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  Prologue



   


  Kill him. 


  The thought resounded in the girl’s mind almost as loudly as the high-pitched buzzing in her ears. She opened her eyes and uncurled from her hiding place just inside the hatchway, stretching out her cramped muscles one at a time so as not to fall from her precarious perch in the darkness. Through the bulkheads, the low groan of metal on metal alerted her that they’d docked.


  Swiftly yet silently, she slipped out of the narrow recess and reached for the smooth metal walls of the ship’s main water tank. She went by touch rather than sight, feeling her way over the moist, slippery tiles. The mechanical suction cups on the palms of her hands caught and held, and she leveraged for position until she was sprawled out across the inverted surface like a lizard on the underside of a rock.


  Kill him. 


  The thought, though cold, carried no anger or malice. If she felt anything, it was only a sense of professional precision, like a dentist picking out his tools before performing a complicated extraction. An image of her target came readily to her mind through the datalink implant in the back of her neck: tall face, thick black hair, piercing eyes. Subtler details followed: the sound of his voice, the style of his gait, the twitch in his forehead when he was stressed. As she crawled upside down toward the base of the reservoir, she felt almost as if she were on her way to visit an old, familiar friend.


  Kill him. 


  The girl carefully lowered herself down the wall, the frame of her skin-suit stiffening to give her added strength. The water wasn’t particularly cold, but it had a slightly metallic smell. She reached below her chin and pulled a flap of thick fabric up over her mouth and nose, breathing into it to activate the oxygen mask. Satisfied, she took a deep breath and slipped into the water headfirst.


  Even through the skin-suit, the wetness made her shiver. Ignoring it, she swam to the bottom and felt for the sluice gate where the floor tapered into the drain. She took a deep breath of the stale, filtered air to reassure herself that she wasn’t drowning.


  A dull groan in the walls told her she didn’t have much time. Slapping one of her hands against the floor for traction, she reached with the other to find the manual release for the grating. The thick metal bars were covered with a light film of slime, but she managed to find the lever, release the lock, and pull it aside. It made a painfully loud scratching sound against the tile floor, but only because every little noise underwater was amplified in her ear.


  A loud click echoed through the duct, followed by a low rumble. The girl hastily released the suction cups in her gloves and flipped herself around, hugging her arms tightly against her chest. She no sooner did so than the drain flew open and sucked her into its maw.


  Her heart pounded as the current sucked her through the pitch-black tunnel. The duct was so narrow that she barely had enough room for her arms, even with her shoulders scrunched together. Fortunately, the cold metal walls were smooth and slippery.


  Her feet struck the grating on the other end flat on, making her gasp at the force of the impact. Recovering quickly as the water rushed past her, she tapped her right heel against the wall to extend a laser-file from the toe of her boot, which she used to cut through the thick metal bars. She worked with practiced speed, alternating between bars to keep an even pressure on all sides, and fastened her gloves to the walls to leverage as much of her weight off of them as possible. Still, the strength of the current made it incredibly difficult. She cut through the last three bars as quickly as she could, then kicked the grating out of the way and released herself.


  Moments later, she found herself floating in the bottom of a dimly lit pool. She opened her eyes and blinked, making out shapes through the bubbles. She was only a few feet below the surface, but the room was still dark enough she didn’t think anyone had seen her. She waited for almost two full minutes, breathing slowly through her mask, until she was sure the catwalks above were empty.


  Coming out of the water felt almost like rebirth. She pulled the mask down and allowed herself the luxury of one deep breath before crawling hastily up the wall to a niche where the auxiliary lights didn’t quite reach. Once there, she waited in silence until the skin-suit had fully shed the excess water, leaving her dry.


  Kill him. 


  Her heart beat faster now, but out of anticipation, not fear. She wet her lips and crept forward, past the main doorway to the maintenance hatch on the side.


  The sound of footsteps on the metal grating of the catwalk made her heart skip a beat. She froze, not making a sound even to breathe.


  “What was that?”


  “Eh? What are you talking about?”


  The girl reached slowly to a compact pistol at her belt. Her muscles tensed as she kept herself perfectly still.


  “I thought I heard something down there. Something in the water.”


  “It’s probably just your imagination. Come on, let’s go.”


  The footsteps faded until a door hissed shut beyond the girl’s vision. Just to be safe, she counted to sixty before slipping out of her hiding place and into the nearest maintenance shaft.


  The datalink provided her with a detailed map of the station, which she analyzed quickly as she slipped through the narrow shaft. The network of maintenance corridors would bring her within three levels of the command center, but less than fifty meters from the war room. Security this deep was surprisingly minimal: a couple of cameras and a door lock that shouldn’t give her any more than a few minutes’ trouble. Her exit would be slightly more complicated, but with dozens of jump-equipped shuttles at the station’s various platforms, she had her pick of options.


  It took a little less than ten minutes to get to the exit point. After double checking the station network to make sure there weren’t any cameras watching the corridor, she did a quick thermal scan through the door and palmed the access panel. The door hissed as it opened, making her cringe at the noise, but there was no one on the other side. She slipped out and quickly palmed it shut.


  Kill him. 


  The white-tiled corridor was surprisingly well-lit. Even with her prosthetic enhancements, it took a moment for her eyes to adjust. The space was narrower than the main hallways, but it still felt open and dangerous. She kept close to the wall and moved swiftly, her hand at the pistol on her belt. Now that she was deep in the station, adrenaline pulsed through her veins.


  Kill him. 


  She reached a secondary elevator at the end of the corridor, where it came to a T with a wider one that was curved so that she couldn’t see further than twenty meters in either direction. A quick check of the network showed that the elevator was currently unoccupied. She hastily palmed the access panel and waited for the elevator to open.


  “…it’s going to be big this time, I tell you,” her audio enhancements picked up from around the corridor. “They’re not going to let us off easy again.”


  Footsteps—two men, by the sound of it. Within a few moments, they’d be close enough to see her.


  “You really think so?” said the second voice, growing clearer as the speaker came closer. “I don’t know. This isn’t the first time they’ve threatened to attack.”


  “Yeah, but the latest intel shows a lot more movement than before. I heard that they’re pulling forces from as far away as Tajjur and the New Pleiades.”


  “Come on. You can’t trust everything you hear. Stars! Who knows how rumors like that get started?”


  The two men stepped plainly into view just as the elevator doors hissed open. The girl slipped inside before either of them had time to see her and quickly keyed in her destination, three floors up. The doors hissed shut, keeping her safely from view.


  She permitted herself one silent gasp of relief as she hastily searched the station network for the command schedule via her datalink implant. According to the public schedule, her target would be holding a strategic planning sessions in—yes, that was it—forty minutes.


  Kill him. 


  The elevator slowed as it reached its destination, and she kept close to the wall as the doors hissed open. The corridor outside was empty. She slipped out and stepped briskly toward the war room, stopping only to hold the palm of her hand over the access panel as her implants hacked the lock. Within moments, she was in.


  The empty war room was wide and elliptical, with a vaulted ceiling almost twice as high as the corridor outside. Giant display screens covered the walls, streaming video from the exterior of the station so that the girl felt as if she were alone in a giant observation dome. The starry band of the galaxy glowed brightly in the depths of space, the orange-blue wisps of the Good Hope Nebula passing slowly out of view down by her feet. Directly in front of her, the black silhouette of the rogue planet opened like a maw of darkness. An enormous holographic projector sat in the center of the table, with a dozen plush leather chairs around the edge.


  It didn’t take her long to find a hiding place. Using the suction cups in her gloves and boots, she crawled beneath the table and pressed herself against the underside, keeping her profile as low as possible. The frame of her skin-suit stiffened, allowing her to relax as she settled in for the forty-minute wait.


  She closed her eyes and controlled her breath. Seconds passed into minutes as reality faded from her consciousness. She visualized a wide open sky, with an empty wasteland of rust-red desert stretching all the way to the unbroken horizon. The memory of the familiar landscape calmed her into a meditative state. She could practically taste the dust in the air and hear the whistling of the wind as it passed over the barren landscape.


  She turned and saw a cluster of weathered adobe huts and sun-faded tents, with a rickety old windmill towering up near the center. Home. She stepped forward, sand tickling her toes as her dress and headscarf fluttered in the wind, until she reached an old sun-faded rug draped over a doorway. 


  Inside, a narrow tunnel of brick and stone stretched out in front of her, with cozy, familiar rooms branching off on either side. Arabesque carpets covered the uneven dirt floor, while old, faded glowlamps illuminated the interior from various niches in the adobe walls. 


  The moment she stepped inside, a feeling of supreme peace swept over her. She ran her hands along the rough adobe, letting the familiarity of the place fill her. Just around that corner at the end of the corridor, someone was waiting for her, someone who—


  Kill him. 


  The datalink implant jolted her out of her trance, alerting her to the sound of footsteps in the hallway. A heady rush passed through her, making her shiver, but with practiced concentration she kept herself perfectly still.


  The door hissed open, shattering the last remaining shards of her meditation. From her vantage point, she watched the boots of almost a dozen Federation officers as they entered the room and gathered around the table.


  “Colonel Jameson, you’re looking quite well.”


  “Thank you. I wish I could say the same of my men.”


  “I haven’t seen Major Hector at all yet—does anyone know where he is?”


  “Last I heard, he was engaged in counter-recon operations down by Eyn-Gatta.”


  “You don’t suppose—”


  The room grew silent as one last pair of boots stepped into the doorway. There was a quick shuffle as the others drew themselves up at attention, facing the newcomer.


  “At ease, gentlemen.”


  The sound of his voice sent chills shooting down the girl’s back. She licked her lips and flexed her fingers.


  Kill him. 


  The men took their seats around the table. A couple of them stretched out their legs so that their feet were a hand’s breadth from her hiding place, but the external frame of her skin-suit kept her fastened in place. She drew in a silent breath and settled in, biding her time.


  “I’m afraid I have bad news,” said her target. “A courier from the fourth division just arrived with reports of massive Hameji movement in the Gamma sector. Major Hector’s forces have been overwhelmed and routed from their positions.”


  “Overwhelmed? By an advance party?”


  “Yes—an advance party that outnumbered his own forces three to one.”


  A nervous rumble arose from the men. One of them scooted his chair back and rose to his feet.


  “But Admiral Genjiro, why would the Hameji move to attack us so soon? Our reconnaissance shows that they’re still assembling their forces out beyond the local cloud.”


  “Because, gentlemen, I believe we are dealing with more than one battle fleet.”


  The room fell deadly silent. Two of the men started tapping their feet nervously against the floor.


  “There are several reasons to believe that this is the case,” her target continued. “Analyzing the Hameji movements further, however, we see that their fleets are not uniformly coordinated. This development, I believe, warrants some attention.”


  “Begging your pardon, Admiral, what does that matter when their capital ships outnumber us by so many?”


  “At this point, any advantage, if properly leveraged, may prove decisive. We still hold all of the important star systems in the sector. If we coordinate our movements, we might be able to repel their advance.”


  “But if they’ve already entered the rift,” a new voice said, “how can we possibly hold our current position?”


  The admiral sighed. “You’re right, I’m afraid. Every moment we spend at this outpost, we risk getting flanked or pinned down. I therefore propose that we leave a small force at Eyn-Gatta to harrow the enemy’s rear and move our base of operations back to New Vela.”


  His proposal met with a chorus of assent.


  “Ende, I want you to move toward the Gamma sector and try to cut off the Hameji advance fleet from their main command. It won’t stop them, but it might slow them down. Webb, I want you to provide the support for Ende’s rear and watch for any Hameji flanking maneuvers. We’ll concentrate the balance of our forces in the rift—whatever else happens, we can’t afford to let them through.”


  “Are you sure that’s wise?” asked a young man. He nervously tapped his fingers against his knees only inches from the girl’s face. “If we fail to secure Zeta and Omega sectors, the Hameji could launch a secondary campaign and bypass the rift altogether.”


  “I realize that,” said her target, “but I don’t believe the Hameji will come at us that way. The hasty disorganization of this first attack shows me that their fleets are disunited, with each commander hoping to beat the others to the first spoils. It takes more than a standard month to bypass the local clouds, and I don’t think any of them have the patience for that.”


  Silence again. From the lack of objection, the girl guessed that the rest of the officers agreed with him. She could easily visualize their nods of approval.


  “I have a strong feeling that the coming campaign will prove decisive,” he added in a low voice. “No military force in the galaxy has ever struck the Hameji a decisive defeat, but every empire must one day fall. For the sake of the last remaining free worlds in this galaxy, let us all perform our duty with valor and honor. To your ships, men.”


  The girl waited in careful silence as the men all rose from their seats and made their way to the door. A few of them lingered to chat about inconsequential things, but she kept a close watch on the boots belonging to her target. As expected, he stayed behind until he was alone.


  When the door hissed shut for the last time, the girl slipped out from under the table like a cat, moving on her hands and feet while remaining out of sight. Her target stood gazing at the video feed on the wall, completely unaware of her presence. Heart racing, she reached to a pouch at her hip and pulled out a syringe filled with a clear serum.


  Kill him. 


  In less than a second, she crossed the space between them and covered his mouth with her hand. He gasped in surprise, but before he could resist, she jammed the syringe into his neck, injecting the serum into his twitching flesh. His back arched, and he collapsed to the floor.


  “Who?” he croaked, staring up at her in horror. “Who ar—” His eyes rolled back in his head, and his body convulsed one last time before growing still.


  The girl stood over the body for several moments, savoring the rush that always followed each kill. This one had been clean—remarkably so. She admired her handiwork the way a painter might admire his art or a chess master the elegance of his game.


  She wasted little time reveling in her success, though. Before anyone else could discover her work, she was more than a light-year away.


  




  Part I: The Gathering Storm



  Meeting of the Cyborgs



   


  If Roman Andrei Krikoryan felt anything anymore, he felt old. His bones ached and his joints felt sore, but those were only the echoes of his aging body—a body that was quickly becoming irrelevant. The simulators did a little to revitalize him, but it really made no difference anymore. No matter how often he returned to the artificial comforts of the dream world, he was still just an empty shell, a fragment of the man he used to be.


  “How are you feeling, Master Sergeant?”


  Roman grunted and sat up on the examining table. He flexed his left hand, observing the claw-like prosthetic fingers as they clenched and unclenched. Only minimal nerves ran beneath the durasteel plating, but he preferred it that way—the less he could feel, the less pain he had to deal with.


  “Every time you see me you are asking this question,” he said, glancing up at the young doctor who stood over him. “And every time my answer is not changed.”


  “Still, humor me.”


  He grunted again, turning the right side of his mouth up in a grin. “I do not feel anything, Lieutenant. I am machine.”


  Lieutenant Maia Avanadze nodded and pulled a strand of her jet-black hair behind her ear—such a youthful gesture. Roman’s mechanical eye registered her body heat as a soft infrared glow, making her look like an angel in her immaculately white uniform. She smiled at him, but her smile was one of pity and not of understanding.


  “Your prosthetics are all in working order,” she said. “I made some adjustments to your jaw, though—a couple of bolts had come loose, and a nerve ending was starting to grow into the empty socket.”


  “Perhaps you should become mechanic,” said Roman, chuckling as he put on the top half of his olive-green uniform. His thick chest hair extended across his right pectoral until his skin met the dull metallic sheen of the body plating on his collarbone. It took daily hormone injections and a rigorous workout routine to keep the biological half of his body from shriveling in comparison to his cyborg half, but even at his old age, he kept a strict daily regimen. That was one thing the prosthetics made easier—one reason he preferred them over a rejuvenation. Mechanical muscles could be fixed when they broke down.


  Lieutenant Maia gave him a sharp look. “I’m not just here to give your prosthetics a tune up, Sergeant. Your enhancements are designed to let you live, not to turn you into a machine.”


  “At my age, is there any difference?”


  She rolled her eyes, probably because she didn’t think he could see her. That was one advantage of the wide-angle lens he’d installed a few years back. He finished adjusting his uniform and pulled on the eye patch—it slightly impaired his vision across the visible spectrum, but it tended to set others at ease, which made social interactions easier. The subtle shift in Maia’s body heat confirmed as much.


  “I’ll see you back in in a week, then?” she asked.


  “Of course,” said Roman. “There is no face on this ship I would rather see.”


  She smiled in the way that young women smile at cute old men, and as Roman followed her to the door, he allowed himself to believe that it was genuine. A moment later, he stepped out of the medical bay, and the door slid shut with a sharp hiss.


  The Tajji Flame had hardly changed in the thirty or so standard years that Roman had served as her second-in-command. The personnel had come and gone—some, to more lucrative military contracting jobs, others to their deaths—but the old warship was one of the few remaining constants in his life. Her dimly lit corridors and dull metal walls were almost as drab as a prison, but he didn’t mind. In fact, it felt a little bit like his first assignment: a convoy support craft with a crew of barely fifty. The exposed wires running along the floor grating, however, reminded him that this was no Imperial warship. Thank the stars for that. 


  At the end of the main corridor, he palmed open the door to the bridge and stepped inside. A little more than half a dozen chairs circled the room, all of them unoccupied. The main forward window offered a magnificent view of New Rigel V, a deep blue water world with clouds swirling above the hydrosphere like blemishes on a marble. Swarms of spacecraft glittered in the bright yellow sunlight, slipping past in their lower orbits while tiny shuttlecraft danced between them in a carefully coordinated ballet.


  In the center of the room, just behind the command chair, Captain Danica Nova stood in a crisp uniform with her hands clasped behind her, staring out at the view. Her dark hair was cropped at her shoulders, the short streaks of gray a sign of her age. She turned to face him, and he responded with a crisp salute.


  “Captain, sir.”


  “Master Sergeant Krikoryan,” she said, saluting him back. “At ease.”


  Roman nodded and rested his hands behind his back. “You wished to see me?”


  “Yes. How are you feeling?”


  “I am functional, Captain.”


  She raised an eyebrow. “Did you give the Lieutenant a hard time?”


  “No more than usual.”


  “I should hope not. She only wants to look out for you, Sergeant—as do I.”


  He grunted. “Do not worry about me, Captain. I am fine.”


  Danica stared at him for a moment, as if looking through his cyborg shell to some part of him that only she could see. He flinched, and she turned her attention to the control panel in front of her.


  “I’m sure by now you’ve heard about the renewed hostilities in the Gamma sector,” she said as she typed in a series of commands. “It looks as if the Hameji are launching a major offensive.”


  “Such as last campaign in Oriana?”


  “No. Bigger.”


  “Good,” he said, relaxing a little. “It will be good for our men to see action. Have we received any new offers?”


  “Actually, it looks as if the Rigelans want to keep us under their employ. They’ve promised to renew our contract at four times the current rate.”


  Roman whistled out the corner of his mouth. “Four times? And this was starting price?”


  “Yes,” said Danica. “Of course, I negotiated it up to five. But their main battle fleet is almost ready to depart, and we still need a new cybernetics officer.”


  The main window turned into a massive display screen, the view of the planet fading out to black. A slightly unfocused picture appeared in the center, showing the face of a young woman with jet-black hair and expressionless eyes.


  “This is our prime applicant for the cybernetics post,” said Danica. “Her name is Rina Al-Najmi. She arrived at the main station less than an hour ago and wishes to conduct the interview as soon as possible. I told her to meet us at the airlock in fifteen minutes.”


  “This girl is prime applicant?” said Roman, pointing at the screen with a grunt. “She is too young—she cannot be more than twenty.”


  “Young, yes, but she’s already quite accomplished. The Federation employed her in a number of intelligence gathering operations deep behind the Coreward front.”


  “She is number cruncher, then?”


  “Perhaps,” said Danica, “but she has some military training as well. I found her listed on a hit-and-run operation in the Gamma sector just a few months ago, though what role she played I don’t exactly know.”


  Roman nodded. “What else can you say about her?”


  “Surprisingly, not a lot. Either the Federation has been using her in some secret operations, or she’s very good at covering her tracks.” Danica stood up straight and turned to face him. “That’s why I want you to interview her. I need you to shake her up a little, get her to show her true character. Whatever impression she gives you, I want to hear about it.”


  “Understood.”


  “There is one more thing you should know,” said Danica, turning back to the computer. The picture disappeared, replaced with the girl’s identifying information. “It took me a while to discover her star of origin, but I found some records in the refugee data banks that indicate she’s from Gaia Nova.”


  Roman’s lips curled into a snarl. “So she is Gaian Imperial citizen, then?”


  “Probably—though she couldn’t have been older than five or six standard years old when the Empire fell. Either way, I don’t want you to let that color your perceptions of her. The days of the Empire are gone, and the revolution is long over. Wherever her loyalties lie, she poses no threat in that regard.”


  I am not so sure, Roman thought, keeping the comment to himself. A chime sounded, drawing Danica’s attention back to the computer. 


  “That’s her,” she said, “showing up exactly when I told her to. Better get to work, Sergeant.”


  “Sir,” said Roman, giving Danica a sharp salute. He turned and walked off the bridge, clenching his prosthetic hand into a fist as he did so.


   


  * * * * *


   


  The airlock door hissed open, revealing the dockside chamber with its LED lights lining the windowless metal walls. The girl from the briefing stood on the other side, dressed in black. Roman narrowed his eyes; she looked even younger in person than she did on the display screen. At her full height, she barely came halfway up to his chest, and her arms were thin enough that he could probably touch his fingers together while gripping them. Even so, the gaze she fixed on him was as cold and unyielding as the depths of space.


  “Rina Al-Najmi,” said Roman. “You are here to interview for cybernetics position?”


  “Yes,” said the girl, her voice low but far from soft.


  He nodded. “Then come inside.”


  She stepped onto the Tajji Flame, and the airlock hissed shut behind her. Roman palmed open the door to the main corridor, coming face to face with Private Nikolai, one of his men. 


  “Search her,” he ordered. Then, in Tajji, “Don’t be gentle.”


  Nikolai turned to the girl and motioned for her to stand with her arms outstretched on either side. She complied without a word, barely flinching even as he jostled her nearly off her feet. He pulled out a pistol from her belt and a laser-knife from her boot, but nothing else.


  “That’s all, sir,” he said, handing over the weapons. Roman nodded and motioned for the private to leave.


  “We will hold these while you are on board,” he told the girl. “You will receive them again when we are finished.”


  “Understood.”


  Roman led her down the main corridor to the enlisted mess hall on the main level. Because they were in port, the windowless room was completely empty. A handful of faded pinups graced the dull metal walls, while caged lights flickered overhead, making the place feel like the hold of a bulk freighter. Roman keyed a button to raise a bench from the floor and motioned for the girl to sit. He remained standing, hands clasped thoughtfully behind his back.


  “So,” he began, “I understand you wish to be our new cybernetics officer, yes?”


  “That is correct.”


  “What makes you think you are qualified for position?” he asked, pacing slowly around her.


  “A good cybernetics officer needs to be an expert at gaming systems and breaking rules,” she answered. “I have extensive experience at both—I believe my file speaks to that.”


  “No doubt. But what makes you think you belong with us?” 


  He let the statement hang in the air, observing her reaction. Instead of answering, she waited patiently for him to explain himself. He pulled off his eye patch and met her eyes with both of his own.


  “If you wish to join our private military company, there is something you must know,” he said. “With few exceptions, we are all Tajji. During Imperial occupation of our homeworld, many of us fought as revolutionaries. None of us has any love for the Empire.”


  “Neither do I,” she said calmly. “My parents were desert tribesmen living outside of any government, and the New Gaian Empire collapsed when I was just a child. I never had any allegiance to it.”


  “Perhaps,” said Roman, narrowing his good eye. “But you are still Gaian, yes?”


  “Yes, I am. Will that be a problem?”


  He declined to answer, watching her closely for any sign of discomfort or weakness in her resolve. Despite how small and fragile she seemed, Roman had to admit that she knew how to carry herself.


  A glint on the back of her neck caught his eye, and he reached down with his prosthetic hand to touch it. In one swift, reflexive motion, she spun around and grabbed his hand, reaching up to jam her thumb into the crux of his elbow. When her fingers met his hardened durasteel prosthetic instead of an artery, she stiffened a little and let him go.


  Roman chuckled. “For one so small, your reflexes are impressive.”


  “Don’t touch me,” she said, her voice low and dangerous. It was evident she was talking about the neural implants in the back of her neck.


  “I see you have one, too,” he said, turning and pointing to his own. “Where did you get it?”


  No answer, but the coldness in the girl’s gaze had turned from indifference to anger.


  Come, Roman transmitted directly to her mind. Tell me, where did you get it? 


  Her eyes widened. “How did you do that?”


  “It was not difficult, considering how you had already broken onto our ship’s private network. Perhaps there is something you are looking for? Or is this how you demonstrate your skills?”


  His questions finally broke through her impassiveness, if only for a fraction of a second. In that moment, however, he saw a surprising degree of vulnerability. Her pulse accelerated and her body heat began to increase, but she resumed the mask of indifference like a seasoned professional.


  “Simply testing for weaknesses,” she said, taking a barely suppressed breath. “It’s my field, after all.”


  Roman doubted she was telling the full truth, but for some reason he didn’t quite understand, he decided to let it go. Perhaps it was the momentary panic he’d seen when she’d realized he’d caught on to her. It made her seem more human, like a little girl trying desperately to fit into a world of cyborgs and soldiers. He could respect that kind of quality in a person—indeed, he couldn’t help but respect it.


  “Why do you wish to join with us?”


  “Your company was the first military force to win a direct engagement with the Hameji,” she said, falling into a practiced answer. “In addition, your team is small enough that your officers have a degree of flexibility that can’t be found on a Federation capital ship. For those reasons, I think I stand to gain more valuable experience from serving with you than with any other battle group.”


  “And why do you wish to be part of this war?”


  She hesitated for a fraction of a second before answering. “The Hameji destroyed my homeworld. Do I need another reason?”


  “No,” he said, scratching his chin. “I suppose not.”


  Though her voice lacked no conviction, her face was expressionless, her eyes strangely dull. If revenge was still her primary motivation, the last few years must have taken the edge off of it. Not that he couldn’t sympathize—indeed, the Tajji Flame was full of ex-revolutionaries who were little more than drifters now, living from job to job with nothing left to fight for. But to see it in someone so young, that was unusual. 


  “Have you ever killed a man?”


  “I have.”


  “Could you do it again, if necessary?”


  “I could.”


  The ease with which she answered the question made him raise an eyebrow. “Are you sure?”


  “Why would I want to become a mercenary if I couldn’t?”


  Good answer, Roman thought, chuckling to himself. The girl certainly wasn’t afraid to tell things like they were. There were a few more questions on his list, but he’d heard enough to form an opinion of her. 


  “Thank you,” he said, unfolding his arms. “That is all. Stay here.”


  She nodded, the heat signature of her body betraying her anxiety. She wants this position, Roman thought to himself. She wants it very badly. 


  “Wait,” she said, stopping him as he palmed open the door. “I didn’t get your name.”


  He turned slowly to face her, still sitting on the bench in the center of the empty room. “I am Master Sergeant Roman Andrei Krikoryan,” he said. “On Tajji Flame, I am second-in-command. Only our captain has served longer than I have. If she decides to hire you, you would do well to remember that.” 


  She nodded. “I will, Sergeant.”


   


  * * * * *


   


  Roman paced the empty bridge while the watery world below slowly turned in the forward window. The dark blue crescent rapidly waned as they orbited over to the night side of the planet. All across the surface of the hydrosphere, little specks of light glimmered against a soft turquoise glow—enclaves of human settlement floating in a sea of bio-luminescence.


  The door hissed open, and Captain Danica Nova stepped through. Roman stood at attention and saluted.


  “Captain.”


  “At ease, Roman. What do you think of the girl?”


  He brought his hand to his chin, carefully considering his thoughts. “She is spirited,” he said. “Cold, but spirited. She has sharp reflexes, too.”


  “Yes, and her cybernetics abilities are quite impressive. I think she has exactly the kind of skill set we need.”


  Roman’s muscles tensed, seizing up a little where the metal prosthetics met his aging flesh. “But Captain,” he said, “you do realize that she is Gaian?”


  “Of course, Sergeant. Do you think that will be a problem?”


  He hesitated for a moment. “Perhaps yes, perhaps no.”


  “Do you have any other objections besides her star of origin?”


  “No, Captain.”


  “I understand your prejudices, Sergeant,” said Danica, looking him in the eye. “I used to share them. But as much as we both hated the New Gaian Empire, it’s nothing more than a phantom from the pages of history now. This girl is not our enemy—are you willing to accept that?”


  “Of course,” he said, scowling at the implication that he might find it difficult to accept Danica’s orders.


  “Then if you have no other objections, I’m ready to give her the position. In every way, she strikes me as exactly the kind of cybernetics officer we’ve been looking for.”


  Roman nodded. “Yes, Captain,” he said. “I agree.”




  A Promise and a Princess



   


  Katsuichi drew a deep breath and gripped the edge of the balcony guardrail. Overhead, the sun shone bright in the hazy blue sky, its light reflecting off of the brilliant golden spires and ivory pagodas of the floating city of Fukai-Nami. From the palace balcony where he stood, he had a magnificent view of the deep blue world-ocean, ringing the horizon in all directions as far as he could see. In the distance, other floating cities glistened white in the shimmering haze, their cascading domes making them look like beautiful islands made of gold and crystal.


  “Katsuichi-sama,” came a deep voice behind him. “Please, come quickly. Your father lies on his deathbed—any moment could be his last.”


  Katsuichi sighed and stared down at the peaceful scene as if to let it wash over his troubled heart. “I know, Kenta,” he said. “I’ll be there shortly.”


  “Very well, young master. But I implore you, do not keep His Imperial Highness waiting.”


  His Imperial Highness. Soon, that title would be his. The thought filled his heart with a terror darker than the deepest abyss of the world ocean, where pressurized ice covered the sea-bottom and the warm light of New Rigel never shone. He took another deep breath and tried to quell his shaking hands. Did every emperor feel this way before assuming the responsibilities of the throne? Surely, if anyone but his bodyguard Kenta could see his fear, he would be filled with shame. And yet, even as he turned from the balcony to face the palace door, he did not feel that his fear was cowardly or unwarranted. 


  “Very well,” he said softly. “I’m ready.”


  Kenta bowed deeply, revealing the ponytail at the back of his otherwise bald head. A tall, muscular man, he wore the traditional warrior robes with the sword of the samurai on his belt, along with the ivory-handled laser pistol of the palace guard. The densely interwoven tattoos covering the dark skin of his upper arms proclaimed his rank and status as one of the royal bodyguards. 


  The hallways of the palace seemed narrow and confining as Katsuichi approached his father’s chambers. Maid-servants in colorful skirts and tall, dark-skinned samurai stepped aside to let him through, bowing as he passed. His mind was so full, he hardly noticed them.


  The Emperor’s private chambers were largely empty. Besides a couple of aunts kneeling on the wooden floor and the chief advisor standing against the paneled wall, the room was all but empty. The emperor himself lay in the center of the room on an ornately embroidered futon, blanket pulled up to his frail chest while the thin white hair of his beard trailed down from his bony chin. A medical droid stood off to one side, its insect-like arms retracted, while four recorder bots hovered silently in the corners of the room. Against the far wall, sweet-smelling smoke trailed from a bowl of traditional incense, while a holographic icon of the second Buddha shimmered in the flickering light of the candles immediately below.


  “Katsu,” the emperor groaned. Katsuichi stepped forward and knelt by his father’s side, pressing his forehead against the floor in a sign of deep respect.


  “Rise,” said his father. “There is… no time for formalities. Only a short while, and you will be… emperor.”


  Katsuichi rose and knelt seiza-style on the floor, ankles beneath him with his hands resting in his lap. Kenta bowed with his forehead to the floor and sat similarly next to him. 


  “My time… has come,” said the emperor, his eyes barely open. “It is time… to name my successor.”


  The chief advisor stepped forward and bowed, so that his back was almost horizontal to the floor. A deep and reverent silence filled the room as he slid open the glass case, retrieving the ancient sword within. Chills shot down Katsuichi’s neck, and goosebumps ran down his arms as the advisor set the sword in the dying emperor’s trembling hands.


  “Katsuichi, come forward.”


  Katsuichi took a deep breath and bowed again, his heart pounding in his chest. He sat up and gently took the sword with both hands, taking special care not to drop it. The gold-inlaid scabbard depicted a cluster of floating cities, their cascading domes protecting the gardens and pagodas of his people from the violence of the storms and waves. The lines of ocean gave way to the stars and planets, with the mighty starships that had carried his ancestors across the starry sea from Gaia Nova—and before that, Earth.


  “Draw it, my son.”


  Ever so carefully, Katsuichi pulled the sword out of its scabbard. It felt surprisingly light in his hand, the handle fitting so easily to his grip that it seemed like a natural extension of his body. He handed the scabbard to Kenta, who bowed deeply as he took it from him, and ran his finger lightly over the blade. The steel was a dark metallic gray, with an oily sheen over the ancient tempering that had given it its characteristic curve. The hilt was made of polished ivory and jade, and depicted the continents and landforms of Earth, now lost except to legend.


  His father gave a satisfactory grunt and lay back against his pillow. “Let it be witnessed,” he said softly, “that when the sun sets on the Imperial city of Fukai-Nami… my son Katsuichi will be the Emperor of Shinihon.”


  A thrill shot through Katsuichi’s body, from the back of his neck to the ends of his toes and fingers. His legs went numb, and it was all he could do to sheath the ancient heirloom sword and bow once again. No doubt, the bots in the corners of the room would broadcast holographic recordings of the ceremony across the entire planet, and to the half-dozen super-stations in orbit as well. As he drew himself up, he took care to appear confident and strong—not anxious and inadequate, as he felt.


  “Thank you, Father,” he said. “I will do my best to rule as you have done.”


  His father nodded and coughed. In his present state, he looked frail enough that a strong wind could carry him away. Strange to think that he had once bounced Katsuichi on his knee. Those days now felt like they had happened eons ago, in another lifetime.


  “These are… troubled times,” his father groaned. “I wish I could have left you… under more peaceful circumstances. But we must all… rise to the duties required of us.”


  Katsuichi nodded solemnly, pressing his chin against his chest. “I understand,” he said simply.


  “The Hameji have conquered… many stars,” his father continued. “For nearly a generation, their specter has… overshadowed us. We owe a great… debt of honor… to the foreign-born warriors… who have defended us. You must repay this debt, Katsu. You must not let it… overshadow us any longer.”


  “Yes, Father,” said Katsuichi, his hands trembling in his lap. “I will repay our debt to the off-worlders.”


  “You must do… what I could not. Even though you should lose your life… it is but a small thing. We must never lose… our honor.”


  “I will not disappoint you, Father. I promise.”


  His father’s lips turned upward in a smile. “Your words warm my soul, little Katsu. I am proud… of you.”


  Katsuichi nodded and bowed, as much out of respect as to hide the growing emotion in his eyes. He couldn’t afford to let his people see anything that could be taken as a sign of weakness in the boy that was to be their emperor.


   


  * * * * *


   


  Princess Hikaru sighed as her maid-servants untied the sash around her waist and helped her out of her royal kimono. Such a cumbersome piece of clothing—she loathed every second that she had to wear it. She relaxed a little as her servants helped her into her more casual palace robes, but considering how she was forbidden to go anywhere but her private quarters in them, they were almost as confining. It was all so frustrating, these rules of royal propriety that kept her like a bird in a gilded cage or a blossom in a jewel-studded flower-box.


  An icon popped up in the upper-right corner of the holographic mirror, indicating a breaking news story. She tapped it once to bring it onto the main screen, just below the reflection of her face. HIS IMPERIAL HIGHNESS EMPEROR YAMAMOTO NAMES PRINCE KATSUICHI AS HIS SUCCESSOR, the headline read, complete with an image of her father handing off the royal sword to her subdued and reverent brother. She smiled a little to herself. The news was not unexpected, but it was still exciting to see her big brother finally rising to his place in the kingdom.
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