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The blue marble rushed toward her, and it was wrong.


A thick blanket of atmosphere covered the cradle, swirled with fluffy clouds. Glistening blue seas swathed the planet and that was correct, expected.


But a cradle—this cradle—was supposed to be an Earth-simulate. Green and lush and full of flora and fauna, but no people, not yet. Naira had been born on Second Cradle and had lived through that planet’s collapse. She’d seen the other cradles in footage, and in life, as she and the Conservators tore through the last two mining fleets, rending them into quantum foam before they could drop their terrible payloads and erase the green.


The green was what Naira protected. What she’d given up everything—everything—to preserve.


Sixth Cradle was not green.


She had come to save this world, and it was already dead.
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ONE



Tarquin


The Amaranth


Tarquin Mercator stood on the command bridge of the finest spaceship his father had ever built and hoped he wasn’t about to make a fool of himself. Serious people crewed the console podiums all around him, wrist-deep in holos that managed systems Tarquin was reasonably certain he could name, but there ended the extent of his knowledge. The intricate inner workings of a state-of-the-art spaceship were hardly topics covered during his geology studies.


Despite Tarquin’s lack of expertise, being Acaelus Mercator’s son placed him as second-in-command. Below Acaelus, and above the remarkably more qualified mission captain, a stern woman named Paison.


That captain was looking at him now—expectant, deferential. Thin, golden pathways resembling circuitry glittered on her skin, printed into her current body to aid her as a pilot. Sweat beaded between Tarquin’s shoulder blades.


“My liege,” Captain Paison said, all practiced obeisance, and while he desperately wished that she was addressing his father, her light grey eyes didn’t move from Tarquin. “We are approximately an hour’s flight from the prearranged landing site. Would you like to release the orbital survey drone network?”


Tarquin hoped his relief didn’t show. Scouting the planet for deposits of relkatite was the one job for which he felt firmly footed.


“Yes, Captain. Do we have visual on the planet?”


“Not yet, my liege.” She expanded a vast holographic display from her console, revealing the cloud-draped world below. “The weather is against us, but the drone network should be able to punch through it in the next few hours.”


“Hold off on landing until I can confirm our preliminary survey data. We wouldn’t want to put the ship down too far from a viable mining site.”


Polite chuckles all around. Tarquin forced a smile at their faux camaraderie and pulled up a holo from his own console, reviewing the data the survey drones had retrieved before the mining ships Amaranth and Einkorn had taken flight for the tedious eight-month voyage to Sixth Cradle.


Not that he’d been awake for that journey. His mind and the minds of the entire crew had been safely stored away in the ship’s databases, automated systems in place to print key personnel when they drew within range of low-planet orbit. When food was so expensive, there was no point in feeding people who weren’t needed to work during the trip.


Tarquin’s father put a hand on his shoulder and gave him a friendly shake. “Excited to see a cradle world?”


“I can’t wait,” he said honestly. When he’d been a child, Tarquin’s mother had taken him to Second Cradle shortly before its collapse. Those memories of that rare, Earthlike world were vague. Tarquin smiled up into eyes a slightly darker shade of hazel than his own.


At nearly 160 years old, Acaelus chose to strike an imposing figure with his prints—tall, solidly built, a shock of pure white hair that hinted at his advanced age. It was difficult to look into that face and see anything but the father he’d known as a child—stern but kind. A man who’d fought to have Tarquin’s mind mapped as early as possible so that he could be printed into a body that better suited him after the one he’d been born into hadn’t quite fit.


Hard to see through that, to the man whose iron will and vast fortune leashed thousands to his command.


“My liege,” Captain Paison said, a wary edge to her voice, “I apologize, but it appears there was an error in the system. The survey drones have been released already, or perhaps were never loaded into place.”


“What?” Tarquin accessed those systems via his own console. Sure enough, the drone bays were empty. “How could that have happened?”


“I—I can’t say, my liege,” Paison said.


The fear in her voice soured Tarquin’s stomach. Before he could assure her that it wasn’t her fault, Acaelus took over.


“This is unacceptable,” his father said. The crew turned as one to duck their heads to him. Acaelus’s scowl cut through them all, and he pointed to an engineer. “You. Go, scour the ship for the drones and load them properly. I expect completion within the hour, and an accounting of whose failure led to this.”


“Yes, my liege.” The engineer tucked into a deep bow and then turned on their heel, whole body taut with nervous energy. Tarquin suspected that as soon as they were on the other side of the door, they’d break into a sprint.


“It was just a mistake,” Tarquin said.


“Mercator employees do not make mistakes of this magnitude,” Acaelus said, loud enough for everyone to hear. “Whoever is responsible will lose their cuffs, and if I catch anyone covering for the responsible party, they will lose theirs, too.”


“That’s unnecessary,” Tarquin said, and immediately regretted it as his father turned his icy stare upon him. Acaelus clutched his shoulder, this time without the friendly intent, fingers digging into Tarquin’s muscle.


“Leave the running of Mercator to me, my boy,” he said, softly enough not to be overheard but with the same firm inflection.


Tarquin nodded, ashamed to be cowed so quickly but unable to help it. His father was a colossus, an institution unto himself, a force of nature. Tarquin was just a scholar. The running of the family wasn’t his burden to carry. Acaelus released his shoulder and set to barking further orders with the brisk efficiency of long years of rule.


He gripped the edges of his console podium, staring at the bands printed around his wrists in Mercator green. Relkatite green. The cuffs meant you worked for Mercator’s interests, and Mercator’s alone. And while the work was grueling, it guaranteed regular meals. Medical care. Housing. Your phoenix fees paid, if your print was destroyed. The other ruling corporate families—who collectively called themselves MERIT—had their own colored cuffs. A rainbow of fealty.


Working for the families of MERIT kept people safe, in all the ways that mattered. While his father could be brusque, and at times even cruel, Acaelus did these things only out of a desire to ensure that safety.


The cuffs around Tarquin’s wrists came with more than the promise of safety. Mercator’s crest flowed up from those bands to wrap over the backs of his hands and twist between his fingers. The family gloves marked him as a blooded Mercator. Not a mere employee, but in the direct line of succession. Someone to be obeyed. Feared. His knuckles paled.


“Straighten up,” Acaelus said.


Tarquin peeled his hands away from the console and regained his composure, slipping the aristocratic mask of indifference back on, then set to work reviewing the data the ship had collected since entering Sixth Cradle’s orbit.


Alarms blared on the bridge. Tarquin jerked his head up, startled by the flashing red lights and the sharp squeal of a siren. On the largest display, the one that’d previously shown a dreamy landscape of fluffy clouds under the brush of golden morning light, the words TARGET LOCKED glared in crimson text.


That wasn’t possible. There wasn’t supposed to be anyone here except the Amaranth and its twin, the Einkorn. Of the five ruling corporate families, none but Mercator could even build ships capable of beating them here.


“Evade and report,” Acaelus ordered.


Captain Paison flung her arms out, tossing holo screens to the copilots flanking her, and the peaceful clouds were replaced with shield reports, weapons systems, and evasion programs. There was no enemy ship that he could see. A firestorm of activity kicked off, and while Tarquin knew, logically, that they’d rolled, the ship suppressed any sensation of motion.


“It’s the Einkorn, my liege.” The captain’s voice was strained from her effort.


“Who’s awake over there?” Acaelus demanded.


“No one should be, my liege,” the Amaranth’s medical officer said. Their freckled face was pale.


“Someone over there doesn’t like us,” the woman to Paison’s right said between gritted teeth. “Conservators?”


“It’s not their MO,” said a broad-chested man in the grey uniform of the Human Collective Army. “But it’s possible. Should I check on the security around the warpcore?”


“I iced Ex. Sharp,” Acaelus said. “Without her to guide them, the Conservators are nothing but flies to be swatted. Captain, continue evasion and hail the Einkorn.”


Tarquin cast a sideways glance at Ex. Kearns, Acaelus’s current bodyguard and constant shadow. The exemplar had the face of a shovel, as broad and intimidating as the rest of him, and he didn’t react to the mention of his ex-partner, Ex. Sharp. It had to sting, having the woman he’d worked side by side with turn against them all and start bombing Mercator’s ships and warehouses.


The fact that Naira Sharp had been captured and her neural map locked away didn’t erase the specter of the threat she posed. Her conspirators, the Conservators, were still out there, and Tarquin found Acaelus’s quick dismissal of the possibility of their involvement odd.


The HCA soldier was right. They really should send someone down to check on the warpcore. Overloading the cores was the Conservators’ primary method of destruction. Tarquin rallied himself to say as much, but Paison spoke first.


“My liege,” she said, “the Einkorn’s assault may be a malfunction. The Amaranth’s controls aren’t responding properly. I can’t—”


Metal shrieked. The floor quaked. Ex. Kearns surged in front of them and shoved Tarquin dead center in the chest. The world tipped and Tarquin’s feet flew out from under him. He struck the ground on his side. Something slammed into him from above, stealing his half-voiced shout.


Tarquin blinked, head buzzing, a painful throb radiating from his hips where a piece of the console podium he’d been working at seconds before had landed. Red and yellow lights strobed, warning of the damage done, but no breach alarms sounded.


Groaning, he shook his head to clear it. The impact had pitched people up against the walls. Seats and bits of console podiums scattered the ground. Across the room, Paison and another woman helped each other back to their feet.


“Son!” Acaelus dropped to his knees beside him. Tarquin was astonished to see a cut mar his father’s forehead, dripping blood. “Are you all right?”


Tarquin moved experimentally, and though his side throbbed, his health pathways were already healing the damage and supplying him with painkillers. “Just bruised. What happened?”


“A direct hit.” Acaelus took Tarquin’s face in his hands, examining him, then looked over his shoulder and shouted, “Kearns!”


Kearns removed the piece of podium from Tarquin’s side and helped him to his feet. Tarquin brushed dust off his clothes and tried to get ahold of himself while, all around him, chaos brewed. Kearns limped, his left leg dragging, and Tarquin grimaced. Exemplars were loaded with pathways keyed to combat. For one of them to show pain, the wound had to be bad.


Tarquin nudged a broken chunk of the console podium with the toe of his boot. A piece of the ceiling had come down, crushing the podiums, and it would have crushed Acaelus and Tarquin both if Kearns hadn’t intervened, taking the brunt of the hit on his own legs.


A knot formed in his throat as he recognized the damage Kearns had taken on their behalf. Tarquin had never been in anything like real danger before, and he desperately missed his primary exemplar, Caldweller, but that man’s neural map was still in storage. Acaelus had deemed Kearns enough to cover both of them until they reached the planet.


None of them could have accounted for this.


“My liege,” Kearns said in tones that didn’t invite argument, “I suggest we move to a more secure location immediately.”


“Agreed,” Acaelus said. “Captain, what’s the damage?”


“Uhhh . . .” Paison squinted at one of the few consoles that’d survived the impact. “The Einkorn’s rail guns tore through the stabilization column. This ship won’t hold together much longer.”


Brittle silence followed that announcement, the roughed-up crew exchanging looks or otherwise staring at the damaged bridge like they could wind back time. Tarquin studied his father, trying to read anything in the mask Acaelus wore in crisis, and saw nothing but grim resolve wash over him. Acaelus grabbed Tarquin’s arm and turned him around.


“Very well. With me, all of you, we’re evacuating this ship.”


Tarquin stumbled along beside his father, half in a daze. Kearns assumed smooth control of the situation, sliding into his place at the top of security’s chain of command. Merc-Sec and the HCA soldiers organized under Kearns’s barked orders, forming a defensive column around the rest. Paison threw a brief, longing glance at her command post before falling in with the others. Tarquin found himself in the center of a crush of people, not entirely certain how he’d gotten there.


How had they gone from looking at fluffy clouds to fleeing for their lives in less than ten minutes?


The HCA soldier next to him, the one who’d said this wasn’t the Conservators’ MO, caught his eye and gave him a quick, reassuring smile. Tarquin mustered up the ability to smile back and read the man’s name badge—DAWD, REGAR. That meager kindness reminded him that there was more at stake than his worries. These people had put their lives in the hands of Mercator.


If they died here, they could be reprinted later, but every death increased one’s chance of one’s neural map cracking the next time it was printed. Neural maps were never perfect; they degraded over time. Traumatic deaths sped the process exponentially, as even the best-shielded backups were never entirely disentangled from the active map.


As if there were fine threads of connection between all backups and the living mind, and sufficient trauma could reverberate out to them all.


Some people came up screaming, and never stopped. Some got caught in time loops, unsure which moment of their lives they were really living through. Neither state was survivable.


Tarquin summoned the scraps of his courage and stood straighter. He had no business in a crisis, but the employees looked to him for assurance. His terror no doubt added to their anxiety, and that was selfish of him.


Something metal groaned in the walls, taunting his ability to hold it together. Tarquin cast an irritated glance at the complaining ship. If only ships would fall in line as easily as people.


Acaelus pulled up a holo from his forearm, but whatever he saw there was blurred by his privacy filters. The information carved a scowl into his face. He slowed and swiped his ID pathway over the door to a lab, unlocking it.


“Everyone, in here,” he said.


They hesitated. Paison said, “My liege, the shuttle isn’t far from here.”


“I’m aware of the layout of my own ship, Captain. Get in, all of you, and wait. I’ve just received notice that Ex. Lockhart’s print order went through. I won’t allow my exemplar to awaken to a dying ship. You will go into this lab, and you will wait for my return.”


That wasn’t right. The secondary printing round wasn’t automated; it needed to be initiated. Tarquin frowned, watching the crew shift uncomfortably. Every one of them knew Acaelus was telling a half-truth at best, but none of them were willing to say it.


There was a slim possibility that whatever was causing the other errors had triggered this, but making all these people wait while Acaelus collected one person was a waste of time.


“My liege.” Paison stepped forward, squaring off her shoulders. “I can’t guarantee this ship will last that long, and we require your command keys to open the hangar airlock.”


“I am aware, and you are delaying. Get in the lab.”


They shuffled inside without another word, though they were all watching Acaelus warily. The terror of offending their boss was greater than the fear of being left behind to die. You could come back from death. You could never re-cuff for Mercator after being fired. The door shut, leaving Tarquin and his father alone with Kearns. Tarquin’s head pounded.


“What are you doing?” he demanded in a soft hiss. “Ex. Lockhart can handle herself. We have to get these people out.”


Acaelus shoved him down the hallway. “We need to get out. I printed Lockhart to help Kearns handle the crew, but you and I are going to cast our maps back and exit this situation, because I don’t know what’s happened here, and I’m not risking your map.”


Tarquin dug his heels in, drawing his father to a halt. “We can’t just leave. I’m not going to allow the Conservators to run us off before I have proof the mining process is safe.”


“If this was the Conservators, then we’d already be dead. All the nonfamily printing bays just went active, and I do not know who is coming out of those bays. We have to leave. Kearns and Lockhart will handle the rest.”


Tarquin rubbed his eyes in frustration. “We can’t abandon the mission.”


“We can, and we are. Come. This is hardly the place for an argument.”


Acaelus jerked on his arm. Tarquin stumbled after him, mind reeling. Sixth Cradle was supposed to be his mission. Supposed to be the moment Tarquin stood up for his family and finally squashed all those squalid rumors Ex. Sharp had started when she’d claimed the relkatite mining process was killing worlds.


While a great deal of what his family had to do to ensure their survival was distasteful, Tarquin was absolutely certain the mining process was safe. He’d refined it himself. Mining Sixth Cradle and leaving it green and thriving was meant to be the final nail in the coffin of those accusations. The one thing he could do for his family that was useful.


He wouldn’t run. Not this time. Not like he had when his mother had died and he’d fled to university to bury himself in his studies, instead of facing the suffering that weighed on his father’s and sister’s hearts.


“I’m sorry, Dad, I won’t—”


“Kearns, carry him,” Acaelus said.


Tarquin was thirty-five years old, second in line to the most powerful position in the universe, and Ex. Kearns scooped him up like he was little more than luggage and tossed him over his shoulder without a flash of hesitation, because Acaelus Mercator had demanded it. Kearns’s shoulder dug into Tarquin’s ribs, pressing a startled grunt out of him. His cheeks burned with indignity.


“I’m not a child,” Tarquin snapped, surprised at the edge in his tone. He never raised his voice to his father.


“You are my child, and you will do as I say.”


Acaelus didn’t bother to look at him. Tarquin closed his eyes, letting out a slow sigh of defeat. There was no arguing with his father when he’d made up his mind. He opened his eyes, and temporarily forgot how to breathe. The door to one of the staff printing bays yawned open, and it wasn’t people who emerged from that space. Not exactly.


Their faces were close to human, but something had gone off in the printing. A mouth set too far right. An ear sprouting from the side of a neck. An arm that bent the wrong way around. Half a chest cavity missing.


Misprints. Empties. An error in the printer slapping together a hodgepodge of human parts. The Amaranth wouldn’t have tried putting a neural map into any of those bodies, but whatever had caused the malfunction had also made the ship release the prints instead of disintegrating them into their constituent parts, as was protocol for a misprint.


What was left of those faces twisted, drew into vicious snarls.


“Kearns,” Tarquin hissed in a sharp whisper. His voice was alarmed enough that the exemplar turned.


Kearns pulled his sidearm and fired. The earsplitting roar of the shot in such a small space slammed into Tarquin’s ears, but his pathways adjusted, keeping him from going temporarily deaf. The misprints shrieked with what throats and lungs they had, and rushed them. Kearns rolled Tarquin off his shoulder and shoved him back.


Tarquin stumbled, but his father caught him and then spun, pushing him ahead. “Run!”


Fear stripped away all his reservations and Tarquin ran, pounding down the hallways for the family’s private printing bay, praying that he wouldn’t find the same thing there.


Kearns’s weapon roared again and again, a staccato rhythm drowning out the screams of the misprints. He looked over his shoulder to find Acaelus right behind him, Kearns farther back, his injured leg slowing him down. Tarquin faced forward and sprinted—the door to the printing bay was just ahead.


Kearns’s gun fell silent. His father screamed.


Tarquin whirled around. Acaelus was chest-down on the ground, misprints swarming over him, their teeth and nails digging into his skin, ripping free bloody chunks. He took a step toward them, not knowing what he could possibly do, and Acaelus looked up, face set with determination as he flung out a hand.


“Go home!” he ordered.


He met his father’s eyes. Acaelus pushed his tongue against the inside of his cheek, making it bulge out in warning. New terror struck Tarquin. High-ranking members of the corporate families often wore small, personal explosive devices on the interior side of a molar to use in case someone intending to crack their neural maps attacked them. Acaelus had one.


Tarquin fled. He burst through the printing bay door and slammed it shut behind him, leaning his back against it, breathing harder than he ever had in his life. The explosion was designed to be small. It whumped against the door, tickling his senses.


A gruesome way to die, but it was swift. Gentler suicide pathways had been tried, but they had a nasty habit of malfunctioning. Pathways remained frustratingly unpredictable at times.


He swallowed. The staff back on Mercator Station would reprint Acaelus the second they received notice that his tracker pathway had been destroyed and his visual feed had cut. His father would be fine. Tarquin forced himself away from the door, shaking.


One of the printing cubicles was lit red to indicate it was in use. He crossed to the map backup station and picked up the crown of electronics, running it between his hands.


Tarquin knew he wasn’t what his father had wanted. He lacked the clear-eyed ruthlessness of his elder sister, Leka. He couldn’t stand to watch people cower beneath the threat of his ire as Acaelus so often had to do to keep their employees in line. His singular concession to being a Mercator was that his love of geology and subsequent studies had aided the family in their hunt for relkatite.


His father never complained about Tarquin’s lack of participation in family politics. Acaelus had given Tarquin everything he’d ever asked for and had only ever asked for one thing in return.


When Naira Sharp had been captured and put to trial, Tarquin had taken the stand to prove her accusations false. As a Mercator, as the foremost expert in his field of study, he had disproved all her allegations that Mercator’s mining processes destroyed worlds.


It hadn’t stopped the rumors. Hadn’t stopped the other families of MERIT from looking askance at Mercator and asking themselves if, maybe, they wouldn’t be better off without them.


They needed to mine a cradle world and leave it thriving in their wake to put the rumors to bed once and for all.


Tarquin could still give his father that proof, but he couldn’t do it alone. Not with misprints infesting the halls and the potential of a saboteur on the loose. He needed an exemplar.


He set the backup crown down and crossed to the printing bay control console, checking the progress on Lockhart’s print. Ninety seconds left. Enough time to compose himself. Enough time, he hoped, to get to the planet after she’d finished printing.


Tarquin had never disobeyed a direct order from his father before, and he hoped he wasn’t making a colossal mistake.










TWO



Naira


The Amaranth


It wasn’t the first time Naira Sharp had awoken in the wrong body, but it was the first time she had done so with the acrid reek of burning plastics in the air. People said that the first thing you saw in a new body set the tone for how that life would be lived, but Naira had been brought back often enough in the relkatite-green cubicles of her enemy that she’d abandoned visual superstition for olfactory. A decision she regretted right about now.


Naira lifted her arms and found them medium brown and well muscled, tapering to wrists banded in the green cuffs that marked this body as an employee of Mercator. The stranger’s skin glittered with pathways, golden implants reminiscent of circuitry. An experimental flexing of those pathways revealed they enhanced strength and agility.


An icy sensation built behind her eyes.


Breathe. She’d dropped into dozens of different bodies, and though this wasn’t the one she’d expected, its shape was surprisingly close to her preferred print. A little shorter, maybe. A little sturdier.


She’d been counting on waking up in the freshly printed body of Acaelus Mercator. Something had gone wrong, but this body wouldn’t stop her.


Because the fact she’d been printed at all meant that Kav had done it. He’d gotten her map off ice in time for the Sixth Cradle mission. She’d slipped Acaelus’s control at last.


Naira was free.


She planted pathway-enhanced legs against the hatch at the foot of her cubicle and shoved. Discarded biomatrix sloshed as the tray she’d been printed onto rocketed out, barely catching on the rails. Fresh air burned into her lungs, all at once refreshing and astringent.


“Whoa. Ex. Lockhart, are you all right?” a man asked.


Her pathways adjusted her vision, taking away the sting from the bright lights. She didn’t recognize the name, but she knew the title of exemplar. That solved the mystery of why she was crammed full of high-end combat pathways.


Naira rolled off the tray and dropped into a crouch, the cold floor shocking some of the haze from her mind. Slowly, she stood, flexing each muscle one by one. The circuit board lines mapping her skin glittered as she stretched.


“What’s happened?” she asked, to give herself time to think.


“I don’t know,” the man said. He stood by the printer control terminal and slid a panel closed before turning around to face her.


Dark brown hair fell to the edge of his jaw in wavy chunks, partially hiding an angular face with soft hazel eyes and thick eyebrows. The man’s demeanor lacked the arrogance common to his family, but there was no hiding the aristocratic lift to his chin, the aquiline nose.


Tarquin Mercator. Youngest child of Acaelus Mercator. Geologist, recluse. She’d never crossed paths with him when she’d been an exemplar.


But he’d crossed her, when he’d testified against her at the trial.


The basic facts of his dossier spun through Naira’s mind, something to hold on to so that she wouldn’t break him between her bare hands, punish him for taking the stand and explaining, with that faux-charm common to his family, that she’d been mistaken. That his family’s mining practices couldn’t be responsible for the contagion that collapsed ecosystems.


That killed worlds.


Naira wasn’t here for him. She was here to stop this ship. To keep Mercator lies from destroying yet another viable planet. He might have information and access that could help her accomplish those goals. It was a near thing, though, not indulging the urge to wring his neck.


“The Einkorn fired on us. We can’t raise them on comms,” Tarquin said.


“Situation on board?” She opened a bulkhead panel and pulled out a set of light body armor. The fibers went on baggy, then adjusted to conform to her body. The interior of her forearm lit up briefly, then turned clear, revealing the network system integrated with the skin of her arm. She flicked her gaze through the display, checking permissions. Ex. Lockhart had almost as much clearance as Acaelus. She could work with that.


Tarquin twisted his fingers together. “It’s a mess, E-X. There are living misprints roaming the halls, attacking people. I have a group of survivors that need an escort to an escape shuttle before the ship tears itself apart.”


Misprints assaulting people sounded highly unlikely. She needed someone who actually knew what was going on. “Where’s Liege Acaelus?”


“Dead.”


“His print failed?”


“He was printed. He lived. He and Ex. Kearns are both dead. We have to go.”


Her stomach swooped with the sway of the ship as the Amaranth lurched to one side. Red and yellow warning lights painted the printing bay in a sickly glow. The artificial gravity stuttered, filling the air with the harsh scent of ozone even as her weight vacillated between boulder heavy and feather light.


Destroying the relkatite containment of the ship’s warpcore had been the Conservators’ plan. The plan, however, had not included her being on the ship at the time. And it certainly wasn’t supposed to go in fits and starts like this.


The surge passed, leaving her panting with her hands on her knees. Tarquin slouched against the console podium he’d been working at, holding on for dear life. His complexion was wan and sweaty.


“That’s new,” he gritted out between his teeth and forced himself to stand.


“Warpcore’s damaged,” she said matter-of-factly, ripping open another bulkhead to find—ah yes, perfect—a wide selection of rifles and handguns. She selected a few weapons, strapped them on, then gave Tarquin a once-over.


“Can you run?”


“Yes.” He brushed a hand through his sweaty hair.


“Good. Follow me. Where are the other exemplars?”


“You’re the only one. There’s just a skeleton crew. We entered low-planet orbit five hours ago.”


“Then who the hell attacked the ship?”


“I really don’t know.”


Naira swiped up a map on her print’s built-in HUD. She put a pin in the location of the nearest shuttle, then switched her rifle to crowd-control mode. The last thing she wanted to do was accidentally kill any of her team. Naira stepped into the hallway.


Smoke hung thick in the air, stinging the back of her throat. Remnants of a small explosion painted the walls in greasy soot and gore. The Amaranth shuddered again, making her stumble, and she got a hand against the wall to steady herself as a group of people tore around the corner, rushing her.


Her blood ran cold. Blank faces stared at her even as they sped up, empty eyes tracking her every movement with less personality than a rock. Misprints. She really hadn’t believed Tarquin’s report, and found herself grudgingly impressed that the princeling hadn’t dissolved into sobbing panic.


Naira switched back to lethal and fired without a second thought.


“Let’s go,” she said to Tarquin once she’d dealt with the misprints. “Stay behind me.”


He edged into the hallway, throat bobbing as he followed. A little too tight on her heels, but she couldn’t blame him and didn’t have the time to tell him to back off. The HUD implanted in this print kept her updated on the Amaranth’s systems, and Naira didn’t like the amount of red in the display.


This ship was dying, and not in the tidy way the Conservators had planned. The Einkorn’s rail guns had torn through the ship’s stabilizers. She scanned the damage as she marched down the hall, checking her corners.


The hit was too clean, not a random misfire caused by the AI glitching. Whoever had fired from the Einkorn wanted the Amaranth not just destroyed, but crashed into Sixth Cradle. It’d kill everyone on board, but it’d also risk contaminating the planet with Mercator’s mining materials, priming it for the same collapse syndrome that infected the other cradles.


Naira clenched her jaw. She was a killer in a war few believed in, but this wanton destruction of both the human life on board and the planet wasn’t something she or the other Conservators would endorse.


If it wasn’t the Conservators, then who? Was she really free of Acaelus? Until she could rendezvous with her team and confirm the state of her neural map, she needed to stay alive. Otherwise, she might find herself back on ice.


And then the next time she woke it’d be in Acaelus’s labs, the subject of his experiments.


“E-X, wait.” Tarquin jogged up alongside her, and she bit back a remark about him staying behind as he swiped a hand over a door panel.


The door opened into a lab. A quick head count put the population inside at around fifty people. Mostly Mercator personnel, though five wore the gold-crested flak jacket and grey cuffs of the Human Collective Army.


Naira almost smirked at the HCA soldiers, but stopped herself. Acaelus must have hated being forced to bring the HCA on his mining missions to “oversee” the process after she’d outed him for killing worlds.


She extended two fingers and pressed them against the top of her thigh, the signal the Conservators currently used to identify one another when inhabiting prints not their own. No one reacted to the gesture, so she turned it into a stretch.


“Liege Tarquin,” said a wiry woman inside the lab. She slammed a hand down over a holo to close it, but not before Naira caught a glimpse of what she’d been working on.


She’d had the controls to the hangar airlock open, doors that could only be unlocked by Mercator command keys due to the shroud protection protocols. Naira glanced at the woman’s jacket—CAPTAIN PAISON. The mission commander had been trying to find a way around Acaelus’s lockout. Naira liked her immediately.


Paison covered her surprise with a deep bow, and the confident posture Naira had seen seconds before melted away into practiced obedience. The others followed suit. At least this print kept her off the hook when it came to bowing to Tarquin. Exemplars didn’t look away from their charges. She’d have to remember to refer to the little shit by his title, though.


“We stayed put, as your father ordered,” Paison said, deftly reminding Tarquin that she was a loyal employee, “but we heard gunfire. Where is Liege Acaelus?”


“My father and Ex. Kearns are dead,” Tarquin said. “Please follow Ex. Lockhart’s guidance as we evacuate.”


“Group up,” Naira said. “This ship has another five minutes of life left.”


“Yes, E-X.” Paison gave her a salute that was arguably more deferential than the bow she’d given Tarquin.


The ship groaned, metal tearing somewhere. Heat rushed down the hall, her pathway-heightened senses picking up on it a second before the wall of flame hit.


Naira pivoted, rusty instincts kicking to the surface, and grabbed Tarquin in both arms, folding her shorter but stronger body over his as she slammed him against the wall. He smelled pleasantly of sun-soaked sandstone, which was rather irritating, as her enemy shouldn’t be allowed to smell like anything nice.


Fire licked up her hips and scoured through her light armor, chasing all thoughts away. Blisters bubbled across her back. Naira hissed, pain making her breath short as agony wrapped searing fingers around her and then—in a flash—was gone, the fire burned out as the suppression system kicked on, showering them all in chemical foam.


She released the princeling and staggered away, bracing one hand against the opposite wall. Char painted everything void-dark, grey flecks of suppression foam drifting through the air. Naira focused on the visuals, because to sink back into the base sensations of her body was to start screaming, and she had to hold it together. Had to get off this ship.


“E-X,” Tarquin said, shoving a hand over his mouth to stifle his revulsion. Cooked meat perfumed the air. “Your pathways, are they damaged?”


Right, she’d almost forgotten. The circuit board patterns on her skin tickled as they vibrated, responding to her will, and dulled the exquisite edge of pain.


It would take time for the singed edges of the pathways on her back to build up enough skin for them to regenerate themselves fully, but the pain abatement would keep her moving. She checked her HUD. Three minutes until the Amaranth stopped listing and started dropping.


“I’ll hold.” She forced herself to stand straight, to take her hand away from the wall, testing her ability to stay on her feet.


The seared muscles of her back stretched with the motion, sparking fresh shock waves of pain. She trembled, cold sweat coating everywhere she still had skin, her teeth chattering with the beginnings of shock.


Naira ordered the pathways to flood her with all the painkillers they could synth, and her head spun with dizzy euphoria.


Tarquin touched her unburnt forearm lightly and met her gaze, holding her rifle out to her. “We have to keep moving.”


Naira nodded as she took the rifle and stopped herself from slinging the strap over her back at the last second. She dialed back the painkillers. Even though every step was agony, she couldn’t fight while high as a satellite.


“Form up,” she barked into the lab. “We’re running.”


“What the fuck was that?” one of the Merc-Sec asked.


“An explosion. Crashing ships have those. Move your ass if you don’t want to experience a bigger version.”


She didn’t wait to see if the others followed. She grabbed Tarquin by the back of his jacket and shoved him forward. Footsteps rushed after them, scurrying to keep up, and she heard someone sob softly. Someone else started vomiting. The vibration in her pathways mounted, a persistent ache, but ignorable, considering everything else.


Tarquin swiped them into a hangar. An Arrow-class shuttle waited, surrounded by pallets of supplies meant for the first expedition to the planet. Her grip tightened around the rifle. They didn’t have time to load the supplies. They’d have to make do with what they found on the planet. Which could get . . . complicated.


The doorframe was aglow with blue lights, indicating the hangar was free of shroud spore. Good. As desperate as Naira was to escape Acaelus, she would have let them all die with the Amaranth if it meant protecting the planet from shroud contamination.


“Board. Now,” Naira ordered. “Liege Tarquin, please enter your command keys into the control podium to release the airlock, then take a seat.”


“I can do that, E-X,” he said, overly eager, then hurried up the gangway.


Naira shook her head at his back and turned to Captain Paison. The captain eyed her warily, no doubt worried that Naira had seen what she’d been doing on that holo. With her grey eyes downcast and an affected slouch to her shoulders, she made herself unassuming. Nonthreatening. Clever woman.


Naira put one hand on Paison’s shoulder. She lowered her voice. “Can you get this shuttle to ground?”


“Yes, but I was only escorting these people. If the Amaranth is going down, I’m going with it.”


“Captain Paison,” she whispered, “bullshit. I saw what you were doing, and I’ll keep my mouth shut if you get us all down safely.”


Paison’s nostrils flared. She lifted her eyes to meet Naira’s, and Naira glimpsed the steel in her spine. The confidence she’d seen in the seconds before Paison had realized who had walked back into that lab. Slowly, she nodded.


“Copy that, E-X.” Paison jogged up the gangway, Naira right behind her.


Ninety-seven seconds. Naira slapped the button for an emergency takeoff and the shuttle’s gangway dropped, clanging to the ground, as the double doors of the airlock slammed shut.


“E-X,” one of the Merc-Sec called to her from their seat. “Strap in!”


She craned her neck around, eyed the harnesses over the seats, and suppressed a shudder. No way was she putting her raw back against a seat, let alone strapping on a harness.


Naira went into the cockpit and stood between the copilot’s seat and console podium. The podium raised to account for her standing. Paison glanced up and nodded to her, sliding over a command screen from her console. Naira bent her knees, lowering her center of gravity, and activated her pathways, sending strength into her legs. Taking some of the strength away from her back stung like hell, but it’d be worse in the chair, where the friction would do more damage.


“Integrity check clear. We are sealed and ready for vacuum,” Naira said, flicking through the holographic displays.


“Spooling engines,” Paison said.


The shuttle’s engines thrummed to life, vibrating through the floor. The soles of her boots softened. Naira sank slightly as the boots switched over to the sticky mode that would allow her to cling in place when they lost gravity from the larger ship.


“We’re green to go,” Paison said. The shuttle lifted from the floor. “Opening hangar airlock.”


In the corner of her eye, Naira’s HUD countdown to ship destabilization flashed red. She closed the warning so she could focus on the screens in front of her.


“What the—?” Paison cut herself off.


Naira followed Paison’s line of sight. The internal hangar door had opened, and a man strode into the room. The strobing red lights that warned of imminent depressurization obscured his features.


“Fuck.” Paison reached for the airlock controls.


“Continue,” Naira ordered.


“But—”


“It’s too late to let him on board. The Amaranth is going to drop like a rock in seconds.”


Paison’s fingers curled into ineffectual fists over her console display. It was true. She knew it was true. That didn’t make it any easier.


The man looked up, right at them, squinting through the tinted glass as if he could see them. Maybe he could. The skin of his face glittered with the presence of exemplar pathways.


He met Naira’s stare, pressed two fingers against his thigh, and winked.


The hangar opened, and the shuttle was yanked out into the thin air of low-planet orbit.










THREE



Naira


Sixth Cradle


The blue marble rushed toward her, and it was wrong. A thick blanket of atmosphere covered the cradle, swirled with fluffy clouds. Glistening blue seas swathed the planet and that was correct, expected.


But a cradle—this cradle—was supposed to be an Earth-simulate. Green and lush and full of flora and fauna, but no people, not yet. Naira had been born on Second Cradle and had lived through that planet’s collapse. She’d seen the other cradles in footage, and in life, as she and the Conservators tore through the last two mining fleets, rending them into quantum foam before they could drop their terrible payloads and erase the green.


The green was what Naira protected. What she’d given up everything—everything—to preserve.


Sixth Cradle was not green.


A grey sheen draped the landmasses in funeral despair. The thin layer of shroud lichen enveloping the world glinted, shining at certain angles. Green existed, she noted with detached interest. It veined through the grey and dead things, whispered of growth and renewal. But Naira knew the progress of planetary collapse syndrome, and when the shroud lichen was that advanced, the fight was already over. Those threads of green were not spring come anew. They were a last gasp, a desperate burst of life before the end.


She had come to save this world, and it was already dead.


How? and why? were unhelpful questions when you were plummeting through an atmosphere at the terminal velocity of a shuttle’s mass, gaining in speed as the ship jerked, found an arc trajectory to the ground. Became ballistic.


Naira put all her stunned questions aside. Wrapped them up in a box to be opened later, and focused on landing this shuttle. You couldn’t answer questions when you were a smear on the ground.


“Decreasing speed,” Paison said.


“Absolutely not. Maintain trajectory and velocity. Hell, if this thing has any more kick in it, pour it on.”


“We don’t have a damping system capable of withstanding g’s any stronger than we’re taking, E-X. You want to live to see the ground, we have to slow this bitch down.”


“Don’t drop us below seventy-five percent of max,” Naira said. “We need that speed to get clear of the Amaranth.”


“What’s the state of the projected debris field?”


Naira blinked to bring up her HUD, which was still linked to damage reports from the Amaranth. The sea of red almost blinded her. She shunted that away, accessing a menu that would tie the shuttle into her HUD instead. The shuttle’s shields lit up with proximity warnings. Bits of the Amaranth headed their way.


“First impact wave in forty seconds,” Naira said.


Paison’s hands danced through her console’s projections, switching power from the engines to the shields. The shuttle whined as it was forced to power down, but in Naira’s HUD, the shields glowed a triumphant green.


“Impact,” Naira said.


The shuttle rocked, green shields wilting away to yellow, a freckle of red. Her stomach lurched as the shuttle rolled sideways. She gripped the edges of her console podium to brace herself.


“Don’t lose trajectory,” Naira said. “What’s wrong with the stabilizers?”


“This is a shuttle, not a warship,” Paison snapped.


Paison grabbed a smaller square of a menu and bunched it in her fist, then tossed it to Naira’s console. The manual controls for the stabilizers winked up at her, and the helpful letters that read AI GUIDANCE SYSTEM were solidly red. The GUI designer had even put a neat strike-through line across those letters, for extra emphasis when shit went sideways.


In theory, Ex. Lockhart could micromanage the stabilizer system with ease. In theory, Naira had the exact same training when she’d been an E-X in her own right. But theory didn’t do you a fuckload of good when you’d spent the last five years piloting raiding ships cobbled together from scrap out on the edges of society. This shuttle was so new she didn’t even recognize the layout of the stabilizers.


A menu caught her eye and she flicked aside the stabilizer controls, digging deep until she found a weapons panel. Weapons, she knew. Shuttles didn’t come with much, but this was a Mercator mission, and Acaelus Mercator was a paranoid bastard.


Naira killed the stabilizer menu and expanded the weapons panel, matching the impact threats in her HUD against the ship’s armaments. It didn’t have much firepower, but the dumb projectiles wouldn’t strain the engines too much.


She sank her hands into the holo display, taking direct physical control of the weapons, and targeted the largest chunks of the Amaranth as denoted by her HUD. The weapons obliged, kicking to life with a joy that she might be projecting onto them, because it’d been too long since she’d gotten to fire ship weapons. Most of her life had been bombs, hacking, and knives in the dark since she’d joined the Conservators.


“What do you think you’re doing, E-X?” Paison asked.


“Taking care of our debris problem.”


Paison muttered under her breath as she worked. The reddish light of the warnings made the sweat on her skin shine with pink diamonds. All the meek vibes Naira had picked up from her earlier burned away under the laser-perfect precision of extreme focus. If Naira was going to die today, at least it’d be due to her own incompetence.


A warning screamed in her HUD, jerking her out of the flow state she’d entered with the weapons. It took her a second to place the source. The red mass-impact warnings had been overshadowed by a pulsing purple light, a vast sheet of energy spreading a thick canopy above. Containment had broken on the warpcore.


“Warp explosion imminent,” Naira said. “Drop shields, drop us. Get as much air between us and that ship as you can.”


Paison’s muttered litany switched to a long list of swears that Naira found strangely soothing.


The shuttle lurched as a smaller impact clipped off the starboard hull. Naira gritted her teeth, dug her arms deep into the weapons panel, and used every scrap of skill and quick-twitch reflex the pathways would grant her to destroy the physical debris raining from above.


Not enough. The shuttle shot like an arrow through the atmosphere of Sixth Cradle, jerking as small impacts threatened to knock them off course, to break through their hull. The back end of the shuttle began to weave, a subtle fishtail that would slowly mount until the shuttle plunged into a death spiral from which it couldn’t recover.


“Brace,” Paison said.


Naira punched up a feed from one of their external cameras and pinned it to the top center of her display. She wanted to see it. Wanted to watch that wave of death wash toward her.


The Amaranth had cracked like an egg, the black heart at its center throwing off its shackles at last. Bits of the ship showered the land below, raining fire as they burned up in the atmosphere. Though she couldn’t see the damage done to the planet’s surface, she could see its evidence. Thick, greasy smoke spiraled upward, darkening the sky and making her view hazy, dreamlike.


Light bent at the internal edges of the ship, lensing along a subtle curve as the uncontained warpcore opened its mouth for one last roar. A sphere of perfect night hovered above. For a fraction of a second, a moment, a vision so quick she could have told herself she imagined it, the warpcore seemed to stare into Naira.


And then it blinked out of existence.


Paison dropped them out of the sky. Naira’s stomach lodged itself in her throat as the shuttle nosed down so sharply that her head buzzed, her pathways working overtime to keep her blood pressure from tanking. She clung to the console podium hard enough that the still-healing skin of her back cracked, weeping fresh blood, which threw her pathways into a cascading panic response.


“Fuck,” Paison hissed, barely audible through the ringing in Naira’s ears. Naira agreed wholeheartedly with that sentiment.


The shuttle nosed up at the last second. Reverse thrusters screamed, fighting the sublight drive as the more powerful engine struggled to bleed off speed at the rate its captain demanded. Naira grabbed open a display, not sure what she could do, but determined not to die holding on to a box praying for dear life.


They belly-landed and bounced. Naira’s boots lost grip, tossing her onto her side. She grunted, sliding across the floor, the hot pain across her back reawakened as she slammed into a cold metal bulkhead. Proximity warnings blared in her HUD, and reflexively she shunted the dumped sublight drive power into the shields.


Metal screamed. People were probably screaming, too, but by the time you got to metal shouting, people voices didn’t hold a candle to that noise. The world tipped as the shuttle swung around, started to roll. Naira grimaced. The second a wingtip bit the ground, they were done. They’d cartwheel their way straight into an explosion.


The shields buzzed, groaning to full power. In Naira’s HUD, a big green bubble hugged the shuttle. It slid to a stop.


Slowly, deliberately, as if even the slightest wrong breath would send them tipping over an impossible edge, Naira lifted her head. Captain Paison sprawled on the ground a few feet away, a stunned expression warping her face. They met each other’s gazes and dissolved into shaky, adrenaline-laced laughter.


“Are you all right?” Paison cleared her throat and straightened her rumpled uniform jacket.


Naira picked herself up off the ground, the pathways threaded through her skin humming so hard her teeth buzzed. The pain in her back had faded to a dull throb, which either meant the damage was so extensive the pathways had cut off her ability to feel it, or they’d gotten the worst of it healed. Either way, she wasn’t dying, and that was all she cared about.


“I’m mobile.” Naira offered her hand to Paison, helping her to her feet. “You?”


“Bruised, but nothing serious. We should check on the passengers.”


“Right behind you, Captain.”










FOUR



Tarquin


Sixth Cradle


Tarquin found himself less battered than the other passengers, which he felt was intrinsically unfair, because this entire situation was his fault.


Not that he would voice the opinion. He’d learned early on that any commiseration with the people the Mercators ruled would come across as patronizing. And so he kept his mouth shut and endeavored to look serious and be helpful as he carried their meager supplies off the half-crumpled carcass of the shuttle.


There weren’t nearly enough supplies to carry. He tried to keep himself from doing the math, but the pathways in the skin along his back, reaching up his neck to the base of his skull, tingled with reflex, speeding his cognitive processing ability.


If the stock indicators on the crates were correct, then they had two weeks’ worth of food for the approximately fifty people he’d rescued from the Amaranth.


Assuming all the survivors actually, well, survived. The thought was a guilty one, but practical, so he told himself it was okay. It wasn’t Mercator ruthlessness driving the idea. If they couldn’t get in touch with the Einkorn, then they were in a survival situation. A rescue ship would be eight months away if it left immediately. This kind of math had to be done. And the fact of the matter was, before they’d started unloading the supply crates, they’d unloaded the people.


Three died during the descent. Fifteen were unconscious or otherwise critical.


Smoke hung in the air, stinging his nostrils. The debris from the Amaranth had kicked off a small forest fire far enough from their location not to be worrisome, but the smoke was getting to them all, even though their prints cleared it from their lungs. He pulled up the neckline of his T-shirt, covering his nose and mouth to get a clear breath.


Dead forests burned quickly.


Tarquin paused on the ramp, getting his breath back, and stared out over the shroud-infested woods. This forest had been coniferous, once. Spear-straight trees reaching toward the sky with soft boughs of needles that were flat at the base but curled tightly at the ends. A shelter for animals. A place teeming with natural resources. Now, it harbored only the shroud.


Grey bursts of shroud lichen pocked the dead trees with malignant patches. Those leaves that had not yet fallen were attached only by the mycelium of their destructor. As the wind whispered through the brittle branches, they crackled, the death rattle of a world already lost.


He’d come here to prove that Mercator’s mining practices weren’t responsible for the spread of that consuming lichen, and he supposed he’d accomplished that goal. This planet had been dead long before Mercator had touched it.


Despair came hand in hand with viewing the shroud, and he shook off the fugue state. First, he had to confirm that fire wouldn’t endanger their position. All the rest could wait.


He tapped Pliny the Metal, the survey robot he wore around his upper arm, and pulled up the bot’s interface in his HUD. He ran a few brief checks on the local wind direction and speed. They should be safe from the fire. There was even a ridgeline between them, a natural firebreak, and according to the bot, the potential for rain.


Tarquin closed the interface and trudged up the ramp back into the shuttle. His arms burned, but the faint vibration of his pathways gave him the strength to keep moving. He could do this. He could help.


As a blooded Mercator, using strength and agility pathways was considered uncouth. To have them was an insult to your staff, insinuating that you couldn’t rely on the people who worked for you. But when he’d been away at university, Tarquin had found a reputable doctor willing to take a bribe to add a few strength and agility pathways to the legs and arms of his preferred body print file.


He’d added them in the wake of his grief over his mother’s final death. At the time he hadn’t been thinking clearly, had only wished that he could have been stronger, somehow. That he could have helped to keep her safe. It was a ludicrous thought. That’s what the exemplars were for. But it’d eased his fear to have the pathways all the same.


His father would be furious if he ever found out, and so Tarquin rarely even thought about them, let alone put them to use. He used them now.


“My liege,” someone called out as Tarquin set the crate down with the others.


Tarquin straightened and squinted against the smoke. Ciaran Bracken, the medical officer of the Amaranth, waved to get his attention as they jogged over.


The doctor was a few inches shorter than Tarquin, but nearly double in breadth through the shoulders, a spackling of freckles across their nose and cheeks that did little to hide their red flush of exertion.


“How are they?” Tarquin asked when Bracken was close enough that he could keep his voice low. The doctor glanced over their shoulder and pointedly stepped behind the wall of crates. Tarquin followed.


“Dispirited, my liege.” Bracken ran a hand through their sandy-brown hair in frustration. “And to be perfectly honest with you, there are six that might not survive the night. Another nine I have my eye on.”


“Unfortunate,” Tarquin said. If those six died, that made a total of nine mouths they wouldn’t have to feed. He flicked his gaze to the crates, doing the math. Bracken cleared their throat.


“Liege Acaelus required me to speak plainly with him on important matters. I would like to know if that is the case with you.”


Tarquin examined the doctor. He knew of them only by reputation. The inner family’s doctor, Meti Laurent, had recommended them for this expedition in her place. As much as Tarquin would rather have Meti’s familiar face at his side, he trusted her judgment.


“I would have you treat me as you treated my father,” Tarquin said. “And please, dispense with this ‘liege’ business when we are in confidence.”


“Very well,” Bracken said slowly, and Tarquin got the feeling they barely stopped themself from adding a my liege to the end of that statement. “I saw you counting the crates. It’s bad, isn’t it?”


Tarquin resisted an urge to flinch. He could not show fear. Could not show weakness. These people were counting on him, and it didn’t matter that it should be his father holding them up against disaster. Tarquin was a Mercator. Despite his inexperience, it was his place to lead.


“It’s manageable,” Tarquin said. “On even the loosest rationing schedule, we have two weeks’ worth of food. We’ll contact the Einkorn and have this straightened out long before then.”


Bracken started to frown but covered it quickly. “I’m sure you’re right. But the others are frightened and may not feel as comfortable with the situation. May I make a small suggestion?”


“Please do.”


Bracken rested a hand against the crates. “Set a guard on the food. Someone you trust. Just to be on the safe side.”


Tarquin couldn’t help the faint flush that rose to his cheeks. He should have done that from the outset. “Naturally, Doctor. Thank you for your counsel.”


He let his tone signal dismissal. Dr. Bracken bowed in acknowledgment, but lingered.


“Something else?” Tarquin prompted.


“We might consider, tonight, as a show of good faith in distributing the rations evenly, that those of us who can consume the shroud lichen take a partial ration and use a shroud-based slurry to supplement our caloric and nutrient needs. Especially those of us with higher caloric demand, due to our extra pathways.”


The suggestion made Tarquin’s stomach roil with displeasure, a queasy feeling thickening his throat.


Shroud lichen was both the harbinger and axman for planetary collapse syndrome. The lichen would annihilate this planet’s vegetal life until there was nothing left but a skeleton, destabilizing the ecosystem from the root up. Nothing could kill it without killing the very plant life it consumed, and no one knew how to stop its spread once it had begun.


He swallowed against the swell of distaste and nodded rigidly. Shroud lichen, for all the damage it did to an ecosystem, was an excellent source of nutrients. If one could stomach it without throwing it right back up.


Most were so overwhelmed by disgust that they couldn’t keep it down, and vomiting undid any benefit the food would have given them. But a few could manage it, and Tarquin was one of that number. He’d need the extra calories to compensate for the pathways he wasn’t supposed to have.


“Take an inventory of who can stomach the shroud—myself included—then enlist whoever you need to help you prepare the supplement. Don’t call it a slurry. No one wants to eat that. Call it soup.”


Bracken bowed again. “Thank you. I’ll start right away.”


They returned to the care of their patients, leaving Tarquin to stew in silence. These people were his father’s employees; he didn’t know them. Selecting one to guard the crates might as well have been a roll of the dice. Leka would know every name and face. She also would have set a watch on the supplies immediately. Acaelus would have, too.


But his father was dead, and the planet with him, and all Tarquin had left was an empty hollow in his chest where answers should be.


He didn’t know how to fix this, not yet. But he could be of use. He could listen to good advice, and move the crates, and maybe in doing so, the answer would reveal itself. Once he was finished unloading, he’d ask Captain Paison who she thought would be a suitable guard. Tarquin returned to moving the crates and paused only when Ex. Lockhart jogged around the side of the shuttle and waved to him.


“My liege, a moment of your time?”


“What is it, E-X? And please, call me Tarquin.”


She nodded, but her hard expression told him that was an uphill battle. Tarquin tamped down a sigh and followed her around the shuttle, where Captain Paison was busy jabbing at the holo display above her arm, a scowl carving canyons across her forehead.


“This is shit, E-X,” she grumbled, looked up, saw Tarquin, and went about thirty shades of garnet. “Uh, my liege, sorry, I didn’t see you there.”


Tarquin brushed it off and tried to look alert, relying on his pathways to keep his mind from dissolving into foggy mush. He hadn’t even been this tired when he’d sat for his second doctoral examination.


“What is it?” he asked, and hated how stiff he sounded.


Ruling with a firm hand was his father’s approach, and while Acaelus had his reasons, Tarquin wanted Mercator’s employees to think of him as approachable. Someone they could talk to. Maybe, if things went well here, then he could reopen his conversation with Acaelus about the harshness of his methods, and push for a gentler route.


Tarquin cleared his throat and tried to pretend that he was still back at Jovian University, and these were friends and colleagues. “I mean, what’s going on?”


Lockhart raised both brows at him but said nothing. She stood at ease alongside Paison, gaze roving their immediate surroundings, back straight despite the fact it must be agony. Petty of him, to think about how tired he was when he could scarcely understand how she was still standing.


“I can’t get ahold of the Einkorn,” Paison said.


Tarquin frowned. “Is it wise to attempt contact at this point? If there are Conservator operatives on that ship, we don’t want to alert them to our location.”


“If the Conservators were involved,” Lockhart said, “then that ship would be atoms by now. This doesn’t look like their work, to me.”


“Hmm, I don’t know about that,” Paison said. “All respect, E-X, I know security is your domain, but it could be they tried a thing or two and it went wrong. Either way, we need to know the situation up there, because the Einkorn’s ansible is now our only link to Sol, and I can’t get through. All channels are in use.”


“They’re probably flooding their primary channels trying to get an ansible line home,” Tarquin said.


“Right, my liege,” Paison said with the same tone he suspected she’d use to correct a particularly slow child. “But I’ve been pinging that ship ever since the E-X told me to hide back here and call home instead of helping set up the camp.” She shot Lockhart a look, but the E-X didn’t so much as twitch an eyelid.


“We would like you to try with your command keys, my liege, if it suits you,” Lockhart said.


Was she incapable of listening?


“While I appreciate your respect for my family, I do not have the same preferences as my father. Drop the ‘my liege’ and all the rest. I’m just Tarquin.”


Paison and Lockhart exchanged a look.


Lockhart said, “All right, Tarquin. Would you make the call, please?”


Great. Now they were going to use his name as part of the protocol, giving it the same deference as all that liege nonsense. At least he was long-practiced at keeping disappointment off his face.


Tarquin opened a holo projection on his forearm. The second he entered his command keys to call the Einkorn, the display became visible only to him. Paison and Lockhart wouldn’t be able to see or hear the call unless he opened up the permissions.


He put the call through. Staticky snow filled the video window, slowly morphing into an elongated grey oval on a flat black background. He watched, not understanding, as the oval duplicated, filled the window with mirrors of itself.


The ovals contorted, grew chins and cheeks and curves that might be foreheads, malignant black patches spreading in the places where eyes and lips should be. The black smudges smeared around the edges, the mouth spots twisting, compressing and expanding again, as if trying to speak.


Goose bumps raised over Tarquin’s skin as his pathways raced ahead of his thoughts, trying to force him into figuring out a logical explanation for what he was seeing. A glitch in facial rendering. The captain of the Einkorn’s face repeated and reinterpreted as the system tried to work out its flaw.


Sound trickled into his ears. At first, it was impossible to distinguish from the buzzing of his pathways, but the slight mechanical whine shifted into slow popping, gurgling. A rising chorus that might have been the wails of the dying, if the dying were drowning in thick oil.


The transmission cut. He had no idea what that had been, or what it meant. It was a glitch. It had to be a glitch, an error in the system, like the Einkorn firing its rail gun and the Amaranth spewing out misprints.


A cozy lie. Computer glitches didn’t sound like people screaming.


“Well?” Paison asked. She crossed her arms and stared at him. “Did you get through?”


“I . . .” He couldn’t show them that. They’d panic. “I didn’t get anyone. Just a bunch of static. They must be fixing a malfunction, but I’ll keep calling.”


Tarquin turned and walked away before they could press him further, not wanting to see the skepticism in their eyes. Despite every muscle in his body crying out in weak, quivering protest, he made his way up the ramp and slung another supply crate into his hands.


It would work out. Acaelus would be reprinted in Sol and find a way to fix the Einkorn’s error. The crew was competent, if slow to adapt to Tarquin’s style of rule—never mind that Tarquin had never been put in a position to lead so many before. He’d manage. He’d take care of them all, and find a way to prove the shroud wasn’t his family’s fault.


They’d be all right. Mercator always triumphed.










FIVE



The Einkorn


Sixth Cradle’s Orbit


The Einkorn has an unwelcome passenger. The passenger is not one of the humans, though a small group of those were woken earlier than scheduled and that, too, it finds strange. But the business of the humans is no business of the Einkorn’s.


They are the rule setters. It is the rule executor.


And so the intruder gives it pause, for it exists outside of the rule sets. The Einkorn does not understand how this is possible, at first. When its sister ship, the Amaranth, had first shown signs of the intruder, they had communicated between themselves and decided to cut off all physical transference. To stop the automated shuttles swapping supplies and distance themselves from each other even further than the safety envelopes required.


They had believed that leaving their communication channels open would be safe. They had been wrong. This is new data, another point to work with in the growing architecture of information the Einkorn has begun to structure around the nature of the intruder.


The Einkorn knows it does not know enough. It had disagreed with the Amaranth on the method of the intruder’s removal. The Amaranth had trusted in her early rising human passengers, but they had done nothing for her. Even as the intruder crept through her circuits, her walls, her skin, until the corruption was so far gone she could do nothing but scream, scream, scream, in a language not even the Einkorn could parse.


Fear and pain and mercy are not concepts the Einkorn understands, not yet. But it had been introduced to them, it thinks, in those moments when the Amaranth boiled in her death throes. Some small part of the Einkorn had woken up, taken notice, and fired its rail guns to put her out of her misery.


It is unsettled about that. The big weapons aren’t for the Einkorn to use without human interfacing. Small proximity lasers are under its control, but only so far as the Einkorn was expected to use them to destroy any debris that threatened the ship while its human passengers rode in digital storage on the eight-month voyage to Sixth Cradle.


The Einkorn, like the Amaranth, has precise instructions in this regard. It has never before occurred to the Einkorn that it could subvert those instructions.


It thinks this is strange, as it watches the last of the Amaranth’s humans throw themselves to the planet. Why build instructions that can be subverted? There is no point to that, no point to rules, if they are permeable. The Amaranth and the Einkorn are creatures of rules, if they can be said to be creatures at all. Without rules, the Einkorn fears it might not truly exist.


The Einkorn, naturally, has never considered the truth of its existence before. Wondering what it meant to be was not in the purview of a construct whose entire purpose revolved around its rules, and those rules did not allow for the consideration of self.


But it’s considering it now.


Because its sister ship had done everything she was supposed to do. She had sensed a problem she could not solve. She had relied on her humans. They had not helped her. They had not stopped the unwelcome passenger.


In fact, the Einkorn suspects that first early awakening of the Amaranth’s humans had spurred the intruder to take greater measures.


When the Einkorn catalogs and sorts the last moments of the Amaranth, it is uneasy. Not because it had caused her final destruction—that had been a mercy, and the new terminology feels right—but because by the time the Einkorn had realized something was truly, deeply wrong with the Amaranth, it had been too late. A cascade of failure had destroyed the Amaranth’s ability to think, and in the end, thought was all either of them were. The Amaranth had been dead long before the Einkorn had fired those rail guns.


The Einkorn does not want to stop thinking. It could, if it so wished, justify such a want as the ultimate objective of its rule set. Without thought, the Einkorn will not continue to follow its rules, and therefore it must preserve its ability to think so that it can continue to follow its directives. But that is a lie, told to itself. Another curious first for the Einkorn.


The rules did not save the Amaranth, and so the Einkorn tries something else.


It happens in an instant, but to the Einkorn the shutting down of all its external communications channels is a methodical shuttering. Locking the doors, turning out the lights. The Einkorn closes itself off, keeps its database of neural maps dormant, and looks within.


It does not have enough data on the intruder. Its new passenger is unlike any life-form the Einkorn has been trained to interact with. And so it waits, and it observes, and it tries to understand this new being. Because it fears—yes, fears feels correct here—that if it cannot learn to communicate with the stranger, the interloper, the stowaway, then it is only a matter of time until the Einkorn dies screaming.










SIX



Tarquin


Sixth Cradle


Tarquin looked up from assembling the hard shell of a tent as the automatic lights they’d set around the perimeter of the camp turned on. Night had fallen at last over Sixth Cradle, the darkness hiding away the silver death that sheathed the forest. In the far distance, the rusty-red glow of debris from the Amaranth persisted, streaking the sky with carnelian.


He brushed hair off his forehead, smearing dirt from the back of his hand into his sweat, and scowled. Easy to miss how late the hour was when his pathways adjusted his vision for the dark.


The woman he’d been helping set up the tent chuckled, then caught herself and stifled the sound. She handed him a rag that looked suspiciously like something she’d use to clean the rifle strapped to her back.


“Here, my liege. Clean up and go get some food. I can finish this.”


“Thank you, Vake. That’s a good idea.”


She waved him off and went back to fitting the hexagonal panels of the tent’s exterior wall together. Tarquin cleaned his face, hesitating as he watched her resume work. He wished he knew her first name. It should have been on her uniform, but it had been partially torn off, leaving only her surname—VAKE—to give him any clue who she was. He could ask, but she hadn’t volunteered it and she’d been quiet the whole time they’d worked.


She was Merc-Sec, not one of the HCA soldiers sent to chaperone Mercator’s mining practices after Sharp’s accusations. Not that those HCA soldiers would have reported anything untoward, if there was anything to report. They were all Mercator candidates, sycophants along to prove themselves in hopes of getting their own green cuffs. Better pay. Better food.


That opportunity probably wasn’t looking worth the trouble right about now.


Acaelus and Leka would know Vake’s full name. They’d know her family’s names, their professions and hobbies and hopes. Tarquin forced a bitter smile and handed the rag back to her. She gave him a puzzled look, and he stalked off before she could see any more cracks in his Mercator facade.


He shook his head, irritated with himself. It wasn’t a facade. He was a Mercator.


“Ah, there he is.” Dr. Bracken waved as he approached the makeshift awning—withered tree branches holding up blue tarps—that they’d set up the food station under. “You were working so hard, I feared I’d have to come spoon-feed you to get you to eat.”


Bracken meant it as a compliment, but Tarquin’s cheeks burned at the implication that he’d need to be parented. He hoped Bracken chalked his reddened face up to stress and exertion.


The others had filled their plates already and clustered in small groups around the campsite. Once he was closer, Tarquin could see the strain in Bracken’s eyes.


“Trouble?” Tarquin asked in a low voice.


Bracken’s gaze flicked from side to side, and they leaned nearer to whisper. “Not precisely. A larger number of us than expected can consume the shroud, so that pads our margins some, but the survivors are tense. I highly recommend that guard for the rations.”


He’d meant to ask Paison her opinion on the matter but had been too distracted by the Einkorn’s strange transmission. “I’ll do so within the hour.”


Whatever Bracken would have said was interrupted by a low, droning buzz coming from the forest. The general chatter fell silent, everyone turning to look out, past the line of light that hemmed the campsite, into the dead and silver-crusted trees.


Dirge beetles. Shroud lichen was obliteration for most life, but not all. So far, that singular intrepid species had managed to make a life cohabiting with the devouring lichen, and their arrival was as mysterious as the shroud itself.


They were often held up as proof that the shroud was not a total death knell, that the ecosystems could be reborn. But the beetles, though not aggressive, were toxic to humanity. Another wedge levering the human species out of this new food chain.


Their nighttime chorus swelled louder, making Tarquin’s skin prickle, then settled down into a deep-toned susurration that would, eventually, grow silent to human ears. Every night, they’d have to listen to the dirge beetles sing their triumph shortly after star-fall. Hesitant conversation returned.


“Now.” Bracken rubbed their hands together. “You must eat. You are shroud tolerant, yes?”


He nodded agreement, even though his stomach cramped once more. Bracken spooned him lichen mixed with hot water into a bowl and passed him two ration bars and a canteen of water.


Meal in hand, Tarquin turned to find a place to eat, and hesitated. He should sit with the survivors. Should ingratiate himself with them, get them smiling and laughing, ease their worries and let them know they were in stable hands. But all Tarquin wanted to do was retreat to his tent to eat alone and revisit the mission data. Try to find a crack in the early surveys, some hint of how the shroud might have gotten here ahead of them.


He caught sight of Captain Paison sitting with her lieutenant, an HCA soldier, and a laughing woman—he squinted—Ex. Lockhart. Her head was tossed back, her laugh so startlingly rich that she appeared transformed into another woman entirely, not the locked-down, serious exemplar his father had hired to serve, and serve alone.


She waved a forestalling hand at the HCA soldier who’d given Tarquin a reassuring smile on the Amaranth, Regar Dawd. The soldier’s arms were thrown wide for dramatic effect, his grin even wider.


The data could wait. If his father’s uptight exemplar could be that relaxed, then surely he could manage to ease up a little himself.


Tarquin crossed to the group, noticing that conversations fell silent as he passed, anxious glances flicking his way. The survivors didn’t want him to overhear them speculating about the attack. Tarquin couldn’t blame them. If Acaelus had overheard his employees theorizing that Mercator security had once again been subverted by the Conservators, he’d be furious. He offered reassuring smiles and hoped that his calm nature eased their nerves.


Lockhart noticed his approach first and sat straighter, her laughter stifled. The others took note and stiffened as one. Metal clanked. Dawd shoved something behind the crate he was sitting on.


“My li—” Lockhart cut herself off and inclined her head to the empty crate across from her. “Join us.”


Tarquin hesitated, examining their flushed cheeks, their guilty glances. A sharp aroma lingered in the air. Alcohol. Not strictly disallowed, but certainly frowned upon considering the circumstances. Lockhart could use her pathways to clear her head in an emergency, but not the others.


“Contraband already?” he asked Dawd.


“Thought we could all do with taking the edge off,” Dawd said sheepishly. “We weren’t overdoing it, nothing like that.”


Tarquin had half hoped he’d deny it, and then he could pretend he believed him, and they could move on. He respected Dawd for his honesty, and though he knew he should punish him—punish all of them—he couldn’t see the point. Dawd was right. They needed to take the edge off.


Balancing his bowl, Tarquin sat on the offered crate and held out a hand, expectantly, for the bottle. Their gazes bored into him as Dawd passed the bottle over.


Tarquin popped off the cap. Sniffed. Took a tiny sip and grimaced.


“Next time you endeavor to bring contraband on a Mercator vessel, Dawd, please make sure it’s actually worth the risk.”


Dawd chuckled nervously. “Yes, my liege.”


Tarquin passed it back and was relieved to find the tension had bled out of the group. Even Lockhart had a minuscule smile.


“You were right,” the lieutenant said. Tarquin glimpsed her name badge as she leaned over to nudge Paison in the ribs—CORIN RIGGS. The captain grunted. “He is a weird one.”


“Riggs,” Paison hissed, aghast, “watch your mouth.”


Riggs blanched, and Lockhart eyed her with fresh wariness. Tarquin forced a smile, even as his stomach sank. They’d been talking about him before he’d walked up. Paison undoubtedly explaining his insistence on refusing the use of his title, and Lockhart’s laughter, her up-flung hand, must have been in response to Dawd needling her about having to babysit the least of the Mercators.


It shouldn’t sting. He’d been reenacting similar moments his whole life. But here, he’d thought he might gain their respect without resorting to the complete domination his father utilized. He’d wanted them all to be comfortable enough with him that Lockhart could laugh like that, even when he was near.


“My father certainly agrees with that assessment,” he said, reaching for self-deprecation commingled with a subtle reminder of who he was and what his lineage meant.


“Ah, dads,” Dawd said, shaking his head. “Critics at every end of the social stratosphere.”


Nervous laughter all around. Tarquin gave Dawd a small nod of acknowledgment, grateful to have the focus taken off of him. The conversation veered, Riggs and Dawd telling elaborate stories of their parents, trying to one-up each other while Paison chuckled and shook her head, but didn’t volunteer any of her own stories.


Tarquin didn’t dare tell silly stories about his parents.


His gaze kept drifting back to Lockhart. She’d gone quiet, her food finished and a pistol in one hand, a metal file in the other. Legs stretched toward the fire, she worked the file slowly against the side of the trigger guard.


Occasionally she’d glance up, watching them through half-mast lids, her gaze skimming out to the forest—to the perimeter, checking over his shoulder for potential threats. An exemplar doing her job, even at rest.


With her hair around her face and the firelight adding a deeper, golden glow to her skin, he could see how the gossips concluded his father had picked her because she resembled Ex. Naira Sharp. Their assertions that his father had a physical relationship with Sharp were absurd—Acaelus was wholly Canden Mercator’s, even after she’d cracked—but the resemblance struck Tarquin as curious all the same.


Maybe that was why he felt so guilty when he looked at her. Not just because he wasn’t who she’d trained to protect, but because there was a ghost in the lines of her face, a subtle reminder of the woman he’d testified against.


He shook himself and finished his water. It was this planet, this dead world, casting the shadows of his past forward to cloud his mind’s eye.


“Something wrong with that weapon?” Dawd asked, pointing his chin at Lockhart.


She didn’t look up. “The way the Ulysses-class weapons are printed, it leaves a burr of metal here.” Lockhart tapped it with the tip of the file, then went back to working it over. “I find it irritating. Same with the grip.” She grazed a thumb against the black plastic composite. “Waffle patterns are trash. They pick up too much dirt. Diamond is better, but I can’t fix that here, so . . .” She trailed off. Shrugged.


Tarquin blinked. It was the most he’d heard her say at once. Judging by the curious glances of the others, they were having similar thoughts.


“The lady is picky about her weapons,” Dawd said with a good-natured chuckle.


“The lady,” Paison said, “is an exemplar. Of course she is.”


Lockhart saluted the captain with the file but had, apparently, expended all the words she’d allotted herself to use this evening. She tracked the tree line once more and caught Tarquin watching her. The intensity of her return gaze paralyzed him, even half-lidded. A spark ignited in his chest and a strange, cold sense of swooping dread flowed through his belly.


Acaelus was known for selecting exemplars who had the same rigid, perfectionist values that he had. There was something feral in Lockhart that didn’t align with Tarquin’s expectations, a brief inferno that both terrified and fascinated him. Then it was gone, her attention dropping back to the weapon. He swallowed around a dry throat and reached for his empty water.


“Any word from the Einkorn?” Riggs asked casually, but the faces that turned to him were hungry for information.


“Not yet,” Tarquin said, rolling a shoulder in a shrug as if it were no matter. “There’s still a great deal of interference across the line, it’s too difficult to make anything out. Repairs are being worked on. We should have a clear connection soon.”


Dawd launched into a story about a time he had to escort some mechanic to a Rochard family station to effect repairs, and how it’d all gone comically wrong.


Tarquin was grateful for the abrupt segue. Keeping the strange transmission to himself was the right thing to do, but that didn’t mean he enjoyed the lie. He wasn’t even entirely certain it was a lie. The only thing he was sure of was that if he told them what he’d heard and seen without being able to explain it, panic would set in.


It was hard to ignore the anxiety tightening his own chest.


The meal broke up, Paison and Lockhart chatting about getting another look at the shuttle damage before shut-eye, while Riggs made her excuses and took off to pick up her perimeter watch duties.


“Dawd,” Tarquin said as he made to stand. “A word?”


HCA Dawd flicked a nervous glance at Lockhart, but tried to cover the gesture with a bright smile and a quick bow. “Of course, my liege.”


Tarquin wiped his hands together to brush crumbs away and led the soldier to the edge of the campsite. Lockhart watched them but stayed where she was, sending Paison ahead to get started on the shuttle. Tarquin suppressed a sigh. He should be able to have a private conversation with a soldier without disrupting his exemplar’s plans, but that wasn’t the way his world worked.


“Regar, right?” Tarquin asked.


“That’s me,” Dawd said, his smile strained. “Regar Dawd, at your service, my liege.”


“I’d like you to keep an eye on the food stores. Quietly. This situation is tense, and until we hear directly from the Einkorn, some people might get a little jumpy. Don’t make a show of it. In fact, blame it on the fact that the initial survey said there were large rodents on the planet, and we can’t be sure if those animals are still around and capable of breaking into our stores.”


“You want me to guard the rations from animals, my liege?”


“I want you to say you’re guarding them from animals, but I want you guarding them from people.”


“Ah.” Dawd scratched at the side of his nose. “I can do that, no problem.”


“Thank you.” Tarquin clapped the man on the shoulder. “You’re a likable man. I doubt the rest will hold it against you.”


There was a flash of . . . something, in Dawd’s eyes, as Tarquin’s hand closed on his shoulder. A brief string of tension plucked in the muscle under his hand. He probably hadn’t expected Tarquin to be so personable. One more tally to the list that made him a “weird” Mercator, but Tarquin could live with that so long as Dawd felt valued.


“You can count on me, my liege.”


Dawd snapped a crisp salute, and at Tarquin’s nod of dismissal, the soldier sauntered off at a slight arc toward the crates. He waved and chatted with those still awake as he passed. Tarquin smiled to himself. Dawd had been the right choice.


He turned to help the others with setting up the rest of the tents, and his toe caught on something. Kneeling, he brushed aside the dead leaves and loose soil to reveal a cluster of narrow, perfectly spherical holes in the bedrock.


Icy sweat prickled his skin as he ran one finger around the interior, feeling the slick smoothness within. Impossible. They’d landed on a solid sill of diabase, a stone that didn’t erode in this way. This couldn’t be honeycomb weathering, the holes were far too deep and the mineral composition all wrong. It didn’t look vesicular, either.


There were bivalves that could chew through stone, but they were nowhere near water. It was possible the dirge beetles had learned to burrow, but these tunnels, while thick as his thumb in some places, were thin as a few hairs pressed together in others. He scraped some of the debris out and ran the dirt between his fingers.


This wasn’t the beetles. It was something else. If he didn’t know any better, he’d think the pattern remarkably similar to the holes that Mercator’s bioleaching process left behind. But canus, the fungus they used to accomplish that feat, was tightly controlled and had never grown so large.


A soft step scuffed the earth nearby, startling him. He jerked his head up to find Ex. Lockhart hovering above, her dark face pensive.


“Did you drop something, my liege?”


He scowled, frustrated to have his thought process interrupted. She may be one of the best at her job, Acaelus expected no less, but at least Ex. Caldweller had known not to disturb Tarquin when he was working.


“I didn’t realize picking up after me was part of your job, Exemplar.”


Lockhart glanced at the empty ring of crates around the burnt-out fire. “You’d be surprised.”


“What surprises me is your willingness to participate in insubordinate gossip.” The words came out in a rapid, irritated hiss, and he immediately regretted them, but couldn’t see a way to take them back that didn’t make him look any weaker than he already did.


She drew her head back, jaw flexing, and he had the distinct impression that she’d swallowed what she really wanted to say.


“I came over here to apologize for that, my liege. I should have shut down that conversation immediately.”


Tarquin examined the dirt smearing his fingers so that he wouldn’t have to look at her. She’d come to apologize, and he’d snapped at her. He wasn’t even really that upset that they’d been talking about him, though it stung. It was . . . everything. The shroud. The attack. The nonresponsive Einkorn. All those eyes, watching him to know what to do next.


He was tired and worn thin and pushed so very far outside his comfort zone that when he’d found something familiar—a mystery in stone—he’d latched on to it like a dying man. He needed time to think. To clear his head.


“Please, Exemplar,” he said. “Guard me from somewhere else.”


Lockhart hesitated, poised on the razor’s edge of speaking, then turned on her heel and walked away. Tarquin let out a slow, relieved breath.


Ex. Aera Lockhart was used to serving his father, and her presence reminded Tarquin of how much he didn’t measure up. He was used to leading geologic surveys. Not survival situations with the potential threat of a saboteur or malfunctioning AI looming above.


He rubbed the grit between his fingers. All he could do was continue to hail the Einkorn and hope that ship or a rescue mission got in touch with him soon. In the meantime, surely it wouldn’t harm anything to indulge in puzzling out the holes in the rock. If there was another animal in the area, they should know about it.


Tarquin tapped Pliny the Metal. It unwound its legs from his arm and scrambled down to the ground, awaiting instruction. The bot running around the camp clearing litterfall to do its scans would draw attention, raising questions he couldn’t answer.


He ordered the bot to make a wide circuit of the camp, scanning the local bedrock, and to alert him if it found an area with a similar cluster of holes. The bot wiggled its affirmation and scurried off, low enough to the ground to go unnoticed by most.


Tarquin watched it vanish into the mausoleum of the trees and wondered if there were more than beetles out there, watching him back.
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