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      To those whose pain is messy

      Whose grief is ‘wrong’

      May you find peace

      May you be loved
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            THE ASS END OF THE GALAXY

          

          MATTHAI

        

      

    

    
      Valmoran Republic, Sonoran Orbital Station 

      Matthai Valtrellin, future High Priest
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        * * *

      

      Matthai’s stomach lurched as the Shining Fate juttered to a stop. He’d barely slept the night before—jolted awake by dreams of Kat-a-reen, mate mark burning.

      On the viewscreen, the half-empty docking bay looked almost serene after the previous day’s chaos at Anaris Station. 

      “Great news, everybody,” Zephyr spun the captain’s chair, unfastening his harness. “It’s mid-morning, and we’ve officially reached the ass end of the galaxy.”

      Ka-chunk. Ka-chunk. The tug drones disengaged, leaving the ship well and truly docked. Finally.

      Delilah sat across from Matthai and had worried him the entire journey. Dark circles shadowed her eyes, and there was a hollowness in her gaze when she thought no one was watching. The rest was all performance—she smiled and smiled, but it never reached her eyes.

      He leaned forward, voice low. “You all right?” 

      “Just tired.” Delilah sent him yet another smile, her eyes screaming that she didn’t want to talk. 

      Tor peered at her out of the corner of his eye, even more vigilant than usual, then stretched all his arms when she caught him looking. Yeah, something was obviously wrong with Delilah. 

      Callum’s fingers drummed against his knee, belying his composure. “How long for repairs?”

      “Three, maybe four days. I’ll know more once I talk to them.” 

      Four days. 

      Matthai’s throat clenched tight. Four more days of this burning hunger. Three more sleepless nights. Kat-e-reen was out there—he knew exactly how to reach her. 

      And still, they delayed.

      Callum undid his harness, glaring at Zephyr. “You’ll be heading into uncharted space, completely cut off from⁠—”

      “I know⁠—”  

      “You’d better not skimp on⁠—”

      “Obviously.” Zephyr strode for the galley, yanking out glasses and bottles like he was claiming his territory. Maybe he was. He and Callum weren’t any closer to settling their leadership impasse. 

      Zephyr lined up five glasses on the counter. “I’ll be staying with the ship to oversee repairs and upgrades. But the rest of you should explore the station. When else you gonna get a chance to see Sonoran culture, am I right?”

      Matthai took a seat at the curved bar, watching as the others found spots around the space. He noticed how Delilah settled into her chair gingerly, as if sudden movements might shatter whatever was holding her together.

      “What is there to even do on a station like this?” she scoffed, her voice bearing that forced brightness like armor.

      “Hey,” Fera’s voice cut through the ship’s comm. “Sonora may be the ass end of the galaxy, but that’s exactly why we’re here.”

      Callum frowned, accepted a glass from Zephyr, and immediately set it down. “Meaning?”

      “Meaning it’s the perfect hideout for fugitives.” Fera’s tone made the word ‘fugitives’ hit like a slap. “Who’s going to look for us on a nothing station orbiting a backwater planet?”

      Matthai looked around at their strange crew. Well, not even really a crew—more a bunch of near strangers thrown together by circumstance: a High Priest, Representative Arbiter, an infamous smuggler, the most notorious gladiator in the galaxy, and a runaway courtesan. 

      It sounded like the beginning of a bad joke.

      And everyone running from something, just like him. Well, he was more running to something. The only reason he was running away at all was his mother’s threat to imprison him at the Temple. 

      Tor’s expression was unreadable, but his shoulders tensed when he glanced at Delilah. She nodded absentmindedly, barely even present. 

      “When you put it like that,” Delilah mumbled, “I suppose it makes sense.” 

      Callum, however, just nodded, miraculously agreeing with Fera. Without a fight. 

      “Exactly.” Fera’s tone grew more animated. “Nobody important goes to Sonora. Nobody looks for anyone on Sonora. We can lay low, fix the ship, and figure out our next move without constantly guarding our backs.”

      After everything he and the others had been through recently—capture, torture, desperate escape—the idea of simply existing without fear was a luxury.

      But four days. Four days before they could start their journey to the lost homeworld. To his mate.

      “So we’re safe here. Hurrah.” Callum set down his glass with a thunk. “Perfect time to finally address the thing we’ve all been avoiding. Fera killed dozens of people back there.”

      The accusation hung in the air. Matthai’s stomach clenched at the memory—the precise red lines streaming from the Shining Fate, the sudden silence where there had been chaos, the bodies as they dropped. 

      Puppets with their strings cut. 

      “I saved your lives,” Fera replied, a hint of irritation in her tone. “You’re welcome.”

      “That’s not the point, and you know it.” 

      Zephyr frowned, shoulders tensing. “What is the point, then?” Where Fera was unrepentant, Zephyr was defensive.

      “The point is that we could have handled it differently,” Callum said, voice tight.

      “How, exactly? We were all captured. And it was basically inevitable, what with Tor and Matthai refusing to kill anyone.” Delilah looked at each in turn. “What? It was kind of obvious.” 

      Callum turned to face her. “Right. I noticed you’d been holding out on us. Nice work with the throwing daggers, by the way.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Delilah said, voice dripping with innocence. 

      Callum rubbed his temples. “There had to be another way.”

      “Oh, sure,” Fera’s tone oozed sarcasm. “I could have just … paused time while you all debated⁠—”

      “They weren’t going to let us go.” Tor’s voice rang through the small space.

      “See? Tor gets it.”

      “That’s not—” Callum started, then stopped, shaking his head. “Never mind.”

      Zephyr leaned back, obviously irritated. “Look, what’s done is done. Plus, it’s not like we can bring them back.” He snickered. “And they weren’t exactly model citizens.” 

      “Do you have any idea what the Peacekeepers would do if they found out? Actually, they’re probably hunting us now. As if we needed more people after us.”

      Zephyr waved it away. “Fera and Anaris worked it out. Anaris wanted us gone. Fera wanted us safe. They made a deal.” 

      Two AIs making a deal to cover up their offensive use of defensive lasers was … sort of terrifying.

      “Anyway, we’re alive,” Zephyr snapped.

      Callum, then the others, turned to Matthai. As if he were the expert on morality. 

      They had been trapped, helpless. Vargus had won. If Fera hadn’t acted, they would all be dead … or worse.

      “I’m grateful we’re alive,” he hedged. “All of us.”

      “I’d do it again,” Fera said.

      Callum’s jaw tightened. “Oh, I’m aware. You made yourself perfectly clear after the ‘battle’ ended.”

      The silence that followed was painful. 

      Callum glared at Zephyr. Delilah examined her nails with intense focus. Tor sat there, expression unreadable. Matthai wanted to know Tor’s thoughts, but wasn’t willing to be the first to speak.

      “Well.” Zephyr cleared his throat. Loudly. “We’re obviously not in agreement here, so let’s let it be for now. We have practical matters to⁠—”

      “This bucket needs an overhaul,” Callum interjected.

      Zephyr glared at him, but kept speaking. “—discuss. We need repairs and upgrades for the journey ahead. And since we’re stuck here for the next few days, we might as well make the best of it.”

      Callum said nothing, but nodded.

      “And the Shining Fate is not a bucket, you pompous ass,” Fera said. “This is a luxury vessel. Or are the accommodations not to your liking, Representative?”

      Zephyr cleared his throat again. “So it’s settled,  I’ll handle the repairs, and you all can do whatever you like.”

      An idea occurred to Matthai, and he blurted it out before he could second guess himself.

      “So, if we’re stuck here anyway …” Matthai leaned in, excitement momentarily edging out his impatience. “Can we visit Sonora? The actual planet?”

      Delilah snorted. “Sure. A blazing hot planet where you get thrown in prison for humming?” she said with just a hint of her old spark. “Sounds delightful.”

      “Good luck with that,” Fera’s voice cut in. “Sonora’s insular. You can’t go planetside without a religious sponsor, and that never happens.”

      Callum set down his glass. “Taking on visitors from off-world is frowned upon in Sonoran culture. Most off-worlders never get past the orbital station.”

      Matthai slumped back in his seat. “Oh. That’s … okay.” The disappointment felt like heaviness dragging his body down. He hadn’t realized he’d been so invested in the idea until it was taken away.

      Fera must have noticed, because her voice was more cheerful than usual. “But I can send the request? Won’t hurt to try.”

      “Sure,” Matthai responded, forcing a smile. “I would really appreciate that.” But he could tell Fera was just humoring him. Sonora was not an option.

      Four days. 

      Here on the station, planetside—it didn’t matter. Either way, Matthai was trapped here while Kat-a-reen was out there, beyond the gate. 

      But a distraction would have been a welcome way to pass the time. And his mother’s stories made the Sonoran resonance chambers sound like a wonder of the universe.

      It would have been nice to see them.
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        * * *

      

      One robust Felurian whiskey later, Matthai found himself in the lounge with Tor and Delilah. And Fera was there, virtually ‘hanging out’ with them.

      Callum disappeared without even sipping the drink Zephyr poured for him, muttering something about a nap.

      Likely thanks to the whiskey, Matthai was relaxed and curious, rather than anxious, for the first time in days. Just days ago, he’d never been off Kronai, never been outside the Temple walls. Now, he was on a smuggler’s ship, running from his own parents. 

      It felt ... good.

      “Oh, this is perfect,” Delilah’s voice rang out, finally mischievous again for the first time since Anaris Station. She browsed a list of entertainment vids on the main vidscreen. 

      Matthai settled into the sofa and considered kicking his feet up on the table, but reconsidered it. A vid sounded like a great distraction, and he’d be happy with whatever she chose.

      “Fera, darling, you and Zephyr have been holding out on us.”

      Matthai glanced back to the vidscreen, only to have his stomach drop. It was his face filling the display. 

      “You have an entire folder dedicated to him!” Delilah grinned, a hint of wicked glee in her tone. 

      “‘Ten Things You Don’t Know About Scion Matthai!’ ‘Is the Future High Priest Looking for Love?’ Damn, this collection is extensive.”

      “What … is this?” Matthai stared at the thumbnails in fascination and horror.

      “Gossip vids,” Delilah said. “Haven’t you ever—oh, right. Sheltered.”

      “The best gossip vids,” Fera announced. “We’ve been collecting them for two phases.”

      Matthai tried to speak, but had to clear his throat first. “Phases?” 

      “You’re famous, honey—deal with it,” Delilah went back to browsing. “‘Body Language Expert Analyzes Scion’s Secret Desires.’ Oh, this is gold.”

      “I know, right?” Fera added with pride.

      Matthai buried his face in his hands. “This is mortifying.”

      “Oh, don’t be such a prude. Look at this one—‘Matthai Spotted: New Haircut or Cry for Help?’” Delilah clapped her hands in apparent glee. “They analyzed your haircut, honey. Your haircut.”

      “Please make it stop.” 

      Then Delilah scrolled down, and Matthai’s blood turned to ice. ‘Bright Scion’s Fall: Why Matthai Valtrellin Killed his Sister’

      She scrolled down hastily, but the damage was done. 

      He blinked his eyes against the sting. Tried to listen past the ringing in his ears, but no one was speaking. They all just stared at him. 

      “So.” Matthai swallowed thickly. “People think … I killed her?”

      “Oh, no!” Fera’s voice came through the speakers, sounding panicked. “Not us. We’re Team Matthai all the way. We know you didn’t—Delilah, change it!”

      “I already did,” Delilah snapped. 

      “Well, looks like you’ve got yourself a—” Zephyr froze in the doorway, his face going pale as he took in the scene. His eyes darted from the vidscreen to Matthai to Delilah. “Oh, shit.”

      Matthai stared at Zephyr, whose confident smuggler swagger had evaporated. He looked like he wanted to launch himself out of an airlock. 

      Zephyr’s throat worked as he swallowed. His hands clenched and unclenched at his sides. “Fera,” he said in a warning tone. “What this?”

      “She was showing off your extensive gossip vid library,” Delilah said. “Very thorough. Very... dedicated.”

      Matthai felt something cold settle in his stomach. Two phases. Two entire phases of his life cataloged, analyzed, and scrutinized by these strangers who were now his traveling companions. “You’ve been collecting gossip vids about me,” he said, each word carefully measured, “for two phases?”

      Zephyr’s face went from pale to red in stages, like watching a sunrise in fast motion. He opened his mouth, closed it, opened it again. “It’s not... I mean, we weren’t...”

      “They’re fans,” Delilah said, savoring every syllable of Zephyr’s mortification like fine wine. “Aren’t you, Captain?”

      Matthai just sat there, horrified. Something like betrayal settled deep in his belly. 

      “We should delete those.” Zephyr’s words tumbled over each other. “Right now. Fera, delete the whole folder.”

      “I am not deleting two phases of curated entertainment!” Fera shot back, her voice indignant.

      In his corner of the couch, Tor’s mouth was drawn in a thin line. His eyes, though, were vacant. He almost looked as dismayed as Matthai. 

      “People really think I killed her.” The words stuck in his throat, like trying to speak a foreign language with his Hix turned off.

      Delilah’s expression softened. “Honey, that’s just conspiracy theorists. Most people know better.”

      “But some don’t.” All these years, while he’d been grieving, strangers had been picking apart every gesture, every expression, studying him for signs of guilt.

      Zephyr scratched the back of his neck, his earlier embarrassment forgotten in the face of Matthai’s obvious distress. “Yeah. Some don’t.”

      The admission hung in the air. Delilah suddenly found her fingernails fascinating. Tor shifted in his seat, which creaked under his weight. The vidscreen was dark, leaving them alone with the hum of the ship’s engines.

      Matthai stared at the blank screen, trying to imagine what other horrors might lurk in that collection. How many people across the galaxy thought he was a murderer? How many believed he’d killed his own sister for power?

      Zephyr clapped his hands together, the sound shocking in the quiet room. His voice was eerily chipper. “But hey, I’ve got some good news—looks like you got yourself a sponsor.”

      “For Sonora?” Hope flickered in Matthai’s chest. He needed to get out of here, to clear his head.

      “Yeah. I couldn’t believe it myself, but he’s already on his way up to the orbital to meet you, so you and Callum had better get a move on.”
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        * * *

      

      The arrival bay was practically deserted, with the occasional transport docking from the planet below, mostly empty. The waiting area felt somehow … desolate.

      “You knew,” he said, not looking at Callum. “About the gossip vids. About … what people say about me. That I hurt Liyara.”

      Callum was silent for a long moment. “I did.”

      Betrayal coursed down his body, pooling in his toes. “You could have warned me.”

      “When?” Callum turned to face him. “The day we met, when you were terrified about your secret mate? Or when I chased you down to rescue you from Club Nebula? Maybe when you finally smiled again on the way to Anaris Station? Perhaps when you were being tortured by Vargus?”

      Matthai’s shoulders sagged. “Fair enough. I just... I can’t believe they think I killed her.” His chest clenched. “I loved her. So much.”

      Tears welled despite his best efforts. Five years of grief, and now this—strangers had turned his sister’s death into entertainment. He swiped at his eyes, looking away.

      Callum’s hand settled warm and steady on his shoulder. “I know you did. I’m sorry people are awful.”

      That did it. Tears spilled over, though he tried to blink them away. 

      Ever since the day he lost her, he’d carried Liyara’s death with him, went on his daily visits to the Tower of Becoming on his morbid walks, carried on grieving his sister long past when it was fashionable … and strangers across the galaxy actually believed he killed her. That entire time. 

      Just then, a man with golden brown skin and heavy tan robes strode into the arrival bay. Every movement was a study in grace, as if he danced to music no one else could hear. 

      Callum straightened, his hand slipping from Matthai’s shoulder. He leaned closer, muttering under his breath. “I think that’s our sponsor.”

      Matthai swiped at his eyes, hoping the stranger hadn’t noticed his tears. Luckily, the man seemed not to have noticed them yet.

      “Acoustician Kolton Yavik?” Callum called out.

      A warm smile spread across the man’s face as he sped to greet them. He bowed low to each in turn. “Future High Priest. Representative Arbiter Torion. It’s an honor to meet you.” He gestured toward the departure bay. “I’ve already booked our passage back to Sonora. Are you ready?”

      “And you’re certain it’s okay for us to land?” Callum asked.

      “Of course, I’m sponsoring you,” Kolton replied, though his expression was guarded.

      “I heard Sonora isn’t...” Matthai searched for a diplomatic word. “Fond of outsiders.”

      Kolton’s chuckle was dry and mirthless, though somehow it retained its warmth. “Well, I certainly wouldn’t expect a warm welcome.”
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            ANOMALOUS INCIDENTS

          

          KAT

        

      

    

    
      Earth, Omaha, Nebraska

      Katherine Miller, Medical Microbiologist
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        * * *

      

      An alarm blared. Kat slapped at her phone, hoping to slip back into whatever dream she’d been having. Whatever it was, it had been lovely⁠—

      Her heart jolted.

      She snatched up her phone.

      8:23 AM! How many times had she snoozed?

      “Shit!” She bolted upright, head spinning from the sudden movement. Her meeting with Agent Yang was at nine, and she still had to⁠—

      Oh god, what did you even wear to an interview with the Department of Homeland Security?

      She stumbled to her closet, yanking hangers to the side with increasing desperation. Everything was either too casual or made her look like she was trying too hard. A blazer felt like she was playing dress-up. Jeans seemed disrespectful.

      Her academic wardrobe was an all-around fail here. 

      “Fuck it,” she muttered, snagging a button-up shirt she’d forgotten she owned, an itchy wool sweater, and a pair of khakis she had to cinch on with a belt. 

      She rushed to the bathroom to splash water on her face and brush her teeth, not bothering with makeup. Then she sprayed dry shampoo into her hair and wound it into a French twist. 

      It would have to do.

      Her cell phone and purse were still on the nightstand. She went to grab them when her eyes snagged on Agent Yang’s business card. 

      Somehow, the federal seal was more intimidating in the morning light. Office of Anomalous Incidents. What the hell did that even mean?

      Either way, she needed the address. 

      She stuffed it into her purse along with her cell, then made a beeline for the front door. Beth sat on the couch, painting her toenails. 

      As Kat slipped on her black kitten heels from the night before, she turned to face her twin. ‘Why didn’t you wake me up? I’m late!” 

      “Oh, shit—was that meeting today? We were out so late!” Beth closed the nail polish and set it down on the coffee table with an indignant thunk. “That Agent is making you come in this morning?” 

      Shit. She shouldn’t have snapped at Beth. It wasn’t like this meeting was her responsibility. “Sorry, Beth—I’m just cranky and late.” 

      Kat’s hand was already on the deadbolt when Beth asked, “Want me to drive you?” 

      She turned back to her twin, looked pointedly at her half-painted purple toenails—complete with foam spacers—and they both burst out laughing. 

      “See you later, Bethy.’ 

      “Bye, Kitty Kat,” Beth called as she left the apartment, locking up behind her. Smiling, she rushed down the hall. It was such a relief to finally have everything out in the open. She and Beth still needed to talk about her powers … and Kat still hadn’t fessed up about her Syndrome Q, but⁠—

      The second she stepped outside, all hell broke loose.

      “Dr. Miller!”

      A wall of people surged toward her from across the street—with microphones, cameras, phones—recording everything. How many were there? Ten? Twenty? Thirty?

      A lot. 

      She clutched her purse close to her body and ran toward her car. Shit. Keys? 

      “Dr. Miller! Can you show us the teleportation?”

      “How does it feel to teleport?”

      “What was it like to show up naked in a stadium full of people?”

      The questions came from everywhere at once as the crowd raced toward her. The familiar buzzing started in her ears—the warning sign she’d learned to dread.

      No. Not here. Not with all these cameras rolling.

      She reached her Toyota and fumbled with the keys, hands shaking so badly she accidentally hit the alarm button. That confused them long enough for her to press the right button and scramble into her car. 

      Lock the doors! She jammed on the button, then turned off the alarm. No need to wake the entire neighborhood. 

      The crowd of reporters reached her, jostling her car in their eagerness, shouting over one another. 

      She looked out the rearview mirror. Shit. Neighbors were creeping out the front door, peering in her direction, no doubt wondering what all the fuss was about. 

      Kat turned on the engine … and the media jerks ran around the back, boxing her in. 

      8:39 AM.

      Her meeting was in twenty minutes. Agent Yang was expecting her, and she was trapped in her own parking lot.

      She couldn’t just drive through them. What if she hit someone? What if one of them got hurt, and it was her fault? 

      With shaking hands, she pulled out her phone and wondered what the hell she should do. 

      How the hell should a person handle ‘there are literally people banging on every window of my car’? Call the police? The apartment complex? 

      There had to be a less nuclear option. The last thing Kat wanted was for their landlord to decide she and Beth were troublemakers. She scrolled through her contacts. 

      Alex? Nope—his help always came with strings.

      Mom? Oh, hell, no.

      Vi. She clicked the contact and waited for what felt like forever before someone picked up. 

      “Kat? What’s up?”

      “Holy shit, Vi. They’re everywhere.” 

      Vi sounded relaxed, but annoyed. “Yeah, they’re at my place, too.” 

      How could she be so calm about this? “It’s just … I can’t get out of my parking lot, and I have this meeting I can’t be late for⁠—”

      “Stay in your car and lock the doors.” Vi’s voice was firm. “Text me your address, and I’ll be right there.” 

      ***

      After what felt like a million years but was probably ten minutes, Kat got a text. 

      
        
        Vi: I’m parked on the main road, so we can’t get boxed in. Need me to come get you, or can you make a run for it?

      

      

      Kat took one look outside and knew her answer. Vi was a badass, and Kat was a doctor. 

      
        
        Kat: Come get me, please? I’ll owe you one. 

      

      

      A moment later, a very incognito Vi slipped out of her car and silently shut the door. Her hood was up, sunglasses on, and … was that brass knuckles on her hand? 

      Hot damn. She’d definitely called the right woman for the job. 

      Kat couldn’t help but stare as her friend lowered her head, started walking, and just shouldered right through the crowd, clearly not giving two shits who she jostled on the way. 

      Within moments, Vi was at Kat’s window, brandishing the knuckles at a particularly aggressive cameraman. Through the door, Kat heard her shout, “Get the fuck back, you assholes!”

      Vi tried the door, then gestured at Kat. 

      Shit. The locks. Kat hit the button, then gripped the keys tight so she could relock it. 

      This time, Vi opened the door just wide enough for Kat to slip out, then shut the door behind her and used her body to shield Kat. “You ready?”

      Kat locked the car and shoved the keys into her purse, which she clutched like a baby. Like hell was one of these jerks snatching her purse. 

      “Ready.” She could do this. It was a parking lot, not a war zone.

      Vi gripped her hand. “Don’t let go.” 

      And then Vi carved a path through the screaming crowd. Cameras trailed them, flashes stung her eyes. A microphone swung so close to her face that she had to bury her face in Vi’s neck to avoid a hit to the teeth.

      “Dr. Miller! Can you teleport for us now?”

      “How does it feel to teleport?”

      “Are there others like you?”

      “Excuse me,” Kat said, never letting go of Vi’s hand and trying not to make eye contact. “I’m sorry, I’m late for an appointment.” 

      Someone stepped on her foot—hard. She winced, but kept moving. 

      “The world wants to know—what’s it like to have superpowers?”

      Her chest squeezed. The buzzing in her ears started, an all-too-familiar warning sign. She could not teleport here. The thought of appearing naked in front of this mob made her stomach flip. 

      As if the world didn’t have enough naked footage of her from the concert. 

      The crowd seemed to sense her growing panic and pressed in. More questions, more cameras, more flashes. The world closed in like a vice. 

      Vi wrenched open a door and shouted, “Get in!” 

      Kat practically dove into the passenger seat, head pounding, trying to catch her breath. 

      Vi jumped into the driver’s side and gunned it. In the rearview mirror, a few of the more dedicated reporters filmed their escape.

      “You okay?” Vi glanced at her with concern. “You look like you’re about to pass out.”

      Kat pressed her back into the seat, forcing herself to breathe slow and deep. The buzzing in her ears faded. “I’m fine. Just ... wasn’t expecting that. How did they even find me?”

      Vi checked the mirrors again. “Public records, probably? Bribery? Who knows?” She shook her head. “Vultures, all of them. You sure you’re okay?”

      “Yeah. Yeah, I think so.” Kat managed a shaky smile. “Thanks for rescuing me. I was not ready for that.”

      “Yeah, I could tell—but no worries. I’m glad you called.” Vi navigated traffic like a pro, deftly putting distance between them and the apartment complex. “So where we headed?”

      “Oh, yeah—” Kat fished in her purse for Yang’s business card, her hands still shaking. She had to dig, but eventually found it and read off the address.

      Vi’s eyebrows shot up. “Wait—that’s the DHS offices.”

      “Yeah. So?”

      Vi actually took her eyes off the road to stare at her. “Kat, you don’t just waltz into the federal building and have a friendly chat with Homeland Security. These people are not your friends. They are not here to help.”

      Kat shifted in her seat, uncomfortable. Agent Yang said it was just an interview to debrief. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, don’t volunteer information. The government is not your friend, especially when you have something they want.”

      Kat let out a shaky laugh, adjusting her seatbelt. “Are you always this paranoid?” She tried to project confidence she didn’t feel. “It’ll be fine. I’m... sure it’s nothing.”

      The look Vi gave her plainly said, ‘You sweet, summer child,’ but she just shook her head and let the subject drop.
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        * * *

      

      The Federal Building was a concrete monstrosity on Capitol Avenue, all sharp angles and tinted windows. 

      “Text me when you’re done,” Vi said as Kat popped open the door. “And Kat? Seriously. Don’t volunteer information they don’t ask for.”

      Vi was a little intense sometimes. 

      Kat waved her goodbye and hustled for the front doors. She was … late. 

      Today’s interview would just be routine questions. They were probably just trying to piece together what had happened the night before. 

      Security was intense—metal detectors, bag search, the works. The guard gave her a visitor badge and directions to wait in the main lobby for Agent Yang. Kat’s palms were sweating by the time she made it through security. 

      She’d only just taken a seat when a door opened, and Agent Yang walked in. “Dr. Miller?”

      Agent Yang was young—maybe early thirties—Asian, with gorgeous skin and sleek black hair pulled into a professional bun. Her navy pantsuit was nice but not intimidating, more polished than Kat usually managed, but nowhere near Aubrey’s level of corporate armor.

      “I’m Agent Yang. Thank you so much for coming in—I’m sure this is the last thing you wanted to deal with this morning.” 

      Yang’s smile seemed genuine, her tone apologetic. Almost grateful, as if she hoped Kat understood they were just a couple of professionals trying to get through mandatory paperwork. “I really appreciate you taking the time.”

      “Of course,” Kat said, standing to follow Yang toward the elevators. “Happy to help.”

      Kat followed, feeling awkward as Yang led her to the third floor, through a door marked Office of Anomalous Incidents, then down a hallway to Conference Room C.

      The conference room was ... not what she’d expected. 

      Kat’s brain had conjured a stark interrogation room—complete with folding chairs and a two-way mirror—but the room was almost cozy. A coffee maker hummed in the corner, potted trees sat in the corners, and landscape prints decorated the walls. A lake, a mountain. 

      And a lovely little round table in the center of the room with padded chairs. Nothing fancy, but a big step up from metal folding chairs. 

      “Please, have a seat.” Yang walked to the counter, grabbed a box of donuts, and set it on the conference table. “Coffee? I’ve got cream and sugar. And please, help yourself.” She gestured to the pastries, then patted her belly. “I grabbed them on my way in, and I desperately need someone to save me from myself.”

      “Cream and sugar, please.” 

      Kat tried not to fidget while Yang prepped their coffees. Her eyes snagged on the lake painting directly across from where she sat. It really was generic. Just some trees, sun shining on a mountain lake. The musak of paintings. 

      The plants by the window were real, she noticed. Someone actually watered them. That was oddly comforting.

      The tripod to her right by the window was … less so.

      Yang returned, setting a steaming pale pink mug in front of Kat. Then she took her own seat and slid the donuts toward the center of the table. 

      The donuts looked good—glazed, chocolate, even a few with sprinkles. Kat grabbed a glazed donut with a napkin, took a small bite, and then set it down in front of her, chewing and swallowing quickly.

      “Thank you.” Kat wrapped her hands around the warm ceramic mug and lifted it. “This all looks really good.” 

      “My pleasure.” Yang stood, crossing over to the tripod. “I hope you don’t mind, but I’m going to record this for our files—standard procedure.” She pulled out a small video camera and set it up with practiced ease. “I know it’s distracting, but just try to pretend it isn’t there.”

      The red recording light blinked on, and something cold settled in Kat’s stomach. The cozy room abruptly felt much less cozy.

      “So,” Yang said, settling back in her chair with her coffee, consulting a legal pad. “Let’s start with some basic information, okay? Can you state your full name and address for the record?”

      “Katherine Miller. Um, Katherine, with a K.” She gave her address, stumbling slightly over the apartment number. Her voice sounded too loud in the quiet room.

      “Great.” Yang’s pen scratched across the paper. “Current occupation?”

      “I’m a medical microbiologist. Well, I was. I just got a new job at Hope Pharmaceuticals as their medical data modeler.”

      “That’s exciting. New beginnings.” Yang’s smile seemed genuine. “How long have you lived in Omaha?”

      “Born and raised.” Kat took a sip of her coffee. It was good—surprisingly good.

      “It’s a lovely city, I’m a little jealous. I moved around a lot as a kid.” 

      “Oh.” Kat had no idea how to respond to that. Was this an interview or a chat over coffee?

      “Family nearby?”

      “Yep. My twin sister Beth and I share an apartment. My brother Danny lives here too, and my parents are across town.”

      Yang nodded, taking another bite of donut before making more notes. “That’s nice, having family close. Do you have any close friends? How long have you known them?”

      “My best friend Claire—we met in grad school at UNO. Some acquaintances from my post-doc. I am … was pretty much your stereotypical workaholic academic.” 

      “Ever been arrested?”

      “No,” Kat answered, a hint of her offense bleeding into her tone. “Not even a parking ticket.”

      Yang reached for the coffeepot again and refreshed both their cups without asking. The casual gesture felt oddly intimate, as if they were old friends catching up rather than... whatever this was.

      “Now, let’s talk about your … ability.” Yang settled back into her chair, crossing her legs. “How long have you had it?”

      There it was. Kat set down her coffee cup, the ceramic thunking against the table. “I’m not entirely sure. Months, maybe? But I only became aware of it recently.”

      “Can you control it?”

      “No.” The admission felt like failure. “It seems pretty random so far.”

      Yang nodded sympathetically. “That must be frightening, not having control.”

      It was. Kat stared at the lake painting over Yang’s shoulder. “It is.”

      “Who knows about this ability?”

      “Are you kidding?” Kat laughed. “After last night, the whole world knows.” 

      “I’m sorry—these are standard questions. You understand.” She sipped her coffee before continuing. “Have you ever had security clearance with the US government?”

      The question shift caught Kat off guard. She blinked, refocusing on Yang’s face. “No. Well, not official clearance. I’ve worked on some NIH-funded projects, but nothing that required special access.”

      “Any time overseas?”

      Kat frowned, her fingers tracing the rim of her coffee cup. “Not much. A few conferences—Paris, London, Geneva. Maybe three trips total in the last five years.” She paused, studying Yang’s expression. “Why do you need to know all this?”

      Yang’s smile never wavered. She reached for another donut—chocolate this time. “Just being thorough. We’re going to need a list of those trips. Dates, duration, purpose of travel.”

      “Okay, I ... suppose I can put that together for you. It’s just been a handful of conferences.” Kat suddenly felt chilled in the air conditioning, despite her sweater. 

      Yang made another note and took a bite of her donut before setting it aside. “Do you know anyone else with similar abilities?”

      Kat’s heart skipped. Images flashed through her mind—Vi’s impossible abilities in the fighting ring, Hayley somehow affecting the crowd with her music. But Vi had never actually confirmed she had abilities, had she? And what she’d witnessed at the concert ... everyone had seen that.

      And Vi’s words echoed in her head. 

      ‘Don’t volunteer information. The government is not your friend.’

      It felt wrong to withhold information. Kat had always believed in democracy and order and everything that came with it. The government existed to prevent chaos, to support civilized society … right?

      Kat forced herself to meet Yang’s gaze. “No one has ever told me they have powers.” 

      Technically, not a lie.

      Yang watched her for a moment, as if measuring the truth of that statement. Her pen tapped once against the legal pad before she continued. “Have you ever appeared in a private residence or business without permission?”

      “What? No, of course not.” The question caught her completely off guard. “I mean, not that I’m aware of. I can’t control where I go.”

      “Have you ever brought anything or anyone with you when you teleport?”

      “No. Actually, that’s the problem—I don’t take anything with me. Not even clothes.” Her cheeks heated at the admission. She looked back at the lake painting, counting the trees on the far shore.

      Yang stood up and walked to the window, looking out at the traffic below. “Do you dream about places you’ve never been?”

      Kat paused, coffee cup halfway to her lips. “That’s... an oddly specific question. Sometimes, I guess? Doesn’t everyone?”

      Yang returned to her seat, picking up her pen again. “Have you ever teleported while unconscious?”

      “I … think so, yes. I’ve been waking up on top of the covers, naked.” She felt her blush deepen. Gods, this was embarrassing.

      “Have you noticed any changes in your sleep patterns, appetite, behavior?”

      “Yes, but I have Syndrome Q, so obviously I’ve been tired, achy, hypersensitive—I mean, you know the symptoms, right?” Kat shifted in her chair, her wool sweater sticking in place against the chair’s back as she did. She leaned forward to adjust it. 

      Yang made a few more notes, then reached for her coffee. “Any debts or financial difficulties?”

      The question shift caught Kat off guard again. “Student loans, like everyone else who went to grad school. But I’m managing.”

      Yang set down her coffee and stared directly at Kat, her expression shifting. Still friendly, but with an undertone of something … else. “Dr. Miller, I want to thank you for being so cooperative. This has been extremely helpful.”

      “Of course.” Kat tried to read Yang’s expression, but couldn’t. The woman’s face was perfectly professional, perfectly pleasant. “Is that ... everything?”

      Yang’s smile remained warm, but there was a hint of something harder in her gaze. “Don’t leave the country, Ms. Miller. We’ll be in touch.”
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      Tor stood outside Delilah’s door, fist raised to knock. Then he lowered it.

      Something was really wrong with her. He’d never seen her like this, not since he’d met her. Granted, he wasn’t her bodyguard for that long, but long enough. 

      He was terrible with this stuff. Give him a fight or a problem to solve any day. But emotion stuff? He was clueless. 

      The ship hummed. Zephyr’s voice drifted from the cockpit. Normal sounds. But nothing was normal. He’d been standing here for ... how long? Too long.

      Tor raised his fist again. 

      Lowered it. Again.

      In the arena, problems were straightforward. Someone was hurt, you patched them up. Someone was gonna get killed, you stopped it. Someone was hungry, you scrounged up some food. 

      But this? Torture.

      Food. He was here to get Delilah to eat.

      Tor raised his fist again. And actually knocked.

      “What?” Delilah hollered from inside the room.

      Tor cleared his throat, then projected through the door. “It’s, uh, Tor?”

      “Hey.” A pause. “What’s up?”

      He shifted his weight, stared at the floor. “Can I ... can I come in?”

      “Door’s unlocked.”

      The door slid open to Delilah in bed, still in yesterday’s clothes. Either she was watching something from her Hix library … or she was just staring at nothing. 

      She sat up and smiled when he entered, but he could see the dark circles under her eyes, the puffiness that meant she’d been crying. “Hey, Tor. What’s up?”

      He wasn’t sure if he should enter, so he hovered in the doorway. Now would be a good time to say something. 

      He cleared his throat. Looked at the floor. Shifted his weight from one foot to the other. Started to speak, stopped. Cleared his throat again.

      “Tor, honey—what is it?”

      “I, uh.” He gestured vaguely toward the corridor, then let his hand drop. “Made food. Used the printer.” He was still standing in the doorway like an idiot. “It’s probably terrible, but...”

      “Thank you, Tor!” Her voice was too bright, almost shrill in its fake happiness. “I’ll be right there.”
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        * * *

      

      The smell of printed protein and vegetables permeated the galley’s air. Tor had tried to make something that resembled the meals she used to order at The Black Swirl, and the food printer had surprised him. The colors were right, and the textures actually resembled actual food. It even smelled good.

      He’d set two plates on the small table, arranged the utensils and everything. As if nice presentation could bring Delilah back to him.

      Zephyr wandered in. “Hey, there, Tor—I see you figured out the food printer. How’re your quarters?” 

      “Big,” Tor answered. They were huge compared to his cell at the gladiator compound and his tiny room at The Black Swirl. A pang of—homesickness? Was that it?—Hit him.

      Zephyr laughed. “I mean, they’re pretty nice. Fera did all the design work, but I’d hardly call them ‘big.’”

      Tor grunted, feeling self-conscious. Yet another thing he didn’t understand about the ‘real universe.’ 

      “Well, I’m glad you’re settling in,” Zephyr continued, then noticed the two plates. “Oh, honey—you made lunch.” 

      Tor cleared his throat, shifting on his feet. “It’s, uh, for Delilah.”

      Zephyr rounded the counter, jostling Tor on the arm. “Of course it is, man. I was just messing with you.” He smiled, but it was a little somber. “How is she?”

      “She hasn’t been eating.”

      Zephyr glanced toward the corridor to the crew quarters. “Yeah, I noticed. She’s been ... quiet.” He took a sip of his drink, grimaced. He patted Tor’s shoulder again. Touchy-feely guy, the captain. “Give it time, you know? Yesterday was a lot.”

      Yesterday. What was it about yesterday that made Delilah so sad? She hadn’t offered anything up, and Tor still hadn’t worked up the gumption to ask. But he was going to have to get on with it.

      “Yeah.” Tor nodded, feeling his lips draw into a tight line. “Time.”

      “Oh, hey—there’ll be some workers on the ship today, maybe the next couple of days, too. They’ll mostly stick to the engineering level, but also will be upgrading the med bay. Just didn’t want you to freak out or anything.”

      Tor didn’t like it. Strangers wandering around the ship would make him anxious. But if their work on the ship meant Delilah would be safer on their journey, it was worth it. “Thanks. I’ll stay out of their way.”

      Zephyr clapped him on the shoulder, again, and headed back to the cockpit, leaving Tor alone, waiting.

      When Delilah finally appeared, she looked ... smaller, somehow. Like she’d folded in on herself overnight. And in this light, it was one hundred percent clear—she’d been crying.

      Delilah never cried.

      “Smells good!” She slid smoothly into her seat, then picked up her fork and cut a piece of the protein. Lifted it to her mouth, chewed, swallowed. “This is really good, honey. Thank you.”

      Tor grunted, then took a bite of his own food. It was actually delicious. 

      But Delilah barely took another bite. She just sort of cut things into pieces and pushed the chunks around her plate.

      Tor ate his own food methodically, watching her out of the corner of his eye. How her smile never quite reached her eyes. The slight tremor in her hand when she reached for her water.

      She looked like she was about to crumble.

      Silence stretched between them. Usually, Delilah filled quiet spaces. She’d talk about whatever came into her head—something she’d read, plans for the day, gossip about the crew. Her voice had become a constant in his life, and without it, the world felt emptier. 

      Now, there was just the scrape of her fork and the distant sound of Zephyr and Fera talking in the cockpit.

      “Is it not good?”

      She looked up, startled, like she’d forgotten he was there. “No, honey—it’s fine.”

      The words hung in the air, awkward and horrible. Tor set down his fork.

      He had no idea what to say. How did you ask someone like Delilah what was wrong without shutting her down completely? In the compound, people either held it in or told you what was wrong. Or they just asked for a spar and worked through it that way. 

      Getting someone to open up about their feelings was not in his skill set. 

      So he just blurted out, “Something is bothering you.”

      For a moment, her mask slipped. The pain underneath peered out, raw and desperate. Then she stood, backing away from the table. “I’m … I’ll be back.”

      She was gone before he could respond, her full plate abandoned on the table.

      What was he supposed to do? Follow her? Demand answers? Corner her in her room and force her to talk? Every instinct told him she was in danger—not from an external threat, but from whatever was eating from the inside. But he didn’t know how to fight that kind of enemy.

      Could it be the massacre? It had been pretty horrific. But right after, she’d brushed it off like it was nothing, defending Fera.

      Was it losing her home at the Black Swirl? Was she upset they had to leave? She hadn’t wanted to come with, not initially. Vargus had forced her hand.

      Voids, he wished she would just tell him what was wrong!

      Footsteps in the corridor. Zephyr reappeared, took one look at the scene, and raised an eyebrow.

      “What’s up with Dee?”

      Tor shrugged, feeling helpless.

      Zephyr studied him for a moment, then the untouched plate, then nodded. “Right. Well, let me know if you need backup, yeah?”

      Tor almost smiled at that. Backup. As if this were a tactical situation they could solve with planning and blades. If only.

      “Sure. Thanks.”

      Zephyr disappeared again, leaving Tor alone with his failure and the cold food. He scraped the plates into the recycler, then put the plates in the cleaning unit like he’d seen Zephyr do.

      Ten minutes passed. Maybe fifteen. Then Tor heard footsteps again—lighter this time, more deliberate. Delilah’s hair was down now, red curls flowing around her shoulders. Same black work clothes, but somehow she’d transformed herself—shoulders back, chin up, smile back in full force.

      Her smile shone. More dazzling. More … terrifying.

      “Let’s go out—it’ll be fun!”

      Alarms blared in Tor’s head. He may never have seen this kind of deflection from Delilah before, but he’d seen it plenty in the gladiatorial compounds … right before someone cracked. 

      “We should stay on the ship, Delilah.”

      “Oh, come on!” She sauntered closer, then walked behind him, leaning in to whisper in his ear. “We’ve been cooped up for ages.” 

      “Delilah—” 

      She rubbed his shoulders and added a false note of cheer to her voice. “Don’t you want to get out, explore the station? There’s got to be somewhere to get a drink⁠—”

      What he wanted was for Delilah to tell him what was going on in that pretty little head. Ever since they left Anaris Station, she’d been … off. 

      “Please?” She cocked her head, eyes wide and pleading. The look that had separated hundreds of clients from their cred chips.

      Tor studied her expression. Desperation crackled beneath her charm. Delilah was a fragile thing, barely holding it together. 

      She also would never let this go. 

      How could he help her if she wouldn’t even admit anything was wrong? 

      Tor sighed, deep and weary. All he could do was try to keep her safe, make sure he was there when she fell apart. 

      “Let me get my blades.”
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        * * *

      

      “—so there I am, entertaining this absolute asshole,” Delilah rolled her eyes, then snickered. “But he’s getting drunk, and the last thing I want to do that night is deal with a puking Lordling. So I wait until he’s not looking and slip some julee berry extract into his wine.”

      “Why’s that?” 

      The bar was a grungy little dive bar next to the arrival and departure bays. The only bar on the station, it turned out. Sonora really was a backwater planet. A half-dozen Sonorans populated the bars and tables, and they were not happy to see him and Delilah. But it was the three foreigners in the corner that worried him. 

      Delilah took a swig of her drink. “Because I needed him loose and happy, or at least that was the plan.” 

      “Hmm.” Tor wasn’t sure he liked where this story was headed, but he also didn’t want to shut her down. Not when she was finally acting more like herself. 

      He shifted on his stool, trying to keep the men in the corner booth in his line of sight. He hated that Delilah chose to sit at the bar—he couldn’t watch the room and the door at the same time—but she’d insisted on sitting here.

      Delilah was either oblivious or ignoring everyone’s ire like a pro. She had just ordered a second plate of some weird Sonoran finger food—bright purple strips that were spicy but good—and actually seemed relaxed for the first time since they’d left Anaris.

      “What happened instead?” 

      “Well, he did loosen up, but it turned out he was a handsy asshole⁠—”

      “Did he hurt you?” Tor’s jaw tightened. 

      “What?” She shook her head, waving him off. “No, honey, it was just work. I handled it.”

      Tor jammed one of the spicy things into his mouth to hide his frown. He didn’t like to hear about the time when she was a slave, especially not the parts where she had to tolerate abuse, but she seemed to need to tell these stories as if they were funny. 

      “So then he’s groping me and pointing out every person in the room, telling me how much he hates them, why, and everything he’s ever done to them. It was appalling, honestly. Like his literal hobby is fucking people over.” 

      This was the Delilah he knew—quick-witted, funny, engaged with the world around her. Even if her story was disturbing, at least she was smiling.

      Delilah slapped the table, unable to contain her laughter. “So I smiled, cooed, and told him how clever he was. Then I whirled him onto the dancefloor and pumped him for information for hours. I gathered so much dirt from that idiot ...”

      Tor grunted, forcing a chuckle. 

      Delilah raised a hand, signaling the Sonoran barkeep, who didn’t even attempt to hide his distaste, slamming another glass down in front of her. 

      She took a big gulp, grinning and wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. Kinda coarse behavior for Delilah, but it had to be a good sign. She was finally eating and laughing, and the tension seemed to have bled from her shoulders. 

      Tor cleared his throat. “You seem ... better.”

      She paused, a piece of the purple food halfway to her mouth. “Better?”

      “More like yourself.”

      Her smile faltered, then flared back to life. “I’m always myself, honey.”

      “You barely ate lunch today.”

      “I wasn’t hungry then. I’m hungry now.” She bit into the strip, chewing with intense focus. “These are really good. You should try one.”

      He’d already tried them. She knew that. Why did she keep deflecting?

      “Delilah—”

      She downed the rest of her drink in one long swallow and raised her hand to signal the bartender. “Another round!” she called out, voice too bright. “In fact, a round for everyone!”

      The locals looked annoyed at her outburst, but apparently weren’t planning to turn down free drinks. The bartender scowled and started pouring.

      When the fresh glass appeared in front of her, she knocked it back and signaled for another.

      Whoa. This was … he needed to stop this. “Delilah, I think you’ve had enough.”

      “Oh, honey—loosen up. Let’s have a little fun!” She signaled for another drink. 

      Tor’s patience snapped. He reached across the table for her hand, which she snatched away. “Will you please just tell me what’s wrong?”

      Her eyes looked sad, just for a second, before her mask snapped back into place. Scarier now. Defiant. “You know what? We never introduced ourselves to the guys in the corner.”

      Every alarm in Tor’s head started screaming as she pushed unsteadily out of her chair. He reached out to help her, and she batted his hands away. “Delilah⁠—”

      She turned her back on him, weaving across the room … heading straight for trouble like her life depended on it. The three men straightened as she approached, predatory smiles spreading across their smarmy faces.

      From his perch at the bar, Tor watched as they made room for her in their booth, wedging her between two of them. One signaled the bartender for another round while she batted playfully at his arm, laughing. 

      Strange, how the same action could be used to woo and to shove someone away. Tor rubbed at his arms, where she had so recently rejected him. 

      The drinks kept flowing. Delilah flirted shamelessly, leaning in close, touching their arms. The bastards ate it up, leering, getting handsy with her. 

      Tor just watched, helpless to do anything but watch her self-destruct. She was a stubborn woman, and if he interrupted them now, she’d fight him tooth and nail. 

      Minutes crawled. One of them produced a fourteen-faced crystal—a Maethe—and set it on the table. Then they gambled, drinks and credits changing hands. Delilah’s laughter glittered throughout the room.
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