eyes narrowed and she pressed her fingers to the desk. “There will be no rest in war, Discordia. Every soldier will depend on you to keep your mind sharp when you’re most exhausted. So, you will run until I tell you to stop. And when your breath threatens to choke you, you will recite chapter five for me again. Then, once I’m satisfied, I’ll consider letting you sleep.”


Discordia ran until the suns reached their zenith in the Myndalian sky. They shone through the windows of the gymnasium and the trees planted to create the illusion of an outside.


Not once did Discordia fall. Not once did she pause and give Mistress Heraia the opportunity to thrash her for her failure. Not like her siblings; all of them had, at some point during their training, allowed their prefects to beat them into unconsciousness. Just for sleep.


Every sibling except for Damocles.


After Discordia recited the chapter through her hard, heavy breathing, she looked up at the raised observation deck. She knew Damocles would be there. Every child of the Archon was encouraged to watch each other train in the small amount of free time they were given. First, to find each other’s weaknesses. Then, eventually, to exploit them. Though they were not permitted to kill each other at the academy, it was where the royal cohort began viewing one another as competition.


And as potential victims.


Their eyes met. Damocles nodded once and held up one finger, then another. A message passed down from the Archon to all of his potentials.


Damocles wanted to form an alliance.


He came to Discordia’s room later, after another grueling day of training. Mistress Heraia had finally allowed her to eat and then sleep.


Discordia opened the door shortly after dinner. She froze when she saw him. Though still a fourteen-year-old growing into his gangly limbs, he towered over her. His gaze was penetrating, a beam sharper than any Mors laser. He constantly measured the people around him. Whether they were a danger, or—more likely—how quickly he could kill them.


She scanned the hallway and ushered him inside. “Hurry.”


“You were awake for five days,” he said as she closed the door. He sounded almost accusatory. “How did you do that?”


Discordia kept her voice cool. “Sheer force of will.”


Damocles scanned her room—clean, white, and sterile as a prison cell. The only personal object she kept in her room was the round zatrikion board on the desk, still in the same positions that she and Mistress Heraia had left them. The prefect always played the King, and Discordia the Queen. It was a game of strategy, of careful calculation meant to reproduce the moves one might make in war. She had another twelve hours to make her decision. If she won, she ate again. If she didn’t, she starved. This was how they played, and Mistress Heraia was a master at it.


“Do you play?” Discordia asked, noting how he studied each piece.


“Not often.” Accusatory again. “It seems my prefect is useless.”


Every prefect was a former member of the royal guard, all trained to be the best soldiers in the Empire. Each one had picked their trainee among the royal cohort—and those who had first pick always went with the male children. A woman had never been Archon. A woman had never made it through training without dying.


But soldiers all had vulnerabilities and strengths. Some prefects emphasized battle. Some emphasized strategy. Mistress Heraia was determined to teach Discordia everything—and if she ended up dying, then she wasn’t strong enough to begin with.


“You indicated you wanted to form an alliance,” Discordia said, impatient. “Did you mean it?”


“Would I be here if I didn’t?”


“Then who would be the Heir?” Her unasked question was just as important: Who would be the Spare? The other was lucky enough to live, but they would never be as valued, never as vital, never as recognized.


Damocles shrugged, as if it didn’t matter. Didn’t fool her. “Whoever was better.”


He kept staring at the zatrikion board, never at her. Finally, she grew impatient. “Do you want to play?”


“Yes. Yes, I do.”


They sat there afternoon after afternoon between their own training—often exhausted—strategizing and figuring out each other’s weaknesses.


She learned that Damocles didn’t like losing. She learned that he considered it a weakness. She learned that he grew impatient easily, and that when he sensed he wouldn’t win, he made stupid mistakes.


And she learned that he hated hearing her say the same words when she won every game.


Regina regem necat. Queen kills King.






7.


CLO


Present Day


As Clo and Eris trudged to their destination, they kept to the muddy path, their boots splashing in the shallow water. The trail grew so narrow in some places, they had to go single file. One wrong step might cause a stumble into the swamp, where bogs could be three times as deep as a person. The hidden currents dragged people down in the undertow, to tangle in weeds and never be seen again. Monsters or the thick sludge of water would kill anyone just the same.


The hangar was on the outskirts of the slums. Technically, the city was called Kersh, but everyone in that cesspit called it the Snarl. The outskirts were solely for the transport centers where commercial and private spacecraft came, to either refuel or drop off the rich to go up to the silver and gold floating palaces. High above the clouds, they never heard the constant roar of engines as the ships landed or took off.


The poor had no such luxury. Clo’s childhood had been punctuated in three-minute intervals. The ships landed and took off with perfect precision. Eventually, the roars had faded into the background like the stench of lead, garbage, sulfur, and fuel. When she’d first left Myndalia, she’d found the relative silence and the huge open spaces on Nova terrifying. She’d downloaded engine rumbles to her newly fitted Pathos to help lull her to sleep.


Eris must have looked down on the Snarl, through breaks in the clouds, and thanked her stars she’d never had to live among the scum like Clo. Clo had told Eris where she’d grown up, late on those booze-soaked nights. It wasn’t until much later that Clo realized Eris had barely shared anything in return. That she’d said just enough about training and military to fool Clo into thinking she’d been a soldier.


A spacecraft flew low over their heads, the sound drowning out all thought. From above, they wouldn’t be seen. They would time their entrance with a big Tholosian carrier crawling with hundreds, thousands of soldiers and passengers.


Clo’s Pathos read the details of the spaceship—an Empusa V-900, nice—and fed it into their forged paperwork. The resistance had updated the Pathos since her last mission. Whoever designed their tech was brilliant. A Publican and a mechanic could now pretend to be on the passenger list.


“Hurry,” Eris said. “Let’s make this one.”


“Another one will come in less than ten minutes,” Clo grumbled, but Eris had already taken off, her steps quick and sure despite the slick sludge.


Clo forced herself into a run. Every step hurt. Some was the prosthetic, but mostly it was that ghostly feeling of a crushed leg, long gone, burned and scattered along the soil of Sennett. She placed her feet as carefully as she could. One wrong slip and her prosthetic could disappear down a bog, then Eris would have to carry her back to the craft, mission failed before it even began. And it’d be her own damn fault for lying to Kyla and Sher and downplaying the pain.


At hangar IV, they stomped the worst of the mud from their boots and crept around the back. They timed it perfectly. Floods of people from the Empusa streamed out, waiting for smaller craft to take them either to other planets or up to the floating palaces or resorts.


Clo had worked freelance jobs in these hangars when she was young. She’d hated being employed by the Empire—even briefly—but morality never entered into the choice between eating or starving. Her meals as a child had been meager as it was. No one would recognize her after being well fed for years. Her formerly thin arms were thick with muscle.


No one could call her scrawny. No one could call her weak.


<Two guards,> Eris said in her mind. <Palm panel entry. Retinal scan. Let’s hope the paperwork holds.>


<You’d know better than me if it will,> Clo said, and got a sharp look in return.


Eris adjusted her uniform, tightened her ponytail of long, dark curls. Clo felt drab in comparison but comforted by that. All eyes would be on Eris.


They approached hangar IV as if they had every right to be there. Eris strode with her chin up, shoulders back, her movements stiff and officious.


The guards watched their approach. Eris sent their false paperwork ahead, and the guards checked their tablets.


“An inspection?” the guard on the left asked.


“Yes, to ensure all is in working order for the might of Tholos,” Eris said.


The accent Eris put on was completely different. It was clipped and flat, abrasive.


The guards’ lips thinned. They both wore black jumpsuits similar to Eris’s, but their buttons and threads of blue ranked them as military guards. Their dark hair was cropped close to their heads, their beards short and tidy. Bred for service since before their birth. Loyalty further unshaken by the threads of the Oracle commands woven into their minds. The Oracle tamped down their fear—as well as most other emotions—and made their patriotism unwavering. Guards always gave Clo the creeps.


Eris’s chin stayed raised, her gaze imperious. The guards’ stances didn’t change, and their fingers strayed close to their Mors, their hands steady.


“An inspection for certain ships or the entire hangar, Publican?” one of them asked, his tone respectful.


“Every craft landed in the past three days. It’s just a routine look at the engines and cargo.”


Clo had forgotten just how good Eris was at deception. Her accent, her expression, the way she held herself, all transformed with the role she was playing. Everything about her—from her boots to the top of her head—demanded deference.
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