
  
    [image: Fallen Legacy]
  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        ©2024 Catherine Wheeler

        www.anne-wheeler.com

      

      

      

      
        
        Cover art

        ©2025 Catherine Wheeler

      

      

      

      
        
        Map Design

        ©2024 Taf Richards

        www.instagram.com/arcane_atlas

      

      

      

      
        
        All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or used in any manner without the express written permission of the publisher except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

        

      
        Ebook 978-1-951910-35-8 [ebook]

        Paperback 978-1-951910-99-0 [paperback]

      

      

    

  


  
    
      For my favorite reservist . . . and for my other favorite reservist.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Acknowledgments

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Anne Wheeler

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      Even after a handful of orbital deployments across the quadrant, the breathtaking curvature and swirling clouds of a world hundreds of kilometers below Cara’s feet was still the most remarkable sight she had ever seen. More extraordinary than the Latrie Falls near her home on Zaetis, more inexplicable than the trees at the base of those cliffs that bled as red as her hair when sliced open, lovelier than the smile that used to be on Simon’s face when he woke up beside her.

      Used to be.

      She brushed aside the bitter memory of Simon’s velvet brown eyes, gave the view out of Legacy’s window one last wistful look, then turned back to the junior scanner operator who had summoned her to the dim Imagery Collection & Analysis compartment. Focusing on the reconnaissance pictures Alexis Gallois wanted to show her was difficult with the real thing just through the large window that extended into the floor, but duty was duty. She could stare at the planet more after her shift, for the executive officer’s private compartment in the berthing section had a tiny window, the first such sleeping arrangement she’d been blessed with in her thirteen years in the Commonwealth Navy. It made this latest deployment, halfway across the quadrant from Zaetis, that much more pleasant.

      “All right, what’s so important?” she said, sliding into the auxiliary terminal next to the window.

      The question was a joke, and both Gallois and Tresa Silvana, one of Legacy’s five intelligence analysts, laughed in return. Everything that came out of IC&A was important, especially at the outset of yet another war instigated by the Haederan Empire. It hadn’t yet touched Cara’s home planet, or the Commonwealth’s headquarters on Ventana IV, and Legacy’s sole purpose was to keep things that way. Too bad the Haederans were already moving closer and closer toward Commonwealth space.

      “Check this one out, ma’am.” With a meaningful glance at Silvana, Gallois slid into the station beside Cara’s. “Better see for yourself.”

      “I know that look.” Cara swiped the disk from her hand. “Some excitement, finally?” It had been a long, dull voyage from Ventana IV so far. Some preferred that, and she understood the desire for monotony, but boredom made the homesickness that much more intense to her.

      “If Haederan troops on the far side are your definition of excitement, then yeah.” Gallois tapped a broken fingernail on the screen while she waited for Cara to insert the disk in her own computer. “We’ve found some excitement.”

      “Haederans, huh?” Cara exhaled as the images appeared on the screen. “I’d say that’s a little too close for comfort.”

      Clusters of buildings surrounded a small creek in the northeast quadrant of the planet, but no spaceport was apparent. That was some good news, at least. It meant whoever was down there wouldn’t be able to pursue them into orbit. Not that it mattered. Legacy had detected no other ships in the system, Haederan or otherwise, and her sensor-avoidant technology made her almost ghostly in space, if not quite invisible.

      “That’s for you to decide.” Silvana spoke from the doorway. Cara hadn’t even seen her stand, but the operators and analysts had long since learned she needed legroom and quiet to complete her own analysis. “Thankfully. Is an hour enough time?”

      “Probably.” Cara nodded and called after them as the two slipped out the hatch. “Enjoy the break. And get some sleep if you can.”

      The report was straightforward, if unwelcome in another sense. Given the sheer amount of supplies, the Haederans had likely been dropped off by something much larger than whatever ships remained on the surface, and they appeared to be settling in for a long stay. None of the data Legacy had collected so far suggested what they were doing on Ekril, but as she typed in the coordinates and breakdown of the buildings far beneath her, she decided she didn’t care.

      They didn’t belong here, and that was all that mattered. The Commonwealth could figure out the rest if they wanted, and she knew they would. If only they took the welfare of the temporary scientific population seriously. Ekril wasn’t a Commonwealth member, though some of the scientists were citizens of Commonwealth member planets, so there was always the chance they wouldn’t. 

      Gallois strode back in after an hour, her lips a thin line. “How bad is it?”

      “Well, they’re there.” Cara’s expression relaxed. “But there’s no Haederan Navy cruiser capable of this kind of deployment within a hundred light-years of Ekril, so they must have been dropped off just before we arrived. Still, Ventana will want to know immediately.”

      Gallois reclaimed her station and tapped at the screen. “We’ll get a message sent out right away.”

      “Thanks.” Cara stood and stretched. She could have sent the message herself, but the more eyes on this one—Legacy ones, at least—the better. “I hate to leave you with it, but I’m four hours past the end of my shift already, and my eyes could use a break.”

      “This was worth waiting for, anyway.” Gallois brushed her dark curls behind her ear. “Strange that no one’s hanging out in orbit watching over them, though.”

      “I originally thought the same, but it makes sense. Small planet, entry restricted to official scientific excursions, no permanent population.” Cara chewed on the inside of her cheek. Her analysis had included that, too. “Maybe they thought they could handle any stragglers with what ground troops they have down there now.”

      “Probably true. Which means we’ll be leaving soon as well, I suppose.”

      “I’d say so.” No one wanted to leave a fight, but this one wasn’t theirs. Legacy watched and took images. She didn’t fight, and none of the twenty-three aboard did, either. “Back to Ventana IV, unless they can get new orders to us en route.”

      Which was unlikely, since most OrRecon orders were too sensitive to be transmitted, even via encrypted comms. And then, once the long days of debriefings on Ventana IV were over, it would be home to Zaetis, where Simon would be waiting, divorce contract in hand. If only she could stay out here in orbit around Ekril forever.

      Unreachable.

      Delusional.

      No.

      Hopeful.

      “Too bad.” Contrary to her words, Gallois didn’t sound pained about the shortened deployment. “Nice to be out in the middle of nowhere while it lasted. Have a good evening, ma’am.”

      Cara waved her goodbyes and headed down the narrow tunnel toward the berthing area, which was no more than a stack of thirty bunks with sliding doors and mattresses inside. Most in the Commonwealth Navy found the sleep situation claustrophobic. Few could handle being assigned to the reconnaissance ships that slipped unnoticed throughout the quadrant, listening and photographing. But she didn’t have a problem with it. Never had.

      Too exhausted to slip off her uniform in the common changing area—just her boots—she keyed in her personal code and slid open the door to her compartment. Ekril glowed through the narrow window, blue and green and white, and she collapsed on the bunk to watch the clouds churn below. Zaetis looked like this sometimes, on the few occasions she’d had the opportunity to see it from space. Even with its many oceans, Ventana IV looked like it even more often.

      But then, Ventana was where she’d spent six months in orbital reconnaissance school, picking out squads of Commonwealth Navy special operations troops hiding from her in the mountains and canyons near the Commonwealth’s headquarters. She and Simon hadn’t been married yet, but he had hated her being gone for six months at a time.

      She’d tried to make him happy, though. Had given up her active status and taken a reserve commission, long before the incipient Commonwealth-Haederan War had made such an act cowardly and unthinkable. The mundanity of civilian life was pleasant, most of the time. A month in orbit around Ventana IV or Asria or Zarcron every year, honing her skills, then back to Zaetis, to her family and the routines of work and marriage and raising children. Still, once the Haederan Empire had taken Iythea and word of further conquests had reached Zaetis, she’d known what she needed to do.

      And then Simon, the night before her orders to Legacy had arrived, had told her he wanted a divorce.

      The door alarm buzzed as she considered whether she still would have volunteered if she’d known what he’d planned to say to her that night. Cara rolled over and hit the switch with her palm.

      “Rescorla.”

      “It’s Osian. You got a minute?”

      Cara swore to herself. Osian Zorita, Legacy’s commander, was the last person she wanted to see and the last person she could say no to.

      “Yes, sir,” she replied, forcing the fatigue from her voice. “Always.”

      Rubbing her palms over her face to get the blood moving again, she slid the door open and hopped out barefoot—unthinkable on a regular Commonwealth Navy ship, but permissible aboard Legacy. Zorita was perched on the bench across the changing area, his arms folded. The circles under his blue eyes, shadowy on the best of days, seemed almost as dark as space outside.

      “Did you ask Gallois to send your latest analysis to Ventana IV?” he asked.

      “Yes, sir.” Exhaustion tinged her words, and now Osian was asking questions he already knew the answer to. Something was up. “Is anything wrong?”

      Zorita clenched his jaw. It was a gesture Cara had come to know over the past few months as one that meant he was debating with himself . . . and that she wouldn’t like the comment which followed.

      “I’m concerned about the Haederans’ method of arrival,” he said. “From your analysis, it seems they deployed rapidly to the surface. But if we’re wrong about that, and they have a cruiser lurking somewhere we haven’t seen, sending a high-priority com like that could prove fatal.”

      Cara blew out a breath. He wasn’t wrong, but the risk had seemed worth it to her.

      “I know you don’t like holding back information like this, and I’m not saying not to send it. I’m just saying let’s wait. For a few days. We can run a few more scans of the system, run some more imaging analysis. It’ll give Ventana IV a more complete report, anyway.”

      It was the same argument they always had in Orbital Reconnaissance: current or complete? But something told her Zorita was hedging for another reason this time.

      “The report’s pretty complete. Am I missing something?”

      Zorita leaned back against the bulkhead and stretched his arms behind his head, drawing her attention to how his bushy hair seemed grayer than when they’d left Ventana IV. The stubble on his face, too. The regular Commonwealth Navy wouldn’t approve of that bit, but things were different in OrRecon.

      “The scientific population,” he replied.

      “What about them? They all evacuated before the Haederans arrived, from what we’ve been able to tell.”

      “I’d like to take another swing around the planet and make sure.”

      That was what this was about? Those scientists were long gone. Everyone knew what had happened to the other planets the Haederans had taken, especially the ones with no military presence or Commonwealth collaborative agreement. Scientists didn’t want to end up as slave labor for the Haederans if they could help it.

      “Then we’ll do it.” Cara suppressed a yawn. “I’ll have Lukas work the math, and we’ll execute the burns as soon as the timing allows. Depending on where they were last, it may be another twelve hours before we can overfly again.”

      “Not so bad. And maybe he can find a way to speed things along.” Relief crossed Zorita’s face—he was right about Lukas Holian. Legacy’s pilot could find his way around both regulations and the laws of physics. “I didn’t mean to keep you up. Coffee at 0630?”

      Cara couldn’t hide her yawn. Morning coffee with Zorita was a routine when their schedules allowed, and it was one of the more enjoyable parts of her day—both the professional talk and the personal socializing, so rare on a ship with only three officers.

      “I’ll take that as agreement.” He laughed as he stood. “I’ll have the coffee ready in the morning. Goodnight.”

      She waited for him to disappear down the corridor, just to make sure he wouldn’t make a last-minute reappearance, then punched the new burn orders for Holian into the screen on the bulkhead above where Zorita had been sitting. That task completed, she crawled back into her compartment and closed her eyes.

      Haederans or no Haederans, she needed to get some sleep.
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      Cara’s eyes flew open the next morning to the unmistakable sensation of Legacy’s thrusters firing at full power. A burn? It felt too strong for what Zorita had ordered. Pulling on her boots, she groaned in exhaustion, then headed for the bridge.

      “Had to abort the last burn, ma’am.” Holian gave her a rueful smile and pointed to a full cup of coffee beside him. “Distress signal behind us.”

      “Seven hells.” She stuck her nose in the cup and inhaled. Aborting the burn like he had wasn’t protocol, but she wouldn’t argue with him after the fact. “Whose?”

      Ignorant, sleep-deprived question. He wouldn’t have done this kind of maneuver for a Haederan one.

      Holian gave her a sideways glance, doubt sparking in his quiet gray eyes. “Scientific Council of Ekril.”

      “I don’t see—wait.” She swore to herself and sank into the seat behind him, the coffee forgotten as she swiped through the screen. Five minutes ago, they’d directly overflown it. “They must have discovered the Haederans are on the surface and are trying to hide from them.”

      “Yeah, it’s pretty intermittent. Started about thirty minutes ago, and it took me twenty to figure out what I was hearing. There’s a small grouping of buildings that I thought might be their research station, but the signal wasn’t coming from anywhere, so they must have evacuated. Confused me a bit.” Holian looked chagrined. “Not sure if they knew we flew over, but it seems like they might have. It’s gone now. They’re not taking chances.”

      “Fantastic.” As she stared at the screen, the white blip reappeared. “All right. I’ll go tell Osian, see what he wants to do.”

      Since he’s the one who wanted to do another lap around.

      “Tell Osian what?”

      “Distress signal, sir.” Cara twisted to the side as Zorita appeared behind her and leaned over her shoulder. Legacy’s bridge was small for three people. “SCE, looks like.”

      The usual creases in Zorita’s brow deepened. “Think it’s valid?”

      “Seems like it. I was about to head back to IC&A and see if there’s anything on the tapes to confirm. Lukas says it’s been on and off for a while, like they’re trying to hide their location from the Haederans. It makes sense. Anyone in orbit is more likely to pick up an intermittent signal from up here than they are down there, and they probably needed a break.”

      “How would they know we’re friendly? They can’t have identified us with whatever civilian system they have down there.”

      Zorita’s doubt wasn’t unexpected. Legacy had defensive system upon defensive system that prevented easy identification. Sneaking around the quadrant behind solar flares and local electromagnetic phenomena only went so far.

      “Could have been visual. We’re not a star, and we’re no Haederan cruiser, either.” Cara chewed on the inside of her cheek. “If they know the Haederans have a military presence below, and I’m certain they must, I’d take the chance we were a Commonwealth ship if I were them.”

      “I was afraid of this.” Zorita ran his pudgy hands over his face. “Our orders say nothing about conducting any rescues. Watch and photograph. That’s it.”

      “But, sir—” Holian broke in over his shoulder.

      “Don’t bother arguing, Lieutenant. You know the drill.”

      “I do.” Holian gave Cara a sly grin that seemed to say watch this, then turned toward Zorita. “But imagine the information those scientists could give us.”

      Zorita glared at him, and Cara bit her lip.

      “Think about it. No pictures from two thousand kilometers up.” Holian plastered a look of innocence on his otherwise cheerful face, producing the dimple that made him look younger than usual. “You’d get actual information from people on the surface. Can you imagine how detailed it would be? They might have had run-ins with the Haederans themselves. It doesn’t get more first-rate than that.”

      Cara snickered behind her palm. Zorita’s background was intelligence analysis, and Holian, though new to Legacy, knew enough about him to push precisely the right buttons.

      “You think this is funny?” Zorita’s eyes sparkled at her despite the reprimand. “Contradicted by my own crew. Had to happen eventually, I suppose. All right, you two, you win for now. Recommendations?”

      “We can dash down and look.” Holian shrugged, as if bringing Legacy to the surface was nothing, which for him, it probably wasn’t. “There’s an electromagnetic storm firing up from that coronal mass ejection that was causing problems yesterday, but that shouldn’t be an issue if we’re fast enough. As for the evacuees, we’ve got capacity for an additional eight passengers. More if we implement water rationing. Eight at a time is better than nothing.”

      “Cara?”

      “It’s a haul to any friendly system, but . . .” She brought up the quadrant map on Holian’s aft navigation monitor. “Zimma and Caige are still free. If the Haederans don’t see us, we can do a few evacuation runs.”

      “I’ll think about it. How long do we have to decide?”

      Holian waved an uncertain hand in front of him. “I got her slowed down, but you’ve only got about fifteen minutes before we’ll have to sling around the planet one more time. Depends on what you want and how risky we feel like being.”

      And if friendly SCE scientists saw them this low, the Haederans would too.

      Zorita exhaled. “Cara, let’s take a walk.”

      She darted after him. “Holian was just screwing with you, sir, but you know it’s an opportunity.”

      “One that could end us all in a load of trouble with the Haederans or OrRecon. I’m not sure which would be worse.”

      “With all due respect, we dove straight into that load of trouble as soon as we departed Ventana. Nobody there will judge you for adding to the depth. But if there are civilians on the surface and we leave them here . . .”

      “This isn’t just about the intelligence for you, is it?”

      “I doubt it is for Holian, either, if we’re being honest.”

      “All right.” He sighed as she followed him into IC&A. “Let’s check it out.”

      Her heart skipped a beat. “Gallois,” she said, sidling up to the scanner operator’s station, “see if you can pull the tapes from . . . let’s say the past five rotations, from our present position plus and minus forty-five degrees.”

      Gallois’s fingers flew over the screen. “Looking for anything in particular, ma’am?”

      Cara bit her lip. “Distress signal.”

      Silvana turned in her chair and eyed both her and Zorita with frank doubt. “Haederan?”

      “SCE.”

      “The scientific population was supposed to have all evacuated once the Imperial Haederan Navy decided to use this sector as a jumping-off point for their own research vessels,” Silvana replied. Her tone was dubious.

      “Holian thinks it’s possible,” Cara murmured. “And Zorita wants to check.”

      “Well, it appears they were both right. Here.” Gallois swiped her fingers across the screen. “There’s your subject. Six hours ago, same signal the lieutenant picked up.”

      Cara leaned over, Zorita next to her. The visual scans showed nothing, but there was a definite abnormality in the acoustic signals Legacy had recorded as they orbited overhead.

      A beep sounded in the panel above them, followed by Holian’s voice. “Skipper? Three minutes to decide, or we’re going around again.”

      “Do it,” Zorita ordered on his way out of the compartment. “I’ll be up front,” he told Cara over his shoulder as he walked away. “Let’s be ready in case we’re wrong about who sent the signal.”

      “Yes, sir.” She turned to Gallois and Silvana and lifted her shoulders. “Sounds like we get a break from space.” Legacy decelerated as she spoke, and she clutched at the handhold above her, staring at the loose papers and data disks that filled the IC&A compartment. Evacuees wouldn’t be allowed in this part of the ship, but if anyone went wandering? Most of this, they couldn’t be allowed to see. “Unpleasant as it might be to get down there. All right. Let’s secure for atmospheric flight and possible civilian access.”

      Legacy shifted and groaned as the atmosphere became thicker. Planetary landings weren’t common except in training, and Cara had always been suspicious of the ability of a spacecraft to fly in a medium where it just didn’t belong. But Holian was capable, and the ship was structurally sound. It was only the Haederans they needed to worry about. A quick glance at the monitor above her head told her that Legacy’s trajectory was bringing them too close to the enemy’s outpost, but Holian could only do so much to alter it while aiming for a point that might as well have been the size of a fingernail.

      Ekril grew large in the window, and she shoved one more disk into a cabinet as Legacy drifted to the right. Holian had switched to atmospheric thrusters. Maybe their proximity to the Haederans didn’t matter. A light regiment wouldn’t have the weapons to fire at them, and as long as they stayed out of the Haederans’ line of sight, they’d be fine.

      “I can’t wait to breathe fresh air,” Gallois said.

      “Too right. It’ll be—” Legacy heaved to port, and Cara grasped for the handhold again. Her hand came away empty, and she grunted as she slid from her chair, landing on her hip.

      What in the seven hells?

      “You all right, ma’am?” Gallois reached down and pried Cara up. “Feels like a thruster failure,” she added, glancing at the screens above them.

      “Agreed.” Cara harnessed herself and flicked through the propulsion screens, then swore under her breath. “There it is. Seventeen of the twenty just went down.”

      “We’re too low to climb out now, aren’t we?” Gallois didn’t sound like she wanted to know the answer.

      “We’ll just have to see.” Silvana curled her lip. “Here’s the reason. Magnetic storm that began strengthening as we hit the magnetosphere. Main engines won’t take a hit from the shock wave, but the lieutenant’s going to have a hell of a time steering her if the thrusters completely fail.”

      “Passing the landing point now.” Cara leaned back in her seat and took a breath. “Holian can maneuver with the main engines. We’ll be fine.” It was as much a reminder to herself as the others.

      Though the glow will make us visible to any Haederan soldiers within two hundred kilometers . . . 

      “Yeah. But the actual landing is going to be rough, whatever he does.” Gallois still sounded unsure as she strapped into her seat, then punched a comm button. “Roldan? Better get in here now.”

      Legacy’s senior intel specialist sauntered in thirty seconds later, a cup of coffee in hand. “I hear we’re landing. Taking a break from this vacuum nightmare.”

      Cara couldn’t help laughing out loud. “All right, guys, listen up.” To her relief, they sobered, including Roldan. “We may hit hard. I want everyone strapped in, and I want a plan if things go wrong. Gallois—” Gallois was the sole medically trained crewmember on board. “Sweep the ship once we land. We’ve got to assume some evacuees are wounded, so we’ll need an accurate count of injuries, including Legacy’s crew.”

      “Got it.”

      “Roldan, arms locker. I’m sure Zorita’s on top of that, but be ready. I’m not comfortable with how close we’re veering to that Haederan outpost.”

      “You got it, ma’am.” Roldan vanished out the door, humming an Asrian folk song.

      “And Silvana⁠—”

      “Five hundred meters.” Holian’s voice interrupted her over the intraship comm. “I’d suggest everyone strap in, because this is going to be a rough one, folks.”

      Cara sucked in a breath, made difficult by the increasing gravity. No sky was visible through the window where just yesterday she’d watched the curve of the planet beneath her, only a never-ending sea of russet grass and rising knolls, spreading forever in each direction.

      At least Holian picked a good landing site.

      An alarm sounded, then Holian’s voice came over the comm once more.

      “Brace!”

      Legacy dropped.

      Gallois screamed.

      Silence, deathly silence, overcame the compartment.

      And then everything went black.
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      Someone was moaning.

      Cara forced her eyelids open, tried to wipe away the dust and smoke, but it hovered in the air, limiting her view to the few meters surrounding her. To her left, Silvana slumped in her seat, her black hair hanging limply and her neck at an odd angle. Cara looked away and then back, as though checking one more time would change the past, bring Silvana back to life. But the analyst didn’t move, and she knew any first aid she could provide would be beyond pointless.

      Mourning would be pointless, too. She had no time for such things now. Still, her limbs became heavy with grief as she tested her own neck, arms, and legs. She couldn’t see anyone else in IC&A, but the moaning had sounded feminine, so it wasn’t Roldan—and now it had stopped. It had been her own, then.

      “Ma’am?” Gallois’s voice echoed through the silence, then her slight figure appeared through the smoke over Cara’s left shoulder. “Good, you’re not dead.”

      “I’m surprised you can tell.” Cara blinked at her. Gallois’s blue uniform was missing the patches that had been there before Legacy had fallen from the sky, but the compartment began to spin around her again before she could remember what that meant. “What the seven hells happened?”

      “Storm knocked out the rest of the thrusters about two hundred meters up,” Gallois replied. “We didn’t exactly fall all the way to the surface, but I’m not sure we’d be much worse off if we had. Zorita and I just finished emergency response. Eleven fatalities.”

      “Eleven!” Stars above.

      “A few more injuries.” Gallois pointed to her own left arm, immobilized in a makeshift sling. “But nothing serious. And if you aren’t impressed enough by that bad news, there’s an Imperial Haederan Army patrol just over that nearest rise out there, and they’re headed toward us.”

      Cara’s heart stopped as she reached for a handhold to pull herself up.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” she sputtered. “How did they get so close?”

      But Gallois’s sanitized uniform told her it wasn’t a joke, and a feathery sensation stirred in her soul as she emptied her pockets into her personal lockbox hidden under the console. Some printed family photos, data disks, a notepad full of memos too sensitive for the Haederans to see. Thudding in her chest followed the fluttering. Was this what genuine fear felt like? She hadn’t ever experienced it before.

      “I don’t know.” Gallois’s whisper turned even quieter, though they were the sole living beings in IC&A. “But we don’t have time for a protocol shutdown. Zorita asked me to have you wipe everything if you were awake when I got back.”

      “Fantastic.” Cara cringed at her response. Sarcasm wasn’t like her, but politeness seemed like it belonged in someone else’s life now. Her fingers touched the rough fabric of her patches, and she frowned at the OrRecon and Legacy insignias before pulling them off and stowing them as well. “Where’s he now?”

      “Arms locker with everyone else.” Gallois set a pistol on the console in front of Cara, having apparently decided she was cognizant enough for something as mindless as breaking a bunch of computers. “This is for you. We’re going to get rid of them. Barring that, we’ll delay them until you’re done.”

      “All right. Thank you.” Cara gaped at the screens for a moment, trying to comprehend the flashing and blinking, trying to ignore Silvana’s body, all too close to her. She glanced out the door toward the main passageway, and her stomach sank even lower. They wouldn’t survive this. All they could do was make sure Legacy and her classified data didn’t, either. “And good luck. Let Zorita know I’ll be out to help when I can.”

      It seemed like such a flippant goodbye. Didn’t Gallois deserve more? Didn’t they all?

      “Good deal, ma’am,” Gallois replied.

      With that, she disappeared, and Cara turned back to the consoles. Where to start? The dust had settled on the deck, clearing the compartment’s air, but her thoughts remained muddy. She bent her knuckles back and forth a few times, then called up the communications log. Her report to Ventana IV sat at the top of the list, and her stomach dropped as the details came into focus.

      Status: Pending.

      She swore under her breath once more. It had been a foolish decision to delay the transmission, but what did Zorita’s motives matter now? She could try to send it, but the Haederans would be likely to intercept it—if the storm even allowed a comm beam through, and that was unlikely.

      No, it wasn’t worth the risk. Biting her lip, she wiped the entire record clean, then locked the system with a fail-secure password, one tied to her authorization token. The Haederans wouldn’t find anything here, even if they worked at it for hours. If they kept pressing, the hard system would destroy itself. The only way they’d find a way in would be if she gave them the code, and if she died, which was looking more and more likely, this part of Legacy would be useless to them. Her brain itched, tried to tell her there were more important things to erase than messages, but blast it if she could figure out what they were.

      Cool air drifted inside the compartment. Zorita had opened the external hatch. The sensation of fresh air caressing her heated skin spurred her on, and she began to wipe the imaging hard drives, starting with the probe data they’d taken when they’d first entered the Ekril system weeks ago. None of it was anything the Haederans didn’t already know, but Legacy’s capabilities and, by extension, the Commonwealth’s? No, they didn’t need to know that, though deleting every piece of data they’d spent weeks accumulating made her feel ill.

      A shot rang out from somewhere far away, followed by a volley that made her flinch hard enough that the screen in front of her went gray. The hull dampened much of the sound, but the implication was enough to send her into an attack of dizziness as she bent over in her chair and vomited all over the deck.

      She wiped the sweat from her face and moved on to the next station. This one was her personal analysis computer, and she hesitated as she scanned through the reports and calculations. So much good data about to disappear . . . Gallois should have been doing this. Zorita had made a mistake, asked the wrong person for this kind of meticulous work. She was much too ill and close to the information to do it.

      Shouts replaced the gunfire as her stomach churned once more.

      Too close, too close.

      Slamming her fingers against the screen, she deleted a few reports from early in their deployment before something told her that the change from gunfire to shouting was not a good sign and that she needed to hurry, dammit.

      But the dizziness didn’t retreat. It came in waves now, like the waterfall she and Simon had watched together so long ago⁠—

      There wasn’t time to erase everything.

      Just lock it.

      It was her gut speaking, and she abandoned her original mission to apply a unique code to every imaging and analysis system that would allow one. From there, she moved on to Legacy’s hardware, locking everyone except herself out of the flight controls and navigation computer. Not only was Legacy dumb now, she was useless. The Haederans wouldn’t find their way into the data, couldn’t even start up the engines, not without Cara.

      The compartment became gray. She lay her head down on the console. Just for a moment. Just to regain control of her senses and figure out what to do next. She’d done what Zorita had ordered, so now what?

      There weren’t many alternatives. Fight however many Haederans were out there with nothing but a pistol? It didn’t sound like Zorita had been successful with a small group of people and more weapons. Better weapons.

      The pistol could end one life, though. That wasn’t Commonwealth protocol, but who would blame her for thinking it? Who would blame her for following through? Simon would judge her for being a coward, taking the easy way out, or whatever else he’d say, but who cared what he thought now? He didn’t get to claim he was mourning, not after he’d told her not to come back again if she left.

      They need me, Simon. It’s only fifteen months. I’ll be home before you know it.

      Do what you need to do. Just don’t expect me to be here when you get home.

      She slid the gun toward her.

      So heavy. So final.

      But it would be the last step in protecting Legacy’s data from falling into Haederan hands.

      It would protect her from whatever torture came next.

      Boots plodded down the corridor behind her, and she lifted her head from the console. The footsteps pounded through her head like they were about to explode out of it, and the shouts—were they coming from inside her mind, as well? She let her gaze relax, tried to focus on the words behind her that could have meant anything or nothing.

      The pistol disappeared from her hand, and when she reached blindly for it, pain exploded in her wrist. Her neck snapped backward, then fell forward again when they released her hair.

      The world went still except for those voices. They seemed to want her to do something, wouldn’t stop hollering at her, but her brain refused to interpret anything they said. The compartment dimmed as the orders came faster and louder, until one word solidified in her mind, spoken in a dialect she’d never heard.

      Move.

      She fell to her knees as she tried to stand, then forced herself to her feet as something hit the back of her neck. Shadows swirled around her, but when she paused to examine them, they prodded her with the same hard stick, shouting all the while.

      A rifle.

      They wanted her to move, wanted her to walk.

      Walk.

      Yes. She could walk.

      It would be easy. She’d made it through the academy, through OrRecon school, had said goodbye to her own children more times than she could count. Hell, she’d survived giving birth to them, even though she’d thought she might die each time. Yes, she could walk wherever the Haederans ordered her to go and however they wanted her to do it. Anything to live. Anything to see them again. Anything to make the shouting stop. She would do anything they wanted, if only they stopped shouting.

      With the rifle at the back of her head, she stumbled through what remained of Legacy, only to collapse in the tall grass outside.
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