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      It was well past the time Kai thought he would be home when he left that evening. It took a moment for him to remember that no one was inside the house, waiting in the dark to yell at him for stumbling in during the wee hours of the morning.

      He was married now. He didn’t have to answer to anyone.

      To his surprise, marriage had bought him the closest thing he’d ever known to freedom. He probably should have stopped resisting it years ago. By Ralani standards, eighteen years old was long past the time to throw in the towel and embrace matrimony. While he and his wife weren’t exactly embracing it, at least he didn’t have to deal with his parents’ rules anymore. He and Brya had their own small but well-appointed house on the edge of Hellar, Ralani’s capital city.

      Kai had reveled until a bouncer kicked him out of his current favorite underground club for being excessively intoxicated. “Excessively intoxicated,” he muttered to himself as he trundled along. “Is there any other kind of intoxication?”

      He was a little nervous now, walking through the Hellar’s dark streets at this ungodly hour, the sound of his boots’ leather soles against the uneven cobblestones far too loud in the silence. He could hardly tell if one or more of the shadowy figures lurking in alleys and corners would recognize the deeply flawed only son of the House of Gref and take advantage of his lack of sobriety.

      Kai stumbled up the pair of stairs that led to the front door of his house, a wedding gift from his parents. He tried to place his hand in the door’s palm lock but could swear the damn thing kept moving. He was finally able to let himself into the darkened house and didn’t turn on the lights on the off-chance Brya was home and sleeping. He doubted she would be there, though. Since their marriage, she had returned to the arms of the boyfriend she’d had since she was fifteen. Arranged marriage be damned, Brya was not giving up the man she had deemed the love of her life. Kai had agreed to that prior to their marriage, and had been searching for a lady friend of his own since the wedding. He hadn’t been successful thus far.

      A quick check of the small house’s rooms confirmed Brya wasn’t home. Kai went to the kitchen and boiled a pot of coffee, an indulgence that drove both of their families up the wall. Coffee wasn’t native to Ralani, and it was one of his preferences that his parents routinely railed against. He could practically hear them complaining at him, their voices rusty from disuse, about what he found so wrong about good, strong Ralanian tea as he waited for the water to boil.

      What was wrong with acknowledging the time they were living in and embracing the universe outside Ralani? Kai and Brya both hated cooking and had discussed ways to smuggle in a replicator courtesy of her off-world contacts. Kai liked those conversations. They made him feel like he and his wife were friends, almost a real couple.

      But they weren’t a couple and never would be. Their entire marriage was a political strategy on the parts of their parents. Everyone involved was mortified their only children actually had to physically speak to be heard. Marrying them off to one another and tossing them in this small house had been convenient for everyone. At least Kai would no longer be obligated to serve on Ralani’s high council anymore, which would have caused further embarrassment to his parents. And he could physically speak with Brya without receiving glares from people who communicated solely via telepathy.

      Kai savored a cup of coffee and sighed at the jigsaw puzzle spread across the kitchen table, one of Brya’s pastimes. He picked up a couple of loose pieces, then forced his eyes to focus. He snapped one of them into place.

      The front door slamming open knocked him out of his thoughts. A scream rent through the house and Kai spilled some coffee on the puzzle pieces. He got up from the table and stumbled a little, bracing himself against the tabletop.

      “Stop!” He heard Brya’s cry from the foyer and moved as quickly as he could to the source.

      “Brya?” His voice came out a croak. He cleared his throat and tried again. “Brya?”

      Standing in the doorway was his mother-in-law, the formidable wife of the High Eminent Authority Fourth Seat on the High Council. Fika Dennir terrified both of them, and she filled the foyer, towering over Brya. She raised her hand and struck her again, clipping the side of her daughter’s hands with her long fingernails.

      The sight sobered him up far more than the coffee had. “What the fuck?” Kai shouted. “Fika, what are you doing?” He hurried to Brya and held out a hand to help her up, but Fika pushed him away. Kai hit the wall and sank to the floor.

      “Don’t do anything,” Brya said through her sobs. “You’ll make it worse.”

      “Kai, Brya tells me you knew about her lover,” Fika spat. “And you did nothing.”

      Fear knotted in the pit of his stomach. He couldn’t form a response. How did one tell their mother-in-law about the unorthodox agreements that kept a marriage working? Why was it any of her concern, anyhow? They weren’t expected to produce non-telepathic children and add to their families’ humiliation.

      Fika’s voice rose. Her speech was garbled and hurried, betraying that she hardly ever spoke the physical, inferior way. She grabbed Brya’s arm and half lifted her off the floor. “This is the worst thing either of you have ever done!” she screamed. “First, you can’t communicate like the rest of us. Then my daughter—your wife!—runs around in the night like a whore!” She pushed away Brya and planted a kick in her midsection for good measure before moving on to Kai. She launched herself at him, pinning him to the wall and raining blows wherever his hands couldn’t protect himself. Brya screamed again, a heartrending sound that had Kai reaching for her, but he was rebuffed when Fika pushed him away.

      Fika had stopped her tirade, but Kai knew from her expression that she had simply stopped trying to talk and was now cursing them in her mind. There was a red haze clouding above her head, roiling like a storm cloud from hell.

      With a shock, Kai realized he was seeing an aura for the first time in his life, and was sickened to see it turn dark gray with rage, the color of spoiled meat.

      With a final roar, Fika slammed his head against the foyer wall, and everything went dark.
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      He came to groggily, to the sounds of Brya weeping and begging him to open his eyes. She was cradling his head in her hands, squeezing tears out of swollen eyes. Early dawn light dappled the floor courtesy of Ralani’s three suns. How long had he been out?

      “Thank the gods!” she gasped when his eyes fluttered open. “Kai, we have to get out of here.”

      “We’re at home,” he muttered. More sleep sounded good about now. He had a hell of a headache, not all of it because of a hangover. “What time is it?”

      “It’s half past four in the morning, and we have to leave Ralani,” she said. “My mother is on a rampage, and soon your parents will be. She attacked Dav this morning, too.” Her boyfriend. The person Kai would never admit to anyone in a million years he was jealous of.

      “The fuck—why’d she go after Dav?”

      “Because she’s pissed off and she’s crazy like everyone else on this fucking planet. I already packed bags for us. We have to go, now. Dav booked us seats on a freighter.” She stood up, yanking on his hands until he forced himself to his feet.

      “We can’t travel on a freighter,” Kai protested. Gods, he needed some coffee and a shower. He felt like he had been stuck in some zero-g fight from hell and lost. It hurt to breathe, and he could feel himself bruising in places he didn’t know existed. “We’d have to work. None of us know anything about freighters.”

      “We’ll have to fake it,” Brya said. She sounded like she was fighting not to collapse and weep. “We just have to get out of the Mibela System. The freighter will take us to Alliance space and we can start over there.” She stamped her foot in frustration. “Damn it, Kai, move!”

      Kai didn’t think he could be more surprised at her news, but she’d managed to do it with the mention of Alliance space. “It’ll take weeks to get to the Alliance on a freighter,” he pointed out.

      The wall that had knocked him out had a sizable dent where his head had hit it, and Kai thought he should probably see a doctor before they left. A pair of duffel bags was parked at the broken front door. Brya hadn’t been kidding when she said she had them packed and ready to go. “I should go to an infirmary,” he said.

      “The ship has one. It’s leaving in an hour. Dav’s picking us up. Move, Kai.”

      “What’ll happen if we stay?” he asked stubbornly.

      Brya winced as she slung a duffel over her shoulder. Her answer was blunt, her tone flat. “They’ll kill us. My mother will make sure we’re dead, and your parents won’t care at all. They’re too embarrassed over something that’s no one’s business but mine. Ours,” she added.

      Kai would have expected to feel shock or anger at Brya’s pronouncement, but instead felt nothing. An eerie calmness descended over him at his acceptance of her words. His parents truly didn’t care what happened to him because of the way he was born. “All right. We’ll go to the Alliance. What waits for us there?”

      Brya looked outside furtively, waiting for Dav’s wheeler to pull up. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “Dav thinks we should learn a few things on the freighter and join a crew when we get there.”

      Kai knew that “we” referred solely to her and Dav, and he would likely be on his own. Something in him twisted. “We’re married. What about that?” he asked, voice quiet.

      She looked at him like he’d lost his mind. Maybe he had from that knock against the wall courtesy of her mother. “Kai, come on. Our titles and the arranged marriage aren’t recognized off-planet. We’re not married in the Alliance, or in any other way, you know.” She looked away.

      Kai knew.

      A dilapidated open-topped wheeler drove up beside the small house in the dawn sunlight, helmed by Brya’s shifty-eyed boyfriend. He scraped his overgrown hair out of his eyes, revealing an ugly bruise across his forehead. Brya and Kai hurried out of the house and tossed their bags in the back of the vehicle. Brya climbed in the front seat beside Dav, and Kai in the back with the duffels. Dav grunted by way of greeting and gunned the engine, peeling down the cobblestoned street. “Took you long enough,” he growled.

      “Sorry, but Kai was knocked out.”

      “Huh,” he said. “I didn’t get knocked out when your mother stopped by.”

      Despite his headache, irritation flared through Kai. “Maybe she was tired by the time she got to your shithole,” he snapped.

      “Look, High Priest Tenth Seat or whatever the hell you are, if you don’t shut up and show a little respect, I have no problem leaving you here.”

      “Dav,” said Brya softly. She placed her hand on his arm. “Don’t. He’s my friend.” She shot a glance at the back seat, one that told Kai to shut up.

      He did, and the silence allowed him to panic about the new life waiting for him. He wouldn’t even have time to bid farewell to his friends. “Do we have time to make a couple of stops? There are some people I’d like to say goodbye to.”

      Brya gave a short, bitter laugh. “Of course not.”

      “I just want to say goodbye to them and let them know I’m okay. That’s all.”

      “No,” said Dav bluntly. “Do you really think they’d care, anyway? Aren’t your friends on the councils?”

      “Not yet.” The few that he had hadn’t cared about his lack of telepathic talents, at least for the time being. Who knew how their friendships would have been affected when they eventually inherited their seats in government.

      “I’m sure my mother already told the entire city about me and Dav,” Brya said. “No one will want to see either of us.”

      Kai’s eyes met hers, and she looked away, but not before she saw regret reflecting back at him.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The freighter was hot, cramped, and carrying illegal cargo. The surly captain hadn’t said as much, but it was obvious based on the strict rules about not going near the cargo bays and how cagey the crew was whenever waystations or docks were mentioned.

      Kai, Brya, and Dav were among a handful of Ralanians fleeing the Mibela System for the safety of the Alliance, the center of civilized space, and in the case of a few passengers, the Rims. Kai couldn’t imagine why anyone would want to go to one of those planets. The living conditions could be cruder than on Ralani. The Alliance was their only real option, although he had no idea what he would do when he got there.

      They crossed into Alliance territory after nearly five weeks drifting in space, during which they dodged pirate vessels and had a narrow run-in with a dwarf star when their ship’s sensors went awry. There was always something wrong on this godsforsaken rust bucket, and Kai found the easiest way to pass the time and forget was to tool around with the ship’s computers, all of which was new technology to him.

      It wasn’t just leaving the only home he’d ever known he tried to put behind him that rankled, it was also the impromptu marriage ceremony the freighter captain performed for Brya and Dav as soon as they crossed the border. Kai had smiled and stood politely aside as Brya legally married a scowling Dav, and then listened to her chatter about when their union would be filed and registered in the Alliance, when they finally reached a station. Brya had giggled like a little girl when the captain announced it and excitedly told Kai they were both free.

      Their cargo was dropped off at an independent waystation on the border straddling Alliance and Rims space, and a few days later the remaining passengers were kicked off at Karys Station with strict orders from the freighter’s captain not to talk about their voyage. Kai had a pretty good idea what the freighter’s crew could unleash on him if he disobeyed, and he never wanted to be beaten again. Weeks after leaving Ralani, he still had nightmares about Fika.

      Dav and Brya scoured help wanted advertisements at Karys Station and contacted a small freighter company to join their crew. Kai considered doing the same on another ship, but couldn’t see himself spending endless months in space aboard another clunky ship about to fall apart.

      He had won some credits in a few card games while on board the freighter, and he booked a cheap room in the seedier sector of Karys Station to mull over his options, few as they were. He spent a few days wandering around the station’s commercial sector, marveling over the noise and nonstop music and crush of people, and clusters of Alliance Fleet officers milling around pubs he couldn’t afford to get drunk in. There was a military outpost on the station, and he downloaded some of their recruitment information to a datapad he found abandoned on a bench.

      Military life beat a drab existence on a freighter. At the very least, the food was bound to be better.

      Brya met with Kai at a dingy pub near his hotel the night before she and Dav were scheduled to leave on their freighter where they’d found work. Dav was gone, out at a pub with his new colleagues and getting falling-down drunk, as Brya laughingly described it. She and Kai drank tiny cups of overpriced beer and she asked if he had decided what he was going to do.

      “The Fleet, I think,” he replied dismally. He stared in his miniature beer glass. He had enough credits to stay one more night in his hotel and for a few more drinks. Then, he needed to find a more reliable source of income besides card games.

      “Seriously? I never pegged you as the military type.”

      “What else can I do?” he asked. “I’m old enough to join.”

      “It’s a twelve-year commitment!”

      “Twelve years of guaranteed work.”

      “You could join the freighter crew with me and Dav,” she suggested.

      “No.” Catching her raised eyebrow, he added, “Five weeks on that ship was enough for me. I’d rather be doing something for the greater good.”

      “‘Greater good’? Gods, you’ve been reading too much of the Fleet’s propaganda.”

      “I don’t have a lot of other options.” His voice came out sharper than he intended.

      Brya immediately softened. “Yeah, of course. I’m sorry. For all of this. I really am.” She looked at him, her deep violet eyes full of sympathy for the first time. She looked away. “I don’t love her, you know. My mother. I never did. She hated that I wasn’t a boy, and that I’m not a telepath.”

      “I know the feeling.”

      “I wish I’d stayed home that night,” she confessed, surprising him.

      So did Kai, but for other reasons. He would have stayed on Ralani if their relationship worked, or if she was even willing to try. She couldn’t, he told himself. She never knew you were willing, and now it’s too late.

      He could tell her how he felt, but he didn’t think that would solve any of their problems. It was likelier that she would get up and leave, and he would never hear from her again.

      He changed the subject instead. “There’s a Fleet ship docked here,” he said. “The Admiral Moore. I spoke to a few of the officers today, and they said they can sign me up for the officers’ academy. They leave in two days, and they can arrange to take me there.”

      “Why not just join up and start basic training right away?” she asked.

      “I have more options if I go to the academy,” he explained. “More training. I found out on the freighter that I’m pretty good with computers. I can do something with them if I enroll in the academy first.”

      Brya sighed. “If that’s what you want.”

      It wasn’t Kai’s first choice, but it was the only viable one he had. “I do,” he lied.
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      Twelve years later

      

      “We can do this the easy way or the hard way.” The thug leaned in closer, his horrible breath puffing over Brya’s face in a thick, odorous cloud. She forced herself to hide her disgust and keep a straight face.

      “I don’t see why you need me to do it,” she protested. “I told you I’m straight. Me and my ship are legit. Find someone else.”

      “There’s nobody else who knows the back star lanes or the Rims like you do, and nobody else who still owes Wethmore anything.”

      The mention of the captain of that godsforsaken freighter roused Brya’s ire. “I don’t owe him a fucking thing,” she hissed. She tried to extricate herself from the man, whose hands were planted on either side of her head, holding her in place against the wall of the station’s airlock corridor. Her small ship was docked just a few meters away. Maybe she could make a run for it.

      She considered the man menacing over her. He was a full head taller than she, and despite his unkempt appearance, he looked fit and strong. He could easily chase her down.

      She hadn’t seen Wethmore in nearly two years, not since her husband’s death. She had left the bastard captain’s employ and bought her own ship, the Rapture, and had been struggling to keep herself afloat ever since. It was hard being a brand-new, legit freighter operator just starting out, so much less profitable hauling spare parts across the galaxy instead of ungraded fuel or other things less savory. The Rapture’s necessary refueling at Karys Station had set her back a shitload of credits, and she was down to her last few between now and the next shipping job, whenever that may be.

      “Wethmore might disagree,” the thug said. Brya looked around the corridor, praying for someone to appear so he might run off and leave her alone. “He’s still pissed that you bailed on that last job from the Rims.”

      Fear and indignation gave way to anger. “I needed to get away from him! I was finally able to buy myself out of that life. Of course I bailed!” And Dav had just died, although even if he had survived his accident, she would have left him anyway. But she didn’t tell that to the thug.

      He finally removed his hands from either side of her head and shrugged. “It’s not like anyone’s mourning Dav.”

      It was true, but she sidestepped the remark. “I’m sick of that life, okay? Tell Wethmore no, I’m not working for him.” She held up her left hand, where the last two fingers had been severed. Her cheap metallic prosthetics shone under the station’s lights. “See this? I’ve already paid for leaving Wethmore’s operation. Fuck off.” She ducked under one of his arms on either side of her head and started to walk away, but the man grabbed her and pinned her against the wall again. Brya refused to cow and forced herself to meet him eye to eye.

      “He says he’ll turn you in if you don’t,” the man said smugly. “That’ll be worse that losing a couple of fingers. He knows everything you’ve ever done, everything you’ve ever smuggled, every crime you’ve participated in and witnessed. You want to reconsider?” He released her arms but didn’t back away.

      Brya shuddered. How Wethmore had escaped being caught was so far beyond her, but justice could never be counted on in any part of space.

      “He has everything you’ve ever done for him,” the man continued. “Your name is on every manifest, he has your bio-code imprinted on every part of that ship. You’d be fucked, Dennir, and you know it. You couldn’t even go back to your backwards home planet to hide.”

      He had her there. She couldn’t go back to Ralani under any circumstances.

      “What is it?” she demanded. “What would I be moving?” He opened his mouth to reply, but she held up a hand to silence him. “I’m not dealing with people, weapons, or drugs.”

      “Fuel,” he replied simply. “Ungraded petrik. Just take it to a planet in the Outer Rims. We’ll send you more instructions later. Your ship has a fortified cargo hold, so you shouldn’t worry about explosions.” He smirked at her. “Although after the way Dav died, you’d think you’d have those protections in place, anyway.”

      Brya itched to clock him one in the jaw on general principles, but that would only make things worse. “What do I get?” she demanded.

      “You don’t go to prison.”

      “I need money. I could be transporting spare parts for credits if I wasn’t being blackmailed into this.”

      He gave her a look that questioned her intelligence. “Of course, you’ll be compensated. Wethmore knows you’re broke. If you do a good job like a proper little freighter captain, he’ll transfer some to your ship’s account as soon as it’s loaded up with the petrik.”

      “And when will that be?”

      “As soon as we leave the corridor,” he said. “You spend another day at Karys Station, play like you’re having a quick holiday from the demands of the shipping business, and then leave tomorrow. Your manifest will tell you everything else you need to know and we’ll take care loading your ship.”

      Brya eyed him. “And this will be the last time Wethmore ever contacts me?”

      “Promise. He doesn’t like you very much, either.”

      Undoubtedly. Brya tried to school her expression to the one of hard-boiled freighter captain and nodded. “I’ll do it.”

      Like she had a choice in the matter.
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      Kai didn’t know what to do with himself. Stupid furlough, he thought. Then, stupid me for getting shot in the first place.

      He had had enough medical care on his injured leg and wrist than he cared to remember, and they were still tender. He doubted his leg would ever be the same, because three laser hits meant he would always have a bit of a limp and it would act up in any humidity. But for now, he just wanted to be able to take a few steps without wincing in pain. It was embarrassing. His wrist was mostly healed and he would be returning to a desk job when his medical leave ended.

      He would already be at his new desk job now, pending his reenlistment as his Fleet contract was nearly over, but his superiors had urged him to take a few weeks furlough to recover. Kai had refused, and the urging became an order. A lieutenant, no matter how talented he was with anything related to circuitry, couldn’t be taking breaks every hour to change his skin regenerators and get local painkillers. It would only get worse unless he took some time off to heal.

      Kai had argued every step of the way, but in the end, the Fleet won, and he packed a duffel and headed to Karys Station, the epicenter of Alliance space, for a few days. Back where his life started over, so many years ago.

      He checked into a decent hotel when he arrived at Karys Station, a small room with a vidscreen, fully stocked replicator, and a water shower. The ship he was currently posted to, the Starspot, like all new ships, used a laser cleansing protocol instead of water in their bathrooms, and Kai wanted to treat himself. He briefly wondered if he would be allowed back on board the Starspot if he promised to stay in his quarters.

      Kai finally resigned himself to having a few drinks in Mack’s, a Fleet favorite. He picked a seat at the bar, only half-full at this early hour in the evening, and nursed a beer. Why was he feeling so withdrawn? Karys Station used to be one of his favorite spots, although it had always been a bittersweet place for him. It was where he got his start when he fled to the Alliance from Ralani, where literally whole new worlds had opened up and opportunity beckoned.

      It was also where he had said goodbye to Brya.

      Not a day had passed since then where he hadn’t thought of her, even if it was only for a moment or two. He had met up with her twice by chance at different spaceports while he was in the academy, but other than that, he hadn’t seen her in ten years. He had done some discreet poking around throughout the years and found that she had vague connections to a suspicious freighter captain, but nothing damning on her. Brya’s trail had stopped cold about five years ago, as though she had dropped out of the galaxy, and that scared him a little. The lack of obituaries or news stories about her death had only marginally reassured him.

      Still, he wondered how she was faring.

      A minor commotion at the bar’s entrance snapped him back to reality. A group of well-dressed women, one wearing a gaudy, spiky tiara whose fake gemstones spelled out BIRTHDAY GIRL, burst through the pub’s doors, giggling, loudly talking about what they wanted to order, and just how much fun Fleet hotspots were. Kai willed them not to sit near him. It was an uncharacteristic wish. He usually had great luck with women at Mack’s.

      The gods told him no, and they took seats around him at the bar. He stared into his beer glass as they ordered drinks garnished with little crystals hooked on the rims.

      “Hi,” said one of them. She was tall, with a deep tan that indicated she wasn’t someone stuck on a ship all day. Someone with money, or her parents’ money.

      “Hey,” said Kai, and managed a small smile. Go, please.

      “I’ve seen you here before,” she said. “You’re Fleet, right?”

      He nodded.

      “Where’s the rest of your crew?”

      “I’m on medical leave,” Kai said.

      That elicited melodramatic gasps from the other women. “What happened?” the birthday girl purred.

      “It was an accident. I was hit with a laser rifle.” Once upon a time, Kai would have used that to suggest playing Doctor.

      “So you’re a strong soldier, then,” said the tanned woman. She leaned a little closer to him and he could smell her perfume over the scent of spilled beer.

      Kai chanced a glance at her. She held her glass daintily in one hand, a sultry look on her face. She had to know exactly how insipid she sounded, but it must have worked for her in the past.
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