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	New Canaan, Harajüd

	Northeast Sector

	Thrace stopped her skimmer beneath the trees, in the shadowy green space behind the arena. She left the vehicle and jogged through the dark toward the lights on the opposite side of the building where a noisy throng awaited the start of the games. Her informants said her latest targets would be there, attempting to hide from Admiral Malcolm Skalar, or Thrace Baldric, his captain. The admiral swore these unfortunates were two more enemies in a sea of people he needed yet did not trust. Thrace hated being his weapon, but better her than him. As long as Alira wore Skalar’s skin, it would always be this way.

	Nearer the front of the arena, light spilled into the surrounding shadows as Thrace slowed to a walk, rounding the corner to join the crowd as if she belonged there. As if no one would know who she was. Foolish hope, that, but perhaps these thrill-seekers were too caught up in the moment to notice.

	In such close proximity, the crowd’s excitement raised the hairs on her arms to full attention. She shook it off and eased between the gathered humans. Behind the mask of Thrace Baldric, Galen stretched tendrils of empathic awareness in all directions, searching for the targets, until—

	There. Two additional members of the Consortium contingent that had challenged Skalar. Even without seeing their faces, their fear thrummed through Thrace as if it were her own. They knew their fates were sealed, and yet they dared hope for escape. She almost pitied them.

	 She worked her way closer, staying behind others in the crowd as she drew near, until one of the targets saw her closing in. The other locked eyes with Thrace before shoving through the crowd in the opposite direction, her cohort on her heels.

	Eager arena fans ignored them, pushing ahead toward the opening gates. Thrace pursued her targets, following the stink of their fear as she elbowed her way through the horde that packed the lighted accessway. Beyond, the targets broke free and dove into the obscurity of surrounding woods.

	Their mistake.

	She shot after them into the gloom, her eyes shifting to their natural silver to track her prey. Just ahead, the pair dodged trees at high speed, no doubt on their way to Arzu Aslan. That brothel held no heroes, but it did house witnesses. Thrace almost snorted. The targets should have stayed where they were. Then again, she shouldn’t have expected them to do the smart thing. If they hadn’t been stupid enough to defy Skalar, they wouldn’t need to elude Captain Baldric.

	Her legs pumped faster, gaining slow ground. A few seconds later, she reached out and snarled her fingers in the fabric of the man’s shirt, yanking him off his feet and down to the ground with a grunt. In a flash, she was on him, snapping his head around in a macabre angle, the grisly sound echoing off the trees even above the roar of crowds at the nearby arena. Then she was up again and racing toward the woman, but that few seconds had been enough for the other target to burst out of the arena’s shadow and into the dappled clearing near the brothel. She was as good as gone.

	Damn.

	Thrace snatched her knife from its sheath and drew back an arm, then hesitated, extending her senses, feeling for others nearby. It felt safe, but what if she was wrong? If she struck an innocent…

	While she deliberated, her target pulled ahead and Thrace cursed again, slammed her knife into her belt, and poured on more speed. As the woman burst into a wider patch of moonlight, the air before her shimmered and flowed in a thickening silvery sheen. Pieces of what had appeared to be trees, scrub, and hard-packed ground transformed into Alira’s short, blue form, her skin pulsing in shades of red and pink patterns. The fleeing woman shrieked, lurched away from the sudden obstacle in her path, her feet skidding on the moist ground as she tried to change direction, but it was too late. She was dead before she could retreat three steps.

	Thrace slowed to a walk, breathing hard, and approached while Alira blinked and shuddered with the harvest, absorbing the memories and personality of this latest “enemy” of the unammi.

	The captain sighed. She thought Alira was going to watch from a greater distance, far enough away that she could avoid the reaping. Now there would be another passenger added to the growing multitude in Alira’s head. How many could she take before they commandeered her own voice, her own actions and thoughts? How many would it take to tip her sanity over the edge?

	When the harvest was complete, Alira’s form shifted into Skalar’s and he looked up.

	“I thought you weren’t going to do that again,” Thrace said.

	“And I thought you were going to take care of this yourself,” Skalar said.

	Tension prickled the air between them. Thrace sighed. “I would have. There was no need—”

	Skalar shrugged. “Better here away from the cameras than out on the street. I couldn’t risk her getting away. She knows too much.”

	“Knew.” Thrace sounded dull, even to her own ears. “Past tense.”
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	Thrace made it sound so easy, as if all Alira had to do was make a simple choice. But the truth was that when her throng of harvested souls began arguing, it was nearly impossible to do anything but act on impulse. Yesterday, in the early moments of her first full day in this charade, Alira had spent far too much time listening to those internal voices, questioning them, trying to hear them out, and wavering over every tiny decision. The real Skalar never would have done so. Even though she wore the admiral’s face and body, spoke with his voice, commanded his faction, if she couldn’t convince his crew she was the real thing, they’d mutiny. She couldn’t allow that.

	Already, hiding behind Skalar’s eyes, she’d caught others in the faction giving her—him—strange looks that confused her

	what does that mean?

	so when her harvested nemesis, the one whose face she wore, began to push to the fore, shout louder than the others, she’d let him take control. Just a little. He would know best how to handle Consortium business.

	But this? The killing? Even after all these humans had done, killing them sickened her.

	him. stay in character, squib.

	shut up, crow.

	Unfortunately, it had to be done. Those targets were loyal to Commander Walker, who now sat stewing in the Consortium’s brig. Skalar had enough to worry about without looking over his shoulder every moment of every day wondering when their blades would strike.

	Galen had done all the necessary wetwork through Thrace Baldric’s hands—until now—and Alira was glad to stay out of it. She’d watched from a safe distance, able to see enough to know it was done, but far enough away to avoid the inevitable harvest. All except this one. This target had run straight at her camouflaged body hiding in the shadows

	the woman was going to escape.

	and Thrace wasn’t going to catch her in time, and the old Skalar whispered that if this one got away, his enemies would have time to spread the word, garner more support, make her task even harder than it already was.

	If it was just Alira, or even just she and Galen, she would have let them all go, left this world and donned a new shape and a new name, in a new place. They could be happy. At peace. Right now.

	But it wasn’t just the two of them. The remaining unammi, sheltering and vulnerable in the caverns on Earth, depended on them. Alira had to follow through.

	So she hadn’t stopped to think. Instead, she’d done what she needed to do

	galen is right, though.

	you could’a stopped this one without killing—

	gettin’ kinda crowded in here, squib.

	shut up, all of you.

	even though the price was one more voice in her head

	his head.

	what the hell—

	welcome to the club.

	you did the right thing, netzyl. step aside, let me do the rest.

	and, worse, the annoyance of Galen—Thrace…damn, this was confusing.

	eli, where are you? i could use a little help.

	In the expectant silence that followed, she turned Skalar’s face away and surrendered control to the loudest of her reapings as she raised his wrist. “Sa’abah,” she said, in Skalar’s deep voice, “we’re ready for cleanup. Just behind Arzu. Make it quick.”
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	Thrace jogged back the way she’d come. Might as well put all the cargo in one spot, make things easier for everyone. No telling what to expect from Alira—or Skalar, or Crow, or whoever she was—right now. In fact, Thrace no longer even recognized herself. Nothing had been the same since the incident on Bejami when the humans had confiscated Galen’s ship and he had fled into Thrace’s flesh. He’d been lucky to escape that fire, yet now here he was, embroiled in another, even hotter one. All because Alira had asked it of him.

	Thrace sighed as she reached the first body and looked down at it. Seeing through Thrace’s eyes, Galen almost felt sorry for the bastard. The man was just trying to live. So were the others Thrace had taken out since Galen and Alira had returned to Harajüd disguised as the Admiral and his new second and assumed command of the Consortium. So, too, were the unammi, but at what cost? In less than two months, Galen had acquired a new face, a new body, a new world, and a new, very dangerous life. In the last two days, he’d become an assassin, using his Thrace Baldric persona to hunt down anyone who posed a risk to the unammi’s weak link.

	Thrace sighed. She’d dealt enough harm in two days to last a lifetime. She didn’t like it. Not at all. She’d done so before when there was a need but it was never easy or pleasant, especially given her empathic nature. Each of her targets dragged a small piece of her with them when they died. How much more of herself would she have to sacrifice to make this work? How much of the real Thrace—the real Galen—would be left when it was done?

	She’d objected to this course of action at first, and argued that the crew would run, would force them to carry out Consortium business in the open, beyond the safety of the faction’s walls. She’d been right, but Skalar had shrugged, commed Chairman Roucharde, and been granted limited free rein to see this through as long as there were no witnesses. Still, if someone stumbled across the two of them standing beside bodies out here in the wooded green…  

	Thrace swung the corpse up into her arms, retraced her steps to the tree where Skalar waited in the shadows, and laid her burden beside the other victim.

	“I think that’s the last of the security risks for now,” she said, her tone carefully neutral, though she couldn’t think why she bothered. Even if she suppressed her disapproval, Skalar would know. Alira would know.

	“Good.” He peered at her through the murk. “The others are loyal?”

	Thrace nodded. “To Ronan, yes. Or to Sa’abah. If those two officers stay true to you, their people will follow their example. But this isn’t going to be the end of it, you know.”

	“What do you mean?”

	“There’s talk. Some of the base crew know something weird is going on with the admiral. They can see you’ve changed. And they don’t much like me. I’m not sure how to handle their near defiance.”

	“You must be brutal with them. You can’t let them challenge your authority or they’ll lose all respect and eventually kill you—and then they’ll come for me.”

	“Alira—” She glanced around. “Admiral Skalar, sir,” she whispered, “I trust you. I want to help you see this through, but I am not a Trader captain. Nor are you a Trader admiral. I don’t want to be brutal. Neither do you. At least you didn’t. Before….” Her voice faltered, and she coughed to cover the weakness. “You’ve set us on a precarious path. How far can we follow it before we are both changed beyond all recognition?”

	Skalar’s expression softened at the edges, and Thrace’s heart stuttered across the tension between them. Even in the shadow, she could see the line of his jaw, the dark smudge of his beard against bronze skin, his sharp eyes, normally dark brown but silver now below that jet-black hair. Was Alira still in there?

	“That, my dear Captain, is a fait accompli for me,” Skalar said, almost to himself. He sighed and his gaze hardened once more. “You, however, may still be saved. These deaths couldn’t be avoided. You know this. As for any others, I don’t care how you handle them, provided that you remain in control. If you don’t want to harm anyone, find some other way to deal with the problem. Just keep them off me. I have enough to manage.”

	Thrace nodded. “I know. What do you want me to do about the rumors?”

	He waved a hand. “I don’t care what they say about me. If they aren’t talking about the outpost, they can speculate all they want.”

	Skalar’s face twisted, as though he were frowning at someone Thrace couldn’t see, and he turned away.

	Alira must be hearing the voices again. Still. “You should care,” Thrace said. “This isn’t a game. It could take your life or mine or both at any moment with no warning. If that happens, the outpost is forfeit. The rest of the unammi are in danger.”
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	Thrace’s comments provoked a clear response among Skalar’s harvested passengers.

	shut her up.

	stupid squib, can’t let her talk to you like that—

	Heat rushed up the back of his neck. How dare she?

	calm down, sister.

	no, netzyl, calm won’t fix this.

	That last, loudest argument in his head overrode all reason and he rounded on Thrace. “You think I don’t know? That I don’t wrestle with that threat every single second? That I don’t have others in there,” his fingers wriggled at his own head, “repeatedly reminding me of this fact? I’m doing the best I can under very difficult circumstances and learning on the fly, so grant me some space, if you please.”

	Thrace stepped closer. “I can’t do that. As long as we’re in this mess, we each have a duty to keep the other on full alert at all times. If either of us slips even a little at the wrong moment….” She cleared her throat. “You know I’m right.”

	Skalar ground his teeth, glaring at the silver eyes in Thrace’s dark face. Galen was Alira’s i’shin. Her beloved. Behind the captain’s facade, Galen was trying to help. But oh Na’staani, when the voices clamored so, it was hard to tell the difference between reason and insubordination, even with his predecessor driving this shared body. Everything was so mixed up.

	“You sound like Lurien,” Skalar said, his voice tight.

	Thrace watched him, as if she were searching his face for—what? Something in their shared history? Their personal connection, maybe? There was a time when he could read her just by her expressions, or the tilt of her head.

	That seemed a long time ago.

	“You miss your ama,” Thrace said.

	“Of course I do. Don’t be ridiculous. Lurien would be the first one to say I should do what needs doing, even if it’s hard. Especially if it’s hard.” He looked down at the dead targets. Thrace said this was the last of them. But how could he be sure others wouldn’t come forward?

	a trader admiral always has enemies, netzyl. can’t be too careful.

	Without knowing who they were, how could he stop them from harming the faction? Or, for that matter, the outpost? Maybe Tiral and the other outcasts there needed to be able to defend themselves.

	yes…you can’t always be there.

	weapons would at least give them a chance.

	He stepped over the bodies and peered through the darkness toward Arzu. “Where is Sa’abah? She should be here by now.”

	consortium industries could make the hardware, squib.

	bad idea, netzyl…that would draw attention to you.

	“Alira—”

	“My name is Skalar,” he said, distracted, then spun toward her. “I’m thinking of arming the outpost.”

	Thrace frowned. “I thought we wanted to make the place look deserted.”

	“We do.”

	“Arming it runs counter to that goal.”

	True. Skalar’s human reapings whispered of other ways.

	“Besides,” Thrace said, “wouldn’t that raise questions among the crew?”

	He shrugged. “Skalar—the real Skalar—talked about improving the shields before we came along, but never got the chance. We could start with that and add a hologen to project an abandoned facade.”

	“That’ll draw a lot of power from the generators. Won’t it be detectable?”

	Probably. But he didn’t want to admit that. “I’ll leave that detail to the techs. I just think that, given the fact we’ve spent two days chasing down potential threats, arming the base seems a good idea.”

	Thrace’s features twisted.

	“Think of it this way,” Skalar said. “What if something happens to either or both of us? If Ronan or one of the other crew made a run for that base, the outpost could at least defend itself.”

	Thrace blinked. “To what end? If that happens, their best option would be to continue the charade. Come to New Canaan or whatever, until they can get free and flee to Earth. If they fight and lose, they’re dead, which means they’re discovered—unammi bodies curiously close to a potentially habitable world. Don’t you think the humans would take a chance and check it out?”

	“No. They’re too afraid of whatever microbes chased their ancestors off Earth in the first place, especially Ronan. They’d be curious, yes, but I don’t think they’d make the connection.”

	Thrace shook her head. “I fear you underestimate them.”

	“Remember,” he said, tapping his forehead, “I have Skalar’s memories. He knows these people better than you do.”

	Thrace frowned.

	“When will Tiral be here?” Skalar said.

	“Almost a month. Why?”

	“I’ll ask his opinion when he arrives.” He stared into the darkness toward the road. Shadowy boles blocked them from casual view. A silhouette, some small nocturnal creature, leaped from one tree to its neighbor, followed by scuffling sounds of claws digging into bark as it climbed and leapt to yet another tree. “What’s Tiral’s human name again?”

	“Spencer Kilbee. He’s a merchant for HHU.”

	“I remembered that part,” Skalar said, shooting Thrace a quick look. “Did you complete his employment transfer to the Consortium?”

	“Not yet. It’s in the works, though. The process takes a few weeks. He won’t return before then.”

	Skalar shoved his hands in his pockets. “Very well. Keep in touch with him. Let me know when he’s due. I’ll want to meet with Mr. Kilbee immediately upon arrival.”

	Thrace nodded. “Of course.”
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	They waited in the dark, surrounded by the rustle of the leaves, the calls and creaks of night insects, and the shouting of spectators in the arena. Distracted, Thrace lifted her hair up and away from her shoulders. The trees held close the muggy heat, sending a trickle of sweat between her breasts, and she adjusted her body’s temperature to compensate. It would be hotter in Bregaina, but at least there the breeze off the water would help to keep residents cool.

	Memories of Bregaina and Botha, an elder in that village, raised a lump in her throat. How many times had Galen, disguised as Tenzin, sat on the raised platforms there, discussing the mysteries of life with that old man? Botha had always helped Galen see things more clearly. But after Galen had abandoned the Tenzin persona to ensure nobody could connect it to an unammi pilot, there had been no way to reach out to Botha. By now, he probably thought Tenzin had fallen off the face of the world.

	Thrace needed to find a way to connect to his friend again, introduce him to this new persona somehow, construct a new relationship without revealing who and what she was. It wouldn’t be easy, but the thought of abandoning their friendship left her cold, sad.

	She glanced at Skalar, who stared toward the road. Too bad Alira never met Botha. He could be so helpful to her right now. Maybe….

	Skalar’s wristcom chirped. “Yes.”

	“Almost there, sir. Two minutes. Sa’abah out.”

	“About damn time,” he muttered.

	Thrace took a cautious breath. “I should invite Botha to visit us.”

	Skalar looked askance at her. “Why? How? Does he even know Thrace Baldric?”

	“I’ll think of something. You’d like Botha. He sees into the heart of things. He might be of help to you.”

	Skalar scoffed. “I’m fine, Captain. I don’t need a guru. My connection to Na’Staani is as strong as ever.”

	“I see.” Thrace crossed her arms. “When is the last time you meditated? When’s the last time you saw your dream companion? What did you call him? Eli? What has he had to say lately?”

	Skalar looked away.

	“That’s what I thought.” Thrace waited, but he avoided her gaze. “Well?”

	He shook his head. “Why is this human so important to you? What’s so special about him that you seek his counsel?”

	“I told you. He sees past the surface. His view offers a fresh perspective, and he’s honest. He’ll tell you what you need to hear, even if you don’t want to hear it.”

	“And why would I want that?”

	“Because sometimes,” Thrace said, “the lies we tell ourselves inflict more damage than even the most painful truth.”

	Scuffles sounded nearby and Thrace turned. Crewmen moved toward her through the dark. She shifted her eyes to their more human gray color.

	“Over here,” Sa’abah called behind her in a low voice as she approached with her team. “We’ve got it, sir. Perhaps you and the captain should make yourselves scarce, just in case.”

	“Very well,” Skalar replied. He nodded at Thrace. “I’ll see you back at the base.”

	“What about that visitor we were discussing?” Thrace said. “Should I comm him?”

	“I’ll think about it,” Skalar said, and stalked away.

	The lie strummed Galen’s empathy, and Thrace sighed. Skalar wasn’t going to think about Botha at all.

	


chapter 6

	[image: A close-up of a black background

Description automatically generated]

	 

	Pelarr, Zebalu

	Cartel Trader Base, Admiral Bellamy’s Office

	“I knew it.” Bellamy pushed up from her chair and paced toward the seating pit. “He just can’t stay out of my business.”

	“What happened?”

	Her second’s voice washed over and past her before it registered through the simmering rage. “Skalar sent a message to the Clan,” Bellamy said. Her jaw ached, and she unclenched her teeth.  

	“A message,” Hannah said, moss green eyes guarded as she waited for the rest.

	“Our contact there says Admiral Tsurin received a package from New Canaan. Inside was an ear.”

	“One of our people?” Hannah said.

	“I suspect it’s Dodger.” No way to be sure without genetic files, which didn’t exist for that agent. Bellamy had no doubt the Clan’s leadership had tried, though. “I tasked her with rounding up cargo on Harajüd, but she’s long overdue for a check-in. More than one New Canaan contact reported her missing. I gave her up for dead weeks ago.”

	“Are you sure it was Skalar who took her out?” Hannah said. “The Clan has plenty of other enemies. Maybe—”

	“It was him.” Bellamy moved down the steps and stopped in front of the window wall. Outside, gardeners worked on the shrubs and plants in the beds around the footpath. Half a dozen Cuthars gulls hung suspended on the updrafts just beyond the cliff’s edge, sunlight glinting on their glossy black feathers. Below, whitecaps rolled inland from the Bantali Sea to disappear behind the rocky ledge. She tried to imagine Skalar’s face disappearing over that same precipice, his shock as he realized the fate that awaited him on the rocks below.

	“What are you going to do?” Hannah asked.

	Bellamy grinned. She’d slit his throat from ear to ear. Would he look like her brothers, laid open so? Or like her father? He was about the same size, same build. Splash enough blood on a body and one looked very similar to another.

	“Nothing. Yet.” She caught a glimpse of her smiling reflection and spun around, honey-colored hair swinging in waves around her shoulders as she faced her slender second. “You, however, are going to oversee loading of Rook’s next cargo.”

	“Slaves?”

	“Yes.”

	“Adult?”

	Bellamy’s eyes narrowed. “No.”

	Hannah looked away, shaggy tufts of her white-blond hair catching the light. “Admiral…if I may, how do you know the colonials won’t feed you to the fish if they find out you’re dealing in that kind of merchandise? Duakela officials have objected to this before.”

	The admiral shrugged. “Because the ones that matter, on Duakela as well as the other continents, are my best customers.” Her predecessor had taught her that. Slaves had been Virgil’s most popular product. She tilted her head, watching Hannah’s reaction. “You don’t approve.”

	“That isn’t my call, Admiral. I just…” Hannah shook her head. “Never mind. You know this business better than I do.”

	“Look at it this way. The market is starved. I’m filling a niche. Tsurin’s our only other competitor, if you can call it that. But her merchandise isn’t permanent stock. They’re short-term indentured assets that carry a higher maintenance cost for lower profits. She can’t keep pace with us in this any more than she can in other areas. And anyway, those officials you’re so worried about won’t look our way for long. They have fresh evidence to implicate the Consortium.”

	“How did you manage that?”

	Bellamy shrugged. “Even better, this entire load came from New Canaan.”

	“You took them right under Skalar’s nose?”

	“It was almost too easy. Something’s going on in the Consortium.”

	Hannah frowned. “Like what?”

	“I’m not sure, yet. Whatever it is has Skalar distracted. Rumor says he was MIA for more than a month. When he came home, he’d changed. I’d give a lot to know where he was all that time.” Bellamy tapped a finger against her lip. Nothing ever rattled Skalar, so whatever had burrowed under his skin, it had to be important. “I’ll figure it out.”

	“I don’t doubt it, ma’am.”

	“Maybe he’s just cracking. The man’s too soft. He should never have gotten into this business.”

	“He’s still ahead of us,” Hannah commented.

	Bellamy’s gaze snapped to her captain’s face in time to catch the flash of qualm that touched her light brown features before it disappeared. Why the hell would Hannah say something like that? Didn’t she realize Bellamy would always be better than Skalar? Rage swelled in her throat and she bit it back with an audible clack of teeth. It was Hannah. She spoke without thinking. She hadn’t meant it. Had she?

	“The only reason his numbers are better than mine,” Bellamy said, “is that he cheats.” She oozed up the steps from the seating pit and closed on her blanching second like a viper. “He takes what is rightfully mine. I will cut him down, slice off his parts one by one, upholster my chair with his skin, and eat his testicles for lunch. Then I will assume command of the Consortium and run the other factions into the ground, and I will do it all with a smile on my face.” She paused, less than a meter from Hannah. “Any questions?”

	“No ma’am. I think you covered it.”

	Bellamy laughed, a rich melodic sound that flushed a bit of color into Hannah’s cheeks. “Don’t doubt me again. TICS.”

	The system chittered.

	“Send Captain Rook to my office.” She paced toward the window. “I’ll admit the Consortium is stronger than the Cartel in a few matters, shipbuilding for one. I’m working on that. But Skalar’s too sentimental. His so-called ethics restrict his success. There are lines he won’t cross. That’s why I’ll win.”

	Hannah said nothing, and Bellamy cast a glance over her shoulder. “No questions?”

	“Just one,” Hannah said. “Where is Rook taking this shipment?”

	“Saacharis.” Bellamy moved down into the pit. The gulls were gone.

	“We already have buyers?”

	“Gauri Metalb’s manager wants some for the mines, but the pretty ones are going to the bagnios.”

	“What about Rizzo?”

	Bellamy huffed at the window. “Not a problem.”

	“I believe you,” Hannah said in a careful voice. “I just want to be prepared. We both know what a whack job she can be.”

	“She’s a connoisseur of torture, I’ll give her that.” Bellamy grinned at her reflection. “Nevertheless, if she crosses me, I’ll dine on her balls, too.”
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	New Canaan, Harajüd

	Skalar’s Private Residence

	Alira fell back on the bed, panting. She stared up at the dark wooden posts towering above them at the head of the bed. A beautiful detail, certainly, but functional, too. Those, and the posts at the bed’s other end, projected a privacy screen around them. Still breathing hard, she wiped away the sheen of sweat on her brow “TICS, attend. Reduce ambient temperature by one degree.”

	“Only one degree?” Galen teased, raising up on one elbow to peer down at her. “I guess I need to try harder.”

	“Un momento,” she laughed, pushing at his chest. “¡Déjame respirar!”

	His smile faded. “You’re doing it again.”

	She closed her eyes. “Doing what?”

	“Speaking another language.”

	Damn. A sigh escaped her. “I can’t help it. Ever since that last harvest, it just slips out.”

	The prolonged silence pried her eyes open.

	“Did Skalar know that language?” Galen stared at her.

	“No.”

	“Then using it is inconsistent with your adopted persona. Be careful, Alira. You know what’s at stake.”

	“Estoy en eso—” She stopped, tried again. “I’m working on it. Can we change the subject?”

	“Of course. Do the voices still comment when we’re intimate?”

	How was this an improvement? She shrugged. “They’re part of me. Like my own thoughts. I’m used to them now.

	sure you are.

	who was that?

	They rarely bother me anymore.”

	Galen frowned, tilting his head.

	Clearly, he didn’t believe her. And why should he? Try as she might to avoid getting involved in the culling, the choice was sometimes denied her by the circumstances. She’d been forced to take a few more lives since that night behind the arena. And the truth was that the harvests were getting confused in her head, talking over one another, harder to tell apart. All except Skalar’s, with his consistent tone of command. His voice stood out.

	If Alira’d had more time to prepare, maybe this wouldn’t be so hard. But neither of them had any precedent to follow here. She sighed and sat up, leaning against the carved headboard. “Listen. I—”

	The TICS chittered. “Incoming communique from Harajüd House security.”

	“Don’t answer it,” Galen urged.

	She considered his request. It would be nice to forget, for a while, who she was pretending to be. To ignore the many responsibilities of the faction and focus solely on what she wanted for herself. For the two of them.

	can’t do that, netzyl. not if you want this to succeed.

	Murmuring an apology she climbed off the bed, morphing as she went. Fully dressed, Skalar stepped past the privacy screen, crossed the pedestal, and stepped down onto the main floor to face the holo in the opposite corner of the large room. “Receive comm.”

	A man’s balding head and rounded shoulders appeared in the corner of the room. “Admiral Skalar. I hope I’m not interrupting anything important.”

	Skalar showed his teeth. Even corpgov’s head of security needed to remember that he had them and wasn’t afraid to use them. “How can I help you, Harlan?”

	“That’s Chief Downing, if you don’t mind,” Harlan reminded him. “A couple of my group homes reported some missing children in the last month. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?”

	“Why did you think I would, Harlan?”

	The security chief twitched. “Connections, Admiral. And an anonymous tip that the Consortium has taken up trafficking.”

	don’t even justify that with a response.

	shut up, skalar.

	Skalar snorted. “Ridiculous.”

	“I wouldn’t put it past you,” Harlan said through tight lips. Of course, Harlan’s lips were always tight, so it was hard to tell whether the man was annoyed, or this was just another day for him.

	Skalar sighed. “You don’t like me much, do you?”

	“I’ve heard that inmates on Mandoslóna mete their own version of prison justice to slavers. Most unpleasant.”

	Skalar stared at the holo. “Logan knows I would never deal in slaves. I imagine this query was undertaken without his blessing or the benefit of any proof, or you would be at my door to arrest me.”

	“Chairman Roucharde is more trusting than I am,” Harlan nodded. “But he has daughters. He’s going to want the matter resolved. If I find any proof at all that this is true, even Logan won’t stand by you.”

	“Yes, yes,” Skalar said. “I have been warned. I get it.” Harlan slung threats as liberally as a fisherman chumming the waters, hoping to snag unwary prey.

	where did that come from?

	He pushed aside the distraction. “Was there anything else, Harlan?”

	“Now that you mention it, there is. I don’t recall seeing Captain Crow about in recent weeks. I hope he isn’t unwell.”

	“Crow and I had a difference of opinion. He left the Consortium over a month ago.”

	“I see.” Harlan squinted, his lips puckered. “Did he leave in a box?”

	“On the contrary. The man left in a ship I gave him years ago. No hard feelings. Just a parting of the ways. The last I heard, he was headed for Phejoss. I did give him quite a generous severance package. Perhaps he wanted to taste a bit of luxury. Feel free to check if you like. He might still be there.”

	“Maybe I will. Meanwhile, stay away from decent Harajüd citizens, especially my group homes and youth centers. Just a friendly warning.”

	remind him who you are.

	“My dear Harlan.” Skalar smiled, slow and deliberate with just a hint of menace. “Allow me to return the favor. I am a businessman, pursuing commerce within the terms of my contract with Harajüd House Unlimited. I have every right to deal with the good citizenry of this, or any other world. Ignore that at your peril.”

	Harlan’s jaw clenched. “Is that a threat?”

	“Not at all. But the board of directors would no doubt frown on any attempts to discourage honest trade, especially where they stand to benefit.” Skalar allowed the smile to fade and replaced it with a slight frown. “I’m sure you didn’t intend to imply that Consortium business is…unwelcome here in New Canaan.”

	“Slaving isn’t honest trade. HHU’s board won’t stand for it.” Harlan scowled. “I hope we understand each other, Admiral.”

	“Perfectly,” Skalar said. “End communique.”

	The holo winked out, revealing the pearl and maroon walls behind it, and his form flowed into Alira’s. Harlan’s words echoed in her mind, accompanied by an image of Rugrat. That last memory of Skalar’s little sister would haunt Alira for the rest of her days.

	Trafficking. Again. Alira frowned. She shouldn’t be surprised. Skalar had known it wouldn’t be abolished by his simple warnings of the past. He—she—they would need to be more direct next time, especially if they were dragging his name, and the Consortium, into the fray.

	“What was that about?”

	She looked toward Galen’s voice. From here, the bedposts projected the image of a charcoal gray coverlet made from Danua silk spread over a wide mattress, pillows piled high near the headboard. “I don’t know,” she said, padding toward him. She passed through the screen. He still sat where she’d left him, pearl gray sheets pulled over his hips in a haphazard way.

	Blue and white speckles flickered among the colors of contentment in his skin’s display. “His questions about Crow worry me.”

	“They shouldn’t. If he tracks Crow, Harlan will find that my former second lost everything in a game of chance on Phejoss and, when he refused to pay up as expected, he disappeared. Rumor says he was dumped on one of the many volcanic plains. If they look hard enough, they might even find a bone or two.” She focused on something over his head and far away. “His questions about the slaving worry me more.”

	“I’d heard that humans used slaves in the past, before they all left Earth.”

	She sat on the side of the bed, her skin streaked with frustration from memories that churned in Skalar’s harvested thoughts, as fresh in her mind as if the events that spawned them had happened yesterday, yet she had not lived them herself. “It still happens. Humans buying and selling other humans…”  

	Twenty years of fruitless searching before Skalar had found Rugrat broken at the quay. Alira grunted. Even after all this time, recollection of the image soured that harvest’s mind. How could it not? She still sometimes saw Nyros’ bloody face, the knife lodged in his eye. The pain from that memory might never heal.

	“But why?” Galen shook his head. “Don’t the colonials already have plenty of human labor to do what needs doing? I thought that’s how their governments functioned. The residents do all the work required to keep the cities functioning and in exchange, they get food, shelter, and basic necessities.”

	“Government workers benefit the corporate body. Slaving is all about profit for entrepreneurs. For the Trader factions.”

	“How?”

	“Slaves do illegal work—counterfeiting, industry labor outside the confines of licensed areas, you name it—even some sanctioned jobs like sex workers, without the legal limitations usually imposed on the clients.” Like Rugrat, who’d been so badly abused she couldn’t heal. “But traffickers don’t report the results of slave labor, so the colonials get none of the profit.”

	“Still,” Galen shook his head, “whoever’s working them still needs to support them. And the government’s the only provider outside a faction’s base. I can’t believe that sort of need wouldn’t show up on a balance sheet somewhere in colonial records.”

	Alira spat an expletive straight from Crow’s repertoire. “The problem with that argument is that the concept of support is relative,” she murmured, her words drawn from Rugrat’s trembling tale of all that missing time. “Slavers can maintain a full contingent of workers with very few resources if they don’t care about keeping the slaves healthy or happy. It only takes basic shelter to hide them from surveillance, yes, but cram as many into the space as will fit. Give them minimal food and water, just enough to keep them moving. Provide barely essential sanitation so their presence doesn’t attract attention.” Rugrat had been so thin when Skalar had seen her last, her eyes so vacant…

	“Maybe the slaves are content with their fate,” Galen offered.

	Alira glared. “What did you say?” Skalar growled in her head the same question that flew out of her mouth.

	Galen lifted a placating hand. “Hear me out,” he said, a slight frown on his brow. “If the arrangement is so despicable, why don’t the slaves run? Tell someone in charge what’s going on?”

	Her skin flushed red. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.” She ground her teeth, fighting the rage that threatened to overtake her. This was Galen, not some enemy. He didn’t know what slaving did to its victims. He couldn’t. “It isn’t like they have any choice in the matter! Slavers keep them in line with sonic chains and nerve whips, drugs and threats. ‘Do what I tell you or I’ll kill your siblings, and then your mother and father.’ How’s that for an incentive to stay?”

	Even the appalled look on Galen’s face didn’t stop Skalar from reacting through her. “If the captives are young enough, they’re easily manipulated, either physically or emotionally. ‘I bought you from the people in charge. Why would they care about you?’”

	“No youngling would believe such a thing!”

	“Of course they would,” she shouted. “What youngling would have enough experience with colonial governments or politics to know any better, especially when no one has taught them different?” She gestured, her hand bright red. “Malnourishment affects neurological processes, Galen. The slavers know that. They also know constant hunger makes a person less likely to fight back. Sometimes they starve the prisoners who don’t obey without question. Or the slavers beat or kill problematic victims in front of the others as an example of what will happen if they resist.”

	“Alira, I—”

	“As far as the slavers are concerned, slaves are property. Not sapients. They have one purpose only: to turn a profit. Slavers use them up and toss them out with nary a fuck what happens to them along the way.”

	She stopped for a breath, but he only stared at her as if afraid to speak. After a moment, she looked away.

	“Skalar hated the trade.” Her voice had dropped by several decibels, though her prior outburst left her throat raw. It might have started as Skalar’s hatred but given the intimate knowledge of it he’d shown her, she now shared it with him. “He vowed slavers would never run unmolested on Harajüd. Not long before I harvested him, he caught one running business through his territory. He tortured her until she implied the Danua Clan was behind it and gave up her contact. He never really believed her.”

	Galen sighed. “I didn’t know, but it doesn’t surprise me. Humans have always been cruel to one another. You of all people know this.” He turned her face toward him, his hand lingering on her cheek. “Why does this anger you so?”

	Why didn’t it anger him? Could that lifelong detachment ingrained on him—on them all—by the enforced unammi social order keep him from feeling a righteous rage even now? Over such a horrible mistreatment?

	She laughed, a harsh mirthless sound, and pushed his hand away. “Unammi are cruel to their own, too. Only their methods differ. What is conformity but a type of slavery, and mitigation a method of coercion?”

	“Maybe. But that doesn’t explain your reaction.” He peered at her. “What’s really going on?”

	She glared a moment longer, then looked away, her red flushes shifting to blue, then purple. Why hadn’t she skipped this conversation? The topic never failed to depress her, and Galen wouldn’t understand. Much as she wanted him to, he couldn’t. She shifted, started to rise, to move far away from these things she didn’t want to express aloud.

	He grasped her hand, eased her down on the bed. “Alira, talk to me. Please.”

	She swallowed past the lump in her throat. “Rugrat.”

	Galen frowned. “What?”

	“Rugrat,” she said louder, the word pushing tears out to run down her cheeks. She took a deep breath and blew it out slowly. “Skalar’s little sister. Slavers snatched her when she was a child. They released her more than twenty years later, but she was never the same.”

	Blood pulsed in Alira’s ears, while Skalar fired images into her mind

	rugrat crumpled on the docks, lost and confused.

	she didn’t even recognize me at first!

	and remembered the aftermath.  

	the clan’s admiral had paid. dearly. it wasn’t enough. it would never be enough.

	“What happened to her after that?”

	“She—” Alira’s lips moved, but no sound came.

	“She took her own life?”

	Alira nodded and looked away. How could she feel both confused and enraged? Such loss, and yet such unquenchable thirst for revenge?

	Galen swore softly. “I’m sorry for her pain, but why does this affect you? She wasn’t your sister.”

	Alira scowled at him, tears forgotten, red veins threatening to overtake the purple in her skin. “Why does that matter? She was an innocent who didn’t deserve the life she got!” Shoving herself off the bed, Alira charged through the privacy screen.

	“Why are you angry with me?” Galen said.

	She whirled toward the blue-and-white blur of him standing amid the haze of anger that rouged everything in her sight. “You forget that Skalar is in my head. His loss is my loss. Rugrat may as well have been my sister. His memories of her are as much a part of me as if I had lived them myself.”

	He tried to speak, but she cut him off. “I don’t know what you think is going on in here,” she said, pointing to her head, “but I assure you, it’s quite often a free-for-all. I can’t just compartmentalize their memories the way you want me to. I’ve tried, I’m still trying, but it doesn’t seem to work that way. This is who I am now. If you can’t deal with that, there’s the door.”

	good riddance to the do-gooder.

	shut up, crow.

	She glared at him a moment, awaiting his reply. When he remained silent, she nodded. “Good. Then you can stay. If you change your mind, don’t keep it a secret. I’m hungry. You coming?”

	She turned and stomped out of the room.
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	New Canaan, Harajüd

	Dagons Public House

	Skalar leaned back, crossing his legs as he looked out over his domain. Part of it, anyway. Business always boomed at Dagons, especially since he’d given it a facelift seven years ago and staffed it with his own hand-picked security doubling as bartenders, wait staff, and kitchen crew. Of course it was a popular hangout. Excellent food and drink, inviting atmosphere, eccentric decor, central location, live staff instead of automated service—even now, diners and drinkers packed the tables downstairs and every seat at the bar. Upstairs, socializing spilled from booths into the walkspace as patrons drank and laughed and talked. The only gap in the crowd at the gallery’s railing lay in his corner, where partiers gave him a wide berth, leaving clear his line of sight to the first floor entrance.

	Yes. He’d done well if he did say so himself.

	you? this wasn’t your project.

	keep your voices straight, squib.

	His brow wrinkled, the frown melting his smile by slow degrees. He clearly remembered placing the orders for decor, the directions for remodeling, even the satisfaction of finding that old cage elevator. Memories of watching the techs revamp its mechanisms overlaid visuals of unammi working to clear passages and reinforce walls in the city on Iridos. He blinked away both and sighed.

	Voices. Right. Concentrate, Skalar.

	Tiral’s human face welled up from Nyros’ and Ijydin’s memories. Unremarkable dark hair streaked with silver, average slender face, beakish nose, lanky form. Humans tended to overlook such individuals. So the Spencer Kilbee persona matched Tiral’s own tendency to avoid notice. Interesting.

	Downstairs, movement at the entry drew Skalar’s attention. Kilbee glanced up from the door with a nod, then moved toward the stairs. Moments later, the gallery crowd parted to allow him passage, and he slid into the seat across from Skalar.

	 “After nearly a standard month of voice and text coms, it’s good to see you in person, Ali—” Kilbee glanced around. “Skalar. Trumo sends his regards. He wants to know when you’re coming home.”

	Skalar softened. The last time Alira had seen Trumo was on Earth, just before she left. She’d promised him she would return. “Is he fully recovered?”

	“He is. He misses you. Says you’re one of the few frem who listened to him.”

	Trumo and Alira had a lot in common, but Skalar kept this to himself. Without Alira there to help guide him, how long before her young friend was mitigated? The thought twisted Skalar’s gut. He sighed. “I miss him too. But it can’t be helped.”

	“Fair enough.” Kilbee glanced around. “But why did you want to meet here?” he asked, his tone low, melodic.

	“Wait.” Skalar slid his ident through the menu pad and touched its controls. A static prickle crawled over his skin and was gone.

	“What was that?”

	“Privacy screen,” Skalar explained. “Dagons seemed the best compromise. If you’re going to be a public Consortium pilot, I need to treat you like a new hire. Meeting in person is unusual enough. Bringing you into my office would be too far out of character.”

	“What about witnesses?”

	“They can’t hear us or surveil us. They can see us, just not well enough to read our lips.” He jerked his chin at Kilbee. “Order something.”

	“Don’t mind if I do,” Kilbee murmured, touching the menu pad again and again to make his selections.

	Skalar’s lip quirked. It seemed a lot of food for such a slender man. Yet lanky as Kilbee was, that chair seemed too small for his frame, almost as if he were perched on a youngling’s seat, knees drawn up to his chin.

	“You have the irolium?” Skalar asked.

	“Locked in my jumper.”

	Good. It wouldn’t do to run out of those stones. Staying in human form for so long took a toll. If Skalar’s disguise were to fail, the results would be disastrous. He needed to keep a good supply of the irolium for its renewing energy. 

	Kilbee shifted, as if to rise. “Should I go get it?”

	“That won’t be necessary.” Skalar crossed his legs. “Once we leave here, you’ll follow me to the base and give it to Captain Baldric.”

	“Will do.” Kilbee settled back. “How is this going to work?”

	ever the direct one, tiral.

	Skalar’s lips puckered. “You’re familiar enough with your prior cover at Harajüd House Unlimited.”

	“Sure. Except for that couple of months absence during our…” Kilbee cleared his throat and glanced around. “…relocation, I’ve been piloting human merchant ships for HHU a long while now, in between my runs to Iridos.”

	“It’s the same kind of thing, only working for me now, instead of the colonials. How does that sit with you?”

	Kilbee shrugged. “Fine.”

	“Understand, there is no council here. My word is final. Are we clear?”

	“Crystal.”

	“Good. In the future, you’ll make your deliveries directly to my New Canaan base.”

	“Anything illegal?” Kilbee peered at him. “I don’t want to be stopped or arrested by one of the colonies for hauling black market goods.”

	“That won’t be an issue. Even a civilian merchant captain running trade for the Consortium is exempt from search or seizure on any colonial world.” Skalar shrugged. “You’ll have to do actual business for the faction to keep your persona legit. Share the run with the other pilots on monthly supply runs so everyone gets a break from the outpost. I’ll expect a report with each arrival.” It made sense to meet them all. He should get to know them in ways that went beyond those of his harvests’ memories.

	“Of course.”

	A waiter arrived with their orders. “It’s good to see you, Admiral.” The burly server smiled as he set plates before Kilbee, and two glasses before Skalar. “Here’s your water, sir, and your usual brandy. Your favorite, of course.”

	Skalar’s lips twitched toward a grimace. “I only asked for water.”

	The server blinked. “Yes, but…you…you always drink brandy, sir.”

	put him in his place.

	“Today I’m drinking water.” He held the attendant’s gaze.

	“Of course, Admiral.” The waiter slid the brandy onto his tray. “I’ll take it away.”

	Skalar watched until the man was gone.

	“Your staffers don’t question you much, do they?”

	“Not more than once.” Skalar’s lips curled in a small smile. He glanced at Kilbee’s food. “Let me guess. You like potatoes.”

	Kilbee nodded. “Doesn’t matter how they’re cooked.”

	“I see.” Skalar watched Kilbee eat. Of the dozens of gourmet dishes on the menu, Kilbee chose potatoes. How pedestrian. “Captain Thrace tells me the drone deliveries have been accepted by Harajüd House and Saacharis Aggregate. The humans gave you no problems then?”

	“Not as such,” Kilbee said, still chewing. “They got nosy, of course, commed the hauler while I was waiting for the drone, wanted to know why the sudden change, invited me down to explain, asked whether they could send an ambassador to discuss it in person, the usual rhetoric.”

	“What did you tell them?”

	“Only what you told us to, that the unammi no longer wanted any contact with humans, and all further hematium would be delivered from orbit by drone. The pilots delivering to Saacharis gave a similar report. Why? Did you want us to say more if they press it?”

	maintain the mystery.

	“No. Don’t even address it.”

	Skalar’s black gaze roamed over the railing to the ground floor below. Customers stood three deep at the bar, a recycled-woodchip treasure commissioned during the remodel. Tenders hustled to mix drinks and set up orders while patrons stood at the entry, searching for an empty table. Muted laughter and the hubbub of conversation trickled through the screen, along with music and the creak and rattle of the cage lift at the far end of the gallery.

	His brow creased at that sound. Impressions blurred in his mind. Alira and the other unammi in his head didn’t understand why humans would use such a stinky, noisy lift when the stairs were right there. But Skalar loved that thing. He’d loved this whole place and had worked hard to make it a popular venue for the working crowd in New Canaan. Many Consortium crew frequented the place. Crow never liked it much, though he’d spent his share of time inside these walls on faction business, but some of Skalar’s other harvests had enjoyed Dagons. All those memories entwined with his current view, one playing atop another in a confusing mélange.

	“What’s on your mind, Admiral?”

	Skalar turned to Kilbee, whose eating had slowed. For a moment Skalar saw the person behind the human face. Unammi voices in his mind whispered of Tiral’s preference for peaceful resolutions to conflict whenever possible.

	“I’m considering armaments for the outpost.”

	Kilbee continued to chew for a moment, light brown eyes locked on Skalar’s face. “Is that necessary?”

	“What do you think?”

	“Well, I dunno. Can my people install them without the need for outside assistance?”

	Skalar’s hackles rose, along with an eyebrow, all on their own.

	presumption must be quashed.

	“Your people?”

	“Huh.” Kilbee wiped his mouth with the napkin. He stretched out his long legs beneath the table and crossed his arms. “Sorry. It’s easy to forget who you are. They’re your crew, sure, but the question stands.”

	The man had yet to call him sir. “It’s probable. How are they coming with comms and sensors on the post? Familiar yet?”

	“Passably, but they’ve been at it for less than two months.”

	“Work faster. They should be up to speed by now.”

	Kilbee’s fixed stare felt hot on Skalar’s face.

	“That post is our last bastion before Earth. If you can’t handle it, say so.” Skalar sipped his water.

	“No, I got it.” Kilbee paused. “You could have a point about the weapons. All the unammi together couldn’t stop what happened before. With only a handful on the outpost, we’d never be able to stop a landing, much less a hostile move from space, especially since a quarter of our number are mitigants.”

	“Did Rakalesh object to them joining you?”

	“Not at all.” Kilbee shook his head. “As long as they agreed to contribute genetic material, I think she was glad to see them go.”

	Genetics. Skalar frowned. “The council has a working vault again?”

	“Not in the new city. Not yet. They’re still working with cobbled power from the few wind turbines we brought. No, they’re storing salvaged samples at the outpost for now.”

	“What about their lab work?”

	Kilbee reached for another bite of potato. “Done onsite at the outpost. I didn’t think you’d object.”

	“No,” Skalar said, his tone distant, “of course not.”

	outsiders? on my base?

	stop. it’s my base now.

	Kilbee was watching. Skalar cleared his throat and shushed the voices. “But it’s temporary, right? The survivors are working on an Earth vault, and a local lab?”

	“That’s what they said.”

	“Good. That’s … good.” Skalar blinked. “How are the mitigants adjusting to outpost life?”

	“Very well. I started one team of them on those assessments you wanted for the landing bay repairs. They’re doing a great job. In the human vernacular, they’re blossoming.”

	“Really?” Skalar asked.

	Kilbee offered his signature shrug. “Sure. Never better.”

	“Don’t you find that strange? I thought mitigation—”

	“—was forever, I know,” Kilbee interrupted. “That’s what the council wants everyone to think.”

	“But…”

	“Actually,” Kilbee leaned forward, placing his bony elbows on the table, “mitigation’s long-term success rate is lower than you would expect. Only about forty percent of those who undergo the treatment remain tempered. The rest eventually relapse.”

	Recovered mitigants? He’d never heard about such a thing, or seen a mitigant who acted contrary to expectation, only a vague memory of Lurien saying one such individual had been treated not once, but twice.

	Kilbee broke through his reverie. “Skalar?”

	“That’s Admiral Skalar. Try to remember, Kilbee.” He took a deep breath. “If recidivism is so high, why don’t the rest of us hear about it more often?”

	“The council doesn’t want anyone to know. A vulnerable threat makes poor incentive. Besides, most backsliders learn to cover their quirks. They don’t want to risk a second treatment, which they fear could lead to permanent change. That probably explains why, given another option, they don’t wish to stick around under the watchful eye of the council. They wanted out, so I gave them a chance.”

	“Of course.” Skalar swallowed, throat suddenly dry. He reached for his water. So it was possible that even mitigation wouldn’t have stopped Alira from protesting, given enough time to resume her natural state. What would the council do with someone who kept relapsing?

	“I should probably mention,” Kilbee said, “that they’ve been asking questions, too.”

	“Who? The council?”

	“The mitigants.”

	“Like what?”

	“They’re restless.” Kilbee shrugged, as if that should have been obvious. “They’re curious about a pilot’s life. They ask for descriptions of human cities, human food, space flight, living life behind a mask. Almost any question you can think of, they’ve asked.”

	Alira’s old questions and fascination flitted through Skalar’s mind. Oh yes, he knew how that felt. “How many mitigants are there?” he whispered.

	“On the outpost? Mmm, four.”

	“And total?”

	Kilbee made a face. Nyros did—had done that, too.

	“Maybe ten or so.”

	According to Nyros, mitigants had numbered around a hundred before the fall of Iridos. So many lost! “Is the council still using mitigation to keep the survivors in line?”

	“Not yet. But even the threat isn’t the bogeyman it used to be.”

	Skalar frowned again. “Why?”

	Kilbee looked at his potatoes. “I think a few bold rebels are starting to believe the time for change is at hand. They’re asking what the higher goals for our species might be, and whether the old ways will still serve that purpose. Besides that, with so few survivors, how many can the council mitigate before our society can no longer function as it should?”

	A chill stippled Skalar’s flesh. Alira had said often enough that the unammi needed to change in order to grow. Even though Rakalesh had agreed to begin cross training the survivors, the elder still believed the people were not strong enough now to make bigger leaps. She’d argued that the blows dealt their civilization left them too vulnerable to risk sweeping changes, yet Alira had pushed for them anyway. Now others were echoing her sentiments. The changes she’d sought glimmered like embers in the moments before an inferno. And yet the unammi trembled on the precipice of total collapse. If they teetered the wrong way, if the fire started now, it could burn away their chances, and it would be all Alira’s fault. Perhaps her mother, her brother, the council, and all the rest of her detractors were right to call her selfish, but could she be any other way?

	 “Kilbee.” Voice wavering, Skalar coughed, sipped his water and tried again. “Is the city in danger from within?”

	The lanky man appeared to weigh the question. Finally, Kilbee peered across the table at his new boss, took a deep breath and blew it out in a slow, measured exhalation. “I guess we’re gonna find out.”

	


chapter 9
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	New Canaan, Harajüd

	Consortium Trader Base, Admiral Skalar’s Office

	“Sa’abah,” Skalar said, “confine Ripley and Bohmer to quarters for thirty days. No comms outside emergency or medical. Basic rations.”

	She glanced from the admiral to Thrace to Ronan. “Yes, sir.”

	“Ain’t your business,” Ronan said, glaring at Skalar. “You got no right.”

	ronan’s on our side, but don’t let him take liberties.

	“Careful, Ronan,” Skalar said. “Your loyalty buys a certain amount of leeway. Don’t overstep.”

	“My crew.” Ronan twitched in the chair before Skalar’s desk, storm clouds gathering on his face. “My decision.”

	Skalar narrowed his eyes. “They fraternized with another faction.”

	“A couple’a brews! Ain’t no crime there!”

	“Ronan, they talked. I can’t let that go.”

	The grizzled captain glared. “Don’t like it. Beer makes a person talk, maybe. Don’t mean they said anything important.”

	Skalar leaned back. “TICS, play Zekes Pub recording date 541016, time stamp 24:13, booth fifteen.”

	The system confirmed with a digital chitter, followed by a holovid projected over Skalar’s desk, and a confusion of music and noise.

	In the recording, Lieutenant Commander Ripley and Lieutenant Bohmer sat in a corner booth along with two strangers. A crowd milled in the background, movement of the bodies admitting flashes of holo-art on a nearby wall.

	Ripley leaned forward at the table, her voice low, urgent. “I’m tellin’ you it was a big damn deal. Skalar’s ships took a bunch of shit to—”

	“Shut it, Mouth!” Bohmer cut in, glancing around.

	“Aw, you shut it! I wasn’t gonna say where!”

	One of the strangers thumped his fist on the table, rattling their bottles and drawing a few glances from passersby. “That ain’t fair! You bring us here, then start a story and don’t finish it?” He started to say more, then stopped himself. “Forget it. We don’t believe you anyway.”

	“You think I’m lyin’?” Ripley’s face flushed.

	The stranger swigged his beer while pub noise filled the gap in their conversation. The band on set switched songs, raising a low cheer from the crowd.

	“Where’d they get this big haul you’re claimin’?” the second man asked.

	“That I don’t know. It was ‘fore me and Bohmer was crewin’ the Chest. It musta happened deep coz no one’s spillin’ details, but I ain’t finished diggin’. I’ll find out.” Ripley shifted in her seat and dropped the volume. “I just know there’s a lot of merch, and whatever it is rings the admiral’s bell big-time. Ten to one, the Consortium’s got somethin’ to hide. I know they got a good place to hide it.”

	“Hell,” drawled the second man, “what faction don’t work under the table? This ain’t news.”

	“Even if it was, why you tellin’ us?” the first man asked, eyes narrowed over his drink.

	Ripley shrugged. “Might be nothin’. Might be somethin’.” She chugged the rest of her beer and stood, thumping the bottle down on the table with her parting shot. “C’mon, Bohm. I guess this ain’t the company I was hopin’ for.”

	She and Bohmer pushed out into the crowd and exited the vid, followed closely by the two strangers.

	“TICS, stop playback,” Skalar said.

	“How’d you get them at Zekes?” Ronan said. “We got no eyes there!”

	Skalar tilted his head toward the captain. “Please.”

	Thrace shifted, cleared her throat, and crossed her arms. Galen would probably have words for Alira later, but for now Skalar ignored his second.

	Ronan looked away, grumbling under his breath.

	keep him in line.

	“I’m sorry,” Skalar said, “what was that?”

	Ronan’s focus snapped to Skalar’s face. “I said, ‘my business. Should’a let me handle it.’”

	“These officers came from Vandana Walker’s command.” Skalar stared at the man. “They’re still working for her, not you, and I’m rather disappointed that you didn’t see it. She’s trying to undermine my position. I can’t let that go. You slipped up. Now it’s out of your hands.”

	“And you’re outta bounds. Sir. Doin’ my job, takin’ my place with my crew.” A red flush colored Ronan’s cheeks. “That was just beer talk, and you know it. People do it all the time, tryin’ ta look bigger, badder. They talked you up, too, I noticed. Made you look big and bad.”

	careful.

	“I don’t need their help.”

	“Maybe not. Still wasn’t worth a curbing.”

	Skalar frowned, lips pursed. How far was his officer going to push this?

	he’s insubordinate.

	no, he’s frustrated.

	step aside, netzyl.

	He couldn’t let this challenge go unanswered.

	“Sa’abah, belay my prior order. Set Ripley and Bohmer up in the brig, sixty days.”

	“Dammit, Skalar—” Ronan growled.

	“Ninety days, Sa’abah.”

	Ronan’s jaw slammed shut with a snap, his glare sharp as daggers.

	“Shall we continue this debate, Ronan? Or are you done?”

	“This ain’t about them, is it?”

	“I don’t know what you mean.”

	“That ain’t true,” Ronan said, calm voice belying his apoplectic expression. “Tell me what I did.”

	“We’re finished here. Go to work.”

	“I been with you a long time. Now you don’t trust me? Poke holes in my command? Tell me what I broke, so I can fix it.”

	 Skalar leaned forward and clasped his hands together, his elbows on the desk. “Captain Ronan, you’re dismissed.”

	Dread silence fell. Skalar’s mental cacophony more than made up the difference in volume.

	At last, Ronan got to his feet. “Yeah, I better go. Got cold in here.”

	His hunched form crossed to the door, which hissed closed on the tension in the room.

	Skalar dropped his head forward, stretching the taut muscles in his neck and shoulders. In the pristine surface of his desk, his own stern face stared back at him.

	that went well.

	“Admiral, are you sure that was the right thing to do?”

	He looked up at Sa’abah. “Excuse me?”

	“With all due respect, sir, Captain Ronan was right. You usurped his authority.”

	shut her up.

	but she’s loyal!

	Others murmured in his head, but only one comment rang clear.

	you can’t let anyone question you. not even her.

	Skalar raised an eyebrow. “I am the admiral of this faction, Captain Sa’abah, and I will govern it as I see fit. You will follow orders. Is that clear?”

	“That’s exactly what I’m doing, sir.”

	He frowned.

	“It was your order,” she continued, “that gave the ship captains control over their own crews.”

	Beside him, Thrace watched without expression. He’d get no help there. Skalar rose and turned toward the window, hands clasped behind him. Had he pushed Ronan too hard? The man was old guard, captain in the Consortium for more than a decade. How would he react to this judgment?

	“Sometimes, captains need reminders, Sa’abah.”

	“So do admirals, sir.”

	He glared at her over his shoulder. “Explain.”

	“When you put me in charge of security, you told me to red-flag any inconsistency in command and address it immediately. You told me it signaled trouble, a change in circumstances for the officer involved. You meant other officers, of course, but it applies across the board, sir. You made me promise to point them out to you. I keep my word.”
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