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WHAT’S COME BEFORE

	FRACTURE: ZIVA PAYVAN LEGACY, PART 1
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	Four years after Ziva Payvan’s disappearance, the Alpha team was approached by a man named Pahl Starcer, a wealthy materials developer from the resource-rich world of Delatori. Starcer admitted that, while Delatori lay within the territory of the Niiosian Mob, the planet was currently under the control of the Ibarra Cartel, a network of arms dealers led by the ambitious Alastair Manes. Having been targeted by Manes due to his ongoing loyalty to Niio, Starcer commissioned Aroska, Skeet, and Zinni to take out Ibarra’s assassin, a Haphezian woman named Matia Moryi.

	Upon traveling to the primary Ibarra base on the distant world of Panuco, the team discovered that Moryi was none other than Ziva herself. She confessed to them that while she’d had to commit a number of atrocities to prove her loyalty to Manes and the Ibarra Cartel, she was truly there working undercover for Tobias Niio. She’d spent a year with the Niiosian Mob after staging her death, under the care of Tobias’s wife, Serenity, followed by a year establishing Moryi’s notorious reputation throughout Fringe Space. She had then spent two years working for Manes, quietly crippling Ibarra on Niio’s behalf. She informed the team that Manes was aware of their presence in his city and that he assumed they were there to disrupt his operations.

	Though pleased to be united with their old friend, the team recognized that Ziva’s time undercover had jeopardized her mental and emotional well-being. When she shot Aroska unexpectedly, they feared she had been brainwashed by Manes. But the attack had simply been a last-ditch attempt to maintain Ibarra’s trust. To Ziva’s dismay, as Manes continued to doubt her loyalty and intentions, he discovered her true identity.

	The entire team, including Ziva, was taken prisoner by the Cartel. Just minutes later, however, Tobias and the Niiosian fleet arrived to launch their planned attack on Ibarra, capitalizing on all that Ziva had accomplished during her time on Panuco. She and the team managed to escape in the chaos, but because their presence had disrupted her mission, she was unprepared for the Niiosians’ arrival. As a result, Manes eluded Tobias’s forces and fled the planet, destroying many of Ibarra’s assets to keep them out of Niio’s grasp. The team split up, with Skeet and Zinni heading for their HSP ship after a grueling car chase while Ziva and Aroska worked to disable security at the Ibarra spaceport. In the process of gaining access to the port, Aroska shot and killed a young hacker Ziva had befriended during her time undercover, believing him to be a hostile Cartel agent. Then, during the final push to reach Ziva’s ship, Aroska himself was gravely injured. 

	Bracing herself for what was to come, Ziva managed to get herself and Aroska off-world and set a course to rendezvous with the Niiosians…
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Prologue

	
4 Years Ago • Noro, Haphez
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	A dull ringing in her ears brought her back to her senses. 

	She gasped and blinked several times. The scene before her grew lighter and crisper but remained cloudy. It took her just a split second to realize the view was literally of the clouds, and the ringing slowly sharpened into an urgent beeping. She must have only lost consciousness for a few seconds. Blackened pieces of debris shot through the air beside her, trailing smoke and flames. The smell of burnt flesh and clothing reached her nostrils even through the jet suit’s helmet, and though the crushing wind dominated her senses, some part of her brain still managed to warn her it was her flesh and clothing. 

	The HUD inside her helmet visor glowed red and the numbers on the altimeter scrolled by at an alarming rate. It struck her that the data pad she carried wouldn’t survive the landing she anticipated, and that she might not survive if her attention was divided. Struggling against the wind resistance, she reached into the pocket on the front of the suit and removed the device, holding it close to her body to keep it from being blown away. The file containing the three messages she had composed the previous night remained on the screen, prepped for transmission. Without even studying the display, she hit the transmit command and released the pad, catching one last glimpse of it as it tumbled away into the clouds. There’d be nothing left of it after it hit the ground.

	Free of that distraction, she directed her focus toward orienting herself and slowing her descent. She considered spreading her arms and legs but didn’t want to risk being recognized as something other than a piece of burnt debris. Her mind was beginning to register pain now anyway, and fighting the wind was becoming increasingly difficult. Her right arm, hip, and leg all felt like they were on fire, and the thought occurred to her that they might actually be.

	The cloud cover dissolved, revealing Noro below. The city’s towering structures rose quickly to meet her, and the disorientation left her momentarily overcome by dizziness and nausea. Another glance at the altimeter revealed they weren’t as close as they appeared, but it was unnerving all the same. Keeping her arms pressed to her sides, she took hold of the jet suit’s stabilizer handles and prayed the repulsion system hadn’t been damaged in the blast. She gave them a squeeze and felt the pack on her back hum to life. The thrust carried her a good distance laterally but didn’t seem to slow her fall. That was better than nothing—she had hoped to land as close to her home on the river as possible—but it didn’t matter how much distance she covered if she was still moving fast enough to pulverize every bone in her body when she hit the ground. The altimeter told her she’d just passed the one-kilometer mark. The suit should have been working by now; she could already see other pieces of the Intrepid striking the buildings below her.

	Between the crush of the wind and the high altitude at which she’d ejected, she was left struggling for air. The sound of her own labored breathing was deafening inside the helmet, and she did her best to slow it and quash the encroaching panic. Come on, come on. She gave the grips another squeeze and felt herself drift farther toward the river. The thought was morbid, but if she at least managed to make it to the suburbs, the chances of killing anyone or damaging property when she plummeted into the ground would be much lower.

	Oh please, oh please.

	She squeezed again. Harder. Again. Harder.

	The repulsion system kicked in and she shot forward, flinching as she came within meters of clipping the edge of a building. She was still traveling faster than she should have been, but at least now most of that speed was on a horizontal trajectory. Lowering her head, she leaned further in the direction of the river and carried herself toward the remains of her home, following the path of destruction the Vigilance had carved less than two days prior. 

	By the time she reached the clearing at the entrance to her neighborhood, the melted sleeve of the jet suit had adhered to her arm and the repulsion pack was vibrating so severely she feared it would explode. As she neared her house, she rose up as vertically as possible, hoping to create enough resistance to slow herself down. She released the control grips in quick intervals, allowing herself to fall for a split second before the repulsors caught her again. Any landing at this point would still be rough, but at least she’d be able to walk. Maybe.

	She had just reached the edge of her front yard when the repulsors petered out altogether. Glad she was only a couple of meters above the ground, she flailed to get her legs under her and braced for impact. White-hot pain shot through her body the moment her feet hit the earth, blinding her as she tucked her knees in and allowed her forward momentum to carry her into a roll. Bright shapes danced in her vision, and with the sounds of her own breathing and hammering heart drowning out all other noise, she could only collapse into the grass and lie there numb for several seconds.

	Get up, she commanded herself. Get out of here or this will have all been for nothing.

	She wasn’t exactly sure what outcome she’d been expecting when she first came up with the plan to eject from her doomed vessel, but somehow this wasn’t it. She dragged herself to her feet and staggered forward, fumbling for the clasps to release her helmet. The air outside could hardly be considered fresh, choked as it was with all the lingering smoke and fumes from the Resistance attack, but it still seemed preferable to being confined within the suit.

	If there was a silver lining to all of this, it was that the neighborhood remained practically deserted after so many of the homes had been destroyed. She was also banking on the hope that all the atmospheric infrared probes were focused on the orbiting Federation ships or the explosion site downtown and wouldn’t catch sight of her taking off in the Zenith. The last thing she needed was to be caught by the Feds after everything she’d just been through.

	When she reached the stairwell leading into her underground landing bay, it was all she could do to keep from tumbling head-first down it. To her great relief—and surprise, she had to admit—the ship remained untouched. Truth be told, the agency had probably forgotten she even had it, what with everything else that had been going on. She found herself stumbling up the boarding ramp before it had even lowered completely. Although the interior bore an uncanny resemblance to the ship that had just almost killed her, being inside brought her an indescribable amount of comfort, as she honestly hadn’t expected to reach this stage of her plan.

	She bypassed the cargo bay and headed straight for the cockpit. There would be time for proper inventory checks later. Besides, she knew for a fact that no one else had accessed the ship since the team returned home from Aubin; all her personal weapons and supplies were guaranteed to still be aboard. Her injuries would have to wait as well. She didn’t dare look at them—the adrenaline surging through her body was enough to reduce the pain to an agitated whisper in the back of her mind. She wasn’t bleeding, not badly, anyway. The superheated material of the ruined jet suit had helped cauterize the worst of her wounds. Right now, that was all she could ask for.

	The Zenith’s ignition sequence took less time to initialize than the Intrepid’s, and she found herself lifting off in under a minute. One last thought crossed her mind as she cleared the bay, and she turned the ship’s plasma cannons on it. With luck, anyone who investigated the scene would assume the vessel had been stolen by looters, something she was sure would have actually happened if it had sat there much longer. 

	As the ship continued its ascent, the smoke and haze were replaced by the same cold clouds she’d fallen through minutes before. The city disappeared below her, and as she broke out of the planet’s atmosphere, she was presented with the same view of Na she’d seen upon leaving to find Skeet and Aroska just days ago. The thought sent a new ache crawling through her body, something beyond physical pain. Setting the autopilot to take her to the nearest FTL lane, she sat and watched on the rear cam as Haphez grew smaller and smaller behind her. As much as she wanted one last look at the home she doubted she would ever return to, it was probably just as well that the image was totally blurred by the tears in her eyes.

	 


[image: A picture containing text, outdoor, sign, night

Description automatically generated]

	 


Chapter 1

	Present Day • Tabaco, Panuco
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	The Talon had already reached an altitude of a good fifty meters before the boarding hatch began to close. Through the opening, massive bolts of plasma sliced through the air, many of which originated from the anti-aircraft guns that had activated at various points throughout the Ibarra compound. Fighters belonging to the Cartel and the Niiosian Mob alike hurtled by just meters away. One took a hit and erupted in a ball of fire; a wave of residual heat rushed into the ship just as the hatch sealed.

	The vessel shuddered, though whether it was due to the blast or the continuous plasma fire pelting the shields, Ziva wasn't sure. She risked a glance behind her to ensure Aroska’s body hadn’t rolled away—there was barely enough space in the narrow cockpit corridor for his prone form as it was. As satisfied with his condition as she could be given the circumstances, she turned back to the front viewport, pushing the ship to its top in-atmo speed as it shot into the clouds. A steady vibration rolled through the frame as it surged upward and passed through Panuco’s atmosphere. She reached up and wiped a trickle of blood from her forehead before pointing them toward the Niiosian flagship. 

	Even up here in open space, the fight raged on. She wove through the frenzy of small Cartel craft that had managed to scramble in response to the Niiosians’ arrival, praying the transponder would work. The Talon’s approach remained uneventful; she sent a docking request and, despite the chaos, received a response code within moments. Gripping the controls with white knuckles, she waited until the last possible second to decelerate, bringing them into one of the battlecruiser’s cavernous docking bays while still traveling at a speed she’d probably be reprimanded for later. A nasty, metallic screech filled the air as the Talon’s landing gear skidded into place in the dock nearest the access corridor. The mag clamps activated with an echoing boom, locking the ship into place. 

	Ziva slammed a fist against the ramp controls, lowering it again just minutes after it had closed. She was on her feet and gathering Aroska up as best she could before it hit the bay floor. Even while still aboard the Talon, it was like she could feel every plasma impact reverberate throughout the flagship. The thought had just occurred to her that maintaining her footing might be difficult when a massive jolt sent them both tumbling down the ramp.

	She coughed and rolled over, wincing at the resulting sting as she brushed her fingers over the still-streaming cut above her right eyebrow. Aroska's limp body flopped toward her as the floor rocked again, a smear of blood trailing from the gash on the side of his head.

	She scrambled to her feet, gasping, struggling for balance, and took him under the armpits. She was vaguely aware of something wet around her eyes, though it was difficult to tell whether it was tears or just sweat. Blood from her brow oozed down around one cheek and gathered on her chin, and she spared a fraction of a second to turn and wipe it on her shoulder.

	Frantic docking personnel paid the two of them little mind as they crossed the massive floor. They made it up into the main corridor, and Ziva blinked against the emergency strobes that illuminated the space in bright red hues. She took a long step forward and braced one foot behind a support beam, hoping to anchor herself a bit better. Aroska was dead weight, and so far this was all a thousand times worse than when she’d had to drag him across the harvesting room at Dakiti.

	The ship rocked again and Ziva tumbled forward, flinging herself sideways to avoid landing directly on top of him. Pain shot through her wrist and forearm as she caught herself on the floor, mere centimeters from crushing his already-disfigured leg. She rolled away and hauled herself back to her feet, glad to finally hear voices and hurried footsteps approaching. Tobias’s soldiers appeared around the corner just as she reestablished her grip on Aroska’s arms. They lowered their weapons upon seeing her but didn’t slow their advance. 

	“Get off of me!” she hollered in response to the hands that came to rest on her shoulders. Her breath caught in her throat and angry tears spilled down her face. She pulled harder, plowing through the group and trying not to look at Aroska’s head as it lolled limply from side to side. “Back off! Please tell me Serenity is aboard this damn ship!”

	“I’m here, Payvan,” she heard the woman call from somewhere behind her. The soldiers parted to let the former doctor through. 

	“You have to do something,” Ziva sputtered, reaching out to steady herself against the wall as the ship lurched once more. She yanked Aroska’s arm toward her with her other hand, wondering if she’d have to add ‘dislocated shoulder’ to his list of injuries. “He’s been unresponsive for…” She trailed off when she realized she had no idea exactly how much time had passed. “Smoke inhalation, blunt force trauma to the head—”

	“Payvan, listen to me—”

	“—and a shattered ankle. I don’t know what—”

	“—me see this cut on your head—”

	Ziva gritted her teeth and wiped a hand across her face. “It’s not as bad as it looks. I can wait until after—”

	“—need to hold still and let me look.”

	That was it. She released Aroska’s arm, pulling the combat knife from the sheath on her thigh as she raised both of her hands. With one, she brought the blade up against the side of Serenity’s neck. The other she closed around the woman’s throat as she shoved her back against the bulkhead. The sound of firearms being readied echoed through the corridor behind her, audible even above the noise of the alarm, and she didn’t need to look to know each of the soldiers now had their weapons trained on her.

	Serenity barely flinched, ignoring the knife pressing against her carotid artery and keeping her gaze locked with Ziva’s. Aside from the fact that the woman’s breathing had quickened and her pulse was hammering in her neck, she exhibited no external signs of fear at all.

	“Help him,” Ziva said through her teeth, fighting to keep both her voice and the weapon steady. “Now.”

	A shadow passed over Serenity’s face, akin to what Ziva remembered seeing when she’d held the woman in a similar position the first day they’d met. But this was different. There was understanding there, but also anger. Disappointment. Still, she managed a nod.

	Ziva released her and lowered the knife to her side, backing away as the doctor began issuing orders and the soldiers gathered to haul Aroska off. They left without another word, with Serenity turning to throw her one last glance before the group disappeared around the corner.

	A sharp combination of emotions bombarded her all at once, rendering her numb. She returned the weapon to its sheath and stepped backward until her back met the wall, then sank to the floor with her quivering hands clamped over her head. Part of it was anger. Anger at her team for blowing this mission, regardless of what their intentions had been. Anger at Aroska for killing the one person who had been her friend throughout this whole ordeal, and hardly more than a kid at that. More anger over Aroska’s current condition. Then there was the fear that he wouldn’t make it. The regret and shame for the way she’d just lashed out at Serenity. Finally, some twisted sense of relief that she was now free from Alastair Manes’s clutches. But also apprehension—and again, anger—because after all the work she’d done, he’d still escaped. This wasn’t over.

	She remained seated there for what felt like eons as the adrenaline that had fueled her for the past couple of hours continued wearing off. The trembling in her hands soon overtook her entire body, and she didn’t bother trying to subdue it as she watched the blood from her face drip to the floor. The frequency of the drops slowly diminished until they had stopped altogether, and the combination of dried blood and tears left her skin feeling tight and brittle. With her gaze directed downward, she noticed for the first time how much blood she had on her boots and legs. Very little—if any—of it was hers; the majority was Aroska’s, and some might have even been Blain’s. The thought sent a new wave of tremors through her body.

	She was vaguely aware of the way the echoes of battle had begun to diminish. The impacts against the battlecruiser’s hull became less numerous until they subsided altogether. Then came a series of codes relayed over the comm system confirming that most of the smaller Niiosian craft had successfully rendezvoused and finished docking. She ignored the following warning about the impending FTL jump and allowed the jolt to throw her sideways. There was silence throughout the ship for several seconds as all the systems regulated, and then she felt a familiar, relaxing hum within the walls. She pushed herself back up into a sitting position and once again brought her elbows to rest on her knees, supporting her head in her hands.

	Footsteps approached and passed by as fighter pilots made their way from the docking bays into the heart of the ship. She sensed some of them stop nearby and wondered what kind of strange looks they might be giving her, but she didn’t acknowledge them, and they eventually continued on without a word.

	As much as she wanted to let her mind go completely blank, it was impossible under these circumstances. There were too many questions that needed to be answered, and they made her head spin to the point that she almost felt physically dizzy. Most importantly, where was Manes going, and how would they finish this job? But before that, she needed to know whether Aroska would recover, how Tobias would react to the fact that his adversary had escaped, and how she would ever get her only friends to trust her again.

	Speaking of…. She caught a whiff of two familiar scents, and without looking up, she knew they were there. Relief that they’d made it not only to the Saber but up to the flagship as well took the edge off the pain—both physical and emotional—she was feeling, but only a little. They stopped and watched for a moment just like the pilots, and when it occurred to her that they might be keeping their distance because they hated her for everything she’d done, the trembling set in once more. By the time she managed to raise her head and spare them a glance, she was fighting back fresh tears. 

	Zinni could always be counted on to show at least a shred of sympathy to anyone she genuinely believed was suffering, and she did so now. Skeet, on the other hand, appeared entirely impassive. On the bright side, it was an improvement over the constant anger and disgust he’d expressed since they’d been reunited. But otherwise, it was just one more reminder of how far the situation had deteriorated.

	“Aroska?” the intelligence officer said.

	Ziva could only imagine how this must look to them—her, a wreck on the floor, alone. Her response was meager, but it was all she could articulate. “Here. Alive. Barely.”

	Several more seconds passed before they both moved over and settled against the wall on either side of her. Skeet remained upright, arms crossed defensively across his chest, while Zinni sat down beside her, albeit maintaining some distance.

	It was the best reaction Ziva could hope for, and after heaving a shaky sigh, she folded her arms and brought her head to rest against her knees, doing her best to ignore the stench of blood.
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	Niiosian Cruiser • Deep Space

	 

	When the intercom crackled, it felt as though they’d been sitting there for both eternity and no time at all. Ziva was tempted to ignore the announcement, but she couldn’t help but snap to attention when she recognized Tobias’s voice.

	“Would Agent Payvan please report to the bridge.”

	It came across as a command rather than a request, and he didn’t bother repeating himself. She’d spent plenty of time over the past couple of years wondering how this reunion would go, but after Manes’s escape and the way she’d just treated Serenity, she doubted they were off to a great start.

	No sense in delaying the inevitable. With a sigh, she got to her feet and began walking. Skeet and Zinni said nothing further, but she heard both of them fall into stride a few meters behind her.

	Four Niiosian soldiers met them halfway to the bridge. Ziva had anticipated an escort; what she hadn’t expected was to have two of the men take her roughly by the arms and shove her forward with the barrel of a pistol jammed into her ribs. 

	“Sheyss!” Skeet exclaimed.

	She risked a look behind her and saw that the other pair of thugs had flanked him and Zinni. These men had drawn their weapons as well, though they’d refrained from physically taking hold of the two agents. Both Skeet and Zinni reached for their own sidearms, but a subtle wag of her head prompted them to stand down.

	She allowed the soldiers to drag her down the corridor, forcing herself for the second time in as many hours to resist the instinct to fight back. The situation could always be worse; she was still conscious and being allowed to move of her own accord, and despite being under guard, Skeet and Zinni walked unhindered.

	An elevator ride and a couple more minutes’ march brought them to the command level, where the blast door to the bridge already stood open. A cacophony of voices grew louder and more distinct as they approached, but the scene within didn’t match the chaotic image Ziva had formed in her mind. Aside from the fact that nobody wore any sort of formal uniform, it looked like any other bridge and CIC in your average heavy cruiser. Men and women manned their stations, giving and taking orders as they plotted courses, took stock of losses, and gauged the situation. Tobias himself stood at a large display table on a mezzanine a couple of steps above the rest of the floor, surrounded by several other men. One in particular leaned against the wall behind the rest of the group, arms folded as he shifted his attention to the newcomers. He seemed vaguely familiar, and he silently met Ziva’s gaze as the soldiers brought her to a stop several meters from their boss.

	The man’s complexion was slightly darker than most of the people around him, and he had dark, narrow eyes to match. He wore his black hair cut short, and several days’ worth of stubble covered his angular jaw. It was clear after mere seconds of studying him that he knew how to handle himself. Despite appearing older, perhaps around Serenity’s age, this was a man who could move. To the untrained eye, he almost looked bored, but personal experience had taught her to understand the difference between boredom and calm detachment. In fact, his manner reminded her a great deal of her own as she assessed a new environment or situation. He may have seemed calm and collected for the time being, but his wiry frame was designed for speed. Agility. Precision. Something Tobias himself had once said echoed through her memory: “Dangerous people recognize these things in other dangerous people.”

	A hush fell over the bridge, and she looked away from the stranger to see that all eyes had fallen on her. She wasn’t sure if they were really that interested in her or if it had to do with the fact that she’d now drawn Tobias’s attention as well. He stepped down from the mezzanine and approached, his demeanor colder than she’d ever seen it. She found herself almost missing the days when she would meet with him in the restaurant on Niio. That had been his turf just as much as this ship was, but the atmosphere had been so vastly different. There, she’d always had some sort of leverage, a way to get what she wanted out of their meetings as well. Now, she was trapped, and she’d never dealt with this level of hostility from him.

	He came to a stop a single stride in front of her, jaw set. “Words cannot express how disappointed I am in you right now.”

	“There were unforeseen circumstances,” she replied, putting conscious effort into ensuring her voice didn’t falter. “The situation was out of my hands.”

	Part of her felt guilty for shifting the blame to her team, but the truth was if they hadn’t shown up, everything could have proceeded as planned. Then again, they were her team, her responsibility. She should have done more to make sure they didn’t interfere.

	You did everything you could.

	Obviously not.

	“And was the military-grade anti-ballistic force field one of those unforeseen circumstances?”

	“It was.”

	Might have known about it too, if not for the team, her brain reminded her again.

	He wasn’t buying it. In a flash, he drew the sidearm from the shoulder holster he wore and leveled the barrel at her forehead. The two soldiers who’d escorted her renewed their grips on her arms, though she’d already opted to hold her ground. Without even turning around, she could tell Skeet and Zinni now had their own weapons drawn and trained on the mobster, and that the other two thugs held them at gunpoint in return.

	Tobias kept his focus on her alone. “I took a gamble and entrusted you with a task, one we’d spent months planning for. After all the time you spent on Panuco, how is it that you managed to blow everything at the last second?”

	“I told you—”

	“I do not want to hear excuses! You have single-handedly botched this entire operation.”

	For a fraction of a second, she was certain he was going to pull the trigger, but he hesitated when a voice called out behind him: “Tobias.”

	Movement caught Ziva’s eye and she glanced up to see the stranger straighten and step away from the wall. He unfolded his arms, standing loose and poised to react. He’d barely raised his voice when he’d spoken, but it had been no less commanding, and it had been enough to capture Tobias’s attention.

	The man approached them with slow, methodical strides as though he were concerned that moving too hastily would somehow escalate the situation. “She’s right,” he said, throwing her a glance that almost seemed reassuring. “There was no way for any of us to predict how this would turn out. Yes, the margin for error was narrow. No, things didn’t turn out the way we planned, but we had to know that might happen.”

	Deep creases cut across Tobias’s forehead as he scowled, but after a moment he sighed and slipped his pistol back into its holster, nodding for his men to release Ziva’s arms. He turned to face his associate, who seemed just as relieved by the decrease in tension as Ziva was. The stranger beckoned for the mobster to come closer and the two of them stepped away to converse in private. 

	Taking advantage of her relative freedom, Ziva risked a look back at Skeet and Zinni, who both appeared bewildered. They’d lowered their weapons, as had the two soldiers behind them, but their posture remained rigid. Ready. Frankly, she was surprised they seemed so willing to defend her after everything they’d been through planetside. Or perhaps they were merely acting on instinct and they couldn’t care less if someone put a bullet in her brain. The galaxy only knew how much this reunion had complicated their lives as well as hers.

	Her attention was drawn back to Tobias and the stranger as they finished speaking. The former approached her again while the latter retreated to his place against the wall.

	Tobias slid a hand back over his bald head and adjusted his spectacles. “Agent Payvan, I hope you’ll forgive me. As I’ve demonstrated to you before, these are trying times, and I’m afraid I’ve been allowing my temper to get the best of me far too often as of late. You’ve been nothing but a friend to us and it would be wrong of me to compromise that.”

	The thought didn’t bring her much comfort, considering what she’d seen him do to the man who had once been his top lieutenant. While she was pleased that he’d simmered down for the time being, it was unnerving to see how volatile he’d become. He’d always been one of the coolest, most charismatic people she knew, so much so that it was almost disturbing. Now his mysterious friend seemed to have taken on that role. She glanced up to the mezzanine and found the other man suddenly absent.

	“What happens now?” she ventured, hoping the abrupt demand would mask the fact that she still wasn’t certain whether he planned to kill her or not. 

	“I would ask that you honor our agreement and stay until this is over.” His tone made her wonder whether she had any real choice in the matter. “Your people are free to go whenever they desire.”

	That was good enough. She turned to leave, though she realized she wasn’t sure where she was going.

	“But Agent Payvan…”

	Of course there was a ‘but.’ She pivoted back around, bringing her hands to rest on her hips and bracing herself for whatever was about to come.

	Tobias moved closer, speaking slowly as if he were deep in thought. “While Serenity and I do not have what you might call a conventional relationship, it should be evident given the very nature of that relationship that I am willing to go to some interesting lengths to protect her.” While not intimidating in stature, that same old chilling twinkle was again present in his eyes, lending his tone an icy edge. “I will say this plainly: you stepped out of line when you came aboard, and I seem to recall you witnessing firsthand what I’m willing to do when people step out of line.”

	An image of Cole—his former second-in-command—collapsing to the floor with a new hole in his head flashed through her memory.

	“I would also like you to be aware of the fact that since your mission is not only over but also resulted in Alastair Manes’s escape, you are no longer as valuable to me as you once were.” 

	He paused for the briefest of moments, as if watching for a reaction on her part. She steeled herself, legitimately unnerved by the implications but determined not to show it.

	The chilly glimmer in his eyes transformed into one of amusement as he continued. “However, I like to think of myself as a man of principle. I recognize what a personal sacrifice these past couple of years have been for you, and despite the...unfortunate outcome we’re currently experiencing, I also recognize that the work you’ve done has ensured we’re not walking away completely empty-handed. Consider your slate clean for the moment, but I want to remind you what the consequences will be if you cross the line again.”

	Ziva ran her tongue across her teeth, still unwilling to let her face betray her thoughts. “And I want to remind you of the same thing I always told Manes: if you want results, you’ll let me do things my way. Otherwise, I can walk away at any time.”

	That amused glimmer evolved into a soft smirk and then a wide smile. “But you won’t. You want to see this through as much as anyone else here.” The smile vanished as abruptly as it had appeared. “Now go clean yourself up. You look like something that just crawled out of Niio’s sewers.”

	He strode away, departing the bridge through a door on the far side. Those working in the vicinity slowly turned their attention back to their tasks, and the four soldiers who’d escorted her in vanished. Ziva massaged her hands and turned to Skeet and Zinni, who regarded her with confusion, maybe a hint of guilt—good—and the same wariness they’d exhibited since she’d revealed herself to them on Panuco. All she could do was shrug at them, unsure what she might say that would help the situation.

	They stood in uncomfortable silence for a moment before Zinni spoke. “That could have gone better.”

	It wasn’t reassurance, but rather an objective observation of what had just occurred. Ziva merely nodded in response before looking around the bridge one last time. She turned and took a step back toward the corridor they’d entered from, still not entirely sure where to go. Maybe back to the docking bay and the relative comfort and familiarity of the Talon. Despite Tobias’s apology, she felt far from welcome here, contrary to how she’d felt when she’d first arrived on Niio seeking his help.

	“I don’t know what you two want to do,” she said, continuing on her way. I don’t know what I want to do, either. “Watch your backs. I’m not sure how much I trust anyone here anymore.”

	“I’m sorry to hear you say that, Agent Payvan.”

	All three of them whirled at the sound of the voice and found the stranger from the mezzanine approaching with a familiar medical bag—Serenity’s bag—over his shoulder. He gestured toward the gash on her forehead. “May I?”

	Ziva’s hand went to her injury, still fresh after the explosions in the spaceport tunnels. Despite the throbbing and the tension caused by the dried blood, she’d completely forgotten about it in the past few minutes. The man studied her, his features verging on kind—for now. Everything about his demeanor reminded her of a snake, appearing harmless enough on the outside but always watching, calculating, waiting. Still, his intentions seemed sincere, and he may have even spared her life by talking Tobias down. That alone prompted a momentary sense of...if not trust, at least cooperation. She nodded and moved back to lean against a nearby console, slouching down to his level.

	The man removed a sterile cloth from the bag and began scrubbing at the dried blood and grime surrounding the gash. “Ken Oda,” he said, briefly meeting her gaze in an almost cordial manner. “I’ve heard a lot about you, Agent Payvan. I’ve been responsible for managing all the Ibarra intel you’ve gathered over the past two years. Your handler, if you will. It’s a pleasure to finally meet you in person.”

	Perhaps she was still grasping for comfort in an uncomfortable environment, but somehow it felt good to know someone who seemed so operationally minded had been overseeing things behind the scenes. She dipped her head.

	Ken’s eyes shifted toward Skeet and Zinni; he gave them each a nod in greeting as well before setting the cloth aside. He removed a tiny autoinjector from the bag, touching it to several places surrounding her injury. “This will prevent infection and help with inflammation.”

	A cool sensation immediately began spreading from the injection sites, reminiscent of Serenity’s pseudo caura treatment. “You’re a medic?” Ziva asked, almost certain the answer was no. Serenity had combat experience, sure, but this man was different. He may have been perfectly at home in this situation, but the mannerisms she’d previously observed told her this wasn’t actually his forte.

	Ken offered a faint smile, almost as if amused by the question, and selected a syringe of surgical paste from the bag. “No,” he replied, examining her injury with a familiar analytical eye before squirting a thin layer of the clear paste into the wound and pinching her skin together as he went. “Just applying skills from one of several fields of expertise.”

	He wasn’t boasting, just stating a fact. “And is negotiation one of those fields?” she said.

	“It can be.” His gaze shifted to meet hers again and he seemed to realize she was referring to whatever exchange he’d had with Tobias. His face hardened and he returned his focus to the gash as he spread another layer of paste over the top, sealing the cut. 

	“So, getting Tobias to deescalate is, what, a hobby?” Skeet piped in when the Niiosian made no move to elaborate.

	Rather than respond, the man set the syringe of paste aside and admired his handiwork. “That should hold you together until you can pay a visit to the medbay, which I’ve been told I should order you to do. But I’ve also been told you’re not one to follow orders, so I can only suggest—strongly—that it would be a wise choice.”

	She was about to repeat Skeet’s question, but it suddenly dawned on her that his demeanor wasn’t the only reason he seemed familiar. His facial features were unique enough among Niiosian ranks that they were memorable, and she’d seen very similar features two years earlier as she’d spilled their owner’s blood on Zenat. Memories of a conversation with Tobias flashed through her mind.

	“There is someone else you’d be well suited to deal with directly. His name is Jerrick Taan, a hitman, an assassin serving Manes in much the same way you’ll be serving me...”

	“Why doesn’t your so-called expert take him out?”

	“They’re brothers. Half-brothers. Taan used to be one of us.”

	She was almost positive she was currently looking at that expert. Looking at Taan’s brother.

	Ken seemed to recognize that something interesting was going through her mind, though she doubted he knew what she was truly thinking. He stepped back and wiped his hands against each other as though satisfied with the state of her wound, then turned to address Skeet.

	“I’ve been a Mob asset for twenty years. Reconnaissance agent. Wetwork expert. I’ve probably spent more time running covert ops during that period than I’ve spent on Niio. Tobias elevated me to an advisory role after Agent Payvan began her operation.” He glanced at Ziva, his face grim. “You could say I’m Cole’s replacement.”

	Everything was starting to make more sense, and she couldn’t help but feel that someone as composed and patient as Ken would make a far better right-hand man than Cole had. “Well, I’m glad Tobias listens to you,” she muttered.

	The man began packing up the medical bag. “When we arrived in Panucan airspace and it became clear that not only was the Ibarra compound fortified but that Manes was also slipping away, he was ready to kill you outright. I already talked to him once before you even came aboard. I knew something was off when I detected two ships broadcasting the transponder code we gave you when you left Niio.”

	“Is there some magic word I should know about when it comes to getting the great Tobias Niio to back down?”

	Ken once again gave her the impression of being slightly amused without actually smiling. “I merely reminded him that we’ve already lost too many assets and that we shouldn’t throw away another one, especially out of anger.” He picked up Serenity’s bag and slung the strap over his shoulder. “Now, I’d like to see about making sure your vessels are properly secured in our docking bay, and I will offer another reminder about seeking full medical treatment.”

	Ziva straightened. “Is there something I could use to get this off?” she asked, indicating the brownish-red pigment she’d worn on her chin and across the upper half of her face for the duration of her charade as Matia Moryi. Nothing about it had changed in the last day, but she’d become hyper-aware of the color in her peripheral vision, though it was difficult to tell at this point what was dye, what was dirt, and what was blood.

	“But your cover—” Zinni said.

	“Blown. Manes may not know I’ve been allied with the Mob, but he knows who I am. Knows who Ziva Payvan is. Being Matia isn’t going to save me at this point.”

	The three of them stood around her in melancholy silence for a moment before Ken sighed and turned to leave. “I’ll see what I can do.”

	 


Chapter 2

	
Niiosian Cruiser • Deep Space
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	More than an hour passed before Ziva found herself standing in the locker room lavatory belonging to the nearest bank of crew quarters. She approached the first in a long row of sinks and withdrew the small vial that had been delivered to her in the docking bay only minutes ago, setting it on the edge of the counter before taking a moment to stare at her reflection—stare at Matia Moryi—in the grimy mirror. It took a split second to realize the mirror itself wasn’t dirty; most of the grime was on her face. If that wasn’t an accurate representation of how she’d lived during the past couple of years, she didn’t know what was. She lowered her gaze.

	If she was honest with herself, she was having trouble picturing exactly what she’d looked like for the previous thirty-plus years of her life. Relatively speaking, three-ish years wasn’t that long to have maintained a disguise, but considering she’d spent two of those years with her very life hinging on her ability to maintain that disguise and cut off any affiliations with her past identity, it was easier to forget her true appearance. She’d imagined having trouble readjusting upon her return to Niio, though a part of her had insisted it didn’t matter how well she adjusted given that she could never go home or return to any aspect of her old life. The arrival of her team had been jarring in that sense, akin to awakening from a dream before it ended and leaving her confused, disoriented, and irritable. But now she couldn’t help but feel it had been for the best. Despite the unfortunate circumstances, having them here—these people she’d trusted and relied on for so long—was a breath of fresh air. If she wasn’t careful, she imagined she might be lulled into hoping things would return to normal. But they never could.

	She began by splashing some cool water over her face, clearing away any remaining dried blood. Then, opting to start with the simplest part of her transformation, she carefully removed the colored eye lenses she’d worn for all but a few days over the past three years. They were a harsh yellow shade, turning her crimson irises an intense golden orange. She’d taken advantage of solo missions for Manes and had only dared to remove them in the privacy and solitude of her ship, disinfecting them and allowing her eyes to breathe for a few hours. Still, the extreme lengths to which she’d gone to conceal her identity meant she’d taken poor care of them overall, resulting in eyes that were often bloodshot, watery, and irritated. Despite the discomfort, she’d adopted the haggard appearance as part of Matia’s persona.

	With a sigh, she abandoned the lenses in the sink and began to work on undoing her braid, separating the clusters of hair that had become matted after months of neglect. Let loose, she was surprised to find that, while ragged, her hair reached most of the way down her back. Bits had been singed throughout the course of her work or had even broken off due to poor health, keeping the length somewhat under control, but still, she’d never worn it so long in her life. It felt disgusting, though she wasn’t sure if that sensation was due to the discomfort or the fact that it was legitimately filthy. Probably both.

	She bypassed the tiny blade she’d planned on using to remove the colored strings concealing her red streaks and instead unsheathed the combat knife again. She’d killed people with that knife, and who knew how many people Jerrick Taan had killed before she’d relieved him of it and used it against him. Now here she was, essentially killing Matia Moryi. Gathering all her hair into a single fistful, she took the blade to it, sawing straight through the mats and letting the clumpy locks drift to the floor. It would be uneven, but that could be fixed later, assuming she cared more then than she did now.

	With their ends sliced and fraying, the colored threads wound around her streaks began unraveling on their own. She merely tugged them loose, discarding them as well. The red hair appeared even more foreign than her red eyes. Before she’d left Niio, she had painstakingly separated her streaks into smaller clusters before rolling them into thick strands and binding them tightly in contrasting colors to conceal them. As her hair had grown, she’d simply added more string, using a variety of knots that only contributed further to the mess. Now, even when released, her streaks remained split and compressed. With her bloodshot eyes, mussed hair, and discolored face, she looked like one of the junkies who had often roamed through the Tunnel in the evenings. 

	I’m a mess. 

	As satisfied as she could be for the time being, she raked her fingers through her hair a few times before tying it back into a shoddy ponytail and picking up the vial from the edge of the sink. According to the note—from Serenity, despite everything—that accompanied it, all she needed to do was massage this solution onto her face and exfoliate, and the serum would go to work breaking up the foreign pigments around her eyes and on her chin. She began to squeeze a generous helping into her hand but hesitated when she heard someone come to a stop in the lavatory doorway. A quick glance in the mirror told her it was Skeet; he stood with crossed arms, leaning against the doorframe and studying the mess of hair and string surrounding her feet. He still appeared calm, almost sympathetic, but tired.

	“What are you still doing here?” she muttered, working some of the creamy paste into her skin and watching as the reddish dye immediately began to dissolve. It was a stupid question. If he and Zinni had planned on leaving, they wouldn’t have bothered coming aboard the ship in the first place.

	He lifted an eyebrow in response. “Well, if nothing else, we can’t really go anywhere until we have a better grasp on Tarbic’s situation. But…” He paused for a moment and sighed. “We stayed because that’s what friends do.”

	His hesitation gave Ziva the impression the words hadn't been easy to say. “I wasn’t sure if we were anymore.”

	“Were what? Friends?” He scoffed. “Ziva, none of this can change what we’ve been through together.”

	“Right, but if you can’t trust me anymore…” She inhaled sharply as she rubbed a sore spot on the bridge of her nose. It was difficult to tell the difference between dye and inflamed skin.

	“I...do trust you.”

	Now it was her turn to raise an eyebrow. “That’s certainly not what it sounded like in the Ibarra cell block.”

	“I wasn’t thinking clearly, okay? I should have known you were on our side the moment I saw you with Aroska.”

	“You should have known I was on your side the moment I told you I was.” She felt her chin tremble—something that had happened far too often over the past couple of years, at least behind closed doors—and tried to mask it by focusing her scrubbing efforts there. 

	“Okay, yes, I should have. But I was angry, just like I was angry when you didn’t come to us while you were in trouble with Dasaro, or tell us what happened on that landing pad at Dakiti, or—” he let out an incredulous snort “—tell us you were even a Nosti in the first place.”

	Heat flooded her cheeks at the idea of being called a Nosti. She gave up scrubbing for a moment and turned to face him, not giving her appearance a second thought. “And I have explained my reasoning for all of those things.”

	“I know you have. Everything you’ve done has had a logical excuse. But in each situation, it seems like you’ve had other options, ones I would have expected you to choose. You’ve decided against them for whatever reason, and I guess that’s what’s bothering me. I don’t know what to expect from you anymore.”

	Ziva blinked, unsure what she could say that wouldn’t just be repetition of previous arguments. She sighed and returned her attention to the mirror, able to see the faint outlines of her gesh punti for the first time in ages as she wiped away some of the dye residue. Even after applying a generous amount of the solution, she imagined her skin would remain discolored for a couple more days, though it would hardly be noticeable with all the bruising that remained around her nose, eye, and the gash on her forehead.

	“What I’m trying to say is,” Skeet continued, his voice authoritative but not harsh, “I think we both have some valid points. Your arguments have been reasonable, and my skepticism has been well-founded. But I also think we’ve both been at fault here. I won’t lie—it’s damn good to see you, especially the real you.” He nodded toward her mess and gazed approvingly upon her natural face, dreadful though it was. “I spent most of the past four years confused and hurt, which has made this little reunion less than ideal. But not a day has gone by where I haven’t missed working with you, and that makes it all hurt even worse. So, here’s the deal: from here on, I will try my best to hear you out and stay rational. So much happened in those last few months before you left that hesitation and suspicion became the default. But you’ve got to give me a reason to trust you. This has to go both ways, okay? Keep Zinni and I in the loop.”

	He was right, really. The solution was that simple, yet with circumstances as they were, also that complicated. As much as she wanted to nod in agreement, she couldn’t help but shake her head. “I can’t make any promises.”

	Rather than anger or sadness, she only saw exhaustion in his eyes. “Why not?”

	“Sheyss, Skeet. So much has changed. Look at where we are, what we’re doing. Think about the things we’ve all had to do throughout the past four years. My life consists of nothing but adapting and moving forward. Nothing is constant anymore.” Hearing her own words gave her pause. In a galaxy filled with so much uncertainty and instability, he’d always been a constant, something that grounded her, just as she’d been contemplating a few minutes before. He, Zinni, and even Aroska all had. 

	“I don’t know what tomorrow will bring,” she continued, “or what I’ll have to do, or how I’ll have to adapt in order to survive. I can’t give anyone a definitive answer about anything. Those don’t exist anymore.”

	He was silent as he considered her words, but it was a silence that gave her the impression he understood. “What do you propose we do, then?”

	She turned and studied her reflection in the mirror again. The person staring back at her was, frankly, a disaster: bruised, scarred, disheveled, angry. But it was unquestionably her. In this moment, she was herself again; there was no need to pretend. Matia Moryi wouldn’t have tolerated this conversation, but Ziva Payvan had people she trusted. Cared about. Loved, even.

	“I guess we try our best and see what happens,” she answered. “That’s all we can do.”

	He appeared pensive for a moment before giving her a faint smile and dipping his head, telling her it had been an acceptable response. “Things were easier back when our lives were normal, weren’t they?”

	She couldn’t help but chuckle a bit, considering their ‘normal’ lives had consisted of assassinations, extractions, sabotage, recon, and the galaxy only knew what else, all of which were mundane by spec ops standards. But the humor of the concept was quickly replaced by a pang of sadness, because while her life still consisted of many of those same things, the circumstances surrounding them were no longer normal, nor would they ever be again. The thought sent a fresh tremble through her chin, and she clenched her jaw to still it.

	“They really were,” she said.

	“What will you do now?”

	She squeezed a fresh helping of solution into her hand, noting for a moment how the dye residue on her fingers was almost indistinguishable from the dried blood on her clothes. “Well, I haven’t showered in days, so that’s as good a place as any to start.”

	For a second, she thought he might smile, and he watched her for a moment as though considering whether to comment on her state of hygiene. “All of that needed to be said,” he finished with a sigh, turning to leave. He paused again briefly. “I hope it was beneficial for both of us.”

	Ziva could only imagine how difficult these thoughts had been for him to articulate. The two of them had always been alike in so many ways, and despite having been close partners for over a decade, she wasn’t sure if she would have been able to open up to him so well. Not right now, anyway.

	She took a step away from the sink. “Skeet?”

	His head reappeared in the lavatory doorway.

	“I’m sorry.” The words came out as a choked whisper.

	His lips flattened into a thin line. “I know you are.”

	Once again, it was the best response she could hope for, and she quickly turned back to the mirror before her chin could start to quiver anew. But it occurred to her that Skeet had taken no further steps to leave, and when he made what was easily the strangest sound she’d ever heard him make—some cross between a groan and a sob—she whirled back to face him.

	In all the years she’d known him, she’d seen him show genuine emotion on a few occasions. But to her best recollection, she’d never actually seen him cry, so the sight of the tears suddenly streaming down his face was completely foreign. The way he wore his hair high and tight these days made him appear older, more mature, more like a leader, so this current display of vulnerability seemed even more alien.

	“Frouchten hehle, Z. I...I put my hands on you.” He slumped back against the doorframe and looked down at his trembling palms as though he feared they’d developed minds of their own. “I don’t know what came over me.”

	The thought of his fingers wrapped around her throat in the cell block had Ziva massaging her own neck before she realized it. “You were angry,” she said.

	He scoffed and shook his head, squeezing his eyes shut as fresh tears poured from them. He gritted his teeth. “Sheyss, that’s not an excuse!”

	“Didn’t say it was. But it’s a reason.”

	She wasn’t sure what to do as she stood there and watched him hang his head. Realistically, it was now her turn to give him the silent treatment. Any attempt to console him was not only far outside her sphere of expertise but also seemed wildly inappropriate given the nature of his actions. At least his current behavior was enough to tell her he was truly sorry for and repulsed by what he’d done. 

	He finally drew a deep breath and straightened. Damp lines still cut down each of his cheeks, but when he spoke, his voice was steady. “How did we get to this point?” he muttered, shaking his head again.

	It was difficult to tell whether he was genuinely asking or whether he wanted her to admit something. When it came down to it, this was all her fault, though she wasn’t sure if saying those words out loud would do anything to help the situation. She’d kept things from him, had even actively deceived him, and yet had still expected him to demonstrate the same levels of loyalty he always had. He was right in that there were logical reasons behind her actions, and it was true that he had perhaps responded with less restraint than he should have, but in the end, she had started all of this.

	“You were right,” she said. “This conversation was mutually beneficial.”

	He lifted his gaze to meet hers and finally turned to leave again. “Well, enjoy your shower. And...when you’re ready, you should go check on Tarbic. I admittedly thought he was crazy, but I don’t think I’ve ever known anyone as tenacious as he’s been for the past four years.”

	The mere mention of Aroska’s name sent a new ache crawling through her chest. Was it possible to want nothing more than to see him and simultaneously never want to speak to him again?

	Skeet disappeared through the door, leaving her alone in the lavatory for good this time. It was almost unsettling to experience such a raw interaction with someone she’d once shared such a strong bond with. After four years on her own, she’d finally managed to seal off much of the guilt she’d felt about the things she’d put her team through, certain she’d never see them again. Not only were they here now, but they were actively taking a sledgehammer to those walls she’d put up. 

	Part of her wasn’t sure how thoroughly they should bother reconciling at this point, considering things could never go back to the way they were and she had every intention of sending all three of them away from here as soon as was practical. But another part recognized that the reparations were necessary; if nothing else, it would help bring them all a sense of closure before they had to part ways again.

	Ziva glanced down at her hand, where the dye solvent had started to dry and become globby. She sighed and turned back to the mirror, using a nearby towel to wipe the diluted pigment from her face. Then, after squeezing yet another fresh helping of solution into her palm, she set about erasing the last traces of Matia Moryi.

	 


Chapter 3

	
Ibarra Vessel Oblivion • Deep Space
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	The FTL tunnel swirled outside the front viewport of the Oblivion as the vessel shot forward through the void. Normally Alastair Manes couldn’t have cared less about the view, but at the moment, the rippling silver ribbons of light provided a modicum of relief from the turbulence in his mind. It was impossible to be soothed by it completely; out of necessity, he maintained enough focus to still be seething under the surface. But at least for now, he was outwardly calm enough to stand quietly and reflect. He imagined that state of calm—if temporary—brought a measure of comfort to those around him as well.

	They’d made it away from Panuco with barely fifty percent of their available airborne forces. Most of the Cartel ships that traveled through the FTL tunnel behind him were well-armed but not large; despite being considered his flagship, the Oblivion itself was only a light frigate. Even if they were at full force, and even if the Niiosians hadn’t taken them by surprise, he conceded that they likely wouldn’t have fared well against Tobias’s bulkier vessels. Perhaps if all his planned retrofits had been completed, they would have had a better chance of defending their primary base, but alas, most of the necessary materials remained on Delatori, and so many of the research and development projects surrounding those retrofits had run into snags or been postponed indefinitely due to setbacks and mishaps. Maybe he was just being paranoid given everything else that was happening, but after the Niiosians had mysteriously gained access to Panucan airspace, he had to wonder if the rest hadn’t been sabotage as well.

	The mere principle of leaving Panuco behind also stung a bit. The city of Tabaco had always been Ibarra’s primary base of operations, their strongest and best-equipped outpost. The Cartel’s finest tended to be stationed there, so the fact that it had been hit so hard was more devastating than if any other Ibarra facilities had been attacked. But if there was one thing he had to give his late father credit for, it was instilling in him the notion to never dock all his ships at one port, both figuratively and literally. They may have taken a loss on Panuco, but it hardly represented all the Cartel’s assets, and if he had anything to say about it, they were far from done here.

	Somewhere at the end of this FTL tunnel lay the world of Naris, the location of Ibarra’s second largest outpost where he’d been stationed before slaying his father and elevating himself to a position of leadership on Panuco. It lay deep in the Errol sector of Fringe Space, in the opposite direction of most of Ibarra’s other resources, including the coveted materials on Delatori. But it was a relatively short trip, and Naris would be most prepared to handle any repairs and restocking of munitions for their small fleet, as well as best able to contribute additional ships to that fleet.

	The door onto the Oblivion’s small bridge hissed open, and without even turning around, he recognized the heavy approaching footsteps as belonging to Kimbra Soto. The Haphezian woman came to a halt a couple of strides behind him, keeping her distance a bit just as she had since leaving Panuco. Part of him regretted treating her so harshly and alienating the one person under his command he’d always felt he could genuinely rely on. But the situation was dire enough that he couldn’t afford to have anyone questioning his orders, regardless of how close they were to him. An example needed to be made.

	“Final tally is in,” she announced. “We have four hundred and three souls aboard two cruisers, ten light frigates, and thirteen freighters. Both cruisers include a complement of twenty fighters and three gunships each, though one only has enough fuel reserves to supply a single squadron.”

	It was better news than he’d anticipated, having only been aware of a single cruiser that had joined them initially. And he wasn’t terribly concerned about the fuel shortage; unless something drastic happened, they’d have no need for multiple fighter squadrons—or any fighters at all—before reaching Naris.

	“We’ll replenish once we’re planetside,” he said, prying himself away from the view of the FTL tunnel. He motioned for Kimbra to walk beside him as he turned and departed the bridge, making his way silently down the elevated walkway that separated the fore and aft sections of the ship. Ladders dropped down on either side of him, providing access to the lower decks and crew quarters. To his knowledge, none of those quarters were occupied; the Oblivion was operating with a skeleton crew as it was, and if there was a single person enjoying downtime, he’d have his deck officer’s head.

	The area ahead of them opened into an operations center of sorts, with a large, round table laden with terminals as the room’s primary attraction. From those terminals, holographic interfaces were projected, displaying much of the same information Kimbra had just reported to him. A large sphere hovered in the center, a rough rendering of Panuco dotted with an increasing number of red slashes as some of his chief personnel worked to determine which resources had been lost.

	He recognized one of the men as the analyst he’d confronted in the Tabaco compound’s defensive control center just before departing the planet; he and his staff must have evacuated just seconds after Manes, stealing aboard the Oblivion without him even realizing it. He wanted to shoot the man on principle, but his particular skill set might very well make him one of Ibarra’s most valuable surviving assets.

	“You,” Manes said, pointing at him and taking some delight in the way the man almost imperceptibly flinched in response to being singled out. “What’s your name?”

	“Brady,” he replied immediately, snapping to attention. “Brady Tal.”

	Manes approached, prompting other staff who stood nearby to casually scoot away. “What more do we know?”

	Tal swallowed and eyed him curiously, as though unsure how to respond to this casual demeanor after the outburst in the control room. He cleared his throat and returned his attention to the hologram, indicating some of the red marks. “It’s difficult to get a solid fix on the situation while traveling through hyperspace, so we’ll definitely want to take a closer look once we reach Naris. At least a few of the freighters that escaped were carrying full arms shipments, so we have their payloads at our disposal. Obviously, Operation Recovery by its very nature means we lost resources, but it also ensured those resources didn't fall into Tobias’s hands.”

	Indeed it did. “And do we have any idea where our friends the Niiosians went?”

	“The only reports I have state that they retreated from Panucan airspace in the general direction of Niio. Nothing more.”

	Manes leaned down over one of the terminals, staring vacantly ahead at the hologram as he considered everything. “Once we arrive at Naris, I want a thorough inventory of everything we have on hand. Ships. Weapons. Personnel. Raw materials. We’ll regroup with our forces at Naris Base, resupply, and then travel to Delatori together. I want to personally oversee the recovery of the zocrum, carmine ore, and whatever else it takes to make Niio pay for what he has done.”

	He straightened and addressed Tal directly. “Contact the shipping fleets at Delatori and instruct them to hold. With Panuco Base out of commission, I’m not going to waste time having them bring their cargo all the way to Naris. Assign whatever additional security measures we can spare to them until we arrive.”
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