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        Hi there.

      

      

      First, let me just say thank you. If you’ve read twelve books in this series, you must be enjoying it. That means a lot to me.

      By now, you must know how this series works. Each novel is divided into two parts, telling two distinct but connected stories. However, this one is going to be a little different. Though I didn’t intend it, the manuscript for “Book 13” was almost twice as long as every other book in the series. There were simply too many plot threads that needed attention.

      Enormous books tend to be hard to publish. You run into binding issues with paperbacks, and they’re harder to ship because they’re heavier. As such, Next Chapter and I have decided to split the book in half.

      Into the Fire represents part one of what was originally “Book 13.” The second half – part two – will be published in the sequel Fury of War. If you can manage it, I would recommend reading them back to back as there are thematic throughlines that link the two stories.

      Most books in the series focus on one specific character, forcing that person to make difficult choices. No Shelter Here centred Jack as its main protagonist. The Firing Line was about Melissa.

      Into the Fire and Fury of War both focus on Anna. Together, they represent a complete character arc.

      Thank you again for supporting the Justice Keepers Saga. And get ready for the most explosive book yet!
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      Dating a Justice Keeper was hard.

      The gray light of an overcast evening fell upon a plateau where pine trees sprouted from the ground. An autumn breeze carried with it a slight damp chill. Not the absolute worst weather for a military strike, but not the best either. Especially if you had been hiking for three days.

      Novol’s squadron had gathered on the ridge that overlooked a shallow slope. Shallow, but littered with all sorts of obstacles. Anyone who tried to run down that thing would be dodging around trees and hopping over roots. Lunacy!

      To call them a squad was being generous. They were a rag-tag band of farmers and factory workers in rumpled clothing instead of uniforms. Tag was a short man, plump with tanned skin and tilted eyes. His nose was a little too thin – almost delicate – and the way he choked up on that assault rifle made it clear that he was frightened.

      Shaz was a tall man with an olive complexion who carried his gun with the ease of a well-trained soldier. He was one of those who had chosen to stay behind with Melissa when the Scrappy came to rescue her.

      Dorana was a slender woman with gaunt cheeks and dark-brown skin. She kept her hair in a series of braids that clung to her scalp. Melissa called them cornrows. What an odd name.

      Their squad leader, Avrin Bryse, was tall and pale with neatly-trimmed blonde hair. He stood on the ridge with one hand on his hip, the other clutching a Leyrian rifle. Even from this distance, you could hear the sounds from the base that the Ragnosions had established here in the mountains of Shalovka. The occasional whir of shuttles taking off and landing. The rumble of land vehicles driving past.

      Novol paused.

      He had just thought of the enemy as “the Ragnosians.” He was Ragnosian. Those were his people down there. When had he started to dissociate himself from his brothers and sisters?

      He knelt behind the trunk of a tree, rifle in hand, dressed in simple green work clothes. They would help him blend in with his surroundings. His head was shaved now, a decision that he had made when his hair became an unruly mess after several months on this planet.

      Melissa leaped onto the hill, dropping to one knee and looking back over her shoulder to make sure no one was following. She stood up slowly. “It’s pretty much what you expected,” she reported. “The base’s defenses are designed to guard against people coming up the hill. They don’t have much to protect them from people coming down on them from above.”

      Tag approached the ledge and frowned as he peered down at a thick forest. “That’s because they didn’t think anyone would be stupid enough to hike through three days of backcountry just to get here.”

      In green pants and a light jacket, her dark hair tied up in a shoulder-length ponytail, Melissa met his eyes and nodded once. She was the most beautiful woman that Novol had ever seen. “It’s an old Shalovan facility,” she added. “The Ragnosians have only had a couple months to fortify it with their technology. It doesn’t have a shield grid or anti-aircraft weapons.”

      Bryse grunted. “Of course not,” he said. “You don’t install anti-aircraft cannons when your enemies don’t have aircraft.”

      Some of the Salusians looked crestfallen after that comment. Did Bryse even notice? No doubt he had meant it as a simple statement of fact, but it would sound like a condemnation to the people of this world. Sometimes Leyrians came off as arrogant even when they didn’t intend it.

      The lack of a shield grid wasn’t just a consequence of there being no aircraft to defend against. For the people of Salus, electric lightbulbs were still a new invention. The base simply didn’t have the infrastructure to support advanced weaponry.

      Melissa turned around, standing beside Bryse on the ridge. “Shuttles are parked in a line overlooking the hillside,” she said. “They have a few troops in place but nothing that we can’t handle.”

      Bryse hit Novol with an inquisitive stare. “You’re sure that you can fly one of those things?”

      A frown tugged at the corners of Novol’s mouth. He shut his eyes, nodding slowly to reassure the other man. “As long as we can get past the security protocols, I should be fine,” he said. “But that won’t be easy.”

      Bryse hoisted up his rifle as though he were preparing to charge down the hillside. A hateful expression passed over his face. That man wanted to shoot something. “Larani brought a nanobot program that should circumvent biometric ID scanners.”

      “I’ll go first,” Melissa said.

      Novol sighed.

      Dating a Justice Keeper was hard. He hated watching Melissa put herself in danger.. He had dated several women during his time with the Space Force. Accepting danger was just part of the life. Melissa might die on this mission. Novol knew that; he accepted it. But what made her different from any other woman he had dated was that he couldn’t help. Half the time, she would just sprint away with that incredible strength of hers, and by the time he caught up, she had already dispatched the enemies.

      “Slow advance,” Bryse said. “Let’s move.”

      The squadron raised their weapons and proceeded down the hill in a line. Novol slipped around the trunk of a towering pine, ducking under one of its branches. Needles scraped the back of his neck.

      The once-straight line was now a staggered advance, several squad-mates having fallen behind thanks to the difficult terrain. Bryse was taking point, his assault rifle pointed dead ahead, his eye peering through the sights. “Steady. Stay together.”

      Novol gasped when he noticed a flicker of motion at the base of the hill. Ragnosian soldiers in drab, gray uniforms. They crept through the trees, jostling branches, moving slowly over the uneven ground. One of them noticed him, spun around and shouted. “Up There!”

      Turning sideways, Novol threw his shoulder against the trunk of a tall pine with drooping branches. He winced as bullets sped past him. “They know we’re here!”

      Melissa was lying prone behind a fallen log, occasionally popping up for a glance at the enemy. “I need a distraction!” she shouted in Leyrian. “Something to keep them off me for a few seconds!”

      Novol had his back against the tree trunk, a soft hiss escaping him every time he felt the whoosh of a passing bullet. He unclipped a smoke grenade from his belt, brought it to his mouth and yanked the pin out with his teeth.

      Then he threw it down the hill.

      Five seconds later, a thick cloud of smoke expanded, blinding the enemy. He heard the shouts of men and the rustle of branches that flexed as the Ragnosians spread out. The tempest of incoming fire died down a little. These Haloren weapons were primitive, but they got the job done.

      “Thank you, honey!” Melissa yelled.

      She stood up in the haze and leaped, grabbing a low-hanging branch and swinging her body like a pendulum. She let go, curled up into a ball and somersaulted through the air, vanishing into a thicket of trees.

      Novol heard the distant thump, smack and crunch of fists and feet striking flesh, and then a man in gray screamed as he went flying out of the thicket. He landed on the hillside, slid down the muddy slope and collided with a rather large rock.

      Novol sighed.

      Dating a Justice Keeper was hard.

      He set his rifle for stun-rounds – the LEDs on his weapon turning blue – and aimed around the tree trunk. A young woman came stumbling out of the thicket, nearly tripping over an exposed root. Novol drew a bead on her, squeezed the trigger and stung her arm with a charged bullet that had her trembling before she passed out.

      The smoke was dissipating.

      His squad-mates were moving carefully down the slope, firing on the people below. Somehow, the enemy had detected Melissa when she was scouting the base. That was the only explanation that made sense to him. Bryse had scanned the area with his multi-tool before sending Melissa in. He insisted that there were no landmines or proximity sensors on this hill, but somehow, the Ragnosians had discovered them.

      Melissa emerged from the thicket, dusting her hands and shaking her head. “Took out five of them!” she said. “But they’ve got reinforcements on the way. If we’re going to take those shuttles-”

      She cut off abruptly, stretching a hand out to her right, a shimmer forming at her fingertips. Bullets that should have left holes in her body instead curved upward and streaked off into the heavens.

      The rest of the squad fired on those Ragnosians who had tried to kill her. Novol heard grunts, yelps and the soft thud of bodies hitting the ground. For all the difficulties, dating a Justice Keeper did come with some advantages. For one thing, he didn’t have to worry about whether his girlfriend could take care of herself. Perhaps the hardest thing of all was the stone-cold revelation that Melissa didn’t need his help. He had that particular epiphany at least twice a week.

      Bryse was taking cover behind a tree near the base of the hill. The man shot a glance back at them, snarling like a caged beast. “Let’s move!”

      He took off at a sprint, disappearing between two pines. The others hurried to catch up with him. Despite the instinct to prove his worth – both to his girlfriend and his new C.O. – Novol moved slowly. He was no Justice Keeper. And he had no desire to become one. Charging down a muddy hillside without enhanced agility was a good way to break his damn neck.

      The last trees parted before him, and he found a large, flat plateau jutting out of the mountainside. The entire area was paved. He saw twelve shuttles parked in a line near the cliff’s edge, small blocky craft shaped almost like cars without wheels.

      Two officers in gray were taking cover between them, hiding from whomever had the guts to raid this base. They were ashen-faced, exchanging glances as the rebel troops came charging out of the woods.

      Novol had to suppress the urge to laugh.

      Off to his right, a long, green building with tiny windows on each of its two stories stood behind a chain-link fence. The alarms were wailing. Novol half expected to see a flood of soldiers coming out of the main entrance, but that wasn’t what got his attention.

      Two men in hulking suits of mechanized armour stood on the tarmac, one on his left and the other on his right. Except for the colour, those suits were identical to the one that Corovin wore. These were green and orange respectively, each with a silver visor that reflected the fading daylight.

      Melissa skidded to a stop, her jaw dropping when she saw them. She gave her head a shake, dispelling her fear, and then drew her sidearm. “Go!” she shouted at the others. “I’ll handle them!”

      Groaning, Novol slapped a hand over his face. He slowly pulled that hand down, peeking through the cracks between his fingers. “Why does she do this to me?”

      Before anyone could protest, Melissa was loping toward the man in green. The rest of the squad took her suggestion and ran for the shuttles. All except Novol. He stayed behind and walked toward the man in the orange armour. His girlfriend couldn’t fight two of these brutes, and they both knew it.

      The armoured fellow lifted his chin, studying Novol through his visor. “Brave of you,” he said in Vanasku. “But ultimately pointless.”

      Taking aim with his rifle, Novol set the weapon for High-Impact rounds. The LEDs changed from blue to red. He wanted his enemy to know what he was planning.

      Sure enough, the other man extended his left hand, and a force-field snapped into place, a crackling wall of white static. Novol didn’t fire; there would be no point. Instead, he ran sideways.

      Even with a few seconds’ head start, the force-field nearly clipped him as it rushed past. He just hoped it wouldn’t hit Melissa. He didn’t have time to check and see what she was doing.

      Novol slipped into the forest, ducking between the trees, hiding in a place where that orange bastard couldn’t find him. Except that visor probably had all sorts of useful scanning equipment that would locate a target even in all this dense foliage.

      He heard the plodding of mechanized feet and watched the orange man stomping toward Melissa. The son of a bitch wasn’t even trying to kill Novol. Now that the little soldier man was gone, he decided to focus on his primary objective. Kill the Justice Keeper.

      “We’ll see about that,” Novol hissed.

      Down on one knee between two pines, he lifted his rifle and squinted through the sights. He lined up a clean shot.

      The armoured man spun to face him, another force-field appearing to intercept a bullet that could punch through his suit. This one came speeding into the forest, snapping trees like twigs, kicking up rocks and dirt.

      Novol dove to his right.

      He landed on his side and rolled down the hill, narrowly avoiding the flickering energy barrier. Gasping for breath, he got up and found his enemy stomping into the woods. The idiot didn’t seem to care about the rough terrain.

      “Standard ammo!” Novol shouted.

      The LEDs went dark.

      He fired a volley of bullets that bounced harmlessly off the other man’s chest. Not because he thought this pointless attack would accomplish anything. But if he could keep his opponent on the defensive, he might survive long enough for Melissa to come and save him. Sadly, that hope died when the armoured man pulled a spherical grenade from his belt.

      Panic welled up inside Novol. He was no Justice Keeper! He wasn’t fast enough to dodge explosions.

      Reacting by instinct, he lined up a clean shot, aiming for the one weak spot on that suit of armour. The visor. He fired before the other man could throw his grenade and felt a swell of satisfaction when his enemy stumbled backward onto the tarmac.

      These jerks thought they were so-

      The other man staggered a few steps and then regained his balance. His angry gaze latched onto Novol. Green eyes in a pale face, one of them bleeding from a thin piece of shrapnel. Yes, the visor had shattered, but the bullet had come up at a steep angle.

      It was lodged in the eyehole, a few inches away from the other man’s forehead. Noval groaned inwardly. Why couldn’t he catch a break?

      His enemy threw the grenade.

      Novol snatched his portable force-field generator off his belt, activating it and angling it behind himself as he ran. He scrambled through the woods, hopping over roots and fallen logs on the steep hillside. The explosion roared behind him, a plume of smoke and flame rising into the air. He couldn’t fight this guy! He couldn’t!

      So, he would have to outthink this guy.

      Thump, thump, thump: the armoured man stomped along the tarmac just outside the forest, following Novol. “This isn’t going to work out for you!” he shouted. “You can’t hope to defeat me, Leyrian!”

      “I’m no Leyrian!” Novol barked in his native language. “Security officer, second-class, assigned to the flagship! I’m the one who freed Jack Hunter!”

      Silence.

      A moment later, those plodding footsteps resumed. “Then I have even more reason to kill you! Come out here and fight!”

      Novol spun to face his adversary and found the man crashing through branches on his way into the forest. He froze, examining Novol with his one good eye, then thrust his left arm out to the side.

      Nanobots scurried out of a slot in his gauntlet, linking together to form a blade three feet long. The man snarled, then sliced through the trunk of a tall pine with almost no resistance.

      The tree began to fall.

      Novol hopped out of the way just before the damn thing hit the ground with a mighty crash. Some of the needles scratched him. He flinched, turning his face away, stumbling sideways with the rifle drooping in his hand.

      He let it go, drawing his sidearm instead, setting it for High-Impact rounds. Lifting the weapon in one hand, he aimed for the other man’s chest. Another force-field popped up, a flickering barrier that intercepted his bullet.

      Novol fired again, marching forward.

      With his free hand, he snatched a grenade off his belt and pulled the pin out with his teeth. He kept moving, closing the distance, forcing his opponent to hide behind that force-field.

      The other man got wise to his plan. He drew back his arm for a gesture that would send the force-field hurtling toward Novol. Novol saw him through the crackling curtain of energy. Hopefully, the reverse was not true. A wounded eye made that more likely.

      Novol leaped to his right, a tingle washing over him as the force-field flew past. He walked the last few paces to his enemy, raising his gun for a headshot.

      A thick cord shot out of the other man’s gauntlet, coiled around Novol’s pistol and yanked it out of his hand. In that moment of distraction, he quietly dropped the grenade. The armoured man laughed. “Did you really think-”

      Novol was already running away. He didn’t care if the other man shot him in the back. If the idiot was doing that, then he wasn’t paying attention to the bomb sitting at his feet. With a gasp, Novol ducked behind a tree.

      The explosion left a ringing in his ears.

      Shrapnel flew past him, a thin piece of it leaving a gash in his arm, He hissed, falling back against the tree trunk, clenching his teeth as hot tears leaked from his eyes. “Damn it!”

      Ignoring the pain, he twisted around and found his enemy lying on the tarmac. The orange armour was scorched and mangled, the man within it was almost certainly dead. He saw small fires all over the place. Trails of smoke rose into the air.

      Melissa descended from the treetops, landing on one knee with her head bowed. She looked at him. “Novol,” she gasped. “You’re all right.”

      “Is this the part where you tell me that I was reckless and stupid?” he panted. “That you could have handled it yourself?”

      Standing up slowly, she smiled and shook her head. “No,” she said. “You saved my life, dummy. I owe you one.”

      “Oh.”

      He ran to retrieve his fallen rifle, then spun around to find his girlfriend waiting at the edge of the forest. “We’ve got a new problem,” she said. “Those reinforcements have arrived.”

      Novol hurried over to her, then peeked around the tree she hid behind. More Ragnosian soldiers had emerged from the base, all carrying assault rifles. Too many for him to count, but he figured there had to be at least three dozen out there.

      Novol turned his head to lock eyes with Melissa, blinking slowly as he considered their next move. He was so damn tired. “What do we do?”

      She answered him by unclipping a force-field generator from her belt and holding it up for his inspection. A devilish smile spread on her face. “We run like hell,” she replied. “Are you ready?”

      He nodded.

      “On three. One, two, THREE!”

      Together, they burst out into the open. Melissa pointed her force-field emitter at the oncoming platoon and triggered it to produce a screen of static that stretched for ten feet in each direction. Enough to cover both of them. Bullets slammed into that energy barrier, falling uselessly to the ground.

      They ran across the tarmac and ducked into the space between two shuttles. Bryse and the others were there. The former captain had the barrel of his sidearm pressed hard against the cheek of a man in a gray uniform. The red epaulets on his shoulders marked him as a commander in the Space Force, but Novol didn’t know him.

      The guy was tall, lean and fit with an olive complexion and a ring of stubble around his otherwise bald head. He sneered when he saw Novol. “So, you’re the one who freed Jack Hunter.” He must have heard Novol shouting.

      “Shut it!” Bryse said. “Open the shuttle.”

      “No.”

      Red-faced, Bryse trembled with fury. “Open the shuttle or I will pull this trigger. If we’re all going to die here, I’ll make certain that you are the first to go.”

      The commander sighed and then pressed his hand against the palm scanner. The shuttle’s hatch opened, unfolding as a gull-wing door. Everyone piled inside. During their long hike through the mountains, some of the Salusians had expressed misgivings about riding in a flying machine, but their reluctance evaporated like a drop of water on a hot skillet. Better the alien spacecraft than the storm of gunfire they would endure if they remained outside.

      Melissa was the last one in, firing a few parting shots at the enemy soldiers who had gathered around the shuttle. Once she was through, Novol pulled the hatch shut, and it sealed with a hiss.

      Bryse still held his captive at gunpoint. “Novol,” he barked. “You’re up.”

      The enemy commander had stopped struggling. He seemed to have decided that further resistance was pointless. “This won’t work,” he insisted. “You can press my hand against the palm scanner, but I won’t give you my authorization codes, and this shuttle isn’t going anywhere without them.”

      “Ye of little faith,” Melissa muttered.

      She moved awkwardly in the cramped shuttle cabin, fishing a multi-tool out of her pocket and shouldering two squad-mates out the way as she approached Novol. He could see the anxiety on her face. Was this crazy scheme going to work?

      He pursed his lips as he held her gaze and then nodded once. Yes, it would. He was not even remotely sure of that, but he had learned to project confidence in situations like these. He extended his hand, palm out.

      Melissa pointed the multi-tool at it and sprayed a torrent of tiny nanobots onto his palm, covering every inch of skin to the tips of his fingers. When she was finished, Novol shuffled through the crowded cabin to the cockpit. “Everybody, strap in!”

      He claimed the pilot’s seat, pressing his palm against the scanner. The console lit up with a blinking cursor on a field of blue, waiting for his password. “Recognize Lieutenant Jonan Denoro,” the computer said with a dour man’s voice. “Please input authorization code.”

      “What?” the commander shouted from the cabin.

      Novol ignored him, tapping in the code that Larani had provided. He prayed that it was still valid. Getting that code had been a trial. Emma, the former butler of Braynar Manor, had used one of Anna’s schemes. Posing as a Tarnadoni barmaid, she had plied the young lieutenant with lots of alcohol, convincing him to relinquish his passwords and covertly scanning his palm with a multi-tool.

      The code was valid!

      Novol let out a cry of delight.

      His console displayed a series of icons and menus, ready for his input. Looking up through the window, he found a gray sky waiting for him. It was time to fly! He got to work, activating the artificial gravity and life-support systems.

      The shuttle lifted off, rising into the air.

      Bent over the console, Novol grinned and chuckled. “How sweet it is,” he muttered, hands tapping in commands.

      The soft ping of bullets striking metal made him grunt. The Ragnosians had started shooting at him. Their weapons wouldn’t do much good, but Novol decided to play it safe. With a few quick taps, he raised the shields.

      Taking hold of the flight-stick, he angled his tiny ship downward with a quick yaw turn. The other shuttles came into view in his window, all parked in a line. He accessed the weapons system.

      Novol squeezed the trigger.

      Pulses of green light erupted from the shuttle’s nose, striking one of its companions on the ground. He fired shot after shot, pounding the tiny spacecraft until it exploded in a massive fireball. That done, he moved on to the next target and didn’t stop until he had destroyed the entire fleet.

      He swung his shuttle around, pointing it at the blocky building the Ragnosians had been using as a base. With a gentle nudge of the throttle, he was flying over the heads of frightened soldiers who scattered in all directions, over the chain-link fence.

      The enemy base was just sitting there.

      Noval curled his finger around the trigger but hesitated at the last moment. Those were his people in there. Never mind that; those were human beings in there. Helpless. He didn’t want to fight for Ragnos – he hated the things his government had done – but that didn’t mean he wanted to slaughter his former comrades.

      But this wasn’t just any base. They had chosen it because the enemy was using it as a munitions’ depot, delivering weapons to military units that held Shalovka for the Confederacy. Well, he had chosen a side. He couldn’t back out now.

      Novol squeezed the trigger.

      Green plasma tore through the building, punching through the flimsy walls with a devastating explosion. He fired several more shots, reducing the place to rubble, and then flew westward over the conifer forest. “Objective complete!” he shouted. “Setting course for the rendezvous point!”

      

      “Dropping out of warp,” Shinela said.

      The Scrappy’s bridge was a simple room with control stations positioned along the walls in a haphazard ring around the captain’s chair. Only two of those were occupied at the moment. The ship had been operating with a skeleton crew ever since Jack stole it – that was to say “liberated it” – from a space station above Leyria.

      A short and slim woman in black pants and a red shirt, Anna sat in the big chair with her hands on the armrests. Her red-blonde hair was tied up in its usual ponytail, thin strands framing her face. “Good job, Shinela,” she said. “Take us in.”

      Corin Nomelia – the man who, for all intents and purposes, served as first officer – sat on her right, operating the defensive systems. He wore civilian clothing. Everyone on the Scrappy did; that was just the way of things on a ship of renegades.

      Twisting to look over his shoulder, Corin frowned at her. “Reading fifteen hostiles, Captain,” he said. “Ten friendlies – or should I say potential friendlies – on this side of the planet.”

      Pursing her lips as she considered his report, Anna nodded once. “Well, don’t be shy,” she chided. “Let’s see what we’re working with.”

      The long sheet of SmartGlass on the front wall lit up, displaying the image of a planet with blue oceans and green continents under swirling, white clouds. Ragnosian battlecruisers clustered around that tiny world, firing on their Antauran opponents.

      The helmswoman sat between Anna and the main display screen. She was hunched over with her back turned, tapping away at her console. “We’ve got a clear vector of approach, Captain.”

      “Steady as she goes.” That sounded like the right thing to say. Anna hadn’t quite settled into her new job yet. Commanding starships wasn’t all that different from leading Keepers into battle. Well, no. That wasn’t remotely true. The two jobs were nothing alike except for one important point of commonality: you had to project confidence even when you weren’t feeling it.

      Of course, she wouldn’t have had to settle into anything if Jack would just suck it up and do his job, but that was a matter for another time. “Hail the enemy fleet.”

      “Channel open,” Corin barked.

      Standing up, Anna grabbed the hem of her red shirt and sharply tugged on it. She strode toward the main screen, coming up behind Shinela. “This is Captain Anna Lenai of the Alosian Defense Forces,” she said. “Belos Colony is under our protection. You are ordered to cease hostilities and leave the system immediately.”

      She glanced to Corin.

      He twisted around in his chair, shaking his head slowly. No response then. Well, no one had expected this to be easy.

      Anna shut her eyes, drawing a deep breath through her nose, and then forced herself to press on. “We don’t want a fight,” she said. “I say again: we don’t want a fight. But if you do not comply, we are prepared to respond with deadly force.”

      “Still nothing, Captain.”

      Returning to her chair, Anna crossed one leg over the other. “Well, at least we tried to play nice,” she muttered. “Signal the rest of our ships.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “This is Anna Lenai,” she said, buckling her seatbelt. “You are clear to engage the enemy. I repeat: you are clear to engage the enemy. All ships, break and attack.”

      She retrieved the VR helmet from her chair’s side compartment and quickly put it on. The world changed before her eyes. It now seemed as though she was floating in the vastness of space with Belos hanging in the distance. Blue lines drew a wireframe of her ship, giving her a sense of scale.

      Green dots appeared around the planet, each representing an enemy ship. All she had to do was focus on one, and the VR system magnified the image, giving her a full-colour view of a Ragnosian battlecruiser.

      “Access the SlipGate,” Anna said. “Send a repeating message to Salus Prime. Tell Admiral Ethran I want to talk.”

      Shinela chose a ship that was floating over a patch of swirling clouds, a long, bladelike vessel. From Anna’s perspective, it was pointed to the left, firing on enemies just beyond the edge of her peripheral vision.

      The Scrappy descended upon it from above.

      “Take out their shield generators,” Anna said.

      A flurry of white tracers exploded from her wings, converging on the other ship’s dorsal hull, phasing right through the shields. The brief flicker of explosions told her that Corin had scored a critical hit.

      The Scrappy leveled off, flying in a tight orbit with the blue planet beneath her and the emptiness of space above. Streaks of green plasma rushed past her, but none of them found their target. Shinela’s skilled piloting saw to that.

      “Counterattack,” she said.

      The Scrappy flipped upside-down.

      Now, the planet’s sapphire oceans seemed to hang over her head with the endless void waiting under her feet. They were flying backward, the enemy ship receding into the distance. “Incoming EM missile!” Corin shouted.

      Anna saw the thin projectile launching from the battlecruiser’s starboard cannon, leaving a trail in its wake as it sped through the vacuum. That thing didn’t have to hit the Scrappy; it could do damage if it detonated within a few kilometres.

      “Dumb-fire mode?” she asked.

      “No, it’s homing in on us.”

      “Divert it.”

      Corin employed the new countermeasures that Alosian research teams had been developing, and Anna crossed her fingers. The missile veered off course, heading off to her right, and then exploded in a brilliant flash of radiance.

      The EM-pulse washed over the Scrappy, jostling Anna in her seat. “Status?” she yelled, her voice squeaking. Great! She was really projecting confidence now.

      “Minimal damage,” Corin said.

      “Return fire.”

      Two missiles shot out of the Scrappy’s wings, converging on the distant ship. They both exploded on contact, leaving a massive hole in the enemy’s hull. The damaged shield grid had failed to stop them.

      “Reverse course.”

      Shinela performed a half-roll – placing the planet squarely beneath Anna’s ship once again – and then they were flying back to the damaged battlecruiser. She got a good look as the other ship drew near; it was scorched with a huge hole in its starboard quarter.

      They sailed effortlessly underneath the Ragnosian vessel.

      Ten seconds later, the Scrappy was speeding toward a fat, Antauran dreadnought that was firing pulses of blue light at a looming opponent. At two looming opponents. A pair of battlecruisers was pounding the little ship with green particle beams.

      Sitting back with a heavy sigh, Anna drummed her fingers on the armrest. “Isn’t that always the way with bullies?” she grumbled. “Let’s see if we can even the odds, shall we? Target the nearest one.”

      The Scrappy’s nose pitched upward, the planet dropping away beneath her as she climbed toward one of those long, thin battlecruisers. Streaks of green plasma erupted from the enemy’s starboard cannons.

      Shinela executed a quick downward slide, and those pulses of verdant light went right over Anna’s head. A targeting reticle appeared before her, highlighting a vulnerable point on the battlecruiser’s hull.

      Particle beams burst out of the Scrappy’s wing cannons, converging on that spot and punching through the shields. A red-hot chunk of debris came hurtling toward her. Anna flinched, raising her hands to shield herself.

      It all happened so fast.

      The next thing she knew, she was climbing even higher, soaring gracefully over the Ragnosians’ dorsal hull. She twisted around to watch the damaged ship receding into the distance behind her.

      They continued in a high orbit above Belos, a blue ocean with wispy clouds rolling past beneath her. A green dot appeared, expanding into an enemy ship that was coming toward her, headed in the opposite direction.

      It flew past on her left, a Leyrian Phoenix-Class following in hot pursuit, firing an orange particle beam from its pointed nose.

      “Captain,” Corin said. “We’ve had a response from Salus Prime.”

      Anna yanked the helmet off, blinking several times. Her hair was a mess. “On screen!”

      The SmartGlass lit up with an image of Telixa Ethran. A tiny woman with a bob of short, brown hair, she sat behind her desk, lounging in a cushy chair and smiling like a demon. “I didn’t expect to hear from you.”

      “Call off the attack on Belos,” Anna pleaded.

      “I do appreciate audacity.”

      Closing her eyes, Anna bent forward and touched fingertips to her forehead. She hissed and then gave her head a shake. “I didn’t forget about you, Telixa,” she said. “I’ve been speaking with Dr. Veneray. He’s made some progress.”

      Sitting primly with hands folded on the desk, Telixa glared at her from several hundred lightyears away. “Please don’t insult me with more empty promises.”

      The Scrappy trembled when it was hit by enemy weapons’ fire. Anna was nearly thrown out of her chair. The lights flickered, and the transmission wavered for a few seconds, but it wasn’t long before the static faded away. Once again, she was treated to a vision of Telixa’s self-satisfied smile.

      “Corin,” Anna panted. “Send the file.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      That mocking grin died when Telixa saw the information that was coming through on her computer. “What is this?” she demanded.

      “It’s Dr. Veneray’s research,” Anna replied. “He thinks that he can adapt Jack’s antibodies to treat someone without a Nassai symbiont. But we haven’t had a chance to test it. We can help you, Telixa. We can end this war. Just call off your ships.”

      “You say that,” the admiral growled. “And yet, there are still Justice Keepers on Salus Prime. They recently destroyed one of our bases, killing dozens of Ragnosian troops. You left some of your people on this world, knowing that they would start a rebellion!”

      Anna looked up and narrowed her eyes. “Well, what did you expect?” she croaked. “Your people are a hostile invasion force! The Salusians have every right to defend their home! If you want the fighting to stop, all you have to do is leave their world!”

      “I’m sorry, Anna,” Telixa said. “But I’ve come to realize that I can’t trust Justice Keepers.”

      The screen went dark.

      Corin checked his instruments and then shook his head in dismay. “She’s gone, Captain,” he said. “Killed the transmission.”

      “All right,” Anna groaned. “Prepare to-”

      “Just a second, Captain,” Corin said, hands flying over his SmartGlass console. He scrolled through several windows of telemetry, flinging them aside with a swipe of two deft fingers. “The enemy is retreating! All Ragnosian ships are breaking orbit and going to warp!”

      Once again, the screen lit up, this time with the image of a tall man in a blue uniform who stood on a bridge that had seen better days. Half of the monitors that surrounded him were showing nothing but static.

      The face that greeted her was pale with a white goatee and deep wrinkles under sunken, blue eyes. “This is Colonel Taro Tremar of the Antauran Space Fleet,” he said. “It seems we owe you a debt of gratitude. I wasn’t expecting eight Leyrian ships to come to our rescue.”

      Reclining in the chair, Anna replied with an impish grin. “We’re actually with the Alosian Defense Force,” she said. “We broke away from Leyria in protest of illegal actions taken by the Leyrian government.”

      “And we’re allies with Leyria,” the colonel replied. “So, technically, that makes you our enemies.” Bleakness take this guy. Was he really stupid enough to pick a fight with the people who had come to his rescue? She breathed a sigh of relief when he added, “But I won’t tell if you don’t.”

      “We’re just being neighbourly, sir,” Anna said. “The people of Alios want to be friends with Antaur and her colonies.”

      A smile put crinkles around the colonel’s eyes. “The gesture is appreciated, Captain Lenai,” he said. “But it might be wise for you to leave the system.”

      Anna raised an eyebrow.

      “After we assist you with any repairs, of course.”

      

      The narrow, rectangular window in Mother Danla’s office gave Larani a view of rolling green hills outside the church. The glass had a slight blue tint, making everything seem cold even though it was a pleasant day in autumn.

      Tall and lean with dark skin and long, black hair pulled back in a clip, Larani stood with one hand on the window-frame. Her angular face was pinched into an expression of disapproval. She had been wearing that expression a lot lately. It came with the anxiety she felt every time she sent her people into the field, a daily occurrence now.

      “They’re asking for you,” Danla said.

      Larani turned around.

      The priestess who ran this church was a frumpy woman in a simple, gray dress and blue shawl. Golden hair framed a pale face with a cleft chin, and her green eyes were a touch too big.

      Here in Shalovka, the people worshiped Crix, God of Luck and Laughter. He was of the same pantheon as Haloren goddess Audria. One of the lesser gods, or so Larani had been told.

      While the stories around Crix painted him as an ostentatious fellow, his devotees were anything but. Danla’s office was a drab room with only a single bookshelf and a plain, wooden desk.

      “We should go then,” Larani said.

      She followed the other woman through a narrow hallway that led to the back of the church. There, she found a stairwell that took her to the basement. Some of her rebels had gathered in the storage room.

      A naked bulb in the ceiling illuminated four stone walls with wooden shelves that supported casks of wine. A small cupboard contained pens, paper and other implements that Danla and her scribes used for correspondence. She saw a broom, a mop and several wooden chairs in the corner.

      One of the latter had been moved to the centre of the room. The man who sat in it – a Ragnosian commander, by his uniform – was bald with an olive complexion. He was slumped over, head lolling, unconscious.

      The air down here was musty and a bit too cool for her liking. Her people had been using the church basement as a base of operations for two weeks, sleeping on the floor or the old, broken sofa in the other room. Danla had been kind enough to take them in and hide them from the Ragnosian patrols that had moved into Shalovka.

      Melissa stood tall with hands clasped behind her back, watching the prisoner with a stern expression. Behind her, Novol leaned against the stone wall.

      “Have you gotten anything out of him?” Larani asked.

      Melissa spared her a glance and then directed a frown at the sleeping man. “He isn’t willing to talk,” she said. “But we downloaded the data from his pocket computer and ran a decryption algorithm.”

      “Did it work?”

      “It did,” Melissa said. “And we have a problem.”

      Avrin Bryse strode out of a shadowy corner with his multi-tool resting in the palm of his hand. A hologram wavered into existence, depicting text in Vanasku. With a few quick gestures, he had his multi-tool translate the document. Larani skimmed through it, her trepidation growing with every word. “Are you sure this is accurate?”

      “We have no reason to doubt it,” Bryse replied. “I don’t think they realize we can hack their software. Anna’s little stunt was brilliant.”

      He was referring to the maneuver where Anna, posing as a Haloren butler, seduced General Mikken Heldoran and went through his pocket computer. Larani had to admit that it was a clever plan. The good general was obviously reluctant to divulge the details of his little indiscretion. No one had realized that he had been the source of the leak. Or that Leyrian multi-tools could break Ragnosian encryption.

      Heaving out a breath, Larani hung her head as she strode into the room. “Then we do have a problem,” she said. “In two weeks, the Ragnosians are going to attack Leyria.”
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      Anna walked through the Scrappy’s white-walled corridors. People shuffled past, headed in the opposite direction. She had come to know most of the crew. Many were former members of the Space Corps who had joined up because they believed in what Jack was doing. Some were former Keepers.

      Seth grew indignant at that.

      As far as her Nassai was concerned, Anna, Jack and the others who had turned in their badges were the true Justice Keepers. Those who went along with Dusep’s plans had fallen short of their ideals. Seth insisted that the Nassai who had Bonded the latter group would restrict access to their Bending powers, and the stories she had heard seemed to confirm that assessment. Nassai developed individual personalities after years of living with a human, but they all shared a few things in common.

      A young, pale-skinned man with spiky, brown hair approached her. His name was Paydron. “Captain,” he said, handing her a tablet.

      Anna took it and skimmed through a quartermaster’s report. Amanda had requested permission to expand the mess hall’s food stores, preferably with more fresh fruits and vegetables. Those tended to go bad sooner than standard field rations, but the Scrappy spent most of its time in orbit of Alios. It would be easy enough to resupply if the need arose. And fresh food would improve morale.

      Tapping her lips with one finger, Anna considered the request. She nodded curtly and returned the tablet to Paydron. “Very good,” she said. “You can tell Amanda she has my permission to bring up some new supplies.”

      “Thank you, Captain.”

      Jack had encouraged this crew to use his name. After a great deal of arm-twisting, he had convinced them to drop the ranks – at least with each other – but they insisted on calling anyone who sat in the big chair “Captain.” Anna didn’t mind. Most of them were ex-military. There was really no getting around it. Besides, it made her feel like a bad-ass.

      The corridor curved slightly to her right as it ran to the back of the ship. She spotted Cassi and Sun walking hand in hand and whispering to each other. The pair of them greeted her with a wave as she passed and then went back to their quiet conversation.

      Two minutes later, she saw Kevin coming her way with a spring in his step and a smile on his face. The young man was tall and well-built with a dark complexion and short, black hair. “Anna.”

      “Hey, Kev.”

      “Drayvin sent me to find you. They say the nanobots have repaired the port-side shield grid, but they still think that we should put in at a space-dock for a total systems’ diagnostic and assessment.”

      Turning around, Anna leaned back against the wall with her arms folded. “Tell me something, Kev,” she said, watching him from the corner of her eye. “Didn’t we just do a systems’ diagnostic six weeks ago?”

      A flush put some colour in his cheeks. Chagrinned, he looked down at the floor. “Well, you know Drayvin.”

      “Yes, I do,” she replied. “Remind our chief engineer that other ships need the repair crews’ services just as much as we do.”

      “You got it.”

      Blowing air through puckered lips, Anna blinked as she tried to decide whether she wanted to ask her next question. It came out anyway. Yay impulsivity! “He’s down in engineering, isn’t he?”

      Kevin looked over his shoulder, suddenly fascinated by something on the wall. “Drayvin’s got him calibrating the auxiliary array,” he said. “It’s kind of hard to screw that up.”

      “Let’s go.”

      She fell in beside Kevin, storming through the hallways as they moved to the back of the ship. The young man gave her a sidelong glance. “You sure you want to do this?”

      “Enough is enough, Kev.”

      The engine room was an open area with monitors taking up almost every inch of space on its gray walls. Drayvin Parneel was bent over a central table with their hands pressed down on the SmartGlass.

      The chief engineer was very thin – almost spindly – with olive skin and hollow cheeks. They wore their short, brown hair in a coiffe that fell to the nape of their neck. Though tall and broad-shouldered, they had delicate features, and Anna was fairly certain they wore makeup sometimes. Just a little blush, or so she thought. “In there,” they said, gesturing to Anna’s left.

      Double doors split apart, admitting her to a room with black floor tiles and computer terminals on each of its sidewalls. A large screen directly in front of her displayed telemetry from the ship’s sensor array.

      Jack was lying on his back beneath the terminal on her right, prodding some underside panel with a scanning tool. Her fiancé was a beautiful man. Sure, most women would say that about their significant others, but even after all this time, Anna’s heart still fluttered when she saw him. Well, sometimes it did.

      Jack was quite tall. Not skinny but lean with a nice body he’d earned after years of training as a Justice Keeper. He had a pale face with a strong jawline. And as always, his short, brown hair was a mess. “Yup, that’s it.”

      He wasn’t talking to her but to a SmartGlass tablet that sat on the floor beside him. For the last two months, he had been livestreaming almost every minute of his life so that his followers could know where he was at all times. The only time he wasn’t on camera was when he was in the shower or the bathroom. Otherwise, he took that thing with him everywhere he went.

      The way Jack saw it, if he could prove that he was here, on the Scrappy, when his evil doppelganger did something monstrous, people would know that it wasn’t him. That the real Jack Hunter was just a sweet guy from Winnipeg who believed in standing up to corrupt governments.

      He scooched out from underneath the computer and sat up. Squeezing his eyes shut for a moment, he grunted.

      “Sweetie?” Anna said cautiously.

      Jack raised his hand to his eyebrow in a sloppy Earth-style salute. “Captain,” he replied, flinging that hand out toward her.

      “No,” she said. “That’s your job.”

      He slipped the scanning tool into his mouth, falling onto his back and sliding underneath the terminal once again. “I don’t know why,” he muttered, twisting something with both hands. “You’re better at it.”

      Anna crossed her arms, standing over him with a tight frown. She shook her head slowly. “You’re the one who brought this crew together, Jack,” she said. “They need you now more than ever.”

      “We talked about this,” he grumbled. “If I’m the face of this movement, it delegitimizes everything we stand for. My evil twin made me into a pariah; so, the Screw-Ups need you to take charge.”

      Anna crouched down, peering into the gloom underneath that workstation. “No,” she insisted. “You decided that all on your own. And I think it’s time we reevaluated that decision.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Sweetie,” she began. “This isn’t helping you. And it’s not helping the rest of us either. What you’re doing right now? That’s exactly what Slade wants. To take one of his opponents out of the game.”

      Seth agreed.

      In fact, that was a monumental understatement. Whenever she thought about Jack’s decision to hide from the world, while simultaneously recording his every move, her Nassai responded with a tidal wave of disapproval.

      She didn’t even bring up all the ways that this was affecting their relationship. The fact that Jack wouldn’t sleep next to her anymore. The fact that they hadn’t made love in over two months. He spent every night on the couch in their sitting room with that stupid camera pointed at him.

      And worst of all, people actually watched it! She had checked the analytics over the Interlink. Over a million people tuned in just to watch Jack Hunter sleep! Bleakness take her, she would never have imagined that anyone would be that bored.

      Jack seemed to think that when she looked at him, she would see the man who had casually murdered dozens of Leyrian soldiers and a few civilians as well. He seemed to think that he was protecting her from a traumatic experience. Sparing her the pain of waking up and finding a monster in her bed.

      As much as she loved him, there was no denying one simple fact: Her fiancè could be a moron sometimes.

      Anna rested one hand on the terminal, ducking underneath it. She wanted Jack to look her in the eye. “Sweetie, please come out of there,” she murmured. “Never mind the crew. I need you.”

      He paused for a moment, staring up at her. “All right,” he whispered. “Can we talk about it later?”

      She bent to kiss him softly on the lips, then pulled away, careful not to bump her head on the underside of the control panel. “Okay,” she murmured. “But I’m going to hold you to that.”

      

      She spent two hours touring the ship, speaking with the crew, keeping their spirits up. Months of constant war had a way of wearing you down even in the quiet moments between battles. At times like this, people needed to see optimism from their leaders. She had never wanted to be captain of a starship, but the job was hers now – at least for the immediate future – and she would do her best with it.

      She visited Arin in the gym and watched him train with a punching bag. The man spent most of his days there. It was almost as if the repetitive tasks of working out pushed away the thoughts he would rather not consider. Thoughts of his past, of his guilt. At least Isara wasn’t pestering him. Thank the Companion for small blessings.

      She stopped in at the mess hall and found Amanda preparing soup for dinner. The girl had several canned varieties in her storeroom. She seemed to have settled into her new role quite well.

      They chatted for a few minutes. Amanda told Anna about the year she had spent living on Leyria before Dusep decided to start rounding up immigrants. The girl had been studying comparative religion, and she seemed to enjoy it.

      A thought occurred to Anna. She made a mental note to stop referring to Amanda as “the girl.” Amanda was the same age as Melissa, and Melissa was a woman.

      By the middle of the afternoon, she had run out of things to do; so, she decided to return to her quarters. Her sitting room wasn’t very big – put five people in here, and it would start to feel cramped real quick – but it was homey.

      She had a small, blue couch propped up against the gray wall, facing the door. Jack sat there with his elbows on his thighs, his chin resting on laced fingers. He was staring into the tablet that he had left on the duroplastic coffee table.

      Anna stepped into the room, the doors sliding shut behind her, and cocked her head as she studied him. “You gonna turn that thing off?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. “I do believe we were supposed to have a chat.”

      Jack looked up, and the anguish on his face almost made her regret pressing the point. Almost. “I’d prefer it if they knew I was here,” he replied. “In case the other me decides to go and attack something on Leyria.”

      One reason why she had tolerated this…intrusion…for so long was because Jack’s plan had worked. In the early days of his experiment, the doppelganger had attacked a Leyrian facility while Jack was on his livestream, and for many people, that was proof enough that they were not the same individual.

      Of course, there were some who thought it must have been some kind of trick, that the livestream had been prerecorded somehow. Or that the two Jacks were in cahoots. At this point, continuing the stream was pointless – people who believed in conspiracies would always find ways to dismiss the evidence that disproved their pet theories – but Jack still thought he could clear his name with everyone, put all doubt to rest.

      The doppelganger had gotten wise to their plan and had stopped attacking Leyrian installations. If the goal was to implicate Jack, he wouldn’t do that by attacking when Jack had an alibi. Naturally, that would make it harder for Jack to turn off the tablet. He was afraid that his evil twin would start killing again the instant the stream shut down.

      Anna sauntered across the room, rounding the coffee table. She planted herself in front of Jack, fists on her hips as she hit him with a disapproving glare.

      He looked up at her with those big, blue eyes, and the tiny flicker of anger she had felt faded away. None of this was his fault.

      Anna straddled him, clamping her hands onto his shoulders and slamming him hard against the back of the couch. She leaned in to kiss him, then touched her nose to his. “I love you.”

      “I love you.”

      Twisting around, Anna grabbed the tablet off the table and then held it up in front of her face. “Tonight on Jack,” she said in her best TV-announcer voice. “Our hero is in hot water when a very horny Anna decides that enough is enough.”

      She tossed her head back, rolling her eyes in the most exaggerated way possible. And then, with a little effort, she made her voice sound screechy and shrill. “Are you ever gonna shut that thing off?”

      She turned the tablet around so that the audience would get a look at Jack’s stunned expression. Before he could say one word, she pulled the tablet back and peered into the camera. “Tune in tonight for an all-new Jack.”

      Then she hit the off switch.

      Tossing the tablet aside, she seized her partner’s face with both hands and kissed him hard on the lips. “It’s not your fault, sweetie,” she murmured. “None of this is your fault. And we know that.”

      He winced, trembling as he drew in a ragged breath. “Some people still think it was me,” he whispered. “I just wanted to prove-”

      “There are always going to be people who think it was you,” she said. “There were people who hated you before all this started. You can’t let it control your life.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Cupping his face with both hands, Anna gazed into his eyes. “I get it,” she whispered. “You’re afraid I’m going to look at you and see him. But, sweetie, that is never going to happen.”

      “You promise?”

      “I promise,” she murmured. “Now, come on.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “Down to the surface.”

      “No,” Jack said, shaking his head. “Anna, I can’t go down there. People will see me, and there will be all this commotion.”

      “Hush,” she said. “We’re going.”

      

      A few delicate snowflakes descended from a cloudy sky, falling over a frozen pond. It was only mid-afternoon; sunset was still a few hours away, but the lampposts at the water’s edge were all glowing. This little town probably hadn’t seen the sun for weeks.

      Alios was unusual in that most of its landmass existed in the planet’s tropical zone. But there were exceptions. Tralos was a small, island continent halfway between the tropics and the arctic circle. The winters here could last up to five months.

      Anna followed a walkway that encircled the pond, the strap of a gym bag slung over one shoulder. She paused near a bench, her tongue darting out to catch a snowflake. “Perfect!”

      When she turned around, Jack was standing on the path with his hands shoved into the pockets of his thick, winter coat, frowning as she stared out on the water. “You were hoping to go for a walk in the bitter cold?”

      He was still feeling a little skittish. Anna had chosen a village with a SlipGate on its busiest street. The walk from the centre of town to this tiny park on the outskirts had taken all of fifteen minutes, and they had passed a grand total of three people on the way. So far as Anna could tell, none of them had looked twice at Jack, but he was still nervous. As if he expected a mob with torches and pitchforks to surround him at any moment.

      Anna sat on the bench, unzipping her bag to reveal its contents. “Not at all,” she said with a playful, little smile. “I was hoping to do something much more fun.”

      Jack stepped forward, bending over to peer into the bag. “Skates?” he exclaimed. “You want to go skating?”

      She held one up for his inspection. “I had them fabricated in your size,” she said. “Should fit perfectly. Hurry up, now! We’re losing daylight.”

      Snowflakes whirled around her as she glided onto the ice. It had been over ten years since the last time she had done this. Back then, she didn’t even have a Nassai. The experience was different with an intuitive sense of balance.

      She bent low, accelerating to a good speed. She jumped, twirling in the air like a cyclone, the cold wind sharpening her senses. Making her feel alive. Landing gracefully on one foot, she extended the other leg as she slid over the ice.

      Jack stood at the edge of the pond, his cheeks flushed to a rosy pink, his brown hair fluttering in the wind. “Well, I’m convinced,” he said, his breath misting. “You get the gold medal.”

      Anna skated up to him, shaking her head in dismay. “It doesn’t count,” she said. “I never would have been able to do that before Seth.”

      “Nassai don’t give you new talents, love,” he replied. “They just enhance the ones you already had.”

      “You gonna join me?”

      To answer, he offered his hand. Together, they went across the pond, a light flurry of snowflakes falling around them. This was silly. Anna knew it was silly, but when she was a girl, she used to daydream about going skating with her significant other. And it was a good way to get Jack out of the house.

      He watched her from the corner of his eye, and she could already see the wheels turning in his head. She knew that look; Jack was about to say something that might deflate the romantic mood. “Is it okay if I talk about it?” he asked.

      “If it’ll make you feel better.”

      “Who do you think it is?”

      “I have no idea,” she answered truthfully. “You didn’t happen to have a twin brother who was taken away at birth.”

      Hanging his head, Jack blew out a breath. “No,” he muttered. “And if you ask me, this has Slade written all over it.”

      “Yeah.”

      “So, what? Did they clone me?”

      Pursing her lips as she considered it, Anna looked up to the heavens. “Wouldn’t be the first time,” she said. “I don’t mean you, of course. But we happen to know a clone who radically diverged from her predecessor.”

      Jack pulled away from her, clasping hands behind his back as he skated into the middle of the pond. “Yeah, but why me?” he asked. “Am I the only one? Are there clones of you and Harry and Melissa kicking around?”

      “Well, that would get boring pretty fast.”

      “Hard agree,” Jack said. “In fact, I’m making a rule. Only two doppelgangers per series. After that, it just gets cliché.”

      Anna moved past him, then whirled around, gliding backwards on the ice. “Maybe you’re overthinking this one, sweetie,” she said. “I’m pretty sure Slade built himself an evil Jack because he wanted to hurt you.”

      “What? That’s it?” he spluttered. “There’s no grand plan to bring about the end of humanity? It’s just a big, old game of kick the Jack?”

      “That seems to be his fun, new obsession.”

      She skated over to her boyfriend, gently taking his hands in hers. “Sweetie,” she murmured, gazing up into his eyes. “We’ll figure this one out together. Right now, can we just enjoy the moment? I mean, look at this place. It’s like a scene from one of those sappy, low-budget Christmas movies your mom likes so much.”

      “Oh, what? You’re making references now?”

      “What can I say?” she teased. “When you hang around weirdos, you get a little weird.”

      

      Later that night, they held each other at the foot of their bed. Anna rested her head on Jack’s chest, lightly trailing her fingers over his back. “You’re gonna stay with me tonight?” She pulled away, staring up at him. “Please?”

      He smiled, a blush putting some colour in his cheeks. “Yes,” he said, nodding. “I’m gonna stay with you. But is it okay if we just cuddle?”

      “I would love that.”

      They got undressed and snuggled under the covers together. The warmth of his body against her back, the tenderness of his hand on her tummy: for the first time in a long time, she felt perfectly safe. “I’m sorry,” he whispered, his breath tickling the back of her neck.

      Anna smiled.

      She snuggled a little closer, and he held her a little tighter. She rested her hand on top of his. “You have nothing to be sorry about, my love. You’ve been through a weird and traumatic experience.”

      “I just feel like it’s my fault somehow.”

      Anna twisted, looking her over shoulder at him. Their room was dark, but she knew he could sense her glare. “You would.”

      “Sorry.”

      She took his hand off her tummy, brought it to her lips and kissed it. “Everything’s okay, love,” she murmured. “It’s just you and me.”

      Ten minutes later, she was fast asleep, and she stayed asleep until Jack stirred and pulled her closer. She felt the tension in his body. It lasted for only a moment, but there was no mistaking it. Her love was frightened.

      Rolling over to face him, Anna slipped an arm around his neck. For a little while, she just stayed there, her nose an inch away from his. “Bad dream?”

      “Sorry.”

      “Sweetie, you don’t ever have to apologize for needing me. It’s my job to keep you safe.”

      “Not a dream,” Jack whispered. “Just…He just keeps coming. It’s never enough. He can torture me with a virus, but it’s not enough. He has to take my face and turn it into a symbol of fear.”

      She kissed him tenderly. “It’s gonna be okay,” she murmured. “I promise.” It sounded hollow to her, but her words brought Jack some peace.

      It didn’t take long to fall asleep.

      When she woke, the artificial lights in her quarters were simulating sunlight. Early morning had come. And Jack was right next to her.

      He smiled at the sight of her, then pushed her onto her back with a growl. His lips found hers with desperate, primal need. She felt her body responding. It had been far, far too long.

      Half an hour later, she was lying in a dreamy haze, every inch of her tingling with contentment. Even with a Keeper’s incredible stamina, she still had to catch her breath. She sat up, holding the blankets to her chest.

      Disappointment washed over her when she saw that Jack had gotten dressed while she was lost in her own little world. Just a pair of jeans and a gray, long-sleeved shirt. The simple clothing suited him, but she liked looking at this body.

      “How do you do it?” she panted.

      “I listen.”

      Anna blinked, then brushed a strand of hair off her cheek. “Oh, come on,” she said. “It’s not like I recited a list of instructions on how to leave me feeling all wobbly.”

      Jack strode toward her with a smile on his face. “But you did.” He knelt at her bedside, gently taking her hand. “Every little murmur, every flinch and shudder. The moments when your breath speeds up.”

      She was lost in his deep, blue eyes, pulled in as if by the force of gravity. “I listen and learn what you like,” he murmured. “I give it to you in small doses at first. Then I hold back until you’re whimpering and desperate, until you think you’re about to go insane. Only then do I take you over the edge.”

      Anna fell back on the mattress, crossing her arms and pouting at him. “That sounds downright mean.”

      “That’s because you haven’t heard the second part.”

      “Oh?”

      Jack leaned over her, smoothing the hair off her forehead. “Once I have you at my mercy,” he began. “I remind you of one irrefutable fact.”

      “And what’s that?”

      “That you are a goddess, Anna Lenai,” he said. “That it was always just an act. I could never resist you. Who was I kidding? From the moment I met you, I was helpless under your spell.”

      Anna seized a clump of his hair, pulling his mouth to hers. Her hands clawed at his shirt, practically ripping it off him. It just so happened that they were a few minutes late starting their shift on the bridge this morning.
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      Rain pattered against the window. The gloomy sky outside contrasted sharply with the yellow classroom walls. Being a Leyrian colony, Alios used the Leyrian education system. That meant no desks, just worktables with tablets or writing implements or art supplies. Whatever you happened to need at that particular moment.

      Claire was hunched over with her elbows on one of those tables, her hands pressed to her cheeks. She stared dumbly at the SmartGlass screen where her teacher had given a math lesson.

      Sitting in the corner, Sora looked up from her notes. “Claire?” she asked, peeking over the rims of her glasses. “Why haven’t you gone for lunch? Is everything all right?”

      Claire grimaced and then gave her head a shake. “No,” she mumbled, forcing herself to stand up. “It’s not.”

      She had been wondering how long it would take her teacher to notice that she hadn’t left with all the other students. Whatever Sora was doing must have been pretty damn distracting. Damn.

      A funny idea occurred to her. If a telepath thought a swear word, did that count as saying it? She supposed it depended on whether or not the telepath was projecting.

      The thoughts of everyone else in this school were like a soft buzz in the back of her mind. That was what happened when her mental “volume knob” was just above its lowest setting. She could silence their thoughts completely – if she did, it would feel just like being an ordinary person – but the effect never seemed to last. She might get a few hours of quiet, but the buzz always returned. At some point, she would turn up the volume without realizing what she was doing. It was as if her mind had come to depend on that background noise.

      “What is it, Claire?” Sora asked.

      “Dad started preaching again,” she said automatically.

      Her teacher scowled – whether it was because she didn’t like what Harry was doing or because she just didn’t want to talk about it, Claire couldn’t say – and set her tablet down on a nearby table. “You must be feeling angry with him.”

      Sighing softly, Claire stared down at her own feet. “I’m angry with me,” she said. “He’s doing this for me, and I want him to stop.”

      “Why are you angry with yourself?”

      “Because I got superpowers and everybody else got a big, fake religion that’s probably gonna piss off the real God. I can just imagine what Father Mark must think about all this.”

      That look of concern on Sora’s face…Claire was pretty sure she knew what she would find if she looked into her teacher’s mind. “So much responsibility for someone so young.” Adults always thought that she was too young to handle all this. Maybe they were right, but she didn’t like being patronized.

      Claire moved around the table, trailing her fingers over its wooden surface, keeping her eyes glued to the floor. “There are two people I can talk to about all this,” she said. “One is my mom – and she always finds an excuse to complain about Dad – and the other is you. You’re the only other person who knows what’s going on.”

      “Weren’t you just complaining about your father?”

      “Yeah,” Claire said, nodding. “I was. I guess I want you to take his side. To tell me he’s doing the right thing.”

      Sora sat on the table with her back to the window, clasping her hands in her lap. She grunted as she thought it over. “Whether it’s right or wrong,” she began, “he’s doing it for you. To keep you safe.”

      “I’m not sure I need him to keep me safe.” Claire tapped the side of her head. “Superpowers, remember?”

      “And your sister?”

      “My sister is a freedom-fighter on a low-tech planet,” Claire replied. “It’s totally bad-ass. Don’t ever tell her I said that.”

      “What if you went to one of your father’s services?”

      “Why would I do that?”

      Sora answered her with a shrug. “To see that what he’s doing isn’t so bad,” she said. “He’s not hurting anyone, Claire. He’s just asking them to stop fighting with each other.”

      Heaving out a breath, Claire nodded slowly. “Okay,” she muttered. “I’ll talk to Mom about it. If Dad’s gonna start a religion, we should probably support him. As long as it doesn’t involve me wearing one of those ugly, pastel dresses.”

      “Pastel dresses?”

      “You know, with the big square shoulder pads and the bow in my hair?” Clasping her hands demurely, Claire put on a blank expression. “Look at me. I am an obedient daughter.”

      “I see…”

      “It’s totally a thing. I saw a report on CBC one time.”

      “Go talk to your mother, Claire. I’m sure it’ll help.”

      

      Late autumn had come, and the leaves had fallen, leaving a forest of skeletal trees overlooking Lauren’s neighbourhood. Calisaro was located near the northern coast of the Peralan continent. Winters here were mild with snow coming rarely, if at all. For the most part, it was just cold, stinging rain.

      Puddles had formed on a narrow road that ran between two sets of small, round houses. Every one of those homes had been constructed less than six months ago. Their domed roofs were designed to collect solar energy, but the sky had little to offer today. The city’s wind, tidal and geothermal systems would make up the difference.

      Anna walked arm in arm with Jack on the sidewalk. The drizzle had let up, but the air still had a bite to it. An ugly day. But after several weeks aboard a starship, even bad weather was preferable to staying indoors. “So, how did you like the book?” she asked.

      A grin lit up Jack’s face. “Oh, it was amazing!” he exclaimed. “That scene where Raylin is running through the walls? Epic!”

      “I told you.”

      “You told me.”

      Closing her eyes, Anna leaned her head on his arm. “So, I’m thinking that we should go on a double date with Sun and Cassi.”

      Jack squinted into the distance, trying to figure out where she was going with this. “You want to go on a date with my ex-girlfriend and her new girlfriend,” he said. “Did Drayvin upgrade the engines? Is the ship fueled by awkwardness now?”

      “They’re the only other couple on the ship.”

      “What about Corovin and Rajel?”

      Anna scowled at the mere mention of Corovin’s name. “I hate that guy,” she hissed. “He’s such a condescending jerk. You’d think he’d show just a tiny bit of gratitude after we – you know – saved his life.”

      Biting his lip, Jack nodded slowly. “He’s an acquired taste, no doubt,” he admitted. “But we’ve had other people who came to us with a bad attitude, and now, they’re valued members of the team.”

      “True.”

      They had reached Lauren’s house.

      A stone path ran through the yellow grass to the front door. A curved, duroplastic awning shielded the porch from rainfall. Anna saw lights spilling out from the windows.

      She felt herself relaxing just a little. After the craziness of the last few months, a quiet, family dinner sounded perfect. Well, perfect to her. She could already sense some of Jack’s tension. Seth found it perplexing. Nassai took comfort in the melding of thoughts and experience. The idea that humans might not feel at peace among their own kin was…well, alien to him. Even with Anna’s experiences to draw upon – she was somewhat of a misfit herself – Seth still couldn’t accept it.

      Taking Jack’s hand, she led him up the path to the door. It opened before she could ring the bell, and Crystal poked her head out. Jack’s mother had a beautiful smile. “There you are! Come in! Come in!” she said, motioning them onward with her hand.

      The door led into a living room where a curved sofa formed a semicircle around a glass table that supported a vase of flowers. The walls had been painted a light pastel-green. Lauren seemed to favour that colour.

      Anna picked up the scent of food from the kitchen. Some kind of chicken dish, she suspected. A moment later, Lauren Hunter emerged in blue jeans and a purple t-shirt. She looked very much like her little brother: the same pale complexion, the same sharp blue eyes, the same dark, brown hair, though Lauren wore hers in a ponytail. “Good!” she said. “You made it!”

      Steve came out of a room that he must have been using as an office. A tall and handsome man with olive skin and more than a little gray in his short, black hair, he wore a pair of thin glasses. “No more livestream?” he asked Jack.

      “No more livestream.”

      “Good!” Lauren said, descending the small ramp into the living room. These houses had been designed for refugees; sometimes refugees needed wheelchairs. “Now, we can talk about what’s really important.”

      “And what’s that?” Jack inquired.

      Lauren stood there with her hands on her hips, a stunned expression on her face. “Your wedding, dummy,” she said. “You two are still going through with that. Maybe we should start making plans.”

      Oh no.

      Forcing a smile, Anna looked down at the floor. “Oh, it’s not a big deal,” she said. “We have plenty of time to sort that out.”

      Crystal’s hand on her shoulder made her pause. She found sympathy in the other woman’s brown eyes. Sympathy and more than a little concern. “Anna, surely you have some idea about the kind of ceremony you’d like.”

      “Have you picked a date?” Lauren asked. “A location? Have you contacted caterers – or whatever the Leyrian equivalent is – to choose a dinner menu for the reception?”

      “Have you decided on the colours?” Crystal added.

      Anna spun on Jack and mouthed the words, “Weddings have colours?”

      “Earth ones do,” he clarified.

      “Oh dear,” Crystal said, taking Anna’s hand. Before she knew what was happening, Lauren had the other one, and they were both pulling her toward the dining room. “I can see we have a lot of work to do.”

      Anna glanced back over her shoulder, catching Jack’s eyes. “Help,” she squeaked.

      

      Jack sat on his sister’s couch, feeling very, very anxious. He had been here for over ten minutes, and so far, no one had brought up the one subject he absolutely did not want to talk about: his evil twin.

      His family knew about the doppelganger; everyone knew about the doppelganger. It was all over the news. He had been dreading this visit and had almost canceled despite his mother’s repeated reminders that she hadn’t seen him in over two months.

      Plans kept blossoming in his head, ideas for what he might do if someone brought up the subject. None of them were any good. He didn’t think he could get out of this one with a quick quip and a pop-culture reference.

      Summer’s heart broke for him. His poor symbiont had been in a perpetual state of sadness ever since the day they saw that first broadcast of Jack 2.0 slaughtering people. She had gotten worse during his self-imposed isolation – Nassai had a hard time coping with loneliness – but her spirits had lifted somewhat when Anna finally convinced him to end his exile.

      The whole thing was like an axe hovering behind Jack’s neck, ready to strike. Every noise, every flicker of motion: it all became a jarring cacophony that made him tense up whenever Steve or Lauren glanced in his direction. He just knew they were going to bring it up. His heart started racing. God damn it. How was it possible that he could stay calm when people were trying to shoot him but his own family made him feel like a little boy hiding in the closet?

      Steve came down the small ramp from the dining room, carrying a beer in one hand and a bottle of sparkling water in the other. He offered the latter to Jack.

      Jack took it, raising the bottle as if in a toast. He brought it to his lips and downed half of it in a single gulp. “Thanks.” What to say, what to say? Something that wouldn’t easily transition to uncomfortable topics. “I like what you’ve done with the place.”

      Claiming a seat at the other end of the couch, Steve replied with a smile. “You can thank your sister for that,” he said. “Speaking of decorations, don’t you want to get in on the wedding planning?”

      Jack shot a nervous glance toward the dining room, then scowled and shook his head. “Na-uh,” he grumbled. “I’m happy to leave it to them.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I don’t care what they choose.”

      Steve paused to consider that, taking a sip of his beer. Then he bent forward and set the bottle down on the coffee table. “Jack, it’s your wedding! How can you not care about the details?”

      “Because no matter what they choose, it will be a big, stuffy event where I have to wear a bunch of uncomfortable clothes. Since my particular brand of sensory perception makes me hyper-aware of anything touching my body, it will quickly start to get on my nerves.

      “And then I’ll have to rein in my eccentricities so that my various aunts and uncles don’t whisper about how I ruined the big day. To say nothing about what Anna’s family might think!

      “I will go through the entire event in a state of heightened anxiety, terrified that someone will make a comment I disagree with. Something like ‘Bleakness take me, I really hate those Raggies. I hope we blow their ships out of the sky.’ Except more subtle because neurotypical people always hide their bigotry behind polite euphemisms.

      “If someone says something like that, I will feel an immediate flash of anger. And I usually respond in one of two ways: either I confront them directly, or I turn it into a big joke. But neither of those is appropriate at my wedding. So, I’ll just sit there and stew.

      “By the end of the day, I will want to put my head through a fucking wall, but I will put up with it – all of it – because I love Anna more than anything else in this universe. I will put on the big, fake smile and get through it for her. But there is no scenario – no scenario – where I have a good time on my wedding day. So, you’ll forgive me if I don’t feel all that enthused about the planning.”

      Silence.

      Utter silence filled the house from corner to corner. Even the women in the dining room had stopped talking. It was pretty clear they had heard him ranting.

      Jack bent over with an elbow on his thigh, his face buried in his hand. “Sorry.” He looked up, blinking. “You didn’t deserve that.”

      “I probably did.”

      “No, you really didn’t.”

      “It’s okay. Don’t stress about-”

      Jack stood up, sighing as he glanced out the living-room window. “It was a natural question,” he said. “You can’t be expected to know what my life is like because I never talk about it.”

      Steve paused with the beer bottle raised halfway to his mouth, creases lining his forehead. “Do you want to talk about it now?”

      Slipping his hands into his pockets, Jack let his head hang. “I’m not sure where to begin,” he admitted. “I only got the diagnosis a couple months ago. I always thought that everyone else experiences the same things I do. They just handle it better.”

      “Mmm.”

      “Why don’t we restart this conversation?” Jack suggested. “Do you like it here on Alios?”

      “Your sister needed some time to settle in,” Steve said softly. “But I love it here. This is paradise for anyone who wants to design software.”

      “Really?”

      “Oh yeah! At first, I didn’t think I would be able to pick it up. It’s not just a matter of learning a new coding language. The Leyrians use an entirely different approach. They call it ‘element-based.’ I’m still very much a novice, but there’s a subtle beauty to the apps they design. It’ll be a while before I get to do more than observe, but…”

      

      A round light in the ceiling illuminated the green walls that surrounded Lauren’s dining-room table. Silence hung in the air like a thick fog that would not dissipate. No one wanted to speak after Jack’s outburst. Crystal and Lauren sat on opposites sides of the table, waiting for her to say something.

      Standing by the window with her back to the other women, Anna peered through the glass. “I really appreciate what you’re trying to do for me,” she began. “It means a lot.”

      A light rain had started up, thin droplets streaking over the windowpane, obscuring her view of the backyard. Sombre weather for a sombre occasion. Lauren might think that her brother was upset about the wedding plans, but Anna knew him better than that. The wedding was just a nuisance. Jack just wasn’t ready to deal with a nuisance after what he had been through.

      Spatial awareness painted the misty image of two women who watched her with skeptical expressions. “We were just…” Lauren stammered. “I mean we just…You have so much on your plate; we thought we would help.”

      Turning to face them, Anna nodded once. “I appreciate that,” she said, stepping up to the table. “But honestly, I just don’t care that much. I’d like to wait until my family can be here. We can do it outside in the sunshine. Melissa will stand lenshar for me, and I guess Novol can do it for Jack. Other than that, I really don’t have any firm plans.”

      Lauren was staring at her in disbelief. “Yes, but all the little details,” she protested. “The food for the reception!”

      “That’s not so hard,” Anna said. “You just reserve a venue, tell them if you have any special dietary requirements, and the robots do the rest.”

      “What about your dress?” Crystal inquired.

      “I was planning to fabricate something the week before the wedding.”

      Crystal gave a start, her eyes latching onto Anna with the force of a super magnet. “The week before the wedding?” she spluttered. “Darling, forgive my ignorance, but it cannot be that easy!”

      Pulling her chair back, Anna sat down at the head of the table. Try as she might, she couldn’t resist the urge to chuckle. “It’s that easy,” she insisted. “These things just aren’t as big a deal for my people.”

      She knew she had said the wrong thing when both women looked crestfallen. This was something that Lauren and Crystal had been looking forward to. They were trying to welcome her into the family, and here she was, spitting on their kindness.

      “I’m sensing this is a bonding ritual for Earth women.”

      “Little bit,” Lauren replied.

      “In that case,” Anna said. “I would love for you to help me choose a dress and pick a venue and all the other stuff.”

      Crystal’s smile eased some of the tension. “It’s our pleasure, dear,” she said, patting the back of Anna’s hand. “So, what exactly were you thinking?”

      

      Claire held the door for her mother, ignoring Della’s mutters as they stepped into the student centre at Calisaro University. One glance, and she realized it might not be so easy to find her father. The place was huge!

      Polished, white floor tiles stretched across the room to an enormous window that looked out on a forest. Raindrops streaked over the grass, leaving everything on the other side as a blurry mess. Not that there was much to see with evening coming on so quickly.

      Balconies on the second and third floors formed a three-sided box around a central atrium with a bronze statue of some Alosian guy Claire had never heard of. A bunch of college kids lingered there, talking quietly.

      Della scanned the room with that disapproving glare of hers. “This is where he’s doing his meetings?”

      Claire shrugged.

      Her mom was one of those women who started exercising like crazy when she hit forty. Della often looked like she had come straight from the gym, and today was no exception. Track pants, a sweater and a blonde ponytail poking out from underneath her baseball cap: she was rocking the whole ensemble.

      Claire stepped forward, tilting her head back as she took in the sight of the upper floors. “The website said room 324,” she muttered. “Or…linksite. Whatever they call it here. What is the Leyrian word for that?”

      “Third floor,” Della said. “Let’s go.”

      They found a stairwell next to the library and climbed. Claire’s legs were burning by the time they reached the third floor. And though she wasn’t exactly winded, she was breathing a little harder. Telepaths were way cooler than Keepers – that was just a fact – but there were times when it would be nice to have that extra stamina.

      On the third floor, they found a series of quiet study rooms with SmartGlass tablets on every table. The lights were a little too bright. That always seemed to be the case in places like these.

      A small lounge in the corner offered comfy chairs and couches with a nice view of the atrium below. A few potted plants accented the décor. “Accented.” Was that the right word? Never mind. She didn’t recognize the skinny trees that stood three-feet tall. They had broad, green leaves that came to a sharp point. They might have grown all over the galaxy – maybe even on Earth – or they might be specific to Alios.

      Room 324 had a bunch of plastic chairs and a small table that had been pushed up against the far wall. Harry sat on top of that with his knees apart, speaking quietly to an audience of about a dozen twenty-somethings. He looked up when he saw Claire and Della coming in.

      Claire greeted him with a wave.

      Her father was a tall man, broad-shouldered and pretty fit for a guy just shy of his mid-forties. He had a strong face with dark, chocolate-brown skin and wings of gray in his short, black hair. “Were you coming to join us?” he asked.

      Della claimed a chair near the door, crossing one leg over the other and hitting him with that icy stare. “We thought we should show our support.”

      “Mr. Carlson,” a young man with glasses chimed in. “Could you tell us more about why they’re pushing this war?”

      Gripping the edge of the table with both hands, Harry shut his eyes as he drew in a breath. “We’re not entirely certain what their motives are,” he answered. “The Overseers seem to be conducting some kind of experiment.”

      “An experiment?” someone muttered.

      Harry extended his hand to Claire, grinning like…Well, like a dad who was oh so proud of his little girl. “Ladies, enbies and gentlemen,” he said. “My daughter, Claire.”

      Claire hurried over to join him, hopping onto the table beside him. She could sense curiosity from the audience. The air was thick with it. Her mother wasn’t exactly pleased, but then Harry could say the sky was blue, and Della would still find a way to be mad about it.

      “When they saved my daughter,” Harry said. “The Overseers were quite adamant that I start preaching a religion. Oddly, they didn’t seem to care what I preached as long as I inspired belief.

      “So, I strutted across the stage with wild gestures talking about prophecies from the Covenant of Layat, stories of a man who could use the Overseers’ technology against them. I happen to fit those stories.”

      Harry extended his hand toward the audience, and that creepy Overseer thing peeled off of his skin, curling up into a ball in his palm. Claire heard several gasps and she didn’t need her talent to know that several people were grossed out by what they saw.

      Harry pressed his lips together, nodding slowly for emphasis. “This was a device the Overseers left on my planet,” he explained. “When it was first unearthed, it bonded to a young man who couldn’t control its power.

      “Eighteen months ago, my friends and I were searching for the Key, a cipher that would grant access to an Overseer installation under the surface of Earth’s moon. During that time, I met a being that I can only describe as a friendly Overseer, and they gave me the ability to control the device I carry now.”

      A young woman with long, brown hair looked up from her tablet and squinted at Harry. “Why would the Overseers care?” she asked. “Why would they want you to start a religion?”

      “It seems to be part of the experiment,” Harry said. He stood up slowly with a grunt, towering over the people in the front row. “They told me they wanted us to kill each other. That’s what they said. This war we’re fighting. It’s part of their plan.”

      Claire kept scanning the area, searching for Overseers who might be listening in on this conversation. She was pretty sure this counted as breaking the deal. She felt nothing out of the ordinary, but that was no guarantee of anything. The Overseers might be going out of their way to hide from her now that they knew she could track them.

      “So,” Harry concluded, “if there’s one piece of advice I can give you, it’s this: push for peace.”

      Ten minutes later, the last of the students had filed out of the room, leaving only Claire, Harry and Della. An awkward silence hung over them. Claire was still trying to figure out how she felt about all this.

      “Well,” her mother said. “As sermons went, that was odd.”

      Harry turned, exhaling roughly, and then fixed his gaze on her. “I’ve stopped giving the sermons,” he said. “At least the ones with all the theatrics. I figure I’ll just tell people the truth as best I can.”

      “You think it’ll make a difference?”

      “I think it doesn’t matter,” Harry said. “What you said a few months ago really stuck with me, Claire. The Overseers are going to come for us no matter what we do. So, we should try to do the right thing and hope for the best.”

      Claire didn’t think she had ever been prouder of her father than she was at that moment. She gave him the fiercest hug, and he laughed. “How long has it been since the three of us did something fun together?”

      “A long time,” Della said.

      “Then…how about we go for ice cream?”

      “I’d like that,” Claire murmured.

      

      Harry chose a place near the university. He had seen it several times while he was on his way to give one of these “sermons.” The term still didn’t sit well with him. And not just because he hated the idea of being a religious icon. The truth was these weren’t sermons anymore; they were just lectures.

      The ice cream parlour had windows along its front wall, rain-streaked panes of glass that offered a blurry view of the streetcars that rushed past. They were the primary mode of transportation here in Calisaro.

      Bright lights shone down upon a dozen round, white tables that were spaced out on the tiled floor. Most of them were vacant. People weren’t big on ice cream during the winter months. The walls had been painted a vibrant pink with neon-green stripes at waist and eye-level.

      The hologram of a perky girl with short, blue hair appeared behind the counter. “Hey, there!” she said. “What can I get you?”

      Harry stood there with hands folded behind his back, grunting as he made his choice. “Two scoops of strawberry in a cup,” he said. “One scoop of chocolate-hazelnut, also in a cup. And, Claire, what did you want?”

      “Marshmallow fudge delight!”

      “One marshmallow fudge delight in a sprinkle cone.”

      The hologram flickered a few times before vanishing altogether. He heard a distant, whirring sound from behind the wall. Machines at work, he suspected. The cleaning bots had been out here. He caught the faintest whiff of lemon-scented floor cleanser.

      A hatch opened in the wall behind the counter, allowing a mechanical arm to pop out with their order. It set the tray down in front of Harry and then quickly retracted. “Mechanical servants,” he mumbled.

      As he went to join his family, he felt a pang of nostalgia. This was almost like the days before he and Della had divorced. Except that Melissa wasn’t here.

      Claire and Della had chosen a table by the window and were talking quietly when he arrived. His daughter flashed an eager smile, taking her sprinkle cone.

      Easing himself into a plastic chair, Harry lifted his cup of strawberry ice cream. He hesitated before tasting it. “So, how’s school?”

      Claire rolled her eyes. “Why is that always the first thing adults ask?”

      Unable to help himself, Harry felt a grin coming on. “Because we’re not all that creative.” He spooned some ice cream into his mouth. It was pretty good. They didn’t make this stuff with cow’s milk, but whatever they used was a decent substitute. “So, how’s school?”

      “It’s fine,” Claire said around a mouthful of chocolate fudge. “Don’t tell anybody, but I think I like math.”

      “Really?”

      “Solving equations is fun.”

      Slouching in her chair with her cup in one hand, Della pointed at Claire with her spoon. “You know, honey,” she began. “They say geeks are the cool kids now.”

      Once again, Claire rolled her eyes and snorted just to make her point clear. “Yeah, but that was when you were young,” she said. “These things go in cycles.”

      “But you are studying?” Harry pressed.

      “Yes, Dad,” Claire said, exasperated.

      Harry replied with a curt nod. “Well, good,” he grumbled. “You’re going to have to work extra hard. I won’t have anybody saying that you only succeeded because you can read minds.”

      Or because her father was dating the teacher. But there was no need to bring that up. He suspected Claire would kick him if he did.

      “Are there any boys you like?” Della asked.

      Claire’s sudden blush made Harry think that his ex-wife might be onto something. “Mom!” she hissed. “You’re not supposed to ask me things like that!”

      Della shrugged casually, stirring her ice cream with her spoon. “Why not?” she asked. “It’s a perfectly normal thing for a girl your age.”

      “Mom!”

      “What?”

      Leaning over the table, Claire glanced around the room as if she thought that someone might be eavesdropping. And then, with a great deal of reluctance, she said, “I can promise you there are no boys I like.”

      “Hmm,” Della murmured. “Are there any girls you like?”

      “Mom!”

      “Non-binary kids?”

      Moaning, Claire slapped a hand against her forehead. “Can we please talk about something else?” she whimpered. “Hey, Dad, did you know Jack and Anna are getting married? I bet you want to go lecture those crazy kids about moving too fast!”

      “More like moving too slow,” Harry grunted.

      “That’s right!” Claire agreed. “They should have done it years ago. These young whippersnappers don’t know a good thing when it’s right in front of them. I bet you can’t wait to tell them how much smarter people were in your day. Why don’t you practice the speech on me?”

      “You know,” Harry said. “There’s probably a math club you could join.”

      “Maybe you’ll meet a cute girl there,” Della added.

      Claire groaned.

      

      Later that evening, Anna returned to her quarters, the door sliding shut behind her and cutting off the light from the hallway. It was dark, at first, but a few quick commands to the ship’s computer remedied that situation.

      Her quarters were quiet. Spock snoozed happily on the couch, but other than that, she was alone.

      Anna strode across the room, closing her eyes and heaving out a breath. “Computer, access the Leyrian News Network.” Bleakness take her, where had that weariness in her voice come from? She had been in a good mood all day. “Download all broadcasts from the last twenty-four hours and play any that include the words, ‘Jack Hunter.’ Output to my tablet, please.”

      She had told Jack not to worry about what strangers thought, but someone had to keep an eye on that sort of thing. If they were going to smear her fiancé, she wanted to be ready for them.

      Claiming a spot next to Spock, Anna scratched the kitty between his ears. He raised his head and purred.

      She picked up her tablet just before it lit up with Jarid Ponorsi’s handsome face. As usual, the man was staring directly into the camera. “So, Jack Hunter’s forty-six-day livestream finally comes to an end,” he began. “For many, these recordings, which have been confirmed to be coming from the Alosian System, are sufficient proof that Hunter is not the man who has committed heinous acts of violence against the Leyrian people.”

      Anna sat back with a hand over her mouth, narrowing her eyes. “Well, at least, he’s telling the truth.”

      “We’ve explored the life of Jack Hunter in great depth,” Ponorsi went on. “Once, he was a hero, a symbol of hope and unity between the peoples of Earth and Leyria. How sad it is then that he soon fell out of favour with his fellow Justice Keepers. Perhaps we should have seen the warning signs when Hunter withdrew from public life or when he publicly rebuked the institutions that had given him so much.

      “This one-time symbol of hope and unity went on to betray the very people who offered him the hand of friendship. Let us not forget that it was Jack Hunter – the real Jack Hunter – who led those first raids against several Leyrian military installations. And while those first raids were less violent, they were no less shocking.”

      “Uh-huh,” Anna grumbled.

      Ponorsi projected that same stern visage to his audience: the uncompromising man who knew the truth and who was not afraid to tell it. “We’ve explored the life of Jack Hunter,” he said. “And the lives of his many co-conspirators – Harry Carlson, Larani Tal, Cassiara Seyrus – but there is one person whose story we have not explored. Quite possibly the most important person of all.”

      Anna’s heart froze when she saw her own face on the screen. The picture was an image from the very first Friendship Day when she and Jack stood side-by-side on a stage with a dozen Leyrian delegates.

      “It’s time to talk about Anna Lenai.”

      Falling back against the couch cushions, Anna held the tablet up with one hand. “Sure,” she muttered. “Tell me about me.”

      She was expecting some kind of spin job, something that painted her as a person who had always harboured subversive attitudes. The one thing she did not expect to see was her father sitting in a small office.

      She hadn’t seen Beran in almost six months, but he looked much the same as he had on her last visit: short and compact with a thick beard and thicker hair. Once upon a time, he had sported flowing, red locks, but those had faded to a stark iron-gray.

      “Can you explain your daughter’s actions?” Ponorsi asked off-camera.

      Beran made a face. “I’m not sure what needs explaining,” he answered. “My daughter hasn’t done anything wrong.”

      “How is it that she can so easily turn against her government?”

      Her father leaned forward, staring into the camera with a fire in his eyes. A fire that promised pain to anyone who insulted his little girl. “Has Anna made even one public statement against the government?”

      “She has been an outspoken critic of Jeral Dusep.”

      “Isn’t that her right as a Leyrian citizen?” Beran protested. “Don’t we live in a society that guarantees freedom of speech?”

      “Do you stand by your daughter?”

      “What kind of a question is that?”

      Anna turned off the video.

      She squeezed her eyes shut, trembling, and then hurled the tablet away. “I’m sorry, Dad,” she whispered. “You never should have been dragged into this.”

      Bleakness take her, she should have seen this coming. True, she hadn’t been part of Jack’s campaign to free the immigrants from captivity, but that was only because she had been off-world at the time. If not for the mission to Salus, she would have been breaking into the detention centres along with all the other Screw-Ups.

      She had been prepared for a media backlash, but she should have known they would target her family. Fascists and their apologists never fought fair. Her father had lived his entire life in the public eye – he could handle this, but Alia and her mother? They weren’t ready for this sort of thing.

      She wanted to tell Jack, but hearing about Ponorsi’s report might send him into another tailspin of self-blame. She’d just gotten him out of his shell. She didn’t want him going back in.

      No, she would have to sort this one out on her own.
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      Rajel’s fists pounded the punching bag, a flurry of successive blows that nearly knocked the damn thing off its chain. He stood in the middle of the Scrappy’s gym, a line of exercise bikes along the wall in front of him, a line of treadmills off to his left. And Corovin Dagmath behind him, sitting in a plastic chair that he had positioned next to the door. He sensed them all.

      Some people said that spatial awareness painted a misty image of the world. It wasn’t like that for Rajel. Maybe because he had never experienced mist visually, only as a cool condensation on his skin. To Rajel, Spatial Awareness was almost a tactile sensation. No colour, just shapes that grew more distinct the closer they came.

      “My, we certainly are angry today,” Corvin said.

      Rajel bounced on the balls of his feet.

      Gritting his teeth, he snarled as he pummeled the punching bag. His face was on fire. “Just working off a little excess energy,” he panted. “You should try it sometime.”

      Slouching in that chair with his legs stretched out, Corovin folded his arms. “Over the last few weeks, I’ve noticed an abundance of excess energy from you,” he said. “And a refusal to use it in ways that I would find entertaining.”

      Rajel punched the bag with one fist, then spun to back-hand it with the other. The chain groaned under the repeated onslaught of a Keeper’s enhanced strength. He really should ease up.

      “Why are you angry, Rajel?”

      “I’m not angry.”

      Corovin directed a spiteful glare at him. The man was beyond handsome. Long, wavy hair framed a bearded face with a strong chin. He had a nice body as well. A very nice body. Physically, he was just shy of perfect, but psychologically…

      Corovin seemed to get a thrill out of riling up other people, poking at their emotional vulnerabilities. He even did this to his boyfriends. At least, Rajel assumed he did. They had never clarified the exact nature of their relationship. Corovin certainly had no qualms about targeting Rajel’s hang-ups. “You’re always angry,” he insisted. “Have you noticed that? You seem to exist in a perpetual state of dissatisfaction.”

      Rounding on the other man, Rajel tossed his hands up. “All right!” he shouted, striding forward. “I am angry. I feel useless on this ship.”

      “Because you can’t fly it?”

      Rajel pulled a towel off the shelf and began patting down his face. “Among other things,” he muttered. “I’m not an engineer or a doctor. Most of the conflicts we encounter involve ship-to-ship combat. So, I just spend my days lounging around.”

      “How positively horrible.”

      “And,” Rajel pressed on. “That was exactly what I did on Salus! The others all had important roles to play. Melissa was a spy masquerading as a socialite; Anna planned the missions. But what did I do? I sat in the kitchen and chopped carrots.”

      He growled, turning away from Corovin, pacing back to the punching bag with the towel in hand. It wasn’t that simple, of course. Rajel had been included in almost every combat operation. No one doubted his ability to fight, but once the fighting was over, he was shoved into a corner and told to keep quiet.

      Part of that was the need to keep a low profile. Rajel couldn’t hide his blindness, and a blind man would not be asked to carry trays and dinner plates to the dining room. He could perform that task as well as anyone else, but his presence would be noticed. More so if he displayed an excess of competence.

      Corovin sat back with one hand clasping his chin, grunting as he examined Rajel with a critical eye. “Have you considered the possibility that you might be too fixated on what other people think of you?” he asked. “That many of your problems stem from this incessant need to prove yourself?”

      “You didn’t grow up in a culture that treated disabled people as second-class citizens.”

      “No, I didn’t,” Corovin agreed. “I grew up in a culture that treated poor people as second-class citizens. Your people may have reminded you every day that you were less valuable than everyone else, but they never left you to starve.

      “On my world, your life would have gone one of two ways. If you had been born to a wealthy family, you would have received special tutors and would probably have been given a token position in whatever company or agency employed your parents. You never would have had any real power.

      “On the other hand, if you had been born to a poor family, you likely would have died young from a lack of medical care. The one occupation where just about anyone can find employment – military service – would have been denied to you. You probably would have received some kind of disability benefit, but unless you were very lucky, it wouldn’t be enough to meet your needs. You would have had to scrape and claw your way not to the top of the social hierarchy but to a place where basic survival becomes a realistic goal.”

      “So, what’s your point,” Rajel barked. “That I should be grateful for what I have?”

      Chuckling softly, Corovin stood up. He shook his head slowly, coming up behind Rajel. “No, love,” he said. “My point is that you should stop trying to prove that you are just as capable as anyone else. In fact, you should encourage people to underestimate you.”

      “Gods above, why would I do that?”

      “Because you will gain an advantage,”Corovin said. “And any advantage, no matter how small, is precious.”

      He stepped forward, resting his hands on Rajel’s shoulders, kissing him tenderly on the cheek. “We don’t have to stay here you know,” he murmured. “In this place where you feel useless. We could take my armour, steal a shuttle and leave tonight.”

      “And where would we go?”

      “To the far side of the galaxy, of course,” Corovin purred. “A man with your skills could make a great deal of money.”

      “My Nassai would never go along with something like that.”

      Corovin turned away, shuffling back to his chair. He froze, looking over his shoulder. “And you wonder why I don’t want one. Power isn’t power if it comes with restraints.”

      

      The psychic noise throughout the ship was calm today. People were generally in a good mood. Keli muted that racket to a soft buzz like the constant humming of a fan in the background. Ever-present but easily ignored. Even soothing at times.

      A tall woman with a round face of dark-brown skin, she moved through the ship at a brisk pace. She had opted for simple clothing today – white pants and a blue t-shirt – and she was finding it incredibly liberating. She would have to thank Cassi for the suggestion.

      Her preference for dresses and high heels was – like so many things in her life – a power move. A subtle indication that she was in charge. It wasn’t so different from what the telepaths on her homeworld did. For them, it was elaborate robes and jewelry, but the effect was the same. Present yourself as an authority figure and people treated you like an authority figure.

      When you had grown up in a cell, anything that gave you a measure of control over how people treated you was a weapon that you wouldn’t give up easily. She was starting to realize that she didn’t need it. Not here.

      Rounding a corner, she found Isara standing in an empty corridor with an alcove in the wall. The other woman was facing the back of the ship, staring at a hologram of an endless starfield. Keli almost turned around and left, but she thought better of it at the last second. There was no reason she should be afraid of this creature.

      “I don’t bite,” Isara grumbled.

      Striding through the corridor, Keli nodded to the other woman. “No, indeed.” She ventured a glance toward the hologram. “What are you doing?”

      Isara heaved out a sigh, closing her eyes and slumping over. “It’s just not the same, is it?”

      “I’m sorry?”

      “I asked the computer to show me the feed from the ship’s aft sensor array.” Isara gestured to the rippling hologram. “But it’s just not the same as looking out a window. The majesty is lost.”

      Crossing her arms, Keli frowned as she studied the other woman. “You’re an odd one, aren’t you?” she remarked. “Strangely introspective at times.”

      “You were expecting a raving lunatic?”

      “Can you blame me?” Keli asked, leaning her shoulder against the corridor wall. “After the things I’ve seen you do?”

      Everyone on this ship avoided Isara. Keli suspected that was due, at least in part, to her appearance. Many of her friends had been close to Jena Morane. Keli couldn’t say the same. She was much better acquainted with the woman who now stood in front of her.

      Isara had saved her from another stint inside a prison cell, a fact that rankled her to no end. Even more troubling was the fact that Keli felt gratitude for that timely rescue.

      “No,” Isara muttered, dismissing the hologram with a wave of her hand. “I suppose I can’t. I’ve thrown my lot in with you now.”

      She turned, stalking off through the corridor. Keli watched her go, unsure of what to do or say. A few seconds later, she felt the presence of another mind coming around the corner behind her.

      Drayvin stepped up beside her, frowning at Isara’s back. “That one is going to be trouble,” they said.

      Keli nodded.

      “Feel like a game of Cathalay?”

      She hesitated before answering. Drayvin had just challenged her to a Leyrian card game, and it wasn’t the first time. She had already turned them down twice. The game was simple: you drew four cards and made bets based on the strength of your hand. Like many such games, you had to guess whether your opponent was bluffing. “You do realize I can read minds, right?”

      “Of course,” they replied. “That’s part of the challenge.”

      She spun to face them, raising an eyebrow. “You want an opponent who can cheat.”

      Drayvin replied with an impish grin, slowly backing away from her. “The greater the challenge,” they said, “the sweeter the thrill of victory. Why do you think I joined up with a crew of misfits?”

      Keli arched an eyebrow. “I thought it might have something to do with protesting your government’s decision to illegally imprison immigrants.”

      “Well, there was that.”

      “You are a most unusual individual, Drayvin Parneel.”

      “Which means I fit in perfectly here,” they countered. “Come on. I’ll teach you the rules.”

      

      Isara sat alone in her quarters, trying – with limited success – to suppress her growing sense of frustration. Things were not going as planned. She would have expected Hunter to make a move against Slade months ago, but the boy was content to sit here, guarding a planet that no one wanted to attack.

      Worse yet, he had been dispirited by the appearance of this strange doppelganger, his self-confidence shattered. She suspected that was the point. She didn’t know who Slade had picked to wear Hunter’s face, but the man had a talent for cruelty. And this felt remarkably personal.

      Slade despised Hunter for his continued resistance. The virus was supposed to have broken him, but Hunter had refused to give his enemy the satisfaction. She had to give him some credit for that. Twice now, she had been impressed by Hunter’s strength. His willingness to kill Leo had been a pleasant surprise, his refusal to bend to Slade even more so. Hunter was no ordinary enemy.

      And he could be a powerful ally.

      She was lost in those thoughts when a man appeared to her, a tall and lanky fellow with curls of white hair and a neatly-trimmed beard. An avatar of the Inzari. One of their telepathic projections. She could almost sense the creature conjuring it. “You languish in this place.”

      Sitting back against the couch cushions, Isara tapped her cheek with one finger. Her playful eyebrows climbed up her forehead. “When one is presented with limited options, one makes the best of a bad situation.”

      The stranger scowled at her. “Your services are required.”

      “I’m sure.”

      “Do you intend to break our covenant?”

      Standing up, Isara laced her fingers and stretched her arms above her head. She let her mouth fall open in a yawn. “I cannot help you when you deliberately undermine my efforts on your behalf.”

      “Explain yourself.”

      “Slade,” she growled. “He’s become a liability.”

      The stranger held her gaze, never moving, never blinking. Idly, she wondered why the Inzari had chosen this form. It wasn’t the face of anyone she knew. When the silence stretched on, she realized she wasn’t going to get a response.

      Isara strode around the small coffee table, planting herself in front of the stranger, facing him with iron resolve. “He was a valued partner once,” she said. “But he has grown unstable. You know this.”

      “He still serves his function.”

      “A broken tool cannot serve its function,” she insisted. “Slade was never the same after you disciplined him. His obsession with Jack Hunter consumes and diverts him from our mission. This clone that he has created is but the latest example. He has wasted your precious resources on a petty vendetta.”

      “He has opened the SlipGates, just as we wanted,” the Inzari countered. “He has started a war, just as we wanted. He has engineered a final conflict, a symphony of death that will provide us with the data we need. The one you call Slade has achieved every goal we have set before him. These minor distractions are of no consequence. He claims the rewards of faithful service just as you do.”

      She suspected that might be their answer. If Slade wanted to toy with a young Justice Keeper, if tormenting Jack Hunter provided him with some amusement after two thousand years, what difference would it make? The Inzari were willing to indulge his eccentricities as long as they got what they wanted.

      It was time to change their mind.

      Isara paced a circle around the man, like a predator on the hunt. “Slade no longer cares for anything except inflicting pain on his enemies,” she whispered in his ear. “He is distracted, and sooner or later, he will slip.”

      The Inzari did not reply. It seemed she had gotten their attention. Perhaps they had noticed the same failings in Slade, the same obsession with settling old scores.

      “What you need,” she said, “is a servant who believes in the work. One who comes to you willingly.”

      “Is that you?”

      “I am one such,” she admitted. “But there is another. A young man of incredible talent. We should bring Jack Hunter into the fold.”

      The stranger paused to think it over. He didn’t move, didn’t flinch or react in any way. He just stared vacantly at the wall. “Previous attempts to do so have failed,” he said at last.

      Covering a smile with one hand, Isara shut her eyes and chuckled. “That’s because you haven’t provided him with a sufficient inducement,” she replied. “Hunter still thinks that you’re nothing but aliens with advanced technology. It’s time to disabuse him of that foolish notion.”

      “How shall we do that?”

      “By restoring to him that which he has lost.”

      

      Bil Hendril walked into his office, briefly shutting his eyes against the glare that came in through the huge, floor-to-ceiling window. It was a gorgeous, sunny afternoon in Denabria. Summer was in full swing. If this were any other year, the city would be bursting with street festivals and concerts, but the war had left a cloud of gloom that no amount of sunshine could dissipate.

      The blinking, red light on Bil’s SmartGlass desk reminded him that he had a call waiting. He had been in the middle of a meeting when the comm-system started squawking at him. This was one conversation he would prefer to have in private.

      “Answer call.”

      A hologram appeared in the middle of his office, resolving into the image of Jeral Dusep. The Prime Council was a man of average height, copper-skinned with short, black hair. “Director Henril,” he barked. “I don’t like it when people keep me waiting.”

      Placing a hand over his heart, Bil bowed his head to the other man. “Is there something I can do for you, sir?”

      Dusep started to pace. His hologram remained planted right where it was, but you could see his legs moving. His face was a mask of fury. Bil prepared himself for a tirade. “I’m calling to inform you that the Council has decided to remove you from your position as Chief Director of the Justice Keepers.”

      “The Council has decided,” Bil muttered. “You mean you have decided.”

      The hologram rounded on him, and once again, Bil braced himself for an explosion that never came. Dusep bit back whatever it was he had intended to say, visibly calming himself. “You must have seen this coming, Mr. Hendril,” he began. “You’ve been unable to subdue the more radical elements in your organization.”

      That was an understatement.

      In the last three months, more than seventy percent of the Keepers on this planet had defected. It wasn’t just the Denabrian office. Keepers all over Leyria had followed Jack Hunter’s example, starting resistance cells and attacking military installations. And they had plenty of support from within the military. It only took one officer to leave a SlipGate open or to leak the access codes to a cellblock.

      Dusep was doing everything in his power to take control of the narrative, to spin these defections as random, isolated incidents, but people were getting wise. The news wouldn’t stop talking about it. Depending on a paper’s editorial slant, these rogue Keepers were either traitors who put the entire planet at risk or heroes standing up to a corrupt regime. From what Bil had read, most of the public sentiment was with the latter. Leyria might have voted for Dusep in a moment of panic, but the people had quickly tired of his authoritarian tendencies.

      Of course, the Prime Council was too stupid to realize that. The more resistance he got, the harder he tried to crack down, which only made people detest him. A vicious cycle if ever there was one.

      “Sir,” Bil said. “I don’t have an organization. There are maybe six Keepers who show up to this building on a regular basis, and I don’t dare send any of them on missions against their friends. I’ve had to supplement my staff with officers from OPS just to make sure someone feeds the prisoner.”

      Dusep grunted, staring off at something Bil couldn’t see. “Yes, well, that is no longer your concern,” he said. “You are being removed as chief director because your position is no longer necessary. As of right now, there are no more Justice Keepers. The Council has voted to revoke their legal authority.”

      “Sir,” Bil protested. “We do have a prisoner here. A prisoner who – I might add – has not had the benefit of legal counsel. We can’t just shut down the building and leave him in his cell to rot.”

      Dusep shrugged. “Shoot him for all I care.”

      Taking control of himself – anger would accomplish nothing – Bil stepped forward so that he was nose to nose with the hologram. “Sir,” he said coldly. “You are the Prime Council. You cannot ignore the law.”

      “The law is what I say it is!” Dusep fumed. “Traitors have no rights here! In fact, I order you to execute the prisoner. If he isn’t dead by tomorrow morning, I will have you declared an enemy of the state. Do you understand?”

      Thrusting out his chin, Bil narrowed his eyes to slits. “I am in no position to carry out an execution,” he said. “I have been relieved of duty, remember?”

      It was a pointless argument – he wouldn’t do it even if he had the full authority of chief director – but any excuse to say no would do just fine. Dusep had become unhinged. It was time to remove him from office.

      “Get it done,” the Prime Council hissed. “Or I will see to it that you spend the rest of your life rotting in a cell.”

      The hologram winked out.

      Bil dropped onto a nearby sofa, resting his elbow on the couch arm and pressing his palm against his forehead. “‘Get it done,’” he muttered. “Just go and murder someone in your care.”

      “The Prime Council has become a bit erratic, hasn’t he?”

      When Bil looked up, he was confronted by the sight of a handsome young man standing in the door to his office. Tall and well-built with a tanned complexion and thick, brown hair, he wore the confident smile of a man who knew he always had a winning hand. He had a beard of short stubble and brown eyes that seemed to stare into your soul. Women were probably swooning over this guy left and right. “Forgive the intrusion,” he said. “I was hoping to speak with the chief director.”

      Bil stifled a yawn with his fist, squeezing his eyes shut. “That’s me,” he mumbled, forcing himself to stand. “But this is a high-security area. I would like to know how you got in here.”

      “I’m afraid your staff isn’t quite what it used to be.”

      “Still, they should have asked you to wait at the front desk until-”

      “It’s fine,” the man said with a wave of his hand.

      And it was.

      His presence was as natural as the sunrise, as harmless as a sleeping kitten. Bil was starting to wonder why he had ever objected to this fellow walking into his office. It had been the height of rudeness. “What can I do for you, Mr…”

      “Never mind that,” the man said, marching across the room. He paused at Bil’s desk, staring out the window at a quiet city under the blistering sun. “You have someone in one of your detention cells.”

      “That’s right,” Bil replied. Why was he volunteering this information so readily? Civilians weren’t supposed to just walk in here and start asking questions about prisoners. He should be protesting this, shouldn’t he?

      “We have to let him out.”

      “I…” Bil searched for the words. “No… You can’t…”

      “Oh, but I can,” the man said in a calming voice. “And you are the reason why, Director. I never would have gotten in here if you hadn’t driven all your Keepers away. Now, if you please, I will need your handprint and your access code.”

      

      Razor sat on his bed with his back against the wall, his legs stretched out across the mattress. It was dark. He rarely turned on the lights these days. The gloom seemed fitting somehow. He couldn’t recall how long it had been since the last time someone had paid him a visit. He marked the days by the arrival of his meals. The door would open just long enough for someone to collect his empty tray and leave a full one in its place. Always when he was on the opposite side of his cell. He was quite certain that they watched him to be sure.

      He shut his eyes, the back of his head resting against the wall as he drew in a slow breath. None of this mattered. Slade would come for him when the time was right. Razor would have the glory he deserved. That was the promise of the Inzari, and the Inzari kept their promises.

      They kept their promises.

      He did wonder why Melissa had stopped coming. It had been over four months since the last time he had seen her. Was she on a mission? Was she still alive? No one would tell him.

      You’re kidding yourself, Aiden whispered.

      Razor silenced the voice of the man he had once been, the wretch who had failed. That man was dead, and ghosts had no power over him. The tightness in his chest, the sweat on his palm: all just figments of his imagination. Slade would come for him. Slade would come for him.

      Then why hasn’t he come already? Aiden pressed.

      Clenching his teeth, Razor tossed his head about. “Shut up!” He forced himself to stand up and pace across the room. “Keep your useless opinions to yourself!”

      He just had an excess of energy; that was all. He would feel a hundred times better once he burned it off. Then Aiden would fall silent, and Razor wouldn’t have to think about…

      It’s been months. Slade isn’t coming for us. He was just using us to kill his enemies. Can’t you see that?

      Razor stumbled, slamming both hands against the wall. He stood there with his head hanging, breathing hard. “Keep your damn opinions to yourself.”

      You can’t hide from the truth, Aiden said. In here, it’s just us and the truth. Sooner or later, you’re going to have to face it.

      Spinning around, Razor pressed his back to the wall. He slid downward until his bottom hit the floor. And then he sobbed. “What’s the truth?”

      The truth is that our obsession with power and prestige has cost us everything. We had someone who cared about us, and we pushed her away. We allied ourselves with a criminal, with a monster. He used us and then discarded us because that’s what monsters do.

      Tears welled up as Razor pressed the tips of his fingers to his forehead. “No,” he whimpered. “No. The Inzari are gods! You have seen!”

      Grow up, Aiden sneered. Stop clinging to that fantasy.

      “You have-”

      The door slid open, and light flooded into his cell, making his eyes smart. Razor scrambled into the corner, hiding from that fearsome glare. He couldn’t see – it was too bright – but he could sense the man who had come to see him.. “My goodness,” the stranger said. “You are in a sorry state.”

      “Who are you?”

      “No one of consequence,” the stranger replied. “Get up, Razor. Your prayers have been answered. Today, you walk free.”
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      A pair of binoculars showed Melissa an airfield at the base of a shallow hill. And it wasn’t much of an airfield. Just a square of pavement in the grass with a road leading off to a nearby town.

      The ships that were parked there were fat, bulky machines that would drop like a stone if not for anti-gravity engines. One had its cargo-bay door open so that Ragnosian soldiers could haul out crates full of weapons and leave them on the tarmac.

      Another team took those crates and loaded them onto the back of a rumbling truck. The invaders had been forced to use local technology to assist their ground operations. They had a base about five miles away from here.

      After months of living as a terrorist, Melissa’s mind started dreaming up ways to immobilize those trucks and steal those supplies. She had to shove those thoughts away. They weren’t here for the Ragnosians. Not today.

      Lying prone on a hilltop, Melissa passed the binoculars to Larani. “Bareo’s ship is that rust-coloured hunk of junk.”

      Larani grunted.

      Novol scooched closer, laughing as he peered through his own set of binoculars. “Now, that’s entirely unfair,” he said. “If you read the technical manual, you’d know the official name for that colour is ‘burnt brown.’”

      Glancing over her shoulder, Melissa squinted at him. “Burnt brown?” she muttered. “Sounds like something a used car salesman would come up with.”

      “Where is Bareo now?” Larani interjected.

      “Same place he always goes when his crew is busy unloading cargo,” Novol said. “There’s a tavern down in Rodela. He stops in, has a few drinks, flirts with whichever waitress gets stuck with him.”

      “Then that’s where we need to go.”

      

      Rodela was a small village in southern Shalovka, a network of curving streets that intersected at odd angles. The white-bricked buildings were pressed up against each other without an inch of space between them. Most of those had bay windows on their first and second floors.

      People were milling about on the sidewalks: men in tweed suits, women in dresses with ugly shoulder pads. A few of them glanced at Melissa and her friends, but for the most part, they were content to ignore the strangers coming through their town. And there were plenty of those. The Ragnosians had started using this tiny community as a drop-off point for cargo haulers. The airfield was brand new, built at gunpoint, or so Melissa had been told.

      She wore a pair of overalls and a gray work shirt, her black hair tucked underneath a billed cap. Anyone who walked past would think she was a factory girl. At least, that was what she was going for. There was an auto plant two towns over that had resumed production now that they had people to work the machines.

      Larani stood under a streetlight in a rumpled, brown coat, frowning as she watched a truck driving past. Melissa could guess what the other woman was thinking. That truck would be bringing advanced weapons to their enemies. Larani probably wanted to hijack it as much as Melissa did.

      Standing with his hands in the pockets of his gray pants, Novol pursed his lips and exhaled through his nose. “Come on,” he said, jerking his head toward the tavern. “We should get on with this.”

      The interior had a homey atmosphere. Square, wooden tables were placed in neat, little rows. She saw a buck’s head mounted on the wall, its dead-eyed glare fixed upon a man and woman who ate some kind of stew. There weren’t many customers at this time of day. Melissa counted only five.

      One of them was a balding man with a thick mustache who stood next to the bar with a mug of beer in hand. This guy had a double chin and a large nose. Thick wrinkles lined his forehead. She was pretty sure that was Bareo.

      Her suspicions were confirmed when Novol stepped forward and caught the other man’s eye. Her boyfriend gestured to a small booth along the back wall. Bareo gave him a stare that said “Get lost,” but when Novol refused to back down, he sighed and stormed over to the booth.

      Larani was the first to sit down, sliding sideways to make room for Melissa. “You are the captain of one of those ships?” she inquired.

      Bareo sat across from her with his hands on the table, scowling into his mug. “What’s it to you?” he muttered under his breath.

      Easing herself onto the wooden bench, Melissa answered the old man with a warm smile. Maybe it was a bit too flirtatious? She was trying to imitate what Anna had done to charm General Heldoran. “We want to book passage off-world.”

      “Oh, we do, do we?” Bareo spat. “And why is that?”

      The benches weren’t large enough for three people; so, Novol sauntered over to the bar and began chatting up one of the waitresses. That was for the best. He would draw too much attention just standing around, and sitting next to Bareo would probably make the other man feel trapped.

      Still, Melissa couldn’t help but notice the way that buxom blonde with the big, blue eyes giggled and swatted Novol’s arm. Seriously? she scolded herself. You’re gonna get jealous after you just flirted with the scummy ship captain? He’s playing a role, Melissa. Which is what you should be doing.

      She had to force herself to pay attention to what Larani was saying. “We are no longer safe here,” the other woman insisted. “I’ve heard rumours that the Leyrians are taking in refugees.”

      Bareo mopped a hand over his bald head, rough laughter scraping its way out of his throat. “You think you’ll find salvation on another planet?” he barked. “Unlikely. Trust me, woman; Leyria is the last place you want to be.”

      “And why is that?”

      “Never you mind.”

      Melissa leaned over the table, holding his gaze. She arched an eyebrow to make her point. “Your people are going to attack Leyria, aren’t they?”

      Bareo sat up straight, lifting his glass and downing half its contents. He slammed the mug down with a thump. “That’s no concern of yours. Stay out of our way, and you won’t get hurt.”

      “Could you transport us to Velezia?” Larani asked.

      The man rubbed his chin, his beady eyes sizing her up. “It doesn’t matter whether I could or couldn’t,” he snapped. “Because I have no good reason to do so. Get out of here before I report you to the local watch sergeant.”

      Larani opened her bag, retrieving something that she set down on the table. When she removed her hand, Bareo found a metal disk sitting in front of him. A multi-tool. They had uninstalled the programs that let them break through Ragnosian encryption. It would be better if the enemy didn’t get their hands on that. “I took it off a dead Leyrian soldier,” Larani said.

      “And what am I supposed to do with this?”

      Planting her elbows on the table, Larani rested her chin on the backs of her hands. She flashed a playful, little grin. “You could sell it and make a decent profit,” she said. “I’m told that your people are always looking for Leyrian technology.”

      Bareo nodded. “That’s true.”

      “Take us to Velezia, and the device is yours.”

      “Why do you want to go to Velezia?”

      “We have our reasons.”

      Bareo held up the multi-tool, shutting one eye so that he could examine it with the other like a jeweler looking for flaws in a diamond. “All right,” he grumbled. “You have a deal. I’ll take you as far as Velezia.”

      “Excellent.”

      

      Melissa suppressed a wave of frustration. The cabin they had given her to share with Larani was unbearably small. A set of drawers had been built into one wall, a pair of bunks into the other, and the space between them was so narrow she couldn’t spread her arms wide. They had to walk single-file through it! Heaven forbid that one of them should try to leave the room while the other was coming in.

      Melissa stood in the doorway with her mouth agape. “This is where we’re supposed to sleep?” Goodness, her voice was shrill. Some vestige of the Lady Melani was still with her, it seemed.

      She rounded on their host.

      Bareo stood in the hallway outside their quarters, smiling at her like a creepy, old perv. “This isn’t a luxury liner, princess,” he sneered. “You take what I give you or you stay behind. It’s up to you.”

      Leaning against the wall with her arms folded, Larani nodded curtly. “The cabin is more than sufficient, Captain,” she said. “My young companion is unused to traveling in rough conditions.”

      Bareo scrunched up his face, puzzled by her words. “‘Your young companion,’” he mumbled. “Lady, how old are you?”

      Larani opened her mouth to answer and then snapped it shut again, deciding that some things would have to remain a mystery. That was probably the smartest thing she could have done. Larani was in her mid-forties, but she looked like a woman fresh out of college. A Keeper’s accelerated healing granted them a youthful appearance right up until the end of their life. Which came about twenty-five years sooner than it would for anyone else. Everything was a trade-off.

      Bareo jerked his thumb toward the cargo hold, where Novol was chatting with a guy in dingy coveralls. “Your pal over there can sleep with the men,” he barked. “I assume that’s all right with you.”

      Melissa was about to say something, but Larani put a hand on her arm. “Yes,” the other woman replied in a smooth voice. “That will be satisfactory. Thank you, Captain.”

      When he left, Melissa decided to check out the cabin she would be sharing with Larani. They had to decide who would be the first one through the door. She offered to let Larani go first, but the other woman was in no hurry; so, Melissa went inside and felt an immediate sense of claustrophobia.

      She had to stand aside just to get one of the drawers open. Her first inclination had been to just keep her things in the traveling bag – why bother to unpack when you would be leaving again in twenty-four hours – but there simply wasn’t enough room for it. Not if they wanted to have any floor space. So, she pulled out the single change of clothes she had brought, the hairbrush and a few meal bars, and she stowed them in the drawer. The empty bag went in there as well.

      “You want the top bunk or the bottom bunk?” she asked Larani.

      “I honestly don’t care.”

      Sighing softly, Melissa stretched out on the lower bunk, folding her hands on her chest. “Bottom it is,” she muttered. “Speaking of sleeping arrangements, I don’t like the thought of Novol staying with the crew.”

      Pausing just inside the door, Larani sniffed as she inspected their tiny cabin. “He’ll be fine, Melissa,” she insisted. “He’s a clever man who grew up in a city where thievery and assault were commonplace. He knows how to survive.”

      “Yeah, I guess.”

      “Velezia isn’t that far,” Larani added. “We’ll only have to stay here one night.”

      “So, what happens when we get there?”

      Leaning against the wall across from the bunks, Larani drummed her fingers on the bulkhead. “I honestly don’t know,” she admitted. “We’ll have to convince them to let us disembark. And then we’ll warn them about the impending attack on Leyria.”

      Melissa should have expected as much. The finer points of this plan were still a bit fuzzy. It couldn’t be helped when so much depended on variables you couldn’t control. This whole thing was an act of desperation.

      Their first plan had been to find a SlipGate and use it to get a message to Leyria, but after three days of searching, they had discovered that the Ragnosians had pilfered just about every Gate on the planet’s surface. The only way to access one would be to sneak aboard a Ragnosian ship, and the odds of success weren’t good.

      Their only other option was to sneak off-world and deliver the message in person. Larani had been chosen for this mission because she still had a lot of credibility with people who believed in the Justice Keepers. Novol was the closest thing they had to an expert on Ragnosian shipping practices; so, he had to come too. The resistance leaders had insisted that a second Keeper should go with Larani, and Novol’s presence pretty much guaranteed that it would be Melissa.

      The Salusians were willing to let her go. Larani had brought a dozen Nassai with her when she came to Salus. Every resistance cell had at least one Keeper. Melissa would be missed, but everyone agreed that delivering this intel was too important. The war with Leyria was the only thing preventing the Ragonosians from directing all of their resources into pacifying Salus Prime.

      Rolling onto her side, Melissa set her elbow on the mattress and propped her head up with one hand. “You ever date a non-Keeper?” It was a subject she had been thinking about quite a bit lately. One day, Novol would look like an old man, and Melissa – if she made it that far – would look the way she did now. That was one of many reasons why most Keepers didn’t bother with romance.

      Larani eyed her warily, then scowled and shook her head. “I don’t do a lot of dating,” she said. “I’ve always focused on my career.”

      “Come on, there had to be someone.”

      Chuckling, Larani smiled up at the ceiling. “Bleakness take me,” she said. “Are you trying to get to know me? One might consider that a breach of our professional relationship, Agent Carlson.”

      “Well, I’m not Agent Carlson anymore,” Melissa countered. “And you’re not Director Tal. We’re just two bad-ass ladies who lead a rebellion. And bonding is good for morale. So, spill!”

      Larani was quiet for a moment, lost in her own private reverie. “Anna told me that you were growing more confident,” she mumbled. “Months ago, when you were still a cadet. I guess I never saw it until now.”

      Swinging her legs over the side of the bed, Melissa sat up. She had to hunch over to avoid bumping her head on the top bunk. “You never answered my question,” she said. “Have you ever dated someone without a symbiont?”

      “I was seeing Gabrina for a while there.”

      “Really?”

      Larani fell back against the wall, clearing her throat forcefully. She was obviously having a hard time divulging the details of her personal life. Perhaps Melissa shouldn’t have brought it up. “I called it off shortly after I was removed from my position as chief director,” Larani explained. “It’s probably for the best; I’m not a very good partner.”

      “I don’t believe that.”

      “It’s true,” Larani said. “Relationships have always been something of a distraction to me. I don’t fall in love easily. The last time it happened, I was your age.”

      “Who was she?”

      “A fellow cadet,” Larani muttered. “We were in training at the same time. She was the type of person who could light up a room just by walking through the door. And she was always challenging our instructors. I used to lie awake at night, wishing that I had one tenth of her courage.”

      Melissa was enraptured. She had never heard Larani speak with such passion! Whoever this mystery woman was, she must have been incredible.

      “We went on a few missions together,” Larani went on. “But the truth is she was barely aware of my existence. Why would she be? She spent most of our first year dating a young woman named Adira Medron. After that, it was a Conor Sharosi. And then Lyn Shemasa. I don’t think she was ever single for more than two weeks at stretch. I kept thinking I would work up the courage to…Well, that’s not important.”

      Melissa felt a burst of elation upon hearing those names, elation that was not her own. Ilia was practically bouncing around in the back of her head. But why would a Nassai be so excited by a list of…

      “Jena,” Melissa whispered. “You were in love with Jena.”

      Larani flinched, the colour draining out of her face. “How did you…” She cleared her throat again. “How did you figure that out?”

      Melissa stood up, locking eyes with the other woman. “I carry her symbiont, Larani,” she said. “Ilia recognized those names.”

      “I should have realized,” Larani muttered. “I’m getting sloppy.”

      “What does it matter?” Melissa exclaimed. “I think it’s beautiful that you were in love with Jena.”

      “Yes, well, just the same, I would very much prefer it if you kept this conversation to yourself.”

      Pinching her thumb and forefinger together, Melissa drew them across her lips like she was doing up a zipper. “Promise,” she murmured. “Your secret is safe with me.”

      

      Melissa woke up in the middle of the night with an abundance of energy, quickly realizing that she wouldn’t be getting back to sleep anytime soon. Her cabin was pitch-dark, but her spatial awareness painted the room in perfect detail. She could hear Larani’s soft, steady breathing from the top bunk.

      Ilia was still sad; Larani’s revelation had shaken her. Finding a relaxed state of mind wasn’t easy on a ship full of sketchy people who were probably planning to rob her – or worse – but Melissa had forced herself to meditate. It took twice as long as it should have, but she eventually made contact with her Nassai.

      Ilia seemed to think that Larani should have acted on her feelings. Melissa didn’t probe – her Nassai could be remarkably tight-lipped when it came to Jena’s memories – but it wasn’t hard to put the pieces together. If Ilia thought that Larani should have asked Jena out, it meant there was a good chance Jena would have said yes.

      Missed opportunities. In some ways, they were the greatest of all tragedies. She had debated with herself for half an hour before sleep finally claimed her, trying to decide whether she should tell Larani what she had deduced. In the end, she decided to keep that little nugget to herself. It would only cause Larani pain.

      Restless, Melissa got out of bed and stretched. She was still fully clothed – she was not going to let her guard down around Bareo and his men – which made it easier to slip away without making too much noise.

      The hallway was so bright it made her eyes water. The air was stale and stuffy with a scent that made her think of an auto-mechanic’s shop. She could hear the warp engines humming softly, which meant they were still somewhere in the vast emptiness between Salus and Velezia.

      Trailing her fingers along the wall, Melissa shuffled through the narrow corridor with her eyes closed. “Just fourteen hours,” she muttered to herself. “Fourteen hours, and you can get off this ship.”

      She passed the door to the larger cabin that Bareo’s crew used. Novol would be in there, most likely sound asleep. Assuming he could sleep under these conditions. She wanted to talk to him, but knocking wouldn’t be a good idea. The crew wouldn’t think very much of her if she woke them up in the middle of the night.

      The hallway opened into a cargo bay about half the size of her high-school gym. Metal crates were spaced out on the floor in neat, little rows, creating a series of “streets” that ran between them in a grid pattern.

      She followed one to the space door.

      Pausing there, Melissa craned her neck to take in the sight of it. She turned around, heading back the way she had come, but a flicker of motion caught her eye.

      A man stepped out from behind one of the crates, jumping backward when he saw her. This guy was tall, mid-thirties with a bit of a barrel chest and wrinkles on his pale face. “You startled me!” he exclaimed in Vanasku.

      “Sorry,” she replied, realizing too late that she might have made a critical error. Would he wonder how a Salusian woman could speak his language? Melissa was trying to maintain the masquerade.

      “It’s all right,” the old guy said, bracing one hand against a crate. He smiled and turned his head to stare at the wall. “Couldn’t sleep?”

      “First time in space.”

      “Well, you could have fooled me.”

      “Oh?”

      A blush put some colour in the man’s cheeks. He cleared his throat, lowering his eyes to the floor. “Just…” The awkward silence stretched on as he fumbled for the words. “I guess I would have expected you to panic.”

      Melissa folded her arms, leaning back against the crate across from him. “Panic,” she said, arching an eyebrow. “I suppose you were expecting us to tremble in awe at the sight of your devilish flying machines.”

      He forced a smile, refusing to look at her. “Point taken,” he mumbled. “I must say I’m impressed by how well you speak my language.”

      It was Melissa’s turn to blush, a reaction that she tried to smother. Confidence. She had to project confidence. Why was this always so much easier for Anna? “Your armies occupied my village,” she said. “They forced us to learn.”

      “Still, most people can’t pick up a language in a matter of months.”

      “I’m not most people.”

      “I guess not,” he said. “The name’s Jinsa.”

      “Solaya,” she replied, using the alias that she and Larani had agreed upon. “Thank you very much for letting us travel on your ship.”

      He turned to go, stalking off through the aisle between crates on his way back to the crew quarters. “Thank the captain!” he called out to her. “Our losses are coming out of his share!”

      Melissa stood with her feet apart, clasping her chin as she watched the man go. Losses, she thought. Now, there’s something we didn’t consider.

      The crew might not look kindly on their captain’s decision to throw the ship off schedule so he could ferry a bunch of country bumpkins to a Leyrian planet. Technically, Velezia was an independent world, not under Leyrian jurisdiction, but she doubted that distinction mattered much to people on this ship.

      Dusting her hands nervously, Melissa paced through the cargo bay. “Fourteen hours,” she whispered. “You only have to keep up the act for another fourteen hours.”

      The sharp clank, clank, of boots on metal caught her attention. She made her way to the starboard side of the room and found Captain Bareo coming down a spiral staircase from the upper level.

      He halted abruptly when he reached the bottom, grunted and then strode toward her. “Miss Solaya,” he said. “You’re up late.”

      Melissa lifted her chin to stare down her nose at him. “I might say the same about you, Captain,” she countered. “One would naturally expect that you would assign night-shift duties to some lesser member of the crew.”

      “I like to keep an eye on things when we have strangers aboard.”

      “A wise precaution,” she noted. “Do you take on many passengers?”

      He scrutinized her for a moment, puzzled by what must have seemed like a very stupid question. “We’re a cargo ship, Miss Solaya,” he said. “We almost never take on passengers.”

      “And yet you made an exception for my friends.”

      Bareo replied with a toothy grin that left a queasy feeling in Melissa’s stomach. Ilia was tense. She trusted this guy even less than Melissa did. “Well, the price was right,” he grumbled. “Leyrian tech is hard to come by.”

      She stepped up to the man, holding his gaze, letting a little bit of Lady Melani bleed through. “If you don’t mind my asking, Captain,” she said. “What exactly do you ship?”

      His grin widened, crinkles forming at the corners of his eyes. “Come with me, Miss Solaya,” he urged. “And I’ll show you.”

      He gestured toward the massive cargo-bay door as if to say, “Ladies first.” Melissa wasn’t sure what he wanted to show her, but she didn’t much like the thought of turning her back on this man. Then again, spatial awareness was as good as eyesight most of the time. Often better! So, she started down the aisle between two sets of crates. Let the pervy, little creep see that she wasn’t afraid of him.

      He was there in her mind: a misty figure that followed only two steps behind her. She sensed the contours of his face, the tightening of his jaw. No doubt about it; this guy was up to something. “Forgive me, but I couldn’t help overhearing your conversation with Jinsa,” he began. “He was right. You have a remarkable grasp of Vanasku.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You called my ship a devilish flying machine.”

      “I was only joking, Captain.”

      “Oh yes,” he said, reaching into his coat. “But what fascinates me is that you used the word ‘devilish.’ I’ve studied some of Salus’s major languages. You do that sort of thing when you’re a trader. Haloren has no word for ‘devil.’ The concept simply doesn’t exist in their lexicon. So, I find it interesting that a Haloren woman would use that term.”

      He pulled a gun out from an underarm holster, pointing it at Melissa’s back. His mouth quirked into the barest hint of a smile. “Who are you really?”

      She closed her eyes, breathing deeply. “And it was going so well.” Calling on her Nassai, she put up a Time Bubble in the shape of a cylinder. The cargo bay was now a blurry haze, the crates on either side of her nothing but smears of colour.

      Bending her knees, Melissa jumped, and as she neared the top of her bubble, she let it collapse. She back-flipped over Bareo’s head and dropped to the floor behind him.

      He spun around to face her, trying to raise his pistol.

      Melissa brought one hand up to strike his wrist, causing his fingers to uncurl. The gun went flying out of his grip, bounced off one of the crates and landed about five feet away from her.

      She seized Bareo’s collar, and his eyes widened in terror. With a hard shove, she sent him stumbling backward until he hit the cargo bay door. Dazed and winded, he fell to his knees, a groan escaping him. “What are you?”

      Melissa sensed movement behind her, figures coming out of the corridor that led to the crew quarters. They stopped just inside the cargo bay: three men standing side by side, each one reaching for a weapon.

      Melissa threw herself into a sideways cartwheel, snatching up the captain’s fallen firearm. Flipping upright, she spun to face her would-be attackers and raised the weapon in both hands. “Drop ‘em!”

      One of those idiots tried to aim.

      Melissa fired first.

      Her bullet struck the man’s gun at an oblique angle, tearing it right out of his hand, sending it skittering across the floor. Stunned by this sudden twist of fate, the poor guy blinked and then retreated into the hallway.

      The other two dropped their pistols and threw their hands up, both backing away from her. Good! A little Fear of God served them right. Then again, any chance of maintaining a low profile was gone. It was only a matter of time before these guys put it all together. They had to have heard rumours about what Justice Keepers could do.

      Although, funnily enough, it wasn’t enhanced reflexes or spatial awareness that granted her the ability to shoot with such precision. Melissa blessed her father for putting her through long hours of pistol training when she was a cadet.

      She rounded on Bareo.

      The man was cowering against the wall, raising a hand to shield his face. “What are you?” he stammered. “How can you…do those things?”

      “I think you know.”

      “You’re a Justice Keeper.”

      Melissa narrowed her eyes. “And you were planning to sell us to someone,” she said. “That’s why you took us on board. It wasn’t the multi-tool. You thought you could sell a few Leyrians to…who? Some Ragnosian admiral?”

      Bareo cringed, averting his eyes. Well, that was as good a confirmation as any. She would have to check the ship’s navigational systems. It was a good bet they weren’t headed for Velezia.

      Behind her, one of the disarmed crewmen began to crouch, reaching for the pistol that he had dropped earlier, probably thinking that she wouldn’t notice. “Hey!” Melissa shouted, causing him to freeze. “Try it, and I’ll put a bullet through your head before you even touch that gun! Do you understand me?”

      The man abandoned his efforts.

      “Wise choice,” Melissa growled.

      She stepped forward, clutching the pistol in both hands, her lips parting to reveal clenched teeth. “Now,” she said menacingly. “You’re going to tell me exactly where you’re taking us.”

      Bareo had his back against the wall, his legs stretched out before him. He let out a wheezing breath. “The Oniara System,” he admitted with some reluctance. “I’m taking you through the SuperGate. Back to Ragnos.”

      “Why?”

      “Isn’t it obvious?” the man snapped. “You said it yourself. I wanted to sell you.”

      “Yes, but why take us all the way back to your homeworld? Why not just turn us in to Admiral Ethran?” The answer hit her like a bolt of lightning, a sudden epiphany that left her feeling numb inside. “You were never going to turn us over to the Confederate Military. You had another buyer in mind.”

      Bareo trembled.

      “You’re a human trafficker, aren’t you, Captain?”

      He looked up at her with wide eyes, imploring her not to pull that trigger. Melissa had to admit that she was tempted. “Not usually! But you were so insistent on hitching a ride! We thought that you were Leyrian soldiers who had been left behind after the failed attempt to retake Salus. We didn’t know that you were-”

      “Justice Keepers?”

      “Yeah.”

      A frown tightened Melissa’s mouth. “Is that supposed to make me feel better?” she asked. “That you would only kidnap people who were less capable of defending themselves?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “What have you done to my friends, Captain?”

      She got her answer when a pair of misty figures stumbled into the cargo bay. Larani was right behind them, grabbing one fellow by the back of his collar and slamming him down onto his knees.

      When Melissa turned around, the former chief director met her eyes and winked. “These two tried to ambush me in my sleep,” she said. “I think they understand now why that was a bad idea.”

      The blood drained out of Melissa’s face. “Novol,” she mumbled. “What happened to him?”

      “We couldn’t find him,” one of the men spat.

      “That’s because I’m in the cockpit,” Novol replied through the intercom.

      Melissa stopped dead with one hand on her hip, turning her face up to the speaker. “The cockpit?” she exclaimed. “What are you doing up there?”

      “Well, you provided me with such a wonderful distraction I figured I should make the most of it. By the way, Captain, if any of your men have first-aid training, you might want to send them up here. I’m afraid I had to incapacitate your pilot.”

      Bareo leaped to his feet.

      Before he took two steps, Melissa twisted around, extended her hand and pointed the gun at him. She cocked her head, daring him to make a move. “Let’s not do anything rash, now.”

      “Of course not, ma’am,” Bareo sputtered. “What…What are your orders?”

      “Novol, do you have control of the ship?”

      “I do,” he replied. “And you’ll be pleased to know that we are now on course for Velezia.”

      Lowering her weapon, Melissa strode toward the deposed captain. “What were you going to do with us?” she asked. “If your little scheme worked.”

      Bareo sucked on his lower lip, refusing to look up. “We had some zip-cuffs in the back,” he said with a shrug. “We were going to tie you up.”

      “Well, then I think you can enjoy the same fine treatment,” Melissa said. “And hang out in the crew quarters until we turn you over to the Velezian authorities. Don’t worry. Leyrian prisons are actually quite humane.”
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      Jack had set up a recreational space in one of the Scrappy’s storage rooms. The place wasn’t much to look at. Just four gray walls with a single lamp shining down on a round table. Arin and Rajel were sitting there now, each man inspecting his cards. Jack had printed a braille deck so that his friend could play.

      He sighed.

      This little room had no windows. Those were something of a rarity on warships like the Scrappy. Windows were a structural weakness, which was something you generally wanted to avoid when designing a ship that would spend much of its time dodging incoming fire. Still, there were moments when he just wanted to look out and see stars. All the TV shows he had grown up with had starships with windows.

      Reclining in a chair, Jack held his cards up in front of his face. He felt a smile coming on. “I raise fifty.” He tossed a few chips into the pile.

      Arin was directly across from him, hunched over the table and frowning like he was trying to solve one of those equations where all the terms were Greek letters. “Fold,” he muttered after a stretched-out moment.

      Rajel sat halfway between them with his cards in a neat, little pile. The guy was a block of ice. Not a hint of emotion in that stony face. “Not me. You’re bluffing, Hunter. And I’m not gonna let you get away with it.”

      “How can you tell?” Arin pressed.

      Rajel turned an ear toward Jack. “His heartbeat,” he said. “It sped up a little when he decided to raise the stakes.”

      “There is no way you can hear his heartbeat.”

      “Are we gonna play or not?” Jack snapped.

      Rajel ran his fingers over the little towers of chips he had stacked near the edge of the table. He selected a few and held them up as if to make a point. “Your fifty…” Then, to Jack’s dismay, he doubled the bet. “And fifty more.”

      He tossed them all into the pile.

      Resting his elbow on the table, Jack pressed his palm against his forehead. “It’s yours,” he sighed. When he had invited Rajel to play, he had been sure the other man could compensate for a lack of vision by relying on his other senses. He had not counted on super hearing.

      Rajel leaned over the table with an enormous grin, wrapping his arms around the chips and pulling them toward his pile. “I am your worst nightmare.”

      “Why exactly are we playing this Earth game?” Arin muttered.

      “For fun and lost profit!” Jack exclaimed.

      Arin held a card between his first two fingers, deep creases lining his brow. “Fun,” he said. “You enjoy losing chips?”

      “And I suppose your definition of a good time involves long stretches of sitting quietly, punctuated by the occasional moment of self-flagellation.”

      “Much of that self-flagellation is deserved.”

      “You’re not that person anymore, Pol.”

      Arin flinched, turning his head to fix a death glare on Jack. His eyes smoldered with the fury of a dying star. “I’ve asked you not to use that name.”

      Rajel had finished stacking his chips and now sat with one arm draped over the back of his chair. “Why not?” he inquired. “It’s your real name, isn’t it?”

      “Pol is dead!” Arin snapped. “I am what I am!”

      Leaning back with his arms folded, Jack raised an eyebrow. “And what exactly is that?” he asked. “The man who let Grecken Slade define his destiny? Or the man who took control of his own life?”

      Their discussion was cut short by the hiss of the door opening. Corovin marched into the room, claiming the empty spot at the table and grinning when he saw the collection of chips that Rajel had accumulated. “I see my love is winning,” he noted. “I would expect nothing less.”

      Rajel blushed.

      Jack picked up a little tower of chips, holding them between his thumb and forefinger. He hit Corovin with a playful smile. “Want in?”

      The other man’s response was a sneer. “What is the point of a game with no stakes?” he asked. “Wouldn’t this be more interesting if we were playing for actual money?”

      “The point is psychology,” Jack replied. “The entire game is about learning to read your opponents, learning to spot a lie, to recognize the patterns that differentiate a bluff from a value bet. For someone like me, that’s a good skill to practice.”

      “Very well.”

      “Glad to hear it,” Jack said. He passed a pile of chips to Corovin along with the deck of cards. “Newcomer deals.”

      He insisted on that because he was sitting on Corovin’s left, which would leave him at a disadvantage for the rest of this game. Jack liked playing at a disadvantage. The world felt right when the odds were stacked against him. He slid one white chip to the middle of the table, and Rajel added two more.

      Corovin dealt the first two cards to every player. Jack received the Two of Clubs and the Seven of Hearts. Not a great start. Truth be told, he would rather be playing stud poker – that was the version his grandfather had taught him – but communal cards would make things easier for Rajel.

      Arin held up a single blue chip for all to see. “Your twenty…” He dropped that into the pot and then added another one. “And twenty more.”

      Corovin grunted, matching the bet.

      Jack and Rajel did so as well. So, they were all playing cautiously, except for Arin. A bit of a reversal from the way things usually went. Arin was downright stingy with his chips. So far as Jack could tell, he almost never bluffed.

      Corovin discarded one card and then dealt three more, face-up. The Ten of Spades, the Two of Diamonds and the Queen of Spades. Corovin announced them for Rajel’s benefit, but the blind man still leaned over the table and felt each card just to be sure.

      “Check,” Jack said. No need to live dangerously, not with the Terminator over there listening to everyone’s heartbeat. Summer was amused, and Jack was fairly certain that he could guess why. She probably thought that Rajel was exaggerating his ability. She was probably right.

      Rajel turned an ear toward Jack, then grinned as he grabbed a couple chips. “Twenty,” he said, tossing them into the pot.

      “Forty,” Arin said, adding four more. Bloody hell! Another raise? The guy had to have something good in his pocket. Maybe a pair of queens. Unless…Unless he was trying to put on a show. Everyone knew that Arin didn’t bluff, but was that just what he wanted them to think? Maybe he had been playing conservatively all night so that no one would call when he finally decided to pull a fast one.

      The more Jack thought about it, the more it started to make sense. Arin always looked down at his chips before placing a bet. It was a subtle tell but a useful one if you knew what to look for. He would glance at his ever-shrinking pile, doing the math in his head, trying to determine how much he wanted to wager.

      He hadn’t done that this time.

      Arin was one of the best fighters Jack had ever met, but he had the personality of a tree stump. If he was out here strutting his stuff, it had to be a bluff. Jack had already decided to stay in when Corovin announced that he would do the same.

      The next card was the Seven of Spades. Jack had two pairs, but not the best two. If Arin really did have a pair of queens in the hole, things would turn out very badly. Still, it was time to make these guys sweat.

      Jack looked down at his winnings – deliberately giving himself a fake tell – then his eyes flicked up to the man across from him, and he smiled. “Thirty,” he said, adding three more chips to the pile in the middle of the table.

      Rajel took one of his little towers and dumped the whole thing into the pot. “Sixty,” he said. Arin started to fidget nervously, trying to make up his mind. At long last, he sighed and mucked his cards. One opponent down.

      Corovin eyed Rajel like a hen that had caught a fox sniffing around the fence. “No,” he said after a moment. “You’re not getting away that easily. I’m in.”

      “Me too,” Jack agreed.

      He had to suppress a surge of elation when the final card turned out to be the Two of Hearts. A full house! There was a good chance Jack would win this hand. One way or another, he was staying in until the Showdown. The real question was, did he want to play it safe and convince his opponents to fold, or did he want to grow the pot at the risk of finding out that Rajel had a better hand?

      The latter, he decided.

      It would be fun to take Rajel down a peg.

      He had to convince these two yahoos that he was bluffing. Which meant he had to come up with a bet that was just big enough to seem desperate but not big enough to seem confident. To make matters worse, he had only nine white chips and four blue ones.

      Licking his lips – another fake tell – Jack selected two of the latter. “Forty,” he said, pushing them into the middle of the table.

      Once again, Rajel turned his ear toward Jack. Did the man really believe that he could hear someone else’s heartbeat? Could he hear someone else’s heartbeat? Jeez, that would be a useful skill! But no. It had to be an exaggeration.

      Rajel didn’t need to hear his heartbeat. There were plenty of other audible cues: the sound of someone’s breathing, the hoarseness in their voice. Jack noted that as a weakness in his playstyle. All this time, he had focused too much on visual tells.

      Time to change that.

      “Eighty,” Rajel said, adding his chips to the pile.

      “Fold,” Corovin grumbled.

      Jack thought about the virus that Slade had used on him, the feeling of helplessness. He would spend the rest of his life at the mercy of a monster. Years of torture and cruelty with no way out.

      Sure enough, a tightness formed around his chest. His palms were sweaty, his breathing hard and ragged. He had to force himself to calm down lest Rajel think that he was exaggerating. “Your eighty,” he said in a husky voice. “And eighty more.”

      Rajel answered him with a grin that bordered on outright laughter. “Now I know you’re bluffing!” he teased. “You’re not very good at this, Jack.”

      “Are you in or not?”

      The other man sighed, running his fingers over his much larger pile of winnings. “Fine,” he said. “Let’s settle this right now. Here’s your one-sixty, and just for fun, I raise you two hundred more. It’s up to you, Jack. Do you want to walk out of here with one chip or none at all?”

      Jack threw his last remaining chip into the pot.

      “Fine,” Rajel said. He turned over his cards, revealing the King and the Five of Spades. “Flush. Beat that.”

      Jack showed his cards to Arin and Corovin, who both whistled. Just like that, Rajel’s self-satisfied smirk vanished. The man moved like a viper, snatching the cards out of Jack’s hand. “What do you have here? Damn it!”

      Cocking his head, Jack allowed himself a small smile. “What was that you were saying?” he asked, his eyebrows dancing. “About being my worst nightmare?”

      They were interrupted by a chime from the comm system.

      “Captain,” Corin said, his voice coming through the speaker. “Er…Jack. Whatever. You may want to come up to the briefing room. We have a message from Director Tal!”

      And just like that, game night was over. The four of them tucked their chairs under the table, left the chips right where they were – they had no real value in any event – and hurried out the door.

      Jack’s stomach was doing flip-flops. The only way Larani could have gotten a message out was to locate a SlipGate and hack it. Not an easy task. She would only put in the effort if she had something crucial to report. Which meant either very good news or very bad news. If anything had happened to Melissa…

      Summer’s anxiety echoed his own, making it that much harder to ignore. Jack forced the troubling thoughts out of his mind. With any luck, the Salusion Resistance had just won a major victory, and Larani was calling to tell him that the Ragnosians had abandoned the planet.

      Double doors admitted him into the briefing room, one of the few places on this ship that had a window. He saw only stars through those panes of slanted glass. Anna kept talking about putting a table in here, but for the moment, the space was bare. The Scrappy had been unfinished when he stole it from the Leyrian Military.

      He was grateful for the lack of furniture; everyone had gathered to hear Larani’s message. Anna, Cassi, Sun, Drayvin, Corin, Shinela and Kevin: they all formed a ring around the room, leaving an empty space in the middle. When Jack and his poker buddies joined in, things got very cramped indeed.

      Three holograms appeared before him: Larani flanked by Melissa and Novol. The chief director smiled and nodded to him. “Jack,” she said. “I’m glad to see you’re doing well.”

      He stepped forward with hands clasped behind his back, studying her with lips pursed. “Well, you’re all here,” he said. “So, I assume you’re not going to tell me that someone died.”

      “I’m afraid it’s worse than that.”

      “What happened?”

      Larani ran her gaze over the lot of them, then took a deep breath. “I am calling you from Velezia,” she explained. “The three of us had to leave Salus to get this message out. We have intercepted Ragnosian intelligence that I am sending you now.”

      Anna verified that on a SmartGlass tablet, her mouth twisting as she read the report. “Are you sure about this, Larani?”

      “I am,” Larani replied. “In five days, the Ragnosians are going to attack Leyria.”

      Jack felt his jaw drop, sweat breaking out on his forehead. “They wouldn’t,” he said, shaking his head. “It’s too heavily guarded. They would have to commit every ship they have on this side of the galaxy!”

      Heaving out a breath, Larani shut her eyes and turned away from him. She began to pace, but the hologram remained stationary. Melissa and Novol watched her with wary expressions. “We both know that the war isn’t going well,” she said. “Leyria has lost seven out of the last ten engagements. The Antaurans aren’t faring much better.”

      Larani froze, twisting around to look over her shoulder. “The Ragnosians want a swift end to the conflict, and they are willing to commit their forces toward that goal.”

      Corovin came forward to stand beside Jack, grunting as he considered the news. “My people would only commit to something like this if they were certain they could win,” he said. “And the latest reports suggest they can.”

      Pressing her lips together, Anna stared down the three holograms with that grim resolve she often displayed right before she went into battle. “We have a bigger problem,” she said. “The Ragosians won’t stop with Leyria. They’re going to hit Laras as well.”

      “Laras,” Melissa stammered. “Why?”

      “Because they want to exterminate the Nassai.”

      Those words left a chill in the air. Jack shivered. Anna had told him about this plan before, but until now, it had seemed like a remote possibility. With a potential genocide, he suddenly felt inadequate to the task of stopping it.

      Summer was panicking. Usually, when he was feeling anxious, she offered warm emotions to calm him down. This time, it was Jack who had to soothe her. He tried to let her feel his love and his determination. He wasn’t sure if it helped.

      Anna stepped forward with her head down, sighing softly. “Telixa Ethran told me that her people fear the Justice Keepers more than anything else.” She looked up into Larani’s eyes. “For a while there, I thought I had changed her mind, but she seems to have reverted.”

      Melissa scowled. “That’s probably my fault.”

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Larani snapped. “The point is we must mount a defense for both Leyria and Laras.”

      “I hate to be the one to point out the obvious,” Rajel said. “But we’re all wanted criminals. If we go to Leyria, they will throw us in a prison cell. And that’s best-case scenario.”

      Anna shot him a glare. “Doesn’t matter,” she said. “The Nassai have always been there for us. I’m not gonna let them down when they need us.”

      “Me neither,” Melissa added.

      Jack turned on his heel, running his gaze over the rest of his team. And they were his team. Anna was right; he had been neglecting them for too long. “Then it’s settled,” he said. “We’re going to Leyria.”

      

      “You want us to divert a third of our defense force to protect Leyria?” It was a simple question, but Harl Peran spoke with such disdain Anna almost regretted bringing it up. As high councilor, the man would be responsible for bringing her request to the Alosian Council. Only they had the authority to divert those ships. Anna had come here, hoping to find a sympathetic ear. She should have known better.

      A heavyset man with dark skin and a silver goatee, Peran stood by the window, looking out on a glittering city under a clear, blue sky. “Need I remind you, Ms. Lenai,” he began, “that we severed ties with Leyria in protest of their unconstitutional detainment of immigrants?”

      His office was a simple room with white walls and tall bookshelves. An old-fashioned, wooden desk sat in the light that came in through that window. Anna noted some of the pictures that Peran kept there. The man had a wife, children, several pets. He obviously cared a great deal about his family. That being the case, he probably saw any compromise to Alosian security as a threat to the people he loved most.

      Drawing in a deep breath, Anna shut her eyes and tried to centre herself. “I understand that, sir,” she replied. “But we’ve been working in partnership with the Nassai for centuries. Alios has benefitted from that relationship.”

      She stood before him in unrelieved black: shoes, pants, shirt. Some people said it made them feel powerful. Right now, Anna felt anything but powerful.

      The high councilor turned around, grimacing when he saw her. He went to his desk and slid his fingers across the surface of a SmartGlass tablet, scanning its contents. “I have nothing but respect for the Nassai and the Keepers who Bond them,” he said. “But this planet is still recovering from the attack we endured six months ago.”

      “You were willing to divert those ships to protect Belos.”

      “Belos is another Fringe World,” he countered. “Even if they are under Antauran control. There are ties that go back. But Leyria? We owe Leyria nothing.”

      Anna strode around the desk, causing the man to back away until he was practically cowering in the corner. That look on his face. Did he think that she was about to pummel him? “All right,” she said. “Then let’s try this. If the Ragnosians conquer Leyria, they will have quelled all resistance on this side of the galaxy. The Antaurans will fold without Leyrian support.”

      “And how does this change my assessment of the situation?”

      “Because,” Anna pressed. “Once the Ragnosians have Leyria, the Fringe Worlds will be their next target. You know I’m right.”

      Glancing out the window, Peran took a moment to consider that. A heavy sigh burst out of him, and he deflated like a ripped sack that spilled its contents onto the floor. “I will bring your proposal to the Alosian Council.”

      “Thank you, sir.”

      Outside the office, she found a large reception area with green carpets and cream-coloured walls. Four round pillars supported a high ceiling. The place was quiet, but she did catch the occasional raised voice from one of the rooms down the hall.

      Jack was sitting on a wooden bench with one hand on the armrest, his eyes closed as if he were in deep meditation. “How did it go?” he asked when she came out.

      Anna sat down beside him, linking arms with him and resting her head on his shoulder. “About as well as you’d expect,” she murmured. “He’s going to take our proposal to the Council, but he doesn’t like the idea.”

      “You think they’ll let us go?”

      “Would it stop us if they didn’t?”

      A blush painted Jack’s face red. “No,” he said. “I guess it wouldn’t.”

      Together, they began a long trek through the hallway that led back to the lobby. A new set of worries started racing through Anna’s mind. Five days. They had less than five days to fly to Leyria and prepare for a devastating attack. It would take four and a half just to get there. If the Council didn’t approve her plan in the next few hours, the Scrappy would have to go alone.

      Larani was still trying to get through to Leyria, still trying to warn them about the danger. So far, she’d had no luck, but Velezia was much closer to the homeworld than Alios. Even with a slow ship, Larani could be there in eight hours. Ten tops.

      “I keep running through it in my head,” Anna mumbled. She hadn’t intended to discuss this topic, but the words were coming out of her mouth, and it was too late to hold back now. “I keep thinking about what I might have done differently. There had to be something I could say, some way to convince Telixa that we don’t have to be enemies.”

      Jack stopped dead beside her, a wince twisting his face. “Anna,” he began. “I know you want to see the best in people, but Telixa Ethran is ruthless and paranoid. Please tell me you’re not blaming yourself for all this.”

      “No,” Anna said. “I’m not.”

      “Good.”

      “I wish it were my fault.”

      That last bit earned her some serious side-eye, but she stood by it. Things would be a lot easier if she could just find the one thing she had done wrong. “Well, there’s one I haven’t heard before,” Jack remarked. “Why would you want it to be your fault?”

      “Because if it were my fault,” Anna said, “it would mean there was something I could have done about it. It would mean this conflict wasn’t inevitable.”

      She sighed when Jack wrapped his arm around her, pulling her close so that she could rest her head on his chest. “Nothing’s inevitable, love,” he whispered. “Nothing.”

      She looked up at him, blinking slowly. “Aren’t your people always saying that death and taxes are inevitable?”

      It warmed her heart when Jack smiled and smooched her forehead. “Leyrians don’t use money,” he said. “So, they don’t pay taxes. And Grecken Slade has literally come back from the dead. I think we can put that phrase to rest.”

      “Fair enough.”

      

      An hour later, Anna was alone in the Scrappy’s briefing room. The lack of furniture made the place seem like a prison cell. And not just any cell. Being here reminded her of her time in Telixa Ethran’s brig. Not a pleasant sensation.

      She summoned a two-dimensional hologram that appeared near the wall, resolving into a transparent image of Jarid Ponorsi as he stared into the camera in his well-lit studio. “Tonight, we continue with our exposé on Anna Lenai,” he said. “We’ll uncover the psychology of the woman behind the man who became Leyria’s most infamous renegade.”

      Anna rolled her eyes. “‘Behind the man?’” she muttered. “Expect a call from my agent, Jarid. You can call me a traitor if you want, but don’t you ever call me a sidekick.”

      Especially not to a man.

      The image shifted to a young woman with tanned skin and long, brown hair. It took Anna a moment to recognize those dark, almond-shaped eyes. Trilan. They had looked up Trilan Sakoso, a girl Anna hadn’t seen since high school.

      “Leana was always the kind of girl who wanted to go her own way,” Trilan said. “You know, someone who would do something just because no one else was doing it. I remember she wore this costume to prom.”

      “A costume.”

      The photograph that appeared showed a teenage Anna with a bunch of other girls. The others were all in fancy gowns. But not Anna! Her little, white dress came with a pair of filmy wings, a bow and a quiver full of arrows. Also, her hair had been dyed teal-green.

      “It was absolutely ridiculous,” Trilan said.

      Crossing her arms, Anna wrinkled her nose in distaste. “It’s called cosplay, you dork.” She turned away from the hologram, stomping across the room. “Besides, I was hot!”

      She hadn’t had a date that night. She remembered going to that dance, wishing that Jon Colias would be swept off his feet by her wings and her pixie cut. That wasn’t what happened, however. A few people gave her questioning stares. Some even laughed. Oh well, let ‘em! She had a great time dancing alone.

      I wonder if I can get wings for my wedding dress. Probably not. Her father would throw a fit if she tried something like that, and there was no way she would get Crystal and Lauren to go along with it.

      Wings.

      That would be cool.

      She had been so fixated on this little distraction that she had completely failed to notice that the interview had changed. Trilan was gone. Now, it was Alia who walked down a quiet street in a small town while a man with a camera pursued her. “You don’t have anything to say?” he asked.

      “Get away from me.”

      “You don’t want to defend your sister?”

      Alia turned, and her pale face was haggard. Her strawberry-blonde hair was a frazzled mess. “I have nothing to say about my useless sister!” she snapped. “Except that, as usual, her bad decisions blow back on the rest of us!”

      Anna shut her eyes, a fat tear rolling down her cheek to drip from her chin. “Useless,” she muttered. “Nice to see you too, Sis.”

      A flicker of motion to her left made her jump. Jack stepped into the open doorway, resting one hand on the frame. The others would be coming here for a meeting that would start in about twenty minutes. She had left the door open for them.

      “End broadcast,” Anna rasped. “How much of that did you hear?”

      Biting his lower lip, Jack studied her for a long moment. “Enough to have my consent thoroughly manufactured.” He stepped into the room, sighing softly. “I should have known that they’d take a crack at you.”

      Anna stood there with her arms folded, unable to lift her eyes from the floor. “It’s fine,” she muttered. “I’d rather you not worry about it.”

      “Well, I do worry about it.”

      “Sweetie, none of this is your fault.”

      “You know,” he said, stepping forward, gently touching her shoulder. “Just because I’m worried about something doesn’t mean I think it’s my fault.”

      She fell into his arms, resting her head on his chest. The feeling of his fingers gliding through her hair took some of the pain away. “It’s not the smear job,” Anna said at last. “I can live with that. But they’re going after my family.”

      “Well, that’s because they’re scumbags.”

      Pulling out of his embrace, Anna wiped a tear off her cheek. She sniffled and took control of herself. “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I shouldn’t let them get to me like this. Especially when I have to tell a bunch of people that we’re about to fly into a combat situation.”

      “Well, I don’t know about you,” Jack said. “But I would rather follow someone who feels. I just trust ‘em more, you know?”

      “Mmm.”

      “Besides, you were right.”

      “Oh?”

      Jack glanced toward the wall where the hologram had been. “You were pretty hot in that dress.” He shuffled past her, moving deeper into the room. It was all she could do not to start laughing. Wings on her wedding dress. It was happening.

      Jack stood by the window with his back turned, gazing out on the endless, black emptiness. “You know I never went to my prom,” he said. “True story, I spent the entire night in a run-down pool hall that went out of business five months later.”

      Anna stepped up beside him, unable to keep the smile off her face. “That’s a shame,” she said, playfully bumping into him. “I think you robbed some poor girl of a wonderful prom date.”

      “I hate dancing.”

      “Yes, and that’s an even bigger shame.”

      “Well, if you had gone to my school, I would have asked you.”

      For a little while, they just stood together in silence. It wasn’t long before the others started to file in. Corin was the first one through the door, pausing to offer them both a nod of respect before claiming a spot in the corner. Shinela was right on his heels. The military types were always punctual.

      Keli strode through the door with that imperious stare she had every time she entered a room. Her expression softened when she saw Anna. Rajel was right behind her, then Corovin, Drayvin, Sun, Cassi and Arin.

      Isara slinked in like a criminal on the run, muttering something incoherent and hiding at the back of the crowd. Anna wasn’t sure if she would come to this meeting. For the most part, the woman was just baggage. She lived on the ship, but she didn’t contribute much of anything. Jack had needed her help to free Cassi from Keeper HQ, and now they were stuck with her.

      “So, are we gonna get this started?” Rajel asked.

      “Settle down there, Fergie,” Jack teased. “We’re waiting on a message from Councilor Peran.”

      That message came about two minutes later when a 3-D hologram solidified in the middle of the room. Peran stood tall and proud with a stern expression that said he didn’t like the message he had been ordered to convey. “The Council has authorized me to divert ten ships to the defense of Leyria.”

      A frown betrayed Anna’s disappointment, though she made no effort to hide it. “Ten ships, sir?” She marched forward to stand before him. “That won’t be enough.”

      “Ten ships or none!” he snapped. “Take your pick, Ms. Lenai.”

      “I see,” Anna muttered, anger rising within her. “So, I’m guessing we need to have a repeat of the conversation where I tell you that if Leyria falls, we’re next and there will be no one coming to save us. Maybe you should take some notes this time. A few bullet points to help you remember.”

      The man stiffened, and his face hardened, his eyes trying to flay the skin off her. “I don’t appreciate your sarcasm, Ms. Lenai,” he said. “Need I remind you that we took in your refugees when you had nowhere else to go?”

      “Seriously? You’re guilt-tripping me?”

      “I will not be spoken to-”

      Turning away from him, Anna paced back to the window. She shook her head with a soft sigh. “You know, I tried,” she said. “I really tried to be the kind of person who behaves like a professional and who uses diplomatic language.”

      She came to an abrupt halt, looking back over her shoulder with a dangerous glare. “But the truth is I’m just not that person,” she added. “Because when you get right down to it, I can’t stomach the overwhelming scent of stupid.”

      Jack was smirking.

      Well, at least, he was enjoying this. She wasn’t sure what had brought her teenage self roaring to the surface – maybe it was the prom dress or Trilan’s nasty interview or Alia calling her useless – but the dam was broken now. OG Anna. The default operating system had been reloaded.

      Before the man could utter one more dishonest syllable from his lying mouth, Anna spun on him, advancing like a hurricane. “It’s not about Leyria,” she said. “Or Alios, for that matter. It’s about protecting a civilization that has given us so much and asked so little.

      “Ten ships, you say? Fine. I’ll take them. I will protect the Nassai.” Seth was cheering her on. His pride was like a blazing bonfire, giving her strength. “I will probably die protecting the Nassai, and that’s just fine with me. Because the first thing I’m gonna do after that is fly back here and haunt your useless ass! End transmission!”

      The hologram winked out.

      “Now, does anyone want to argue with me?”

      No one said a damn thing.

      Anna burst out laughing, covering her mouth as she trembled. “Guys, you’re supposed to argue with me,” she insisted. “This is a strategy meeting, remember?”

      Pressing a fist to his mouth, Corin cleared his throat and stepped forward reluctantly. “Ma’am,” he said. “I’ve looked over the plans you sent. As I understand matters, you intend to use those of us who are enhanced – Keepers, telepaths, etcetera – to defend Leyrian cities when the enemy lands ground troops.”

      “That’s right.”

      “You included yourself and Captain Hunter in those plans.”

      Closing her eyes, Anna nodded. “It’s where we can do the most good,” she explained. “The fact is a Keeper is far more useful on the ground than they are on the bridge of a starship.”

      Corin folded his hands behind his back, facing her with his shoulders square and his head held high. “Ma’am, I respectfully submit that you’ve neglected a key detail,” he said. “If you and Captain Hunter are both on the ground, who will command the Scrappy?”

      “Maybe Jack should stay behind,” Rajel suggested.

      “No,” Anna said. “I need him with me.”

      “But we need him too!” Shinela insisted.

      Jack strode into the middle of the room, raising a hand for silence. He got it, which surprised no one but him. “You know how I’ve been telling you guys that you don’t need me or any leader?” he began. “Well, this is what I was talking about.”

      “Sir,” Corin said. “Someone has to command the ship.”

      “Why not you?”

      Poor Corin blinked, shocked by the idea. “Me?” he spluttered. “Sir, I do have command training, but the Scrappy is your ship.”

      “No, Corin, the Scrappy is our ship, and we all do our part.” Jack paused for a moment to let that sink in. “On Earth, pirates chose their leaders democratically. The captain served at the pleasure of the crew and could be removed from that post by a majority vote.”

      “Pirates?” Shinela gasped. “Sir, do we really want to be associated with pirates?”

      Jack turned slowly, favouring every member of his crew with a genuine smile. “We stole a ship and used it to attack the Leyrian military,” he said. “What does that make us?”

      A few people grumbled.

      “Don’t be sad,” Jack went on. “Pirates weren’t paid a measly wage like those poor rubes slaving away in the Imperial Navy. On a pirate ship, every member of the crew took a direct share of the profit. Pirates were socialists!”

      “Weren’t they also brutal?” Drayvin asked.

      “As if the imperials weren’t?” Jack countered. He shuffled over to the chief engineer, resting a hand on their shoulder. “Look, you know who we are and what we stand for? We’re here to liberate those who are oppressed, not to steal treasure on the high seas.

      “The point is that nations – or planets – inevitably cross a moral event horizon. It is an unavoidable fact of life. When structures of power exist, sooner or later someone will subvert them toward bad ends. When that happens, people of good conscience can only rebel and accept the consequences of choosing to break the law. That’s us.

      “We’ve already cast aside our loyalty to the Leyrian government. Why should we let their rules govern how we live our lives? Let’s run this ship as a democracy!”

      Drayvin nodded.

      A few others muttered their agreement.

      “All in favour of naming Corin captain for the duration of this mission?” Every hand in the room shot up. Anna felt a swell of pride, watching her boyfriend rally the crew. Jack might insist that he wasn’t a leader at heart, but she knew better. He was the best kind of leader: someone who only took power when others needed him to and who cast it aside without a second’s hesitation when they needed someone else.

      “It’s settled then,” Jack said. “Let’s gather the rest of the crew. Make sure they all get a say. But I have a feeling they’ll be happy to have Corin in charge.”

      Just as they were filing out of the room, the comm system beeped and Peran’s hologram reappeared, looking more than a little flustered. He collected himself with some difficulty, a soft sigh escaping him. “I spoke to the Council again,” he said. “It took some doing, but I was able to convince them that the situation is dire. You’ll have twenty ships, Ms. Lenai. Make the best of them.”
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