
  
  [image: ]




  
  
Copyright © 2025 by Maya Darjani 

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except as permitted by U.S. copyright law.

The story, all names, characters, and incidents portrayed in this production are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living or deceased), places, buildings, and products is intended or should be inferred.

Cover by Maya Darjani; stock obtained from Shutterstock







  
  





To anyone who ever joked that I was a spy: maybe you were right.










  
  




“If love is whatever we can still betray, remember that I betrayed you on a lot of days.”


— A Perfect Spy, John Le Carre
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Six hours after the attack, the roof of the Rose Palais still simmers cerulean blue. 

I can't stop staring.

I stare at the brilliance as it slices through the night, an illuminated sigil telling me everything’s changed.

I stare as I wait to enter the grounds, my heart galloping. I stare while they wave explosive detectors over and around my single-engine skip. I dangle my identification out the window, but I keep my head turned the other way, still staring.

Magic did this. But what kind?

My attention finally returns to my immediate surroundings. The guards are taking their sweet time checking my ID.

My feet tap. Come on. 

“Counselor Daevana,” the redheaded one asks, “demonstrate your talent, please?” 

I oblige quickly, snapping my fingers and making shadows dance. In a fit of impulsivity, I push my magic further than usual, and one dark silhouette looms up into the cold night. The guard turns his startled face toward me. I calm my breathing—cloud vapor of my exhale expanding into the air—and allow the illusion to collapse. Reckless. Foolhardy. 

Desperate. The acid gurgling in my gut bubbles upward. I’ve been stuck since the attack in an offsite situation room. An attack against the seat of government. An attack against my family. 

I need to get to the kids. 

I visualize smoothing down the edges of my anxiety, the way one would pat down unruly hair. Fear has always made me lose control. 

The guard, still looking troubled, finishes his checks and peeks inside my skip. “You’re free to go on, ma’am. And…” He breaks off, his gaze returning to the roof, undamaged except for the bioluminescent embers. “Last I heard, your children are up in the Residence, eating ice cream.” 

Oh thank the Light. They’re okay. 

“Morgana can con anyone into dessert,” I respond, my pulse settling into calm. 

The guard’s forehead crinkles in sudden thought. Hopefully not over what I’d done with my shadows. Lucky for me, this guy’s a regular.

The usual litany steals through my mind. Name: Josten. 32 years old. Pressure Point: Social climbing. But my heart’s not in it. I haven’t been the person who’s needed to size people up for nearly a decade now.

I shoot him my most disarming smile, the one I’ve used to great effect over the years to smooth over suspicion. The wrinkle on his forehead disappears, and he smiles back, infused with an inner glow. His magical talent allows him to keep warm, likely why he drew this frigid outside shift. 

He waves me through the checkpoint.


Security along the gleaming marble walkway to the Residence is heavier than usual, which is saying something. But this is keeping my kids safe. My entire family safe, here in the Rose Palais, the Rulani seat of government, the ‘Rose’ an allusion to the pale pink of the volcanic tuff used to construct the building.

As my sharp steps rap in hurried rhythm, the guards regard me either in polite disinterest or with barely masked concern. I’m a known quantity in these parts, but a fuzzy demarcation persists between my personal life and my professional one. I’m Premier Finnegan Daevana’s ex-wife and mother of his children. But I also work directly under him as the Planetary Security Counselor, a high-level executive appointment. Even one year after his inauguration, I haven’t been able to parse where one ends and the other begins.

Finn’s probably waiting for me in the Executive Office—but first, my babies. Always.

I rush through the doors to the family’s living space. I barely acknowledge the Consela—Finn’s wife, Paisley—who scampers after me, magical buoyancy talent lifting her frame easily. Out of habit, I scan the gaudy living area for threats. 

Paisley’s aesthetic lives up to her appellation, with her namesake pattern—often in a shocking pink—covering a window valance here, a china pattern there. She simpers about the ‘poor children’ and ‘how terrible,’ but as far as I know, the kids weren’t yet at the entrance when the Navasi attacker began slinging magic against Finn, thank Light. 

No kids down here, save Paisley and Finn’s spawn, repeatedly morphing his teeth into fangs and back to normal. I move fast. Last time, that little shit bit me. 

Morgana, my fifteen year old, lies upstairs in her tastefully decorated bedroom, all teal blues and black accents, obviously chosen by her, not her stepmother. I marvel as she absentmindedly shoots sparklers into the air and, ever the perfectionist, redirects her sparks in a pattern of fire. Not full magic like a Navasi, but impressive nonetheless. Her talent, too, is stronger than recorded in official files. We keep it quiet to give her an advantage against potential attackers. 

I rap on the doorframe.

“Don’t burn down your room, kid.”

“Mama!” Morgana leaps out of bed into my arms, and I almost fall back onto her velvet walls. Demonstrative. It’s not like her. The attack must’ve shaken her more than she’d let on. She takes after me: hide the turmoil of emotion beneath a veneer of calm. Never let ‘em see you sweat. 

I tighten my grip, and she squirms, like she did when she was a baby. Always hated being held too long. Independent. I loosen but keep my arms around her, just a little longer.

“Where’s your sibling?” I murmur into her hair. Cool Rain, comes the name of the strong scent, unbidden, and I scrunch my nose.

Morgana pulls away. “Sagey!” she calls. I flinch at the volume. Sage arrives as if summoned out of thin air. They’re probably planning on lurking nearby all night in case their baby sister needs them. The protective one, the forever sentinel. Loving but fierce. 

“Oi!” they say. “Hey Mom.” Their hair is newly purple, and they enter, reclining against Morgana’s wall with a lanky, debonair air that belies their eighteen years.

Sage runs a hand through their cheerful locks. “So, we gonna smoke these ash-hewn Navasi assholes, or what?” 

“Language,” I murmur.

This is going to be the tone of the discourse for all of Rula, isn’t it? Save me from the bloodlust, the hawkishness, the need to punch back ten times harder. 

But what do I expect? Rula’s a planet of ash and regolith, of granite and basalt. Indestructible like polymer, but as volatile as lava. 

“What we’re gonna do,” I say, tartly, “is get to bed and reassess in the morning. It’s been a long, hard day.”

“Our ‘undisclosed location’ was nice, at least,” Morgana says.

“They had cookies. In the middle of a planetary crisis.” Sage’s face sports an incredulous look.

“Yeah, and Sage ate most of them.” Morgana flops back down on her bed with a thump. “Navasi assholes,” she echoes. “We're blaming all of them now for one guy?” 

Sage frowns. “Navasi are dangerous. That's why we chip ‘em.” 

Magic is powered by the land. One of the first lessons of Rulani childhood. We killed our home planet when we spent our resources. The parable that’s driven much of human history. Real magic is what they’re talking about, Navasi magic, not the parlor-trick talents most modern humans have.

“Doesn’t mean they’re bad people.” Morgana rolls her eyes, her keen sense of justice offended. Atta girl. The relief from seeing the kids sparks a different sort of anxiety. That this attack will be the tipping point in Rulani politics; that it’ll increase bigotry against Navasi in general. 

Sage puckers their lips. “Yeah whatever.” They turn to me. “What does Dad say?”  

“I haven’t spoken to your father yet.” I surreptitiously glance at my timepiece. I don’t want to go. I don’t want to leave them. But—

“Go see him then,” Sage prompts. “Fix this.” They bounce on the balls of their feet, the protective energy thankfully more puppy than snarling guard dog. 

When Sage gets really anxious, they make it everyone’s problem. 

“And you two should get to bed,” I respond.

“I should have known this is where you’ve been,” an amused voice cuts in. “Shirking your duties. Perhaps I shall have you strung up and shot.” 

Finn doesn’t lean in the doorway. Finn dominates it. On paper, he’s the typical salt-and-pepper-haired political stooge. In reality, he exudes certainty and calm. Even I find myself relaxing. Maybe we’ll be okay. Maybe he’ll lead us out of this storm. 

I glance away from Finn and back at Morgana, absentmindedly chewing her fingernails. “Maybe not joke about killing people right now, Mr. Premier,” I say lightly. I study Morgana more—her wavy black hair, so much like mine in my youth, high cheekbones, deep complexion—and a long-dormant fear licks my fresh wounds. If something ever happened to her, if my old life ever came and bit us all in the ass…

Tessa. 41. Pressure point: my family’s safety.

Finn tips his head to acknowledge the rebuke and settles himself on Morgana’s bed, which emits a loud creak. He rubs her back. Morgana leans into it, a total Daddy’s girl. She usually only hugs me if she wants something.

Sage paces.

“Your mother and I will speak in the study. You two go downstairs and grab some comfort cookies—”

“They’ve already had both cookies and ice cream, from what I hear.” 

Morgana mock-pouts at me. For a tiny frame, she can put away kilos of dessert. 

Finn’s eyes take on a far-away look, and in that moment, I see it. He wears a mask too. Just like me, like Morgana, like Sage’s affected hawkishness. And it’s slipping. He’s as scared as I am. 

I walk over, give Sage a kiss on the cheek, and lightly brush Morgana’s arm. “I wanted to check on you two. I’m sorry I can’t visit longer, but … it’s been a day.”

“Stay over?” Sage asks, voice hopeful but wary. 

I demur, backing off. “Another time.” 

Sage lets out a huff, their hair flashing pink. They know well another time translates to never if I can help it. What’s more awkward than staying in your ex-husband’s house? When he’s the damn Premier of the most important world in the Human Consortium.

“Sagey—” I begin. 

“Yeah, forget it, Mom.” They wear a conciliatory smile but stand with folded arms, and I’m left with the distinct impression I’ve made the wrong choice.

I thin my lips against the discomfort, and turn to Finn. “Shall we?”


      [image: ]Finnegan Daevana walks like he’s the poster boy for powerful men everywhere. Open posture, long quick strides, slight strut. I’ve always recognized him on approach, my heart fluttering at the sexy confidence, which, when we were young, was unusual among our peers. Finn’s only a little older, but he seemed an aged soul, gifted with self-possession I hardly ever saw from fellow aspiring politicos. Little boys and girls playing dress-up. Easy marks. There’s nothing easy about Finn. He challenges. He interrogates every assumption. Believes nothing can’t be solved with a bit of elbow grease and planning. 

I used to think he hung the moons.

I follow Finn into the study, inhaling the fabricated leather and rapping on quartz-kissed petrified wood, tightly smiling no when offered a drink of rice whiskey and lemon. Here, assaulting me from all sides, are memories from our past life together: a picture of Finn’s first electoral win, fist pumped in the air; mementos from encounters with the rich and famous; a tapestry with his alma mater shield, which I’d given him for the holidays fifteen years ago.

Finnegan Ulysses Daevana IV. Age: 45. Pressure point: Creating a legacy.

He’s just Finn. Although in this office, with the blurred lines between familiarity and professionalism, he’s Mr. Premier. Usually.

“So,” I begin. “What happened?”

Bypassing his desk, Finn plops heavily onto a settee, plunking his drink down on the low coffee table. “Isn’t it your job to tell me?” He absently rubs the nape of his neck, the soft lamp light silvering the hairs on his forearm. His grin is distracted, an afterthought. “What do I pay you for, Tessa?” His smile falters yet again. 

“I’m not the one who was there.” I sit across from him. “I want to hear it in your own words.” 

“The kids were five minutes behind me.” He closes his eyes. Breathes.

I wait patiently. 

“I was going to wave to some tourists. Planned event. Next thing I know, flashes of light, and I get hauled into the bunker.” He pierces me with eyes that have magically transformed from blue to cloudy gray, like they always do when he’s distressed. “Your turn.”

I shift awkwardly to pull the secure tablet out of my pocket. “Lone individual began his attack at the outside visitor’s entrance. Had already been scanned for weapons, none found.” I hesitate. “It was before the magic checkpoint, unfortunately. Witnesses said it appeared he was shooting out of his palms. Guards got off a few unencumbered shots, after the rest of the crowd was secured. But then he—” I hesitate. “Disappeared.”

“Navasi.” Finn clears his throat, but his voice emerges hoarse. “An unchipped, full-magic, Navasi.” He shakes his head 

“Seems like it.” I frown. An attack ability like that, plus camouflage. That level of strength might be unprecedented. But Finn wouldn’t realize that. The Rulani aren’t familiar with the capabilities of full magic users, whom they call Navasi. “Based on the ID he had to show at the gate, he’s not from Rula. Entered the border planet of Skirval on a work visa, but they don’t ask for places of origin over there. Then hopped over here. Looks like a false name.” I make a show of consulting my tablet again to hide my wince. That’s how I arrived decades ago, under a false identity myself, using the loophole of free movement between Skirval and Rula. But something on the tablet makes my eyes widen. “He was chipped when he landed on Rula. At least according to the paperwork.”

Makes sense. Any Navasi on any planet in the Human Consortium, citizen or visitor, is legally required to be chipped. Most are at birth.

Finn’s likely thinking on similar lines. He steeples his hands and leans forward, looking to me as if, in all the world, only I have the answers. 

“Someone here, on Rula, removed his chip.” He slaps the table, tumbler of whiskey clinking against the pyrite stone. “Why? And why would a Navasi want to attack me?”

Why indeed.

For the second time in ten minutes, the old fear slams into me at gale-force speed. If my past hurts my family…

The shadows around me dance.

Finn watches me thoughtfully, the vein in his forehead pulsing. I attempt to recover my control.

I shrug, a deliberately casual gesture I wouldn’t have attempted a year ago, when I was new to this dynamic and remaining professional was a priority. “Why? That’s my job to figure out. Or, to be precise, the job of the intelligence agencies, but I’ll lean on them to make sure we get answers.” I’m mainly an advisor, a sounding board of policy, but I can direct the Premier’s guidance down the ranks. 

Finn sighs and leans his head back into the cushion, his gaze drifting upward. I observe him under half-lidded eyes: his brooding, his nervous energy. He cups his chin and his aluminum wedding band—so similar to our old one that my teeth clamp whenever I notice it—shimmers on his hand. 

This is Finn. This is the real Finn. The one whose confidence hides his fear. His need for control. I only get it in glimpses, like a peek of thundercloud behind a blazing sun. The full force of his personality prevents the eclipse. 

But what will happen the day it goes dark? A night like tonight, an infiltration, a threat? 

I smile big to short-circuit his spiral. “Enough now. The best thing you can do for all of us is rest.”

“Wise words.”

“That’s why you hired me, sir.” 

A year before, I had rolled the word ‘sir’ in my mouth. Tongue forming over sibilant s, uvula worrying over rhotic r. Practiced over and over, so I didn’t stumble over the novelty of calling this man, of all people, Sir. Hours after an attacker targeted my children, my family, this I can control. “Sir,” said strong and true.

“Indeed.” Finn’s mouth quirks, eyes soft, and I can’t help the heat that springs to my cheeks. “You’re the best. You know that.” He considers. “So you say we do nothing?”

No. Not nothing. There’ve been scares in the past, but this was close. Too close. But for now—

I clench my jaw. “Right now we focus on security. Which is not my department. Intelligence: me. Security: lots of great people who can keep the seat of government safe. Finn,” I say, daring the familiar, “they tried to kill you.”

“So you do care.” He holds up his hands at my playful glare. “Joking, joking.” 

I take a breath, make to speak, and clam up. Yes, I care. For the Bringer’s sake, I care too much. 

I rub the datadot on my index finger in a soothing action. I’ve kept the minuscule collection device with me, for years, like a talisman. A byproduct of my last mission for my home planet, Elitha.

And the underlying dread I’ve suffered all night finally comes to the fore.

Elitha. My home planet. Independent, not Consortium-affiliated. Elitha could have done this. Elitha is home to a host of unchipped Navasi, who have been taught to control their powers. Elitha is more technologically advanced than Rula realizes. Elitha could have smuggled someone in. 

But attacking the Palais is an act of war. Why would Elitha do that? Bringer of Light, we’ve not seen war, not since the early days of colonization, after humanity escaped the gravitational well of Gaia and stumbled its way toward an interplanetary civilization.

Unless the attack wasn’t against Rula as a whole, and instead against Finn.

It would make sense. Targeted assassination. The type of grudge that follows you throughout your life, even after you retire from office, a large x on your back beckoning a heat-seeking missile.

God and Light. Could my past have put Finn in danger? The kids in danger?

There’s only one way to find out,

I need to contact my handler.








  
  

2

[image: ]




I haven’t seen my former handler in eight years. What am I going to do? Drop in and scream did you try to assassinate my ex-husband?

It’s a thought.

I’m at the door to my shitty flat in a middling Landra Nova exurb. Acrid smoke wafts on the breeze, likely from a distant eruption. But to me it evokes the reality of being attacked. Of worse things that didn’t happen. Explosions. Dust. Rubble. 

The door sticks, so I push hard and find myself stumbling in, promptly tripping over some extra shoes. The busted air system plus vent drafts make the space feel colder than it should. 

If I could, I’d bring in personality. Even my small landscaped balcony filled with scoria and rugged plants has all the excitement of a dormant caldera. I want bright colors and shocking sculptures. Plush rugs and throw blankets. 

If I had sun power instead of shadows, I’d light up every crevice.

Instead I stand helpless in my spare kitchenette, trying to make up my mind. To contact Alei or not?

Food. I’ve hardly eaten. I rummage through my cabinets and find a ready-to-eat pouch of curry and throw it in the warmer. It shuts with a slam and a beep—boxy Rulani technology.

Knowing my handler, the first thing she would do is excoriate me for still living here. My apartment, bought when I was a mid-level analyst, is designed to not attract attention. It’s the abode of a civil servant who has decent money but isn’t high-rolling either, who doesn’t spend a lot of time at home so doesn’t need a lot of amenities. Like every other facet of my life, it’s curated to portray a certain lifestyle, a certain milquetoast vegetable of a person, a don’t look too hard at this chick, she’s no one charm.

Depersonalized. The Parkside Vista Inn of homes.

But now that I’m famous—ex-wife of the Premier, a media personality—my lifestyle doesn’t match my cover.

It’s not a cover though. Not anymore. I don’t spy for Elitha; instead, I’m the star political appointee of the Daevana administration. The best, Finn called me. Back when Finn’s transition team asked me to join on as his security advisor, I was tempted to laugh in their faces. Having an ex-wife on staff. One who had unceremoniously cheated on him seven years before. I was worth it, they said. I was the best.

Has it been worth it for me? Worth the public curiosity and media scrutiny? Worth the exquisite pain of working side by side with the man I still love?

The smell of burnt roti wafts in the air. Damn it all. I’d meant to get my warmer fixed, but I’m hardly ever home to do it. 

It’s late. I’m going to throw on a fluffy robe, choke down this ruined dinner, sleep, and head back to work. But first, I pull up the socials. Immediately, the banal and inconsequential posts assault me. “One day only!” screams the feed of the kids’ former primary school teacher. “Buy one, get the second half off on NanoImprove smoothies!” The only type of nanoparticle-amplifying substance allowed on Rula because it’s completely useless. Snake oil. A literal bottle of magic. I used to sell that stuff during the short time I was a stay-at-home mother.

That’s not the full truth. Truth rarely is, with me.

I navigate away and find the personal ads page for Rula’s southern continent, and pen a post about a missed connection after a summer affair. Meet me in exactly one week and one day, 1000 hours, our favorite place. Alei automatically scans those ads every night, and will know I’m asking for a meeting tomorrow evening at 1900 hours, in REALM. 

I hit send and blow out a nervous breath. It’s done. I can’t turn back now. Even if I choose to not show up, making the initial contact draws me back into a world I’d hoped to leave forever. 


      [image: ]On my way back to work at an unholy hour, I’m distracted by a news flash. MOLE IN THE ROSE PALAIS, it screams. PREMIER’S SCHEDULE LEAKED, SOURCE SAYS. 

I tap out a distracted rhythm on the yoke as I coast along in self-fly mode, though my midbrain remains ever watchful, ensuring no surprise remote takeover of my controls, no hastily erected barricade blocking my way—none of which are likely to happen, but just like constantly assessing people’s pressure points, I cannot turn it off. 

As the pink-hued soft tuffaceous walls come into view, the memory of yesterday’s barrage slams into me like a battering ram. The Rulani flag is at half-mast, in recognition of the attack. 

On approach, security rules require we skim the land, not arrive via mid-altitude flight, and so my trusty flyer chugs up the stout edifice of a rock hill, the repulsors scattering gravel, disrupting the settlements below. 

After going through Checkpoint One and the requisite magic demonstration, the large gates to the Palais close ominously behind me, as if to cut me off from the reality of the city below. Whereas out there, ash covers pebbled walkways and laundry hangs on lines, in here, air scrubbers and genetically modified plants give off the feel of old-world Gaia, pre-Collapse. Marble benches surround the grounds. Cobblestoned walkways lead to the various entrances of power. The fucking birds sound sweeter up here. 

The small cadre of press allowed within the Palais grounds pounce as soon as I exit my skip into the brisk morning. 

“Counselor Daevana!” one calls. “Any comment on Senator Holesa’s remarks about a mole in the Rose Palais?”

“Here’s my comment: whatever report he’s basing it on is probably classified, so he should take care not to run afoul of about a dozen statutes.” I point my chin in dismissal. The crowd of reporters grumble, and despite the fact they’re harmless, I find myself scanning for egress options. They’re between me and my skip, but I could bolt to my left and take the path to the canteen—

This is ridiculous. The press loves me. I provide excellent entertainment. The plain-spoken woulda-been Consela, the politics-be-damned shit-talking truthsayer. A contrast to overly-manicured Paisley and the careful, equivocating Finn. I’m the Darlin’ of the Hill.

I don’t answer the additional shouted questions and instead glance at the waning light of the setting moons, barely visible over the horizon. I turn back to the crowd incredulously. “People. It’s 0400. Don’t you have loved ones at home? Rinards,” I say, addressing a small man bearing a mustache that moves on its own, “you have a newborn.” Pressure point.

His mustache grows bushier with pride. “Early rattler captures the egg, Counselor.”

No. The early rattler burns out. The egg is a lie, a taunting mirage that disappears on approach. A mathematical nonexistent limit. This job will eat me alive from the inside out if I let it. I experienced it long ago, in service to another nation, and I still bear the scars.

I yearn to be the woman who never had to learn that lesson. 

“Everyone.” I take a deep breath and play the role they want me to play. “Look. Holesa can fuck off on the mole talk, because if he has a leaked report about a mole, and tells you dipshits about it, then moley is as moley does, right?”

I get a few titters out of them, but that’s all.

“C’mon, Counselor—”

“I haven’t even seen the damned report yet. Give it a rest.”

I can’t push through them so I cut to the left as planned, my high heels stumbling slightly on the stone path as I plink along.

I grab myself a breakfast burrito from the bustling, utilitarian buffet before heading toward a set of grimy stairs that echo as I climb. When I enter the skybridge level, my deputy Hashem, an eager young man with often more style than sense, runs up to me, his normally coiffed hair askew. I hope he didn’t sleep in his office all night.

“See the report?” he asks, holding out his tablet.

I gulp down the last of my breakfast, thankfully not spilling egg on my winter coat. I reach out with a gimme gesture. “Nope. Just got here.”

“It’s been put in the Premier’s Daily Brief as well, so you need to be prepared to discuss in detail.” 

“Any claim yet?”

“Not one peep.”

That makes no sense. If it were a terrorist action there would be a claim of responsibility. A statement, any statement, of goals and ultimatums. There’s been nothing. 

The silence is almost deafening. 

I scan the report. Surveillance vids revealed the assailant sitting at a tourist cafe outside the gates for the duration of the morning. He seemingly received a message on his tablet, then joined a group of Palais visitors.

Wait. Didn’t Finn say his meet-and-greet was scheduled? I check the notes. It certainly wasn’t a surprise appearance. The attacker was merely watching his tablet for the correct timing. Holesa’s trying to make a mountain out of a … molehill. 

I amuse myself with the pun and then sober. My skin crawls. Even if there’s no damn mole, this was a planned attack. 

“Contact Holesa’s office and tell them I want to speak to him about leaked reports and mistruths.” 

Hashem gives me a thumbs up of agreement. Then he pulls me aside as debris rains down on us. Dammit. The staff area is literally falling apart. Between the ceiling flakes and the rats, maybe it’s palace-like in its evoking the august abodes of Ancient Gaia: crumbling ruin.

“What else ya got?” We continue our briefing down the corridor. I set the pace; he scrambles beside me.

“We’ve got an all-points bulletin out for him, with description and his likely fake ID. But considering his camouflage ability…” 

“I’m certain border control has reached out to the Consortium to scour arriving ships from Rula. But hit up our own people stationed on other Consortium planets and see what they can find out about the identity of this guy too.” 

We arrive at what we call “The Pit of Despair,” my department’s open-plan cubicle farm, staff desks piled high with paper, hosting the pungent aroma of breakfast pastries and coffee. We’re supposed to be in an all-electronics era, but no matter how much the Daevana administration pushes a vision of a digital society, the fact remains: printouts are king. 

Hashem’s office sits just off the cubicle section, and as we draw closer, he sticks his hand through his open door and waves. The paper on his desk rustles. One fastened set flies to him, as does a miniature tablet. He licks his finger and files through the papers, bringing it to the relevant section. “Here,” he says. “Toxicology report on the blue stuff. Conclusions start on this page.”

His demonstration of talent leaves me wide-eyed. “That’s some impressive control.”

“Y’know,” he says, “I’ve always been adept, but I’ve also been trying those NanoImprove smoothies. Heard of them?”

I ignore the question as my mind whirs in its predictable pattern. Hashem. 33. Unusual strength of magic. Any Navasi kin? Pressure point?

Shutting that part of my brain down, I thumb through the analysis.

“Bone ash?”

Hashem is uncharacteristically grave. “He was burning himself from the inside out. That blue stuff is white phosphorus.” Which could be repurposed as a weapon of war. Like what hit the guards. 

“What the fuck kinda magic is that?”

Hashem gives me a bemused look. Right. Fuck. I don’t usually curse in the Rose Palais. To the press, sure, so it’s not a secret I can swear it up with the best of them. But privately around the Premier—only rarely. And when I’m on the clock? I try to portray an air of I know what the fuck I’m doing and I’m in total control. 

The real me: a nervous, foul-mouthed wreck. The persona of Tessa Daevana, security counselor to the Premier—confident, self-possessed, elegant. Rough edges, certainly, in times of stress, but not one to stoop to profanity, at least within these hallowed walls.

I put on my winning smile, the one I used as a politician’s wife, the one I used to snag the politician in the first place, the one I mute for the press because they can smell bullshit a mile away. “I apologize for the language, of course. But we need better fidelity on what the heck is going on, because this situation is quickly spiraling outside our understanding.”

“It’s not a problem, ma’am,” he assures me. “And, um, this magic certainly doesn’t seem natural. Even for a Navasi.”

“And he’s still alive?”

“As far as we know. Seemed controlled. Purposeful.” 

I suppress my shiver and glance at the tablet. “What’s this?”

“Footage of the attack itself.” He pauses, watching me intently. 

I take a deep breath. 

I need to watch it. It’s my job. 

“I’m…” I trail off, looking down at the tablet again. 

“Your schedule is clear this morning,” comes his reply. Unspoken: I cleared it for you. His face crinkles. “Take your time.”

“Yeah.” My voice is thicker than I like, and I clench my teeth. Never show weakness. The tiny tablet—ten centimeters across—goes into my skirt pocket and lodges itself against my upper thigh like a spur.

“Provide the Consortium planets with an allied-government-friendly tearline of the tox screen and the surveillance report.” I turn to walk to my own office but pause halfway down and pivot.

“Oh, and that leak! Issue corrections to the media. I don’t need people looking for a nonexistent breach in our security services.” 

Hashem mock salutes and returns to shuffling papers with the power of his mind’s eye.


I reach my office in double-time, tossing my coat across the room and leaning against my window-paned door, my heart beating. The touch of cold glass against my neck makes me shiver. After lobbing the paper reports toward my messy desk, I reach into my pocket to pull out the tablet. I’ve already read the reports. Why is the idea of watching so hard?

Deep breath. I grab the link and throw it up in the air, viewing on silent. 

On the vid, the Navasi man enters the gates on foot after being frisked for weapons. A security officer waves the crowd past Checkpoint One and toward the tourist screening center, which, ironically, is closer to the Palais. As they line up to demonstrate their magic, the man acts, rushing toward the guards. Mere minutes before Finn was to step outside to wave at the tourists. 

The attacker’s shots go wild.  

As Hashem mentioned, it seems purposeful.

And then he goes poof, into the ether.

I try to quell my clenching heart, my mind races. I restart the vid. 

A controlled explosion of white phosphorus and a disappearing act. 

That doesn’t seem possible. 

And why didn’t he hang back longer and wait for Finn?

I slow down the frame rate. Nothing. I do it more. 

There. Just for the barest instant. Someone else was there. Hiding in the crowd, when everyone was taking shelter and no one noticed.

Most Navasi with camouflage power can’t stay hidden the entire time. They need to pop in and out. I knew a man like that, long ago. It’s hard to do if you’re sneaking into a secure facility, but easy in the middle of chaos. 

This person must have extended their magic bubble just enough to encompass our attacker.

A second Navasi. A second unchipped Navasi. How is Finn going to take that? 








  
  

3

[image: ]




I’m set to meet with my handler tonight. I’ll have to ask what she thinks. But it remains to be seen if Alei will even deign to talk. She never gives out information for free. 

The video plays on repeat, projected above my desk. I watch again as the guards fight back. The Navasi looks overwhelmed. Scared. Then he disappears. 

I pause the vid and scribble a note in order to brief the Premier on this second man theory. Then I keep it running as first responders arrive and fulfill their three objectives: secure the scene, institute authority, establish firm boundaries.

This is useless. On the other side of my glass walls, the rest of my department scurries around preparing briefs and policy papers, yet I’m caught in a holding pattern in this closet-sized office, doom-watching and making myself more anxious.

The office itself is not much a step up from the Pit of Despair. One sad folding chair awaits visitors. The only nod to my status as a senior advisor is a window giving me a passable view of the grounds, and the wall of shelving behind me, where I display family pictures: the children when young with the setting sun framing their heads; a drawing by Morgana of her favorite stuffed animal, Murder Bunny, complete with bloody knife. One from Sage's graduation, where I'm sandwiched between my kids, and Finn is just out of the frame with Paisley and Terrible Breck.

Breck had spilled grape juice all over Morgana’s white dress that day, but Morgana has a soft spot for her baby brother and handled it with poise. 

As if by compulsion, I restart the vid. Watching the attack again, I tap my fingers on the desk and reach for my coffee. White phosphorus has a low ignition point—30 degrees—but it burns at 2700 degrees. It even burns underwater. Bones exploding into something that can disintegrate people and glow for hours—nope, don’t like that.

The guy is definitely a strong Navasi mage. Even perhaps nano-enhanced in some way. Something else the Rulani don’t know much about. But Elithans do.

A deep baritone comes over the threshold, as if voicing my thoughts. “Almost seems impossible, doesn’t it?”

I shoot out of my chair. “Mr. Premier. What can I do for you, sir?”

“Morgana,” Finn says, walking in and snagging the crappy guest seat. “She has a history report.”

I sigh, sit, and put on my “co-parent” hat. “Due when?”

He barks a laugh. “Three weeks from now, actually. It’s on oral family traditions about pre-Collapse Gaia. For her history class.”

“I’m surprised she isn’t done with it already,” I remark dryly. Morgana wants to major in anthropological systems for university, which means she usually jumps on assignments like this. 

“You know she would be, but alas, she needs to interview a parent.” 

“I gotta work on keeping you all alive,” I deflect. “Would you be able to do the project with her? The Premier Himself is a more impressive source anyway.”

He accepts that with aplomb. “Any particular insight I should share with her?”

“My foster family had mainstream stories, probably like yours, so I have nothing novel to add.”

A blatant lie. My foster family was non-existent. The people I listed on my background forms were actors with backstopped stories to shore up my cover legend.

“Eh,” Finn says, grunting and rising. “I’ll be the active parent yet again.” He grins, showing he doesn’t mean it.

Hah. The amount of opinion stories about me and my “hands off parenting,” “unnatural mothering,” “career-building at the expense of the kids” could wallpaper my entire flat.

Finn turns casually at the threshold. “Hey. Just so you know, we’re exploring our capabilities regarding Paradoxum.” 

I blink at him for a half second, then adjust my jacket to buy time. My right hand, almost by compulsion, snakes under my desk to push an unobtrusive button. It engages with a click only I can hear.

“Hmm,” I begin, clearing my throat to hide my distress. “We’re deploying Paradoxum?” My voice wobbles and I clench my teeth to regain control.

That bastard. Springing on me like that. 

“Not necessarily,” he says. “Just looking at options. Viability.”

“Right.” Our eyes lock, and he’s the first to look away.

Finn knows better, right? Finn can do better.

Operation Paradoxum has been a government plan for decades. Code-word compartmentalized. Top secret. A way to destroy the magic of unchipped Navasi on the planet. A select few of us were briefed post-inauguration. It’s supposed to be a doomsday plan. 

Apparently not. 

I stand abruptly and cross the room, reaching behind him and closing my door. The metal frame pings as it latches. Finn glances at me with wry amusement, the condescending tolerance of a subordinate’s brashness. I ignore it.

He looks as though he’s readying himself for my response, which is indeed—

“Are you out of your damned mind? Sir,” I add belatedly. “Why now?”

Finn makes his way back to my visitor’s chair and settles in with a resigned grunt. “Why now? Because an unchipped Navasi tried to wreak havoc at the Palais and then disappeared.” He crosses one leg over the other and leans back in a display of superiority. It’s an affectation. But he can’t fool me. He can’t hide the anger, the frustration. The staccato breaths, the shifting fingers. 

“Paradoxum was created to prevent another Collapse,” I point out, as calmly as possible. “So Navasi magic doesn’t destroy the planet. Not as retaliation over one rogue mage.”

“Where there’s one there could be more. More unchipped full-magic Navasi. How do we know they can control themselves?” He nods at the video. “That level of frenzy, multiplied. What’s that going to do to our ecology?”

I hesitate. He’s not wrong. 

It’s on the tip of my tongue. There might have been two of them. And perhaps there was a nanotech angle. That would be even more dangerous, sir. 

But—

“Still doesn’t excuse such a drastic measure,” I say instead. “We don’t know there’s more unchipped Navasi out there. We don’t know this Paradoxum won’t accidentally affect law-abiding chipped ones. We don’t know it’ll stay confined to Rula, as opposed to rippling outward through the Consortium.” Like to Elitha. Elithan Navasi aren’t chipped. Instead, they spend their lives learning moderation. What if they are harmed, through no fault of their own? 

Now instead of my voice, it’s my knees that wobble, and I locate the edge of my desk before I buckle entirely. I stumble as I sit, spilling hot coffee on my clothes, a burning sensation I ignore.

Tiny lines crease his forehead. “I value your advice. That’s why I’m here. But I’m telling you. It’s just a contingency plan. One I want to have prepared, before it’s too late and we’re scrambling.” 

So reasonable, these justifications. Just a contingency.

He leans forward, and it’s just the two of us, his baby-soft hair, the slight stubble indicating he was too distressed to shave carefully this morning, the clean soap smell of him. The man who often sits resolute at his granite desk, pretending to be in full control, authoritative, powerful, but I know inside there’s a guy screaming, Holy shit what do I do?

It’s fun sometimes, knowing people that well.

I angle down toward him from my desk, and he looks up as if in beseechment, and it feels intimate, like we’re a breath apart, and my own breath hitches in response. 

No, Tessa. Don’t wish. Don’t start.

“Even exploring it scares me. The technology is too dangerous. Too uncertain. It shouldn’t even be an option.” All of Rula would go along with this, wouldn’t it. It’s baked into its history. The trauma of the Collapse. The original sin of the Navasi, killing our ancestral home.

“I don’t want to do this any more than you do.” His voice scratches. He grimaces and works his lips, backing up as he does so, and the moment is gone.

I know that look. “But—” I prompt.

“It’s only pragmatic to research our capabilities. And I want you to be the one to do it. After all, you are the best.” He smiles. 

Pragmatic. I should understand that. Isn’t my entire life steeped in pragmatism? I’m a spy, for Light’s sake. I’m the mole in the Rose Palais, active or not.

We’ve paused, and I count the heartbeats as they tick on. Each of us trying to comprehend the other. The tug of old love and hurts and professionalism and politics, swirled together in a tangled knot of intractable impasse. Finally, Finn breaks the tie.

“Tessa, I’m trying to understand. You’re my moral compass. Despite,” he says with a rueful grin, “our past history.” 

I breathe out, long and slow. Finn is fucked if I, of all people, am his moral compass. 

“My worry is you see the Navasi only as the enemy. The chip is to help them manage their magic, not—not imprison them.” Even though the end result is to imprison them. Even though all the good intentions in the universe can’t undo the magical deprivation Rulani Navasi suffer. My shadows creep up behind him and swirl around. 

The sun, still rising on the horizon, cuts a splash of light across Finn’s handsome face, illuminating him in slanted grids. The apotheosis of a leader. One who can make tough decisions, dignified, athletic, great head of hair at that. Perfectly fit with Rulani archetypes, a reflection of the planet it wants to be.

“I don’t think that’s fair, Tess.” His voice is as brisk as the crisp air outside. “I just want to protect the planet from destruction.”

“From whom?" 

“The Navasi. Naturally." 

I resist the temptation to roll my eyes, here in the most powerful building in all the human worlds. “All the Navasi? The entire universe of Navasi?”

He acts like he hasn't heard me. His eyes are fixed to a point just beyond me, where the family pictures sit in a cluttered display. 

He's staring. The same way I stared at the blue glow. A stare that says I can’t comprehend the enormity of the disaster we evaded.

Sometimes it isn’t fun, knowing people that well.

“Sure,” I continue dryly. “This has nothing to do with the kids having been right after you.” I blindly reach behind me for my mug and hop up, ending up on the other side of my desk, pacing. “You were supposed to bring more rights to the Navasi. Remember?" 

“That was before they attacked my home and my family,” he acknowledges, gritting his teeth and shakes his head at me. “Our kids, Tess.”

“Yeah? The rest of the Consortium is going to see this as crossing a red line. All for what? Revenge? We cross that guardrail, and we’re all in danger. Morgana and Sage are in dang—”

He puts one hand up as if commanding me to drop it. “This is contingent on there being a critical mass of unchipped Navasi somehow getting onto the planet,” he insists. “I don’t know why this guy attacked me, but if it’s a one-off, then no problem.” 

I don’t believe that for a second. And sir or not, I draw the line at him acting like he can snap his fingers and I’ll jump to his tune. Not now, not ever.

“There’s something else going on. Isn’t there?” Beyond overblown fears about another Collapse. Beyond protecting the kids. 

Finn looks back at the door, as if to ensure it’s closed, and then turns back to me, eyes grave.

Eyes, in fact, that have turned stormy gray.

“Politics,” he says, relenting. “I’m getting hit hard over this attack. You’d think it would be sympathy but—” he shrugs. “My opponents are crowing that lax planetary security allowed for an unchipped, undocumented Navasi on our planet.”

“But if you deploy Paradoxum, you couldn’t tell anyone about it. Nor would you want to? It seems rather drastic.”

“No. But it could prevent future incidents.”

I frown and cross my arms. “You have a deal," I diagnose. "With Holesa.” My tone is low. Quiet. Sad. 

This will hurt Rula. Wound it, a deep gash, like the bioluminescent glow still flaming like a torch on the Rose Palais.

He says nothing. 

“You’re gonna let that idiot goad you into a war crime?” I continue.

His eyes flash—literally—in a brief flare of annoyance. He probably doesn’t know he’s doing it.

“The deal is,” he says, “we eliminate an existential threat to Rula—no, to all humanity—and Holesa’s party will allow us to push our poverty bill through the legislature.”

He meets my eyes and I almost lose myself in the storm. 

Finn. Oh Finn. Born into privilege. Destined to lead. And has always felt guilty about both. 

Daevana. Pressure point: a legacy.

He shakes his head. “I might not take the deal.”

“Don’t take the deal.”

“Tessa.” He softens, and his face holds all the openness and idealism that made me fall so hard, decades ago.  

Is he so wrong? Is this really the calamity I fear it to be?

I close my eyes briefly, and in my mind’s eye, I walk a star-filled plain, on Elitha’s night side, with my guardian.  The memory unfolds like the uncurling of a lotus. 

Daughter of Elitha, your spirit is tethered to our planet. We are more than our small collection of talents. When we breathe with the land, we draw from it. And the more you walk with something, the less scared you become. Did you know the other planets chip their Navasi? Neuter them, so they have no magic at all? Here, we partner with our Navasi. They are us and we are them.

The source of my discomfort bubbles into my consciousness. As pragmatic as this is, as much as Finn can proclaim he’s just exploring options, as contained as the government can make it, as limited it is to rule-breaking unchipped Navasi—I’m Elithan. Magic is in my bones. We honor our Navasi. We respect their immense power. We are all tied together in our connection to our land. We protect our planet through the love we have for each other. Not through chips. Not through intimidation. Certainly not through a nanovirus.

Elithan I am and Elithan I will always be. And the Elithan in me can’t let this go.

I need to stop this. I need to betray Finn’s trust in me. 

I surprise myself with the control in my voice. I find myself drawing on old training. Don’t give anything away. Your expressions are the still water covering a placid lake.

“Well,” I say into the silence, “as your damn advisor, I protest this. Vociferously. But I’ll give you whatever support you need. And the Light hope you chose right. Sir.”

The brown of the coffee has spread like a river overflowing its banks. I wipe my hands on my skirt, as if I can wash away the stain.
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After Finn leaves my office, I remove the recording device under my desk and hesitate, contemplating the minidisc that puts test to the claim that Finnegan Daevana is nothing but a boyish Honor Scout. 

I place the disc in a diplomatic pouch. Because it’s government property, I’m not supposed to destroy or remove it from the premises. Anything sensitive is classified accordingly and protected. But I’ve found the accounting procedures lacking, and it’s been easy to massage the ledgers to hide stolen inventory.

I replace the disc with a new one for the next time fortuitous collateral falls into my lap.

Collateral. A love that literally made me take on my home planet, now reduced to collateral. 

I can’t believe Finn is authorizing this plan. I know he doesn’t get it. It doesn’t look as evil to him as it does to me. He doesn’t have the memories of my guardian, power coursing through his veins. He can’t envision a world in which Navasi aren’t second-class citizens. He doesn’t even realize we treat them like second-class citizens. After all, they can hold the same jobs and make the same money and win the same rewards as everyone else. What’s so second-class about that?

He’ll never get it. Even I can’t. Only someone who is Navasi—someone who has been chipped, who is scanned at regular intervals, at whom people stare askance when they are unable to demonstrate their magic at security checkpoints—only someone living it can fully understand.

The memory of a certain someone I know with that experience floats to the forefront of my mind, and I hastily push her away. 

Rayna. 

I can’t complicate this with thoughts of her. Not now. 

Finn. Focus on Finn.

There’s a darker side of Finnegan Daevana that is selfish and obsessed. No more than the rest of us, but Finn is so distressed by any hint of a moral flaw that instead of acknowledging it and learning to adapt, he tries to ignore it by making justifications and pious reasonings. He doesn’t know it about himself; he doesn’t know what I see.

Of course he wants to feed the hungry, and that’s what makes this so insidious. To argue against it is to argue against mercy. The saints among us are the most dangerous sinners, because their sin is borne by good intention.

Me on the other hand? I may have my reasons, but I don’t hide the fact those reasons lead me to ruin. It doesn’t make me any better than Finn, but it does, at least, save me from hypocrisy.


Hours later, when I return home, the evening sky hues purple. It reminds me of Elitha’s twilight zone, where I spent my adolescence. There, the sky is purple, but not. It’s a whirl of wonder. “Think of the harmonium,” my guardian taught me. “You hear one note played on its own. But if you play three notes at once, in a chord, it is heard as its whole, but you can also distinguish each individual note within that chord. It is like that with color.”

I can recite his words from memory. Shift so you can see each color light out there. Imagine your eyes are like your ears. Discover the music of the sky.

When I joined the espionage corps, I was the loyal subject of the previous Batish, Lyss. A wise woman. Hard, but fair. Her son Fua has been like the sour note in an otherwise beautiful symphony. He’s the reason I separated from the service. Yet here I am, preparing to return to the fold. 

I ensconce the disc in my hidden safebox, a decoy that resembles a common radiative transmitter. Every home has three or four, which create power from the geothermal energy dotting the land. I have three real ones. The decoy is in my kitchenette, in the cabinet under my coffee maker. It hinges open instead of being an impenetrable black box, and it’s just large enough to hold minidiscs, a photo, a scrap of paper with an alphanumeric code, collapsible surveillance detectors, an Elithan-made AI comms embed, and non-attributable credchips. 

Covert Ops 101, always keep blackmail material, even if you plan on never using it.

After I squirrel away my new item, I place a piece of floss carefully across the opening hinge, so I’ll know if it’s disturbed. Then I flop onto my lumpy bed in utter defeat. I flick my fingers, and comfort shadows wrap around me in a heavy swaddle.

I know what I have to do. But I don’t want to. 

In the corner of my bedroom sits my REALM machine. Haptic gloves, lightweight goggles, feedback chair. Plugging myself in and entering the virtual environment will make my shitty-ass apartment, out in a rundown Landra Nova banlieue, fade away. I’m not a sim addict, but the appeal is clear. In the socials, my home—and all the reminders of my fucking pathetic existence—no longer matter. To make the physical reminders of my loneliness literally fade away as I enter a beach, or a party, to pick up a fellow trawler and engage in safe, guilt-free virtual sex—no wonder some people spend their whole lives plugged in. 

But today I won't be in the public sphere. Instead I’ll be heading deep into the network, in a desolate walled-off corner of a forgotten link, to meet with my former handler, Alei. To return to a life I’d hoped to have left behind. 

I originally scheduled this meet so I can assure myself Elitha wasn’t behind the attack and get leads on who it could be. But now, I have an additional task. If I actually go through with it. 

Out of bed. Back to the safebox. I take the disc and insert it into a slot in my REALM chair, transferring a temp copy of the audio file to my system. As I return the disc to its hiding place, I notice my bugsweeper. 

It’s been decades since I’ve bothered to take stricter measures against discovery. Living with a family made it impossible to leave innocuous traps to detect if anyone had been rifling through. By the time I was living without Finn and the kids were older, I’d taken a self-imposed hiatus from the spy trade. Which, to be honest, I somewhat miss.

But this time, before I connect, I quickly sweep for bugs in my room. I haven’t done that in a long time. I don’t like that I’m doing it now. But if I’m meeting with a foreign agent, I should start relearning tradecraft. Everything then goes back into the box. This time I wrap floss around the disc as well, before replacing the original floss on the hinge.

I don my headset and my gloves and I dive into REALM. The headset wirelessly hijacks my synapses, so I’m fully immersed. When I talk in REALM, I only think I’m talking. When I walk, I only think I’m walking. In reality, I’m the sad chick in the sad corner of her sad apartment. 

I’m automatically thrown into the main town square, but I pull up a keyboard visual and type in a complicated series of numbers, one I was taught decades ago and can never forget. The square disappears and I’m in Alei’s domain. 

My avatar wanders in the equivalent of a deserted landscape, tumbleweed rolling by and whistling wind, vulture perched sinisterly on a rusted post. An unkindness of ravens scold me with their eyes as I wait for Alei, playing her games. And finally, a glitter of light, a beyond-ostentatious affectation as Alei emerges from the sparkles, like an evil fae guardian.

“Took you long enough,” I say. Like I wasn’t happy to put this conversation off.

Alei’s avatar shoots me a look that is decidedly not impressed. “I don’t have any obligation to you.” The coldness of her reply is like an icy breeze across the thrum of the thermoacoustic background. It’s very her. Smooth and disinterested. Distant. An authoritative figure who can break you across her knee.

Only in the stillest moments can one see how much she actually cares. 

Because Alei’s an artificial intelligence, her avatar is more detailed than my rudimentary package. Slight frame with minor curves, delicate features, hairless all over with a silver sheen. She’s disguised to look like a Rulani “dumb” AI.  I don’t know her true name or appearance, which given the years we’d spent together is like not knowing the steps to a dance I’ve been performing for all eternity.

And Alei knows mine. My true name, my true face. She knows my inner melody.

Time to make nice. Alei can ruin me.

“I appreciate you taking the time to talk to me,” I begin.

“Must be serious for you to show your face in my habitat.” Alei brushes imaginary dust off her shoulder. Although it’s night in my sleepy suburb, here in the hinterlands of the digital world, the landscape seems to distort in the reality-bending midday heat.

“Yeah, well,” I say, “as you can imagine, I’m investigating the attack on Finn.”

“Ah, yes, your beloved Finn,” Alei says, voice pickled like sweet vinegar. “Your kids were there too, weren’t they? And his youngest brat?”

Nearly. On their way. “You wouldn’t have anything to do with that, would you?”

“Honeycakes, please, you wouldn’t see me within three meters of that amateur hour. If I wanted wee ickle Finnegan dead, he would be.”

“Really? Didn’t get your way eight years ago.”

We face off like gunslingers at midday. In the distance, the screech of a circling hawk.

If only Finn had stayed a force behind the scenes. If only he had not chosen to be a star. My life would be so different right now. Happy? Maybe. I don’t know.

But I encouraged his dreams, so half of this is on me. More than half.

Sigh. All of it.

“Do you,” Alei says almost robotically, “want to remind me of that particular betrayal right now?” She holds a distinct lack of physical expression: face slack, body lax. It’s another tool designed to discomfit me. You can’t trust me to love you, it practically screams. 

“I served faithfully,” I say. “You were okay with me taking a stand against the orders. We parted on mutual terms.”

“You know damn well we still own you.” Alei turns, walking away down an endless dirt road, a dramatic exit for someone who can pop in and out of the frame in a flash.

I have to think fast. If I want to know why the Palais was attacked, and thereby protect my family, I need to ask Alei. And if I ask her, chances are she won’t help unless I share useful intelligence. 

I stand on a precipice, under which roils a river of magma. Each direction leads to damnation. Betray Rula, and him. Or destroy my soul. And his.

Volcanoes don’t erupt without warning. A change of slope here, an increase of tremors there, the pool of lava on the summit. The dieback of vegetation, the fleeing of beasts.

What I’m about to do is my earthquake. This is my warning bell, my squawking songfinch.

“I have information,” I call to Alei’s retreating back.

Alei halts, back muscles stiffening in an impressive display of simulated involuntary physiological feedback. “Coming home?” 

Am I imagining the hopeful lilt to her voice? I clear my throat. “Not exactly. Think of the information as a gift. In honor of my past allegiance.”

Alei continues to look off into the distance as I approach. I choose to perch on an outcropping behind her. A murder of crows watch patiently, suspended above us on a wire. 

Alei. Age:?? Pressure point: loyalty.

The heat prickles. Alei never makes her spaces comfortable. Sometimes I arrive on a frozen tundra, blinding white in all directions, like I’ve gone to a dazzling heaven that leaves my teeth chattering and toes numb. Obviously all illusion, but isn’t that the nature of the job?

“Ever hear of Operation Paradoxum?”

She turns. 

Alei doesn’t love admitting when she’s in the dark, but at the same time, I’m bringing intelligence to Elitha after years of silence. That puts Alei firmly in the pilot’s seat. She knows I know, and I know she knows, and so on, and the silent interplay between our eyes tells the entire tale of an agent coming in from the cold.

“No,” she says, smug. “Why don’t you enlighten me?”

“It’s a technological virus with an activated biological component. A one-time burst of destruction. It will take away the magic of any unchipped Navasi that gets infected. It’s been on the books for decades as a last-ditch plan to protect against another Collapse.”

Alei’s eyes bug out. “Will it affect Elitha?”

“Maybe. It’s not supposed to, but … I don’t know if there’s a way to limit the spread to just Rula. The infection vector is supposed to be a game sim. That’s pretty—

“Uncontrollable,” she finishes for me. 

To illustrate further, I play the audio file from my conversation with Finn. 

This is high treason. Punishable by the strictest measures Rula can offer. I can’t turn back now. 

“Hopefully I can talk him out of it. But if there’s another attack, there’s not much I could do to stop him. I’ll try, on my end.” I take a breath. “But I’m passing it on so we can at least keep our Navasi safe. Take measures to firewall our tech so the virus can’t worm its way over into Elithan systems.” 

Alei’s face takes on a calculating look, and suddenly I’m prey caught in a translucent web.

“Don’t you want to do more?” she asks, softly.

Yes. “Nope.”

“We’re always in need of freelancers.”

“Darkness, no.”

“We can put together a plan to sabotage the entire operation, Tessa. Make sure no Navasi are harmed by this tech. Not just protect ours.” Alei emphasizes this last word, confirming she had picked up on my use of the possessive when talking about Elitha. Our Navasi. Our tech.

We Elithans are tied to our world spiritually. We call it our Kiros, our motherland. Severing myself from my people felt akin to cutting off a limb. 

But I need to stand strong. “I’ve warned you. You can take measures on Elitha. Or not. I did what I could.”

“You still have the datadot.” 

I rub thumb to forefinger in response, feeling nothing, as it only exists in reality. “Yeah,” I admit. 

“Get yourself access to this Paradoxum. Attach datadot.” She spreads her hands. “We’ll take it from there.” 

“I don’t work for you. I’m already sticking my neck out way too far. Besides, like I said, we don’t even know Rula is going to implement this plan.” 

Alei gets back up to walk away. “Suit yourself. But it would help repay your debt to our planet. And protect your man. It was by sheer audacity you got Finn off the chopping block last time. You could change their minds on ever targeting him again.”

A drumbeat of certainty keeps thudding in my gut. I’m trying to ignore it. I’m trying to freeze it off, like an unwanted cyst.

Rooting out all the Navasi will hinder any further attacks. No more knife’s edge fear at the thought of Sage and Morgana hurt. Of Finn hit with a bolt of white phosphorus.

It’s not a big deal. Breaking borders. Attacking innocents and ripping away their magic…

It’s a pretty big fucking deal.

And so the beat keeps on, growing louder and insistent.

I have to make a choice. Protect my family, or prevent a war crime. 

“How do I know they haven’t already targeted him? How do I know Elitha wasn’t behind the attack on the Rose Palais?”

“I’ve already said he would be dead if—”

“—Prove it.”

Alei turns her head, degrees more than a non-digital human could have. “Bold demands, Sarai. Seems to me, we did you a favor by not eliminating you after that stunt you pulled eight years ago. You’re not in a position to ask for further concessions.” The head snaps back to its correct position and Alei keeps on walking, this time adding a sashay as she goes. But then she pauses. 

“Name a price.” She says it almost reluctantly, the genuine emotion behind it wobbling like an aftertaste. 

“What?”

“What do you want, if you perform the datadot operation for us? As a freelancer.” 

“Whatever happened to no concessions?” 

Alei doesn’t respond. 

But this is my chance. “Help me figure out who attacked the Palais. I haven’t told anyone else this, but I detected a second Navasi at the scene. And the first guy seemed enhanced. It could be the criminal arms network on Oshane. There are a ton of unchipped Navasi out there, and pretty interesting research.” 

“Ahh. Oshane.” Alei hisses the name, and I get the sense there’s more she’s not telling me. “Do the datadot operation. I’ll contact the Polity and begin inquiries about our criminal friends.”

I think back to the purple sky. A Rulani scientist would natter on about scattering and refractive indices that creates its unique hue. About the argon, and oxidized iron, and neon plasma, all contributing to a shroud that cools the planet, making it suitable for human life. But I know the beauty of the Kiros. I’m connected to its soul. 

“This is a one time thing, Alei. I help you, you help me, we go our separate ways.”

“For now,” Alei adds.

“For now,” I echo, in defeat. I’ll never be truly free.

“All right. We have a deal.” She raises her hand, and for one absurd moment I think we’re going to shake on it. Instead she snaps her fingers and disappears.

I’ve done it now. I’ve talked my way into breaking into one of the most secure offices in Landra Nova. No way to back out now. 

My avatar stands breathing in the simulated dust-edged air, abandoned in a rustic hell of my own making.
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