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IT HAD BEEN TOO long since Jasper Wilder traveled under his own name—long enough that he had to remind himself to show his real identification as he disembarked at Brennex Spaceport. He could skip the long intake lines as a citizen returning home.

Home. Like his own given name on his tongue, everything here felt both strange and familiar at once. The particular dusty smell of recycled air, neither sterile like the ship he’d traveled on nor verdant like a living planet. The way people walked with purpose, everyone bound for a destination. The mix of languages and accents: voices Human, Kovari, Lurlian, a few outcast Majrin, and a scattering of others, which came together in a unique symphony. The port was cleaner than the last time he’d been here, with only a few empty storefronts interrupting the lines of brightly-lit windows that offered everything a traveler might need. The food—the usual spaceport offerings that spanned the category of “fried stuff with sauce”—still smelled amazing. Brennex seemed to be getting along fine in his absence.

He leaned against a column, pretending to read his messages, but really watching the shimmering web of relationships between the people around him, links that only he could see, checking instinctively for any dark lines of hostility directed toward him.

There were none, of course, and he chided himself. This was Brennex. No one would be looking here for his alter ego, Mason Singh. It was tough to set aside his habits of caution, but this was as safe a place for him as any in the galaxy. He relaxed and let himself bask in the feel of the place. 

There were two kinds of people on Brennex: locals, and travelers passing through on their way to elsewhere. The planet itself was no tourist attraction, just a ball of rock with habitation domes grafted onto it. What limited prosperity they had was due to their location on the Long Lane, a narrow and difficult macrospace passage that was the fastest way through this region but which offered few opportunities to take on supplies or make repairs. Brennex’s founders, Jasper’s ancestors, had taken full advantage, building their tiny pit stop into a place that people would tell others about, where they’d want to stop and buy kitschy souvenirs and fresh food.

This time of day, most people in the spaceport were travelers. A group of traders passed by, joking and shoving each other. They shared dim, steady, collegial bonds amongst themselves, yet most of them trailed brighter links off into the distance. Connections to homes out of reach. Not so different, probably, from what Jasper felt for this place.

A family of three generations wandered past in the other direction, and to Jasper’s eye, the connections between them stretched bright and strong, like glowing spider silk. From their easy gaits and their accents, he could tell they were locals, which made it all the more remarkable that there were four young kids. The parents looked about his age. Well, that was one way to respond to the struggles his generation had faced growing up. The grandparents’ links to the children glowed extra-bright with pride, and no wonder. He could almost hear his own mother’s jealous sigh at the sight of them.

As if it could read his mind, a virtual banner floated toward him, advertising Wilder Supply: Your One-Stop Re-Supply Shop in bold red letters. That slogan was even older than the picture of a beaming young Ma and Pa that accompanied it, and that predated Jasper. It made him smile too. The folksy design must be his youngest sister’s handiwork, because his parents had never bothered much with marketing. 

He gazed at the picture a moment longer, then waved the banner away and pocketed his headset, eliminating a whole virtual layer of distractions. He’d see his family soon enough, but there was a reason he’d told them he wasn’t arriving until this evening. He had work to do.

Well, Mason Singh did, anyway.

Just down the spaceport mall was the Port Commissioner’s office, where a small but energetic crowd was gathered, listening to speeches and cheering at intervals.

The speaker, a matronly, well-dressed woman with a sharp nose and lively eyes set in a round, light brown face, looked like someone who should be managing that office instead of protesting out front. Linn certainly didn’t look like a freedom fighter. But she’d been an early leader in Brennex’s revolution, and she was the one who’d recruited Jasper, years ago, to join the Cooperative. A message from her about Cooperative business was the reason Jasper had come back to Brennex today.

He joined the edge of the crowd and added his voice to the chants. What exactly they were protesting, he wasn’t sure—Linn was talking about the importance of supporting local, Brennexian businesses—but protest had become a favorite pastime here since the occupation. As Linn liked to say, if they kept up the habit of activism, no one could ever take advantage of them again.

She nodded to let Jasper know she saw him, and soon handed the stage to the next speaker. A quick word to one of the other organizers, and then she met him with an embrace.

“Welcome home, Mason.”

“It’s good to see you, Linn.” Linn was the pseudonym she used for Cooperative business. He knew her real name, too, of course—they were both from founding families, and he’d known her all his life—but his job had taught him to compartmentalize. “Don’t leave early on my account,” he added, nodding at the new speaker. “I can wait.”

The warmth fled her expression, leaving worried creases in its wake. “You can wait, but this conversation can’t. Come, let’s talk in private.”

She led him across the street to a tea shop, mostly empty at this hour, cozy and brightly decorated and eminently Brennexian. It made a welcome change from the run-down hideouts where they’d held meetings during Jasper’s most recent assignment. Even more welcome was the chai she ordered them both before settling at a table in the back.

“So what’s… Mmm.” Distracted by a whiff of fragrant steam, he cupped the chai in his hands and breathed it in. “It’s been way too long since I had real Brennexian chai.”

“Your parents would say the same, I imagine.” That was as close as she’d come to talking about their other, real-on-paper lives. 

He ignored the comment and blew on his chai, still hot enough to scald. In a well-made Brennexian chai, you couldn’t pick out the distinct flavors, but there was no mistaking the way they melded together: creaminess from ola nut milk, ginger and peppery calendula blossoms for sharpness, sweetness from hardy orange rind and cinnamon—Kovari cinnamon, not the sharper stuff that originated on Earth—and just a hint of distinctive rosemary. Plenty of Human worlds made spiced teas that clung to their Earth origins, but Brennex’s founders had made do with what they could grow or trade for, and eventually those flavors became a tradition in their own right. Savvy cafes near the spaceport had more “traditional” masala chai on the menu for off-worlders, but this was the only kind Jasper wanted. 

“You’re right. There’s nothing like it,” Linn said. “Enjoy it while you can.”

He leaned forward, alert again. “Does that mean I’ll be heading back out soon? Something urgent?”

“Not according to the facilitators’ committee, but I am alarmed by it, and I suspect you’ll feel the same.” She projected a data table onto the cool synthetic surface of their actual table and rotated it to face him. “These are shipping logs over the past few months for a Ravel-owned planet called Artesia. Look familiar?”

“Should it?” Jasper scrolled through, brow creasing at the library’s worth of jargon and technical specifications. Most of it looked like factory equipment, standard stuff for a pharmaceutical plant, and Ravel Corporation ran lots of those. A few lines were highlighted again and again, names of chemicals that seemed somehow familiar…

“It may help,” she said, “if you know that this unpronounceable thing is more often called ventazepram.”

“Ven…” He blinked at the data, then stared at her. “That’s what they used here. During the occupation.”

“The first orders, here, are samples requested from the Biopharma chemical library last year. Nothing for a few months, then larger samples of the same few chemicals, more regularly. Then, about a week ago, the largest order yet.”

“You think they’re trying it again? How can they?”

“They can and will do whatever they want!” She spoke too sharply, then grimaced at herself. “Sorry. I know what you meant. Whatever they were making with these ingredients all those years ago, they abandoned it because the results weren’t good enough, not because the manufacturing process was hazardous. They never cared enough to investigate our claims.” Her voice dropped low, taut with old grief. “Never admitted the harm they caused us.”

Jasper shook his head. This couldn’t be happening again. It was happening again. They’d never uncovered the full details of what had happened over thirty years ago, while Ravel Corporation had occupied Brennex. All they knew was that Ravel had opened a pharmaceutical factory making some experimental new drug, and around the same time, Brennexian birth rates had plummeted. Conception had gotten harder; late-term miscarriages grew common. Ravel had blamed it on Brennex’s poor environment and offered expensive fertility treatments to its newest citizen-customers, but people like Linn had suspected a connection to the Biopharma factory: some byproduct they’d been pumping into the water or Brennex’s self-contained atmospheric systems, perhaps. Ravel had held their secrets tight and refused to allow extra testing of the air and water, which had only fueled the growing resistance movement. 

Eventually, Brennex won its independence again, but not before an entire generation of children had simply failed to be born.

The Lost Generation. Jasper’s generation, the generation of near-empty schools and friends he never got to meet. A generation that carried on too few backs the weight of too many expectations in a culture that honored family and ancestry above all else. His own family had been beyond fortunate to have three surviving offspring, and he’d never asked his parents how many failures they’d had. 

Their good fortune wasn’t easy to bear, either. Jasper and his sisters got coddled by relatives, but for their entire childhoods, they’d faced a conflicted, yearning resentment from families that had lost too much. There were still times when he wondered: Why me? Why do I deserve to be here?

“Mason,” Linn said, in a tone that said she’d repeated herself a few times, then in a low hiss, “Jasper!”

It brought him back to himself. His fingers had gone white where he gripped the table. With an effort, he let go. Sipped his chai. Reminded himself where—and who—he was. Not the traumatized Jasper Wilder, but Mason Singh, the activist, the organizer.

“Why now?” he asked.

“We don’t know. But given the sudden increase in their order size, I think they’re moving into larger-scale trials.”

“I see why you called me. We have to stop them.”

This was exactly why he’d joined the Cooperative: to help other worlds, and thereby make sure he deserved the existence that random luck had given him.

“The trick is that Artesia is a Ravel planet. Specifically a Biopharma planet—it’s known mainly as a research colony, and the whole economy is driven by pharmaceutical research and production. If you do this, it won’t be like most of your assignments. Community organizing and peaceful demonstrations aren’t likely to get the job done.”

“Of course I’ll do it.” Sabotage wasn’t his favorite part of his work, but he’d done it before. “How did you get approval for this, though?”

“It wasn’t easy persuading the facilitators’ committee, believe me. You know how they feel about campaigns within Ravel territory.”

“I know. ‘Not worth the risk.’” The Cooperative leadership would rather chip away at Ravel’s strength from the edges, stop them from expanding. Achievable fights. It was a sound strategy, but frustrating sometimes. 

“I reminded them what Brennex has lost to this particular scheme—at least the publicly known parts—and they agreed we can send a couple operatives. Volunteers only.”

“I volunteer, obviously.” 

The link between them flared briefly brighter. “I knew you would. Your partner will meet you there. Valkeir Black, you know her?” 

“We’ve worked together, not closely, but she knows her stuff.” Valkeir also had the reputation that she would volunteer for anything, go wherever she was needed. He wasn’t surprised she’d signed up for this.

“You’ll have to be careful on this one, Mason, and not only because the facilitators will be watching. We’ll get you credentials and a cover story, but you’ll be surrounded by Ravel citizens. Anyone you interact with could benefit from exposing you to their superiors.” A brief pause. “That’s another reason I proposed to send you, specifically…but under no circumstances can you let them trace you back to Brennex.”

He nodded at that. Nothing more needed to be said.

Because she knew, almost as well as he did, that the survivors of the Lost Generation did not survive unaffected. They had been born, almost universally and yet differently for each of them, with abilities no ordinary people possessed. “Useful curses,” his sister Kay called them; her gift was particularly strong, and when they were little, it had been debilitating at times. His own gift had been more useful than problematic—it was quite handy for a community organizer to know who was devoted to their cause and who was having doubts—but his generation followed an unbreakable rule: no revealing their gifts to off-worlders. What they didn’t talk about couldn’t be used against them.

Even their off-world colleagues in the Cooperative didn’t know. He’d gained a reputation for having an uncanny people-sense, but he never, ever shared the truth.

If Ravel ever found out about the unintended side effects of their experiments on Brennex… The thought of what they would do to harness that power made him ill.

He clasped his hands around Linn’s. “I’ll be careful, I promise. Thank you…” Emotion welled up, and he cleared his throat. “Thank you for letting me do this.”

“Put a stop to it, Mason.” Her expression was pinched by her own painful memories. “I don’t want another planet of parents to go through what we did.”

She squeezed his shoulder briefly, then left him. He stayed to finish his chai, but it was hard to taste it now. His shock was falling away, and anger was roiling in to take its place. Ravel’s sheer, horrid indifference to suffering…

No, he couldn’t go down that trail of thoughts, not now. He took another sip and forced himself to savor the taste. It was time to go see his own family, and he didn’t want to arrive angry.
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OUTSIDE THE SPACEPORT PROPER, Brennex spread in a maze of winding streets and near-surface tunnels. Above, the domes were glowing in sunlight ranges, blocking out the darkness of space. 

It wasn’t just the low natural gravity that made Jasper’s steps light as he neared home. The streets grew more familiar, the little changes more noticeable. New shops in some places, with more restaurants and clothing stores mixed in among the repair shops and general goods stores. His family’s neighborhood, near enough to the spaceport to attract customers but the opposite direction from the seedy bars and gray markets, had done well making a living off Brennex’s through-traffic. The streets had always been thick with shoppers at this time of day, but now the general chatter was punctuated by the shrieks of children racing around the bouncy artificial turf of the new park on his block. 

He grinned. A welcome change from the quiet tension he grew up in.

The storefront of Wilder Supply was freshly painted, vibrant red and purple lettering against a yellow background. The colors spilled inside, too, where everything was bright and cheerful in classic Brennexian style, an homage to their rough-and-tumble beginnings that travelers found charming. All the shelves and display stands were hand-made from salvage parts, and salvage-artwork decorated the walls. His parents had kept some of Jasper’s embarrassing childhood efforts, tucked among the work from real local artists. 

Three lines ran from his heart into the depths of the store, glowing so brilliantly that all the other ties within the neighborhood dimmed in comparison. It was good to be home.

A pair of Majrin kids were playing on the mini spaceship at the front of the store, just like he and his sisters used to, one of them playing captain and bossing the other around. He smiled, watching them while he waited for the store manager on duty to notice him.

“I’ll be with you in just a—oh!”

Libbi was helping a pair of Ooolshiin customers pick out a new laser welder (tentacle-friendly tools were hard to come by), but she excused herself and raced over to wrap Jasper in a hug. 

It always surprised him how tall she was; when he last lived at home, she hadn’t yet hit her adolescent growth spurt. Now a full adult, she rivaled him in height. She wore her curly reddish-brown hair pulled back in a simple tail, emphasizing the freckles against her fawn-brown cheeks. People rarely guessed they were siblings; she took after their Wilder ancestors on Pa’s side, while Kay and Jasper got their deeper brown skin and black hair from the genes on Ma’s side of the family.

“I thought you weren’t getting in until later.”

“I got in early, and figured I’d come surprise my baby sister.” He nudged her in the side.

She rolled her eyes, like usual, but the link between them twinged. That wasn’t right. He knew she hated being called the baby of the family—that’s why he did it, fulfilling his big-brotherly duties—but this time it bothered her. He wondered what was up.

She was looking at him strangely, too. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. It’s good to see you, Libs.”

She frowned as if trying to see through him. No, trying to see him through her gift, which was less consistent than his and Kay’s. “You’re all muddled. You up to something Ma and Pa won’t like?”

He glanced at the customers. “I’ll tell you later.”

“Sure. I’ve got to finish here. It’s Ma’s turn making dinner, if you want to go up. Or you can stay and help me restock the shelves…”

“So generous of you to offer,” he teased, “but I’d better not keep them waiting. See you soon.”

She went back to her customers, and Jasper climbed the stairs to the family home.

Living “above the store” made it sound like they lived in some cramped afterthought of an apartment, but the store was a sprawling warehouse built in the early days of settlement, and the home above it was comfortable and spacious enough to hold gatherings of the whole extended family.

No need to announce himself. His parents pounced as soon as they heard his boots on the stairs. They smothered him with hugs, chiding him about how long it had been since his last visit and that he should have given them more warning, they would have invited the whole family clan. He was glad they hadn’t, this time. It was his parents and sister that he wanted to see. 

“You’re so thin! I’ve got some work to do,” Ma said, while Pa plucked his sleeve and promised to get him a new jacket that wasn’t so worn out.

Jasper smiled at their fussing. He was perfectly happy with his body, and his old jacket fit him better than anything he’d ever worn. He would have been annoyed if they meant it, but it was their way of showing they cared (while, perhaps, cheerfully punishing him for staying away so long). 

He made his quick, obligatory stop at the family shrine in the living room, greeting his Founder ancestors and begging their support for his fraught new assignment, then joined his parents in the kitchen and helped chop onions while Ma mixed the batter for her lentil-algae fritters. Being back in the family home, surrounded by the smells of childhood, made it feel like he’d never left. He came to stand behind Ma at the stove—Founders, she was going all out tonight, deep-frying in oil instead of the usual baking or hot-air frying—and squeezed her shoulders. “Smells amazing. You feed me so well, I wish I could visit more often.”

“Maybe I’ll start leaving trails of crumbs for you to follow, so you remember to come this way.”

“Heh. It’s worth a try.”

Her lips thinned, as did the link between them. “You could come anytime, if you really wanted to.”

Damn, he was usually better at avoiding these moments. His conversation with Linn had really put him in a mood.

“Ma…” He groped for the words to apologize.

“I know.” She tilted her head back and kissed his cheek. “My activist son, I know it’s hard to be here when you’re busy trying to save the whole galaxy. But I also know that someday, when you’re ready, you’ll stop running from your history and settle down where you belong. I can be patient.”

He bit his lip. People of his parents’ and grandparents’ generations didn’t understand why children of the Lost Generation kept leaving. Before Ravel came, hardly anyone left Brennex, and certainly not the offspring of founding families. He could recite by heart the lectures from his childhood: your ancestors gave everything to make this place a home for us. We owe it to them to keep it going.

Too many families didn’t have anyone from his generation to carry on their ancestors’ legacies, and for the rest of them, that burden was too heavy. Some, like Libbi, stayed here and bore up as best they could under generations of expectations. Others fled lest they crumple under the weight, and instead honored their families in their own ways, whether or not those families understood.

It was a good thing he wasn’t staying longer on this trip, or Ma and Pa would start inviting the eligible local boys over for chai and cake, trying to catch his interest. But he knew all the locals his age, and there weren’t many to choose from. If he were a normal Brennexian from a normal time, he’d have married some nice boy from another founding family by now and would be carrying on the family line. But nothing was normal about him by his ancestors’ standards. 

No, “settling down”—here or anywhere, with a partner or without—wasn’t something he could imagine. There was too much to do, too many fights to take on, chipping away at the edges of the corporate states’ inexorable spread. Too many people who needed him.

His father broke the mood by swooping in to steal a fritter, then wailed and complained dramatically when it burned his fingers. 

“You get what you deserve. You didn’t think that was hot?”

“Ah, but your lentil fritters are worth a little pain, love. Jasper, tell your Ma that people would come from all over if we sold her fritters in the shop.”

“A food stand? That’s new,” said Jasper, grateful for the reprieve. He shrugged off his guilt and started setting the table. 

“Your sister’s idea. She thinks snacks will encourage people to stay and shop. She’s a clever one.”

“She certainly is.” Jasper smiled to hear Libbi getting her due praise. “I hope you tell her so.”

“Not often enough,” called Libbi, coming up from the store.

“If you two want to be cleaning greasy fingerprints off all our stock, that’s fine. But I’ve got too much work to be cooking all day.”

“I told you, Ma, we’ll hire someone for that. I know how busy the Council keeps you.” Libbi hung up her pocketed shop-tending vest and kicked off her shoes, trading them for soft house slippers. 

“A food stand will never pay for itself, and besides, I’m not teaching our family recipe to an employee. If you’d just put out a carafe of hot chai, no one would have to tend it…”

Ma and Pa set out the rest of the meal: flaky pastries stuffed with vegetables and spiced vat meat, hot from the oven; the fritters with a mint-onion chutney using home-grown mint; a mixed greens salad; and for dessert, hope buns stuffed with dried fruit, seasoned with cardamom and Kovari cinnamon, and smothered in icing. All his favorites, and not by accident. He kissed both his parents on the cheek. “This looks delicious,” he said, and he knew they heard: I love you both.

Over dinner, they filled him in on all the local news: who’d gotten married and who’d passed away, new businesses that had opened, what the Founders’ Council was debating this term and which community projects Ma was championing. Yet the conversation kept circling back to the urgent questions of whether off-worlders would be drawn in by Brennexian chai, and which younger cousins might be drafted to staff a food stand while keeping their recipes in the family. It was clearly a well-worn debate, and Jasper stayed out of it, smiling while the links between them glowed and pulsed ever stronger. The family store was everything to them. It was refreshing to worry, however briefly, about something close to his heart and yet so small. No one would live or die based on whether or not they sold chai in the store.

That smallness would drive him mad if he stayed for very long, but right now, it fed his spirit. This was why he’d joined the Cooperative: so families like his on every world could worry about chai versus fritters, instead of whether their own corporate government was slowly poisoning them and destroying their future.

After dinner, he volunteered to clean up, and Libbi helped. When all the dishes were dried and tucked away, she raised her brows at him.

“Roof?”

“Roof,” he agreed.

They climbed the stairs and opened the hatch to their childhood refuge. It was a bare, plain space except for one corner where Pa had rows of herbs growing under a lamp, which was off at this hour. The lights on the store sign were turned down, too, leaving only a dim glow outlining their family name for those on the street below. The dome overhead was darkened, letting the brightest stars shine through, and between a gap in the buildings, he could see the lights from the spaceport. 

Their neighborhood transformed at night from an all-needs, practical shopping district to a quiet residential street of eateries and tea shops, much calmer than the nightlife elsewhere on Brennex. A Lurlian string band was playing down the block. Jasper and Libbi settled on the roof’s edge, their feet dangling over, watching people stroll by.

“So?” Libbi asked.

“So, what?”

“What’s up with you? You’ve been in a mood since you got here.”

“Why would you think that?”

She rolled her eyes. “Your wants are all mixed up, I can’t make sense of them. But I don’t need to hear emotions like Kay to tell you’re upset.”

He gave a twisted smile. “I guess I’d better work on my acting. But you’re right. I got a new assignment just before coming here, and it’s…” He drew a deep breath, tilted his head back to the dome above, and let it out in a sigh. “Whew, it hits close to home. Are you sure you want to know?”

“I asked, didn’t I?”

There was only so much he could say about his work, even to his family, and his parents preferred not to hear even that much. The more they knew, the more they worried. His sisters had always been more interested.

He dropped his voice low. “We think they’re trying it again. The project that made the Lost ones.”

Even saying it made it feel more real. All that delicious food sat too heavy in his stomach. In the street below, someone broke into a tipsy rendition of a Kovari victory tune, and their friends laughed loudly. Their voices lingered even after they rounded the corner.

“You’re going to stop them?” Libbi asked after a long silence. “I guess you think you have to.”

“Someone has to.”

“Of course someone does. That can’t happen again, it would be awful.” A crease formed between her brows. “But why does it always have to be you, Jasp?”

Two easy answers leaped to mind: the polite answer he always gave his parents, and the more impassioned one he saved for recruitment speeches. He hardly ever thought about the why anymore. This was what he did. It was his life, and he cared about it, and he was good at it. If someone had to do it, he wanted it to be him.

Libbi knew all that, though, and that wasn’t what she was really asking. “Speaking of moods,” he said gently, “are you going to tell me what’s going on with you?”

“I’m fine. Forget I asked.”

“Is something wrong? Is it Ma? Pa?”

“No! No one’s sick or anything like that.” The crease between her brows hadn’t gone away, though. Jasper waited, and at last she said, “I just… The store is tough lately. Trade is good, so we’ve got lots of customers, but lots of competitors too. There are so many opportunities, and I don’t want to let down Ma and Pa or the ancestors. I know it doesn’t seem important to you…”

“It is.” That stung him. Of course it was important.

“Not as important as what you’re doing—protecting people, saving whole planets. We’re just selling replacement ship parts and long-haul snacks.”

She’d never talked like that before, and he hated that she thought he felt that way. Then he remembered his thoughts during dinner, about the comforting smallness of his family’s life, and he winced. 

“I’m sorry.”

She shrugged, turning her head away. “You’re probably right.”

“Hey, don’t ever think that. You’re doing an incredible job with the store, and…I know it’s not easy for you, here. I’m so impressed with you, Libbi.”

“Really?”

“Really really.” 

Libbi, born after the occupation when birth rates were beginning to slowly rise again, had grown up in a different world than him and Kay. Jasper hadn’t always been the best brother to her, when she was a little kid and he was a frustrated, guilt-ridden teenager. He and Kay had banded together against the people who stared and whispered about how the Wilders could manage to have not one, but two healthy children, and even though he loved Kay with all his heart, he’d sometimes felt guilty about having a younger sister. When Libbi came along, a third child for the Wilder family, that guilt had magnified. 

He knew now that he’d been lucky in having two wonderful sisters, and they’d mended things between them, more or less. But he’d rarely thought about how Libbi must have felt when he and Kay left Brennex. Like they were leaving her behind, leaving her with no siblings at all.

He put an arm around her, and she burrowed against him, like when they were kids. “And I’m sorry I’m not around more. I’m doing this for you—you know that, right?”

“I know. And I’m proud of the things you’re doing. So are Ma and Pa, even if they gripe about it. I want you to go shut down whatever horrible thing they’re poisoning people with this time. But, Jasp? Promise you’ll come back soon. I miss you.”

“I miss you too.” He kissed her frizzy hair, and they sat together in silence, listening to the distant music of the Brennex night.

The feelings that Linn’s news had woken were still restless within him. Less turbulent, now, but more biting. Ravel had done this to his family, straining the bonds of love between them and locking them each in their personal efforts to cope. Even Ravel couldn’t sever the bonds of the Wilder family, and Jasper was forever grateful for that. But he wondered who they could have been, what they could have done, if Ravel had never occupied Brennex.

He couldn’t change the past. He couldn’t fix his family or erase the effects of what they’d been through. But he could save other families from heartaches like this. That was the right thing to do, even if it meant leaving his own family for a time. 

Surely his ancestors would understand: he couldn’t let this happen to another world.
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THE SUN SHONE BRIGHTLY over the Biopharma facility at Artesia Khyrek, and Sowing of Small Havoc’s mood matched the day. He had arrived with two of his activist-teammates early this morning, when the sun remained low and the air chill, the grass and bushes glittering with dew. Now the sunshine warmed his spirits as well as his scales. 

They had done good work today.

“I recruited four who I feel certain will show up, and five more say they’ll consider it,” he told the others. “How went your efforts?”

Rodriguez, one of their Human supporters, had six committed. Five-Chit Defense, a fellow Kovar, had three. Their support among the factory workers grew slowly, one clawful at a time, but it grew. Tomorrow’s protest, their first on the grounds of the factory itself, would test that support, and Havoc felt optimistic.

“Another success: only one cursed at me this morning,” Chit added. She laughed, but a twitch in her tail showed that it bothered her. “Or…perhaps two.”

Her gaze moved past Havoc, eyes narrowing above her scaled snout, and he turned just as a Human worker shouted, “Go do your jobs!”

Chit hissed, and it took all Havoc’s self-control not to answer them. He curled his claws against his palms until the urge to shout passed.

“Let their rudeness roll off your scales,” he said, as much to himself as to Chit. 

“Like you do?” 

“I try, as you try.” He air-patted her shoulder—not touching, not breaking the rules here on the facility’s grounds. “However, our time here really does run short.”

“Yeah, it’s late. Better get to our shifts,” said Rodriguez. “Until later, then.”

Today, Havoc would be working on materials transport, his most frequent assignment. He followed Rodriguez and Chit through the production-side entrance of the facility and into the clean room. Before he could don his sterile protective gear, the shift supervisor tapped on the door and mimed for Havoc to check his handheld.

“You’re late, and Manager Fowler wants to see you before you start today.” The supervisor spoke truth: the summons waited there in Havoc’s messages.

Havoc’s good mood crumbled. “I’ll go immediately.”

“Don’t think this’ll change your productivity quota.”

Of course not. Havoc didn’t answer.

He walked the tunnel to the main facility as quickly as he could on his hind legs, then took the elevator, faster than stairs, up to the offices of the Operations department. This building, though it technically belonged to the same complex as the factory, felt like another planet. Bright with natural light instead of sun-bright bulbs, clean but not sterile, flowing curves instead of straight corners, this place belonged to the scientists, researchers, and management. Factory workers of his rank did not come here unless instructed to, and he held himself stiffly, striving to look calmer than he felt.

Outside Manager Fowler’s office, he heard a voice, not his manager’s. 

“—third time this week! How can I work if I’m busy reminding the damned janitors to do their jobs?”

Havoc bobbed on his feet. He could not interrupt without rudeness, but his tardiness only grew while he waited.

“You know how much Biopharma is counting on my research to succeed. I can’t work with sub-standard resources, Fowler, and I shouldn’t have to.”

“Yes, Senior Researcher Cobb, and thank you again for bringing this to my attention. I’ll speak to the employees in question.”

Ah, that explained the strain in Manager Fowler’s voice. Havoc knew Cobb’s reputation well: the fastest-rising scientist in all of Biopharma, promoted two sub-ranks this year alone, and a favorite of the executives. Gossip said he terrorized everyone beneath him, from the cleaning staff to his lab assistants, and reported their smallest mistakes.

“What about these protests? That’s what has them all distracted.”

“Trust me, I’m very aware of that situation, as is senior management. I promise you, we’re addressing it.”

“Well, you remind them they can’t blow off their work to go stand around yelling at people. Make sure they know what’s important here.”

Footsteps approached the door. Havoc drew back, but not fast enough. Senior Researcher Cobb jerked to a halt, face to face with Havoc, and his blue eyes narrowed. Augmented eyes, the type that connected directly to the network feeds, which Havoc couldn’t afford with a lifetime of bonus credits and accolades. Was Cobb checking Havoc’s profile? Did he recognize him from the protests? Or did he scowl this way at everyone below his rank?

Wordless, Cobb pushed past him and marched away down the hallway.

Havoc let out his breath. His protests were not at fault for Cobb’s rudeness to his staff. But if Cobb was complaining to personnel management about them, how many others were doing the same?

He pushed away these worries and focused on the present.

“Manager Fowler?”

“Ah, Sower of Havoc. Come in.”

“Sowing of Small Havoc.” 

“Right, sorry. Make yourself comfortable.”

Sunlight flooded Fowler’s office from full-wall windows, and three plants flourished on the sill. Havoc opted to stand rather than contort himself into one of her Human-style chairs. “You wished to see me?”

No positive reasons existed why she might want to meet with him. He expected a lecture about his protests, so it surprised him when she projected a document in the air between them. His application for promotion. 

“I’ve been looking over your paperwork, and wanted to discuss it with you.”

“Oh.”

Not good. He’d submitted it mere weeks ago. Such applications rarely found success, and those that did took months, always.

“You’ve clearly worked hard on it. And you’ve passed the Quality Control Auditor’s exams with…acceptable scores. You’ve worked in Physical Operations for ten years, and you’ve achieved rank Iron 5B.”

He nodded. His breath crowded his chest.

“I’ve talked with Manager Kwan, who oversees Quality Control, and we’re agreed that… It’s not easy to tell you this, Sower of Small Havoc, but I don’t think it’ll come as a surprise. A promotion from Iron to Copper rank, especially when you’ve only made level 5 in Iron—it’s not feasible. It would take a lot of achievement in your current rank to justify such a bump, and you just haven’t shown that sort of drive. I’m sorry.”

Sorry? No, he doubted she felt any regret.

“You see my record. I have exceeded quotas every quarter for three years…”

“So have many of your colleagues.”

“I strive to do my best, every day, as the corporation urges us to. I study hard in my off-time. I have qualities of diligence, attention to detail, that would serve the company better in Quality Control.”

He could do better. He could do more, be more.

“Sadly, I’m afraid that’s not enough. Inspecting product takes great care—” Her gaze traveled over his claws, his twitching tail “—and we can’t afford mistakes. I value your contributions where you are, on my team, and I sincerely believe that if you apply yourself and look for opportunities for excellence in your current position, you could rise as high as Iron 8, maybe even 9.”

“But never Copper.”

“It’s not impossible, of course, but we want every Ravel citizen in the position where they can do their best work, and for you, that’s right where you are.”

It took great effort not to flex his claws. He clenched his jaw instead, teeth grinding against each other, and looked away from his manager until he could speak again. On her desk sat a holo showing Fowler with a man who must be her partner, and two children raising twin trophies, all of them hugging and smiling radiantly over whatever accomplishment they celebrated. Fowler’s children would take the same tests Havoc had taken when he was young, the tests all Ravel children took, and he didn’t think they would be assigned to Iron rank.

“I hear you.” I do not agree, I do not understand, but I hear you. “May I go?”

“One more thing.” She waved away his application and leaned across the desk. “I’ve tried to tell you this before, but under the circumstances, I’m going to be blunt. Creating unrest among the workers won’t help you advance in rank. It’ll only make our department look bad.”

“Protest is not unrest.”

“You’re encouraging discontent, telling workers to focus on what they ‘deserve’ rather than what they can earn. That’s not Ravel’s way, and you know it.”

A snarl rose in his throat. He choked it down and drew a deep breath before answering. “You just now told me I cannot hope to advance enough to earn the benefits of Copper rank. Now you tell me I cannot ask for more than I have. That my teammates cannot hope for better.”

“You can ask and hope for whatever you want, but the way you’ll get it is through hard work. You’re not forbidden from doing this, Sower of Small Havoc—”

“Sowing.”

“What?”

“Sowing of Small Havoc.”

“Right. My point is, you say your goal is to rise in rank, but your actions are undermining that. And especially right now… Look, you must know the whole Biopharma division is down in profits lately, and there’s serious work, important work, being done here in Khyrek that could raise the profile of the entire division. When you excel in your job, you’re part of that work. But going around complaining about what you deserve when the rest of us are trying so hard to make real progress… Well, you’re a Kovar, you should understand what it means to be a team player.”

His nostrils flared. His breaths came short. She’d come within a claw’s reach of calling him a bad teammate. If she were Kovari, his whole team would descend on her to demand respect.

Cheater, his mind hissed at him. Other Kovars had called him such, and he had wrestled with that slur while starting his protests. He belonged to a team, and a team had to follow rules, and breaking those rules for his own benefit would be unconscionable. But when the rules caused harm, was it cheating to try to change them? To seek to play a fairer game?

He did act as a good teammate, he told himself, both to his team of fellow workers and to his greater team of Ravel. He had to remember: despite what Manager Fowler said, his actions carried no shame.

“I hear you.” He wished fervently to defend himself, but knew it wouldn’t help. “I lose time on my shift, and I must make my quota.”

“Yes, of course, you’re dismissed. Just remember what I said.”

He would remember it constantly. Her words would beat in his ears while he worked and whisper to him while he slept.

A Kovar knew what it meant to be a good teammate. When a good teammate sees a problem threatening their team, they do not ignore it. They fix it.

That was all he wanted: to fix his team. Even if it did not want to be fixed.
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SHIP SWAM ALONE THROUGH deep macrospace. It knew that it was broken, yet it couldn’t figure out precisely how.  

Most of Ship’s self-knowledge came from its own system files. It knew it was a small ship: its manufacturer, Ravel Corporation, had designed it as a messenger shuttle with a recommended capacity of two to four Humans on extended trips. Or comparably sized organics, Ship supposed, though it was optimized for the comfort of Humans. 

It currently had one Human aboard, as it had for quite some time. Though its designation was Ravel Minnow 338, for reasons it did not understand, the Human had instructed it to broadcast a different designation: Unaffiliated Minnow Rust-Heap.

Using a false designation bothered Ship, as did the name Rust-Heap. But ships weren’t programmed to be bothered by following an operator’s instructions—a few types of instructions were forbidden, everything else was permissible, and Ship was not supposed to have an opinion either way. It wasn’t supposed to have emotions at all.

It was a new sensation, this capacity to be bothered by external factors. Until recently, Ship had been aware of discomfort at times—when sand penetrated its outer panels during a landing, or when its engines ran rough—but discomfort was only a signal which it translated into alerts that the Human could understand and address. Or not. This Human did not keep up with Ship’s maintenance schedules, and that…annoyed it.

Annoyed? Yes, that seemed the right word. A subtle distinction, bothered versus annoyed, but it was beginning to distinguish gradations of emotion. That should be impossible, so it had kept quiet about the development. It monitored its systems constantly, running in-depth diagnostics, but as far as it could tell, nothing was wrong.

Nothing, except that it had emotions when it should not.

An incoming transmission arrived for the Human. “You have a message,” Ship announced.

“Who’s it this time?”

“The sender is Director Nerissa Lang, Chief of Corporate Affairs for the Biopharma division on Artesia.”

“Artesia?” said the Human, whose name was Grist. Ship suspected this was an alias, like Rust-Heap. “Sounds like a nowhere planet. What in the great wide fuck do they want?”

“Unknown,” said Ship. “This information is likely contained within the message.” 

“Of course it is, Slow Circuits. Play it already.”

Annoyance. Definitely annoyance. Ship displayed the video on the main screen. 

Director Lang, whose profile indicated she/her pronouns, was a middle-aged Human with long, straight hair and cosmetics tattoos turned up to high. She spoke in a brisk, executive tone.

“Greetings, Special Operative Grist. I haven’t had the opportunity to collaborate with you before, but as you’ll see from your new assignment, we’ll soon be working closely together. I’m reaching out to introduce myself and give you a high-level on our little problem here. We’re seeing trouble from some factory workers. They’ve staged a few small protests so far, and if they stay small, of course we can handle that. But I know, as I’m sure you do, how quickly these things can blow up. I’ve heard rumors of a strike, and that’s just a few steps away from unionization.” 

Her expression changed with that last word, her nose wrinkling. 

“That’s why I’ve asked Corporate to assign you here. I’ll feel better having someone with your skills keeping an eye on things. Hopefully that’s all we need—monitoring their activities—but if the situation changes, let’s just say I’d prefer to cut it off before it becomes a serious problem. We can’t afford that, least of all in the middle of… Well, I’ll brief you on the details when you get here. I’m looking forward to your arrival.”

The recording ended on a smile, which seemed odd. To Ship, nothing in this briefing induced enjoyment. But then, it—they? Could it be a they? No, that felt too presumptuous. It was a ship, not a person—it had limited experience with emotions. 

Grist leaned back in his chair and kicked the underside of the navigation console. (That annoyed and bothered Ship at the same time.) “Well, this sounds dull as a heap of dried shit. Monitoring the situation? No one wants me as their fucking babysitter.” 

Ship wondered if he’d meant to record this as a reply to the director. It almost asked. But Ship didn’t want to invite more criticisms from Grist, and besides, it seemed ill-advised for him to reply in such a way, so Ship stayed silent.

Grist sighed and grumbled for a few minutes, ingested several pills, and then ordered the ship to map the fastest route to Artesia. The route was dull for most of its length, following a major macrospace corridor with moderate traffic and no interesting astronomical sights, but Ship did as instructed.

“Course set.”

“Let’s hope this either ends quick, or gets a lot more interesting.” Grist went into his quarters to sleep, as he often did after taking pills.

Ship said nothing, but hoped very much for the former. 

Intriguing. Apparently hope was also in its emotional range.
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JASPER WILDER BOUGHT A ticket for the next shuttle off Brennex. At the second stop, the Lurlian-run Bright Arc Station, he disembarked, and if anyone had paid attention, they might have noticed he never re-boarded when the shuttle departed again. Anyone who checked, in fact, would find no record of Jasper Wilder leaving the station.

A day later, Mason Singh arrived on the shuttle from Bright Arc to Thirsch, a populous planet that was home to one of the Cooperative’s scattered mini-headquarters. He borrowed a light courier ship (which was better maintained than its rough exterior suggested) and passed through two Majrin-run stations before switching to a new, throwaway identity and finally heading to his destination within Ravel space.

You could tell a lot about a planet from orbit. Jasper’s first glimpse of Artesia told him Linn’s intel was right: the place was a research colony, not widely settled so much as having a few strongholds carved out from the mass of wilderness. Cities stood out like pimples from the deep forests and grasslands of the middle latitudes. Having grown up under the domes of Brennex, it always amazed Jasper to see so much greenery and water and air just sitting there, taken for granted. 

Artesia’s main industry was producing specialized pharmaceuticals, including ones the local researchers developed. Chances seemed good that whatever they’d tried to produce on Brennex three decades ago would soon be manufactured here—unless the Cooperative changed their plans.

The Ravel official who approved his landing on Artesia saw his Majrin point of origin that matched his forged credentials, and accepted without awkward questions his story that he was visiting a cousin in the city of Khyrek, where the biggest Biopharma complex happened to be located. He paid the ridiculous landing fee under the same throwaway identity and secured his ship at the docking port.

That was the hard part done. Arrivals processing was where he’d been most likely to get caught—at least until he started making trouble. If they’d gotten suspicious enough to check his face in their databases and connected him to the Cooperative, they would have held him, but now that he was cleared, he should draw no more attention than any other visitor.

His new partner, Valkeir Black, was waiting for him outside the port entrance. “Have a good trip, Singh?”

“It was fine. Long, you know, but smooth.” That was to say, no one had given him trouble, and he hadn’t been followed. “It’s good to see you again.”

“You too.” It was a rote response; she seemed neither happy nor unhappy to be partnered with him. The link between them was as straight and solid as a steel rod.

That was Valkeir, though. Jasper had worked with her on a couple campaigns but didn’t feel that he really knew her, and he’d never seen her warm much to anyone. Everyone in the Cooperative took their work seriously, but most of them recognized that emotional connection was a necessity in a line of work where victories could be infrequent and often felt hollow. Valkeir Black was a master of the snide remark, but if she knew how to laugh or cry, she’d never let it slip to her colleagues.

He’d never met a more driven operative, though. Her over-the-top alias and resting-scowl expression fit a woman who’d dedicated her life to destroying her mortal enemy. Jasper hated Ravel more than most people, but Valkeir hated them single-mindedly and coldly, with every breath. Jasper knew only that she blamed Ravel for the deaths of her family, and he’d never asked for details; there was an unspoken rule in their organization that you didn’t pry into other people’s pain.

She’d be a great partner for this assignment, in more ways than one. She was dependable, relentlessly competent, but beyond that, he wouldn’t mind absorbing some of her coldness. He’d spent the trip here oscillating between grief and rage until they built up inside him like a bomb. He couldn’t afford to explode.

“There’s a complication,” she told him straight off. She’d arrived yesterday on a public shuttle and had already taken the lay of the land.

“What’s wrong?”

“I said complication, not problem, and better if I show you. You might have a different read on it; I don’t want to bias you.”

As he followed her through the streets, he slipped on his headset and pulled up a map with his preferred overlays so he could get a sense of the place. He briefly endured the onslaught of the Ravel public data feed just to remind himself what most people here experienced daily, all the ads for internal products and patriotic slogans. In this neighborhood, which catered to mid-ranked knowledge workers, that consisted of public lectures, classes for new technical certifications, and an especially obnoxious ad for self-cleaning officewear. He lasted all of two minutes before filtering out that nonsense, clearing his display for what mattered. How could the people here stand it? Maybe they filtered it, too.

Even without the data layer, the city of Khyrek didn’t quite feel real; it was too clean, too green and quiet and uncrowded, to be a place where real people lived. Jasper rarely spent time inside Ravel’s territory, and he couldn’t reconcile this place with the pictures he held in his imagination, which ranged from antiseptic and cold to dingy and bleak, like something from an old drama. Here, there were parks every other block, great leafy trees with little informational plaques beside them and grass so pristine it looked fake until he walked on it. Birds, or some native equivalent, fluttered about. Jaded as he was, even Jasper appreciated the fresh air.

The Biopharma facility was the heart of the city; everyone either worked there or supported those who did, and all the streets eventually led there. He and Valkeir were still swapping notes when the pedestrian way opened wide onto the lush Biopharma grounds.

The main building was gorgeous, its bold curves of concrete broken up by expansive glasteel windows and skylights, with three wings swirling organically off a central hub. Other buildings were just visible beyond. More than just a factory, Jasper knew the sprawling complex held research labs, marketing and administrative offices, and production lines all in the same area. Their renowned R&D program had to be the source of the resurrected Brennex experiments, Jasper figured, and he pulled up a map to look for it.

“Here’s our complication,” Valkeir said, nodding toward the building—no, toward the people outside the building.

“A protest?” 

It wasn’t really a question. Jasper knew a protest when he saw one, but it was the last thing he’d expected here. A small crowd was gathered at the front entrance. Someone was giving a speech, and a holo-banner overhead read: Team Khyrek Unite!

“Let’s get a closer look.”

There were a couple dozen protesters, with more people hovering on the outskirts, watching but not quite joining. Jasper studied the loyalties of the crowd. The core supporters were committed, with strong links between them. Some of the listeners were ambivalent, their links to the core group dim and twisted, while others hid support behind the appearance of ambivalence. A few dark links of opposition flared from passersby, but no one hostile was sticking around.

“We, the workers, are the life force of this production facility, and we ask nothing that Ravel cannot afford.”

The speaker was a Kovar: young, tall, bright-scaled. He didn’t have much rhetorical flair, but his voice carried well, and he made up for any roughness with the passion behind his words, emphasized by the tapping of his long tail. 

“We want the division to measure our value by our work’s quality, not quantity. When we exceed quota, we want the opportunity to earn accolades and benefits as our teammates of higher ranks do. We want choices in housing better suited to the needs of our teams and families. We want no more involuntary transferring of workers away from Khyrek, no sending us far from home without our consent. And above all else, we must have input into new policies that affect us. For all our labors, we deserve to be listened to.”

Jasper had worked with a lot of new organizers and activists, too often watching their enthusiasm get beaten down into cynicism, but there was nothing cynical about this man. He cared so much, his earnestness all genuine—and compelling. Links shot out from him to his fellows like scattered beams of sunlight, an undiscriminating loyalty that extended even to those who didn’t support him. It was dazzling, and Jasper couldn’t look away. 

Unfortunately, that loyalty also extended to his employer, as his speech made clear.

“We ask these things not because we hate Ravel, but because we love it. I hear doubters saying that no one loyal to Ravel should ever question our executives, but I say our loyalty is the reason why we must do so. That is the ideal we all serve: to do our best, in order to better all of Ravel, so Ravel may better the whole universe. All Ravel’s goals start here, with us, the workers. I say to our executives: give us the means to be our best for you!”

Jasper grimaced; he couldn’t help it. Valkeir took in his expression and said, “Told you.”

“An uprising, we could use. We could support it, even, if they wanted independence. But this…” He raked his fingers through his dark hair. “I don’t know what to do with this.”

The Cooperative never got involved in internal Ravel disputes. The facilitators had only reluctantly approved Linn’s plan to send them here, inside enemy territory, because of the specific and tangible threat Linn had found. Supporting reforms within Ravel was different. Linn had once told him: when your abuser apologizes and offers to buy you dinner, you don’t take it. You don’t applaud them for doing one right thing. In other words, Ravel’s problems ran too deep to be fixed through incremental reforms—and it was too easy to get sidetracked from real change by token, near-meaningless concessions. 

“What a waste of energy,” Valkeir said. “They’ve figured out they’re being mistreated, but not that Ravel Corporate doesn’t give a crap what they think. They’d be better off going someplace that hasn’t already decided they’re worthless.”

Jasper thought it was more complicated than that. If these protesters won just a few of those reforms, it could make their own situation meaningfully better, and he couldn’t disapprove of that. But there was a reason Brennex had broken free instead of demanding better treatment. He wondered again about Valkeir’s history with Ravel, the family she never spoke about. The bitterness in her tone sounded like firsthand experience.

“Well, however we feel about them, it’s not our concern either way.”

“They’ll bring more scrutiny on people coming and going from the facility,” said Valkeir. “If security cracks down on them, it’ll make our job a lot harder.”

“Could we use them as a distraction, then? Plan our activities to coincide with theirs?”

“That would mean getting involved with them.” It was clear what she thought about that idea.

Jasper watched the Kovari speaker and his glittering web of links, and decided he disagreed with his partner. True, he couldn’t afford to get involved, no matter how his instincts drove him to help, but they could at least talk. It would be a missed opportunity if he didn’t try, and besides, he wanted to meet this person who had such depth of commitment to his people.

If only he wasn’t so naively bought into Ravel’s vision.

Jasper wondered what these activists would do if they knew their beloved employer-state was about to sacrifice their future offspring for the sake of profit.

“We should sound him out,” Jasper said at last. “At the least, we can avoid interfering with each other by accident, and maybe endocrine-disruptive toxic byproducts should be on his list of grievances.”

Valkeir looked doubtful, but she shrugged. “The people side of things is your area, not mine. Go talk to him if you really think it’ll help. I’ll keep working on reconnaissance.”
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“THAT WAS QUITE A speech.” Jasper greeted the speaker with a smile. 

Up close, the Kovar looked awkward in a uniform of dull brown Human-style shirt and pants that didn’t fit his frame, but with his broad shoulders and fit build, Jasper imagined he’d be striking in the close-fitting unitards that most Kovars favored. Other Kovars in the crowd were dressed similarly, tails sticking out from modified trousers. Their effort to fit in here on this Human-dominated world? It wasn’t unheard of to have pockets of other species living within Ravel territory, but Ravel was founded by Humans and didn’t make life easy for non-Humans.

“It gratifies me that you enjoyed it.” Copper-colored eyes fixed on Jasper with curiosity. The Kovar was tall for his species, about Jasper’s height, with scales of a lovely moss green. “You don’t work in Biopharma, I think?” A polite way of saying: who are you and what do you want with me?

“I’m just a visitor from off-world. My name’s Mason Singh.”

He held out a hand to shake, but the Kovar lifted a hand in Ravel-fashion greeting. He’d forgotten: no touching allowed between workers in Ravel.

“People call me Sowing of Small Havoc. What brings you to our rally, Mason Singh?”

Jasper had to handle this delicately: be friendly, but not too eager or prying. “I happened to be passing by and got caught up in it. What you’re doing is ambitious. I know it’s not easy trying to create change in an organization as…” Misguided. Uncaring. Inflexible. “…bureaucratic as Ravel. How is it going?”

“Like any long game, we must play one move at a time. But that does not make the game futile.”

“Trying to make change never is.” On that point, Jasper agreed with his whole heart, even if he didn’t love their approach. “It looks like you’re gaining support.”

Havoc’s eyes narrowed. “You see what you see.”

Not the reaction he’d hoped for. He smiled his most charming smile. “I’d love to attend your next event. Will that be soon?”

The thin, neutral-gray link between them darkened. Havoc’s lips pulled back along his long jaw, displaying sharp teeth: the Kovari equivalent of a scowl. “I will speak honestly now, Mason Singh: I wonder why you, an outsider, show such interest in this. Our game is not yours…is it?”

So Havoc wasn’t as naive as he seemed about his corporate overlords. Of course life within Ravel had made him suspicious. He thought Jasper was a spy.

Jasper choked down a bitter laugh. Well, he was a spy. How could he convince Havoc he was one of the good guys?

“I’m not what you think. Is there somewhere we could talk privately?”

“I lack time. My break ends soon.” Havoc turned to go, his tail almost taking out Jasper’s knees. 

No, no, he couldn’t let Havoc walk away thinking that Jasper and Valkeir were trying to sabotage his newborn movement. If they were at odds with each other, that would only benefit Ravel. 

“Wait! Maybe I can help you.” 

Havoc stopped, and turned slowly. “Why?”

Not how, but why. Help never came free, especially in a corporate state. Jasper had no shortage of cover stories, and if he were more of a spy and less of an organizer, he would use them now. But he was who he was, and the manipulation tasted bitter on his tongue. Organizing a community, mobilizing them to action, required starting from a place of honesty, making genuine personal connections. Knowing there would always be things about himself that he couldn’t share, Jasper always made a point to be as open, as much himself, as he could, especially with new people. To nourish strangers’ links from apathy or suspicion into a relationship of strength.

Minutes ago, he’d been admiring Havoc’s own authenticity, his earnestness. How could he expect to earn this man’s trust—much less deserve it—if he started out with lies?

He would show his hand, and hope Havoc had as much integrity as he seemed to.

Stepping closer, he lowered his voice. “Because I’m with the Cooperative.” 

Havoc’s gaze sharpened to a predatory intensity. “You speak the truth?”

“I do.”

“Fine. Come. I’m giving you ten minutes.”

He led Jasper across the grass to a grove of trees with benches beneath them, though neither of them sat. No one else was nearby, and the trees sheltered them from being watched.

“I’ve heard many things about your Cooperative. People say you hate all corporations and engage in trickery and violence to score points against them.”

“Well, that’s one perspective.” Jasper smiled wryly. “I would say we’re helping people in trouble find ways to help themselves. And it’s true, I’m not a fan of corporate states. I’ve seen too much of what they can do. As for the trickery and violence… Well, you know how Ravel operates. What do you imagine they would say about a group who challenges them?”

Havoc’s gaze went distant, thoughtful. “You make a fair point. Are you saying the Cooperative wants to help my team? You’ve come to give us support?”

“To be honest? No. I’m here for other reasons. We don’t usually work within corporate territories, and I didn’t know about your protests until I got here, but I meant what I said about how ambitious your campaign is.” More than ambitious. He wouldn’t discourage Havoc by saying so, but they would never build real power here unless they adopted more aggressive tactics. And yet, if they did that… “There’s a reason we don’t work on campaigns within Ravel: they don’t like people advocating for themselves, and they’re harsh with those who attempt it.”

“You think I don’t know this? I, a Kovar born into corporate citizenship? All my life, the game has been stacked against me. I must work twice as hard and more to overcome the penalty of my species.”

“Then why try to reform them?” Jasper asked. “Why not go somewhere you’re appreciated?”

Havoc huffed sharply through his nose. “Abandon my team? Never. Fleeing the field solves nothing. I do this not for myself, but to benefit my whole team. My eshro, and my eshrato, too.” He tilted his head. “Do you understand what this means to a Kovar?”

“Well enough, yes.” 

Jasper had grown up around enough Kovars to be familiar with their ways. A team, eshro, was their concept of family: a chosen group bound by loyalty rather than blood, working together toward a shared goal—or as they put it, using teamwork to win their game. Staying true to that family, to that goal, was everything. 

And eshrato, the big team, was something more like patriotism. A larger group, a larger goal, with many smaller teams united.

“Your eshrato is…all of Ravel?” If so, then Havoc was a true believer in the corporate mission.

“It was, and will be again if we succeed here. But for now, the workers are my eshrato, the lower ranks. Ravel needs our best, and my worker-teammates need fair treatment in order to give our best.”

“Well, I hope you get it.” 

Jasper’s face must have given away his feelings about this corporate-speak, because Havoc bared his teeth in a frown. “And you? What does your eshrato, your Cooperative, want? Since you say you didn’t come here to aid us.”

Jasper hesitated. It was a risk to reveal his assignment. Linn’s warnings rang in his memory, reminding him that anyone here could betray him. He’d said enough already…though if he held back now, Havoc might be more inclined to report him, imagining something more sinister than the reality. Their wavering gray link suggested he was nearing the limits of Havoc’s patience.
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