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Tarquin scrambled to avoid being knocked aside as Naira stormed out of her room.


The ships blowing up early should have held his full attention, but he couldn’t put the haunted look he’d seen on her face out of his mind. He forced himself not to press her further. She didn’t want to share her private hurts with him. He knew that.


“Tell me we’re out of the blast radius,” she said as she ran into the cockpit.


“We’re clear,” Kav shouted over his shoulder.


Kav had a news feed pulled up on the largest console. Footage of the explosion was being played from multiple angles while a reporter explained that the cause was still being investigated. Naira skidded to a stop behind the copilot’s podium and braced herself against it, staring down that footage like she could wind it back, make it untrue.


The explosion had been larger than they’d planned. It’d taken out not just the ships and the hangar, but the construction infrastructure in orbit around the hangar. Places where people lived.


Had lived.









Praise for Megan E. O’Keefe and


the Protectorate Series


“O’Keefe delivers a complicated, thoughtful tale that skillfully interweaves intrigue, action, and strong characterization. Themes of found family, emotional connection, and identity run throughout, backed up by strong worldbuilding and a tense narrative. This series opener leaves multiple plot threads open for further development, and readers will look forward to the next installments”


Publishers Weekly


“Meticulously plotted, edge-of-your-seat space opera with a soul; a highly promising science-fiction debut”


Kirkus


“A brilliantly plotted yarn of survival and far-future political intrigue”


Guardian


“This is a sweeping space opera with scope and vision, tremendously readable. I look forward to seeing where O’Keefe takes this story next”


Locus


“Outstanding space opera where the politics and worldbuilding of the Expanse series meets the forward-thinking AI elements of Ancillary Justice”


Michael Mammay, author of Planetside


“Velocity Weapon is a spectacular epic of survival, full of triumph and gutwrenching loss”


Alex White, author of the Salvagers series


“Velocity Weapon is a roller-coaster ride of pure delight. Furious action sequences, funny dialogue, and touching family interactions all wrapped up in a plot that will keep you guessing every step of the way. This is one of the best science fiction novels of 2019”


K. B. Wagers, author of the Indranan War trilogy


“Velocity Weapon is fast-paced, twisty, edge-of-your-seat fun. Space opera fans are in for a massive treat!”


Marina J. Lostetter, author of Noumenon









BY MEGAN E. O’KEEFE


The Devoured Worlds


The Blighted Stars


The Fractured Dark


The Protectorate


Velocity Weapon


Chaos Vector


Catalyst Gate


The First Omega (novella)









[image: Illustration]









ORBIT


First published in Great Britain in 2023 by Orbit


Copyright © 2023 by Megan E. O’Keefe


Excerpt from Paradise-1 by David Wellington


Copyright © 2023 by Little, Brown Book Group Limited


The moral right of the author has been asserted.


All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


All rights reserved.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this book


is available from the British Library.


ISBN 978-0-356-51739-1


Orbit


An imprint of


Little, Brown Book Group


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


An Hachette UK Company


www.hachette.co.uk


www.orbitbooks.net









For Sam Morgan.
Thank you, friend.
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ONE


Naira


Mercator Hangar Bay | The Present


Naira had never infiltrated a spaceship while in her own body before, and she found the experience far too perilous for her liking. It was much less nerve-racking to drop her neural map into the print of someone who was supposed to be on the ship. She was used to blending. To subtle manipulations.


There was no subtlety in her boots ringing out against the engine bay’s wire-grid floor. No finesse in the explosive devices tucked into the bag slung across her back.


Trepidation crawled up her neck and prickled her scalp. The mining ship set to launch to Seventh Cradle next week was deathly silent. It should have been bustling with techs doing their final checks before the ship would shove off for one of the precious planets where the ecosystem had yet to succumb to planetary collapse syndrome. Instead, its lights were pushed down to power-saving mode and the hangar was empty of personnel.


Naira could hardly believe it when she’d first seen the empty hangars on Kav’s hacked security-camera feeds. She still couldn’t quite believe it.


The security system accepted Naira’s false credentials without so much as a hiccup. She paused in front of the warpcore containment, letting her gaze trail up the fine bones of emerald-green relkatite that caged the core, and wondered.


This was a rush job. Acaelus Mercator had raised the specter of the Conservators to the public eye as a threat to all mining missions. He’d claimed that the lack of relk on Sixth Cradle had been the fault of the Conservators. That they’d gotten there ahead of Mercator and brought the shroud to collapse the planet as they mined all the relk from the skin of that world and kept it for themselves.


And so the heads of MERIT had rallied. They’d joined their resources, frantically building two ships to launch to Seventh and Eighth Cradles to preserve those planets’ stores of relkatite against the Conservators, never understanding that their impulses were being manipulated. Never knowing that the fungus they used to mine that mineral, Mercatus canus, had bonded with the pathways in their bodies, using them to transform humanity into little more than an extended search network for more relkatite, which was canus’s preferred food.


Rushing the ships didn’t account for the sloppy seams in the walls, the pitting in the relkatite containment, or the rust staining the joints in the metal fittings. Naira gave the irritatingly handsome man next to her, Tarquin Mercator, a side-eyed glance.


“Does this feel off to you?” she asked.


The younger child of Acaelus crossed his arms, staring at the warpcore as if it were keeping secrets from him. Tarquin affected a slouch, reducing his towering height to something less imposing, but there was no slouching away the nose he’d intentionally inherited from his father, the green flecks in his hazel eyes, or the Mercator family crest printed around his wrists to curl in vine-like knotwork over the backs of his hands. He tugged on the sharp ridge of his chin, frowning.


Naira looked away from him as an unwelcome warmth stirred within her. She’d been told that on Sixth Cradle she’d cared for him, but she’d died before backing up those memories, and looking at him now . . . He was an empty ache in her chest, a man-sized hole in her past she didn’t know how to approach. Best to focus on his usefulness—rebellious Mercator, renowned geologist—than on how he made her feel.


Best to ignore the way his hair slipped over his temple, adding a pensive, deep shadow to the angle of his cheek.


“It does seem unusual,” he said, oblivious to her silent study of him. She’d found that he was oblivious to most things when lost in thought. “While my father’s motives are misguided, he wouldn’t let a ship of such import fall into disrepair. And the lack of security?” He gestured to the surrounding room. “It makes no sense.”


“It makes sense if it’s a trap,” she said.


His hand dropped to the pistol strapped to his side, slipping through the cover of his open dark brown jacket. Naira smiled to herself at the motion. Tarquin had been taught basic self-defense and weapons, but it was she who’d trained to be an exemplar—the bodyguards of all MERIT families. She found it cute, like a puppy carrying a too-large stick, that he thought he’d be useful if a fight broke out.


“If it’s a trap, it’s a poor one,” he said. “We haven’t seen a soul since we entered the hangar, and I can’t imagine Father would let us get this close to the warpcore if he meant to capture us before we could harm the ship.”


“Which means he’s got something else up his sleeve.”


Naira brought up her internal HUD and put a call through to Kav, who was, if things were going well, busy infiltrating the other mining ship in the hangar.


He picked up immediately. “You getting the feeling we’re at the wrong address?”


“I am.” She looped Tarquin and Kuma into the call. “Power-saving lighting, rust in the seams, and cracks in the wall paint. Not a soul to check things over or raise the alarm.”


“It’s quiet,” Kuma said, “too—”


“Don’t you dare finish that.” Naira was glad Kuma couldn’t see her smirk.


“Fine.” Kuma huffed dramatically. “I don’t like this. Feels like a setup.”


“If it is, it’s a fuckin’ weird one,” Kav said.


“We were just having the same conversation,” Naira said.


“I don’t understand his motivation,” Tarquin said, half to himself, as he examined the warpcore. Naira fell silent, and so did the others, letting him talk it out. “Canus is pushing him to secure the relkatite in the other two cradles. That makes sense. It wants to get ahead of us . . .” He avoided saying that it wanted to get ahead of his mother, too, as she was hell-bent on infecting the cradles with shroud lichen to keep canus from thriving on those worlds. “I understand that. I can even see a decoy ship—it gives us something else to attack as a distraction—but this . . . These are working ships. They have warpcores and relkatite containments and probably relkatite wiring, too. It’s a waste. Canus wouldn’t let him waste relkatite.”


“Maybe he’s not quite that controlled yet,” Naira said.


“Maybe,” Tarquin said without conviction.


“Regardless of the old man’s motives,” Kav said, “we’re here. We’ve got the bombs. Might as well take care of these so he doesn’t retrofit them later for future mining expeditions.”


“A woman in possession of a bomb is in want of a reason to use it,” Naira said.


“Oh, god help us, she’s been reading old shit again, hasn’t she?” Kuma said.


“Hanging up now,” Naira said. “Call me if anything blows up that’s not supposed to.”


She hung up before Kav could get out more than a mangled but. Naira sensed eyes on her, and half turned to arch a brow at Tarquin.


“What?”


“Pride and Prejudice?” He grinned sheepishly and brushed the hair off his forehead. “I knew you read nonfiction, but somehow fiction doesn’t fit in with all the . . . shooting. And bombing.”


She adjusted the strap across her chest and looked at the warpcore instead of him. “Exemplars end up with a lot of downtime between shifts. There’s only so much review of combat theory one person can take, and Mercator had a—well, you know—big digital library.”


“Yeah. That was at my grandparent Ettai’s insistence. They loved Austen.”


“Fascinating. Really not the time for book club.”


“You started it,” he said with a laugh that made the tension in her shoulders ratchet up.


“Are you stalling, Mercator?” she shot back, and regretted it as his laugh dwindled away. He’d been teasing her good-naturedly, but she’d gone for the throat because every time he did that, she wanted to tease back, and that led to flirting, and that wasn’t a door she was sure she should open. The crestfallen look he gave her stung but made it easier for her to breathe.


She really should have sent him with Kuma and brought Kav with her instead. Somehow she kept pulling him along beside her, and she couldn’t seem to stop.


“No, of course not,” he said. “Tell me what to do.”


Naira swung the bag around so that it rested against her stomach, and tugged the zipper open, revealing six explosive devices about the length and width of her forearm. Tarquin had a matching set of bombs in his own bag. Twelve spines of relkatite made up the cage bars enclosing the warpcore. They needed to blow only one rib to break containment, but fail-safes were a must. And who could say no to more bombs? Naira pulled one out and flipped it over in her hand.


“The back has an adhesive strip that activates with pressure.” She approached the first rib. “You want to press it against the rib down low, as close to the ground as you can so that it’s out of sight.”


Naira crouched beside the warpcore, ignoring the tingle that rushed over her skin at close proximity to all cores. Sometimes, she thought she heard them whispering to her when she got this close. Not words, never anything like that, but murmurs. Sound waves of unknown origins reaching to her across impossible distances. It always made her shiver.


“Here.” She lined up the device but didn’t press it yet. “You do it.”


Tarquin hesitated, hands in his pockets. His reluctance had nothing to do with proximity to the warpcore, though he’d told her that he, like many others, experienced the same tingling sensation near cores. No, his hesitance was about the fact that they’d been dancing around each other for months, both of them avoiding being too physically close to each other.


“Are you certain you want me doing this?” He took a knee on the opposite side of the relkatite support, as distant from her as he could get and still reach the device.


“You’re going to have to do your six on your own. I’m not holding your hand forever, Mercator.”


He took the device from her cautiously, careful not to brush his hand against hers. It left him holding it awkwardly at the top, the balance off. She didn’t comment.


“Here?” He lined it up so that the bottom almost touched the floor. She nodded. He licked his lips, and she looked away. The device connected to the relkatite rib with a squishing noise as the adhesive activated. “I think that’s it.”


Naira turned in time to see him pull back. His hand was too high up, near the arming switch. He was about to brush it. Her pathways vibrated, granting her the speed she needed to grab his wrist, and she yanked him clear.


But she’d been having trouble adjusting to her print, and her arm was longer than expected. She over-pulled, and he slipped. Naira’s exemplar instincts took over. She dove for him and caught his head in her hand before it could hit the floor.


They froze, tangled, staring at each other. His pulse thundered through the wrist she held, his hair smooth between her fingers. Panic crawled across his face, pupils dilating. He tried to stuff the panic under a mask of indifference that didn’t quite fit.


“I . . .” He cleared a rough catch in his throat. “I’m guessing that was wrong?”


Naira chuckled shakily and let him go. He scrambled back a step and rubbed his wrist, looking anywhere but at her. The silken touch of his hair was a phantom against her skin.


“The position was right, but you almost bumped the arming switch.”


“I had no idea . . .” He trailed off and pointed his chin at the plastic casing over the red switch. “That?”


“Yes, that.” She rocked to her heels and watched him, crossing her arms over her knees. “Because you held the bomb in an awkward spot. Because you were trying to avoid touching me.”


He said nothing. Just kept rubbing his wrist where she’d grabbed him as if it hurt, when she knew damn well it didn’t.


“Mercator. Look at me.”


Tarquin flinched, then found the steel in his spine he could summon when hard-pressed. He forced himself to face her.


“We can’t keep—” She cut herself off and tried a different angle, making it about the work, not them. “This can’t affect our work.”


“I’m sorry,” he said. “Though I know being sorry is inadequate.”


“I’m not her.”


“I understand that. I mourn her, and it hurts, and I will make mistakes sometimes, but I ask for your patience.”


“You already have it.” She forced a smile to hide the spike of empathetic pain that pierced the hard shell of her exterior. That’s all it was. Empathy. Tarquin was a nice enough guy, and she could see how some other version of herself might have gotten close to him—though she was unclear on the details and wanted to keep it that way.


He was precisely her type, but in Naira’s experience, “her type” also included a slow revelation that the person in question was, in fact, a raging asshole under a kind facade. While she didn’t think Tarquin was likely to have a mean streak, well. He was a Mercator.


“Thank you.” Though sadness tinged his smile, it was genuine.


She stood and held a hand down to him. He eyed it like it was a naked blade. “Come on. Let’s set the other bombs and get out of here.”


He teetered on a precipice, watching that hand, and she waited while he worked out for himself if it was wise to accept such casual physical contact. She wasn’t so sure herself. Every time he was near, her stomach swooped. Every time he laughed, she caught herself smiling.


He sighed, slowly, and slapped his hand into hers. Naira yanked him to his feet and released him before stepping aside. The hand she’d touched flexed by his side, as if he were subconsciously trying to claw back the pressure of their skin together.


“So, I’m not supposed to touch the big red button?” he asked.


She turned her smile away from him. “That’s our last-ditch effort if we’re caught, but I don’t think that’ll be a problem here. Get them placed, then we’ll blow them from the shuttle at a safe distance.”


“I can do that.”


If he moved away from her too eagerly, she pretended not to notice. They finished up and soon were heading back to the shuttle.


“Have you had to use the triggers before?” Tarquin asked. “I mean, have you had to blow yourself up with the devices before you could get away?”


“Yes,” she said. Tarquin’s boot scuffed. “Not those devices specifically, but I’ve blown a ship with myself inside. Something went wrong on the mission to Fourth Cradle, on the Abacaxi. We had to detonate ahead of schedule. Kuma and Kav were out already, so Jonsun and I triggered the warpcore containment failure with us inside. They told us all about it when we reprinted.”


He glanced back at the hulking shape of the mining ship. “I knew those ships had blown up. I didn’t realize you were inside at the time.”


“Hazards of the job.” She shrugged. “I can’t count how many times I died in Acaelus’s defense, before. At least blowing up is instant.”


Tarquin fell silent, no doubt dwelling on how often she’d risked cracking her neural map to keep his father from the same risk. His sympathy chafed, but it was well-meaning enough, so she let him sit with the facts she’d already accepted.


Or told herself she’d accepted. She was still breaking into hangars and planting bombs on Acaelus’s property. Most of that was about stopping the spread of canus and the shroud. But a petty part of it was about revenge, too.


Maybe a larger part than she cared to admit.


“There’re our slowpokes,” Kuma called out from their ship’s open airlock. The ex-Ichikawa security captain filled the doorway, bracing herself against the frame to hover over them. She’d already stripped off her outer armor. Kuma didn’t like to keep the muscle of her arms hidden if she could help it, and her pathways gleamed gold against her skin. “Thought you got lost. Or stopped to espouse some ancient poetry.”


“Don’t give me a hard time for having more than rocks rattling around in my head.” Naira play-punched at Kuma’s stomach, making the stronger woman duck aside and mock-protect her middle.


Kuma pointed a short finger at Tarquin. “He’s the one with rocks for brains.”


“Rocks and minerals, I’ll have you know.” Tarquin put on an indignant air, but his faint smirk gave him away.


“Black skies, was that a joke? Hey, Kav, the Mercator’s got jokes!” Kuma cupped a hand around her mouth as she shouted into the cockpit.


“Somebody has to,” Kav called back, “because you sure as shit don’t.”


Naira ignored their good-natured bickering, instead focusing on stripping off her outer armor and stowing her equipment bag in the locker with her name scrawled across it in black marker. Tarquin slipped up alongside her to strip out of the light armor he’d worn beneath his jacket, the dusty scent of his sweat not unpleasant. Not for the first time, Naira silently cursed Kuma for sticking their lockers next to each other.


Kuma hauled the gangway up and shut the airlock, then gave the door a meaty thump with the side of her fist and called out the all clear. Naira made her way into the cockpit. She climbed into the copilot’s seat and accidentally kicked Kav as she tried to stretch her legs out around the console podium.


“Ugh.” Kav pulled his foot away.


“Sorry. Still a little clumsy in this body.”


“Yeah, I noticed, and Kuma said you dumped coffee all over the counter this morning. It’s been months, and that’s your preferred print. You should be settled in by now. Have you done the physical therapy?”


“Yes, Mom.”


“Fine. Keep bumping into walls. Look, Nai—” Kav’s voice had started out soft, but he cut himself off as Tarquin’s footsteps approached. “What took you so long, anyway? Everything go to plan?” he said in his normal voice.


She gave him a sideways glance, but his attention was fixed on his console as he powered the engines back up.


“I conducted a quick training session on placement,” she said. “Everything was as quiet for us as it was for you.”


“Yeah right, you two were probably making out.”


Naira winced, half listening to Tarquin’s muttered excuses as he spun around and marched out of the cockpit twice as quickly as he’d walked in.


“Was that really necessary?” she asked, when his steps had receded.


“Sorry, dirty trick.” Kav switched the ship over to autopilot as it lifted off from the hangar floor and let itself out through the barrel-shaped airlock they’d come in through. “But the guy doesn’t take a hint easily, and I needed to talk to you without him hanging around.”


“He doesn’t hang around.” Her tone was more defensive than she would have liked. “What’s so secretive one of our active members can’t overhear it?”


“It’s about Jonsun.”


All her annoyance drained away in a flash. There weren’t a lot of ways to die for good, when you could upload your mind into a new print as long as you could afford to do so. People left the living world when their money ran out or when their neural maps cracked.


Jonsun, their old leader, had cracked.


Neural maps were never perfect. They degraded over time, artifacting whittling them away until one upload too many finally stressed the map to its breaking point. Most people couldn’t afford enough reprintings to reach that point. Violent deaths accelerated the process. The more traumatic the end, the more likely a map was to crack.


Double-printing was the worst way to go, and that was what had taken Jonsun.


A mind existed in superposition, and uploading it into a single print collapsed the waveform, anchoring it to one spot in time and space, and one spot alone. When a mind was uploaded into a second print, the outcome was catastrophic.


The mind didn’t know where it was supposed to exist. Some fell into an endless scream. Some got stuck in the repetitive cadence typical of the double-printed, as if they couldn’t be sure which mouth had said the word they meant to, so they said it again and again.


According to Tarquin, Naira had spoken with Jonsun in his cracked state while Jonsun was on the Einkorn in orbit over Sixth Cradle. She hadn’t fully believed that Jonsun had cracked—she hadn’t wanted to—until she’d watched a video sent back by the Einkorn, the security footage of her last moments on that ship.


“Well?” she asked.


“He sent something through so many relays it didn’t show up until this morning. It took me a while to realize what it was, but it’s . . . Look, it was on a deadman’s switch. I only saw the first couple of seconds because I had to check it out, but it’s for you. It’s private.”


“I see.”


“Yeah. I forwarded it to your files.”


“Thanks. Call me when we’re in detonation range?”


“You know I will.”


She felt strangely detached as she gave him a perfunctory pat on the shoulder and exited the cockpit. Kuma was regaling Tarquin with some story about one of her many fistfights. Tarquin shot Naira a help-me glance, but she waved him off, disappearing into the ship’s halls to seek her room.


Their ship had been listed as a shuttle before Tarquin stole it from Mercator Station, but a Mercator shuttle was a passenger ship for anyone else. It was roomy enough that they had private bedrooms with a few to spare. She had a narrow bed, a trunk for her belongings, a bathroom attached, and a desk. It was the second-largest space she’d ever called her own. Plenty of room to move around.


Plenty of room to pace a hole in the ground before she finally worked up the nerve to sit on the edge of her bed and press play.


Jonsun’s face floated up out of a holo projection from her forearm. Dark trenches had sunken beneath his eyes, and his golden hair was matted down on one side, but he smiled into the recording, a brief flash that lit up his face.


“Hey, Nai,” he said in that slow drawl she knew so well. The smile had gone. Sorrow suffused every pore. “I don’t know why I’m doing this. You’re not even . . .” He rubbed his temples. “This is the night before we cast to the Amaranth and the Einkorn. I used to . . . I make this video for you every time we do this, in case I’m the one who doesn’t come back. But now . . . Now you’re on ice, and I’m talking to a ghost, aren’t I?”


Naira couldn’t breathe. He brushed a tear off his cheek angrily, then stared down at the camera. “I’m sorry. I’m so fucking sorry. If I don’t come back and by some miracle Kav gets you off ice after all, I need you to know that. I should have pulled the plug on the Cavendish. Things were strange from the jump about that mission, but we were hyped up on the success of the previous mission. Kav was sure he could get us in safely, and I guess he did. I guess Acaelus wanted us to get in, though, didn’t he?


“I don’t know if we should even try for the Amaranth and Einkorn without you. When I took over the Conservators, I’d never dreamed . . . never dared to hope we’d someday have someone like you. But I fucked it up, didn’t I? I insisted we cast to the Cavendish when you were wary, and I should have listened, and I think . . . I think I’m about to do it again.


“This mission, it doesn’t feel right. And I don’t know why I’m telling your ghost this—maybe because I can’t tell anyone else—but I won’t pull the plug. We’re going. We have to stop this, stop the shroud from spreading. I’d like to tell myself I’m doing this because it’s what you would have wanted, but I don’t know anymore. I wish I could ask you. Wish I could see you again.


“But if you’re watching this, then you’re back and I’m not. The others have probably defaulted to your leadership by now. Skies know Kuma and Kav don’t want to lead, and Jessel doesn’t have the fight in them. Not anymore. But I want you to know that it’s yours. I want the Conservators to be yours.


“We struggled for years to undermine MERIT before you came to us. We always talked about bigger hits, about doing more to stop MERIT from damaging the worlds, but I had so much doubt I didn’t dare express. So much fear that we weren’t doing the right thing. That we couldn’t be sure. Then you came along and gave us the strength with which to strike.”


Jonsun scratched at a pathway on his cheek. “But I doubt. I can’t help it. These hits we do, they’re leaving people on ice. We’re giving Mercator a monster to point at, to rally against. Maybe we’ve gone too far, you know?” He laughed roughly. “Stupid, right? But sometimes I think . . . Well. Sometimes the doubts are stronger. But in the end, it’s hatred for the shroud that pulls me through. The shroud has to be stopped.


“You don’t doubt, do you, Nai? You showed up on our doorstep with a fire in your heart in need of something to consume, and you never stopped burning. I . . . admired you for that. So, if you’re listening to this, I’m sorry. I’m sorry for getting you caught on the Cavendish. I’m sorry for whatever damn fool thing I did that got me dead for good, and I’m sorry the movement is yours to carry now, because I know how heavy it weighs.


“I don’t want to give you advice. You’re more than capable. But, Nai, if you, of all people, if you ever start to doubt. You dig. You lean into that feeling and you excavate it until you understand it. Because I think . . . I think something’s very wrong, and I can’t quite see what it is. Maybe you can. I believe you can.


“Goodbye, Naira Sharp. Carry your fire a little longer, eh? For me?”


He smiled sadly and ended the video.


Naira stared at the space above her arm where his face had hovered, numb with shock. He’d known. He hadn’t figured out the truth, that was buried too deep, but he’d noticed the incongruence within himself. Had realized that some motivations didn’t quite line up with what they should be.


Jonsun had been onto canus. But in the end, canus wanted the shroud destroyed, and that’s what had mattered to Jonsun above all else.


A light knock startled her. The door slipped open. Tarquin stood there, his genial smile frozen into something unnatural as he read the horror on her face.


“Are you all right?” He stepped toward her. Stopped himself.


“What do you want?” she snapped.


“Uh . . .” He pushed hair behind his ear. “The ships have blown up.”


“What?” She burst to her feet. “I told Kav to call me when we were in range.”


“Whatever blew up those ships, it wasn’t us. It’s all over the news and you’d . . . you’d better come see.”









TWO


Tarquin


The Conservator’s Ship | The Present


Tarquin scrambled to avoid being knocked aside as Naira stormed out of her room. The ships blowing up early should have held his full attention, but he couldn’t put the haunted look he’d seen on her face out of his mind. He forced himself not to press her further. She didn’t want to share her private hurts with him. He knew that.


“Tell me we’re out of the blast radius,” she said as she ran into the cockpit.


“We’re clear,” Kav shouted over his shoulder.


Kav had a news feed pulled up on the largest console. Footage of the explosion was being played from multiple angles while a reporter explained that the cause was still being investigated. Naira skidded to a stop behind the copilot’s podium and braced herself against it, staring down that footage like she could wind it back, make it untrue.


The explosion had been larger than they’d planned. It’d taken out not just the ships and the hangar, but the construction infrastructure in orbit around the hangar. Places where people lived.


Had lived.


“What the fuck?” she asked no one in particular.


Kav had started shaking his head the moment the news came through and he hadn’t stopped. He dug through window after window in search of information that, more than likely, didn’t exist.


“We ran those numbers a hundred times.” Frustration made Kav’s voice taut. “Our charges were only large enough to break the containment. By law, the construction platforms should have been outside the damage zone for a warpcore breach.”


“It wasn’t us,” Kuma said. “No way was that us.”


Naira muttered curses under her breath and started pulling up windows from the console in front of her. “Mercator, get me numbers on the lives on those platforms. I want to know the biological damage, see if we can get phoenix fees to those families quietly.”


“Right away.”


Through the haze of green holos all around them, the news footage shifted to the interior of the hangar before the explosion. In that footage, Naira walked across the room, her empty bag slung over her back. It irked Tarquin that he’d been edited out. She walked alone.


Though they’d been talking amicably, her expression in the footage was hard. Frightening in its coldness, really. Tarquin had only seen that look a few times, and almost always, it was right before she was about to pull a trigger. Mercator techs must have altered her face to frighten the public.


“Turn that up,” Naira said.


Kav shoved his programs aside, then expanded the news report and cranked up the volume.


“. . . The Conservator was believed to have had her map locked after being apprehended during the bombing of the Cavendish, but footage leaked to us captured her making her escape in the moments before the hangar’s destruction,” the news anchor said.


“It’s possible,” the anchor’s cohost said, “that another Conservator is wearing Ex. Sharp’s print to add to the confusion and terror.”


“Always a possibility,” the first anchor said with a scowl that indicated she was annoyed her colleague had undermined her attempt to frighten people by reporting on the escape of a terrorist.


“Why’d they edit Tarquin out?” Kuma asked.


“Acaelus is still denying Tarquin had anything to do with the destruction of Mercator Station,” Kav said. “So he probably fed them this video and cut out his kid.”


Tarquin scoffed. “He can’t keep it up forever. Sooner or later the other MERIT members are going to get suspicious as to why I’m missing.”


“Numbers,” Naira said.


“Right. Sorry.”


Tarquin dug into the construction personnel records while the others bounced ideas back and forth about what to do next. He couldn’t focus on what they were saying, because he didn’t like the shape of the information he was finding. Construction on a project as large as a mining ship was public knowledge. There weren’t many people with the skills required to build those ships, and all of them were MERIT-cuffed. Most of them were cuffed for Mercator.


All of those people should have been on the roster, but he didn’t see a single name he recognized. Frowning, he picked the name of an engineer he’d known from his time at Jov-U, someone he was certain would have been on that list. They’d been assigned somewhere else.


“Mercator,” Naira said.


Tarquin assumed she was talking about his family and kept digging. He checked a few more well-known engineers. None of them were near the mining ships.


“Tarquin,” Naira said firmly.


He blinked away the stream of names and met her stare. He’d been about to tell her what he’d found, but her face was grave. Concerned. They were all staring at him with that same worried expression. He looked past them, to the news report, and had to clutch the console podium to keep from dropping to his knees.


Acaelus stood in the center of the frame. Tarquin’s family—all of them—his mother and sister and even himself, flanked Acaelus a few steps behind. His father’s face was serious, hands folded neatly in front of his body and his head slightly bowed in somber acknowledgment of the loss of the ships. Behind Acaelus was an expansive command deck.


“Citizens of MERIT and the Collective,” Acaelus said in his deepest oration voice, “we have just learned of the wanton destruction of the mining ships Ansault and Gros Michel. While their loss saddens us, we are unsurprised.”


“I don’t recognize the ship he’s on,” Naira said. “Kav, trace this.”


“On it.”


Tarquin’s skin prickled as Acaelus looked directly into the camera. His father’s use of the pronoun we rang alarm bells in his mind.


“Myself,” Acaelus continued, “and my peers in MERIT foresaw this attack. We committed only the resources absolutely necessary to make those two ships look convincing to the terrorists who lurk among us. In secret, we endeavored to build another ship. A faster, state-of-the-art vessel designed to reach the cradle worlds ahead of our detractors and mine them of relkatite before that precious resource could be stolen from us.”


Acaelus half turned, gesturing to the empty command deck behind him. His family stood alone—no crew, no staff.


“This is the Sigillaria. Rest assured that the combined forces of MERIT have crafted a ship of unparalleled security. This vessel will not fall to the whims of terrorists. The work of those we lost on the construction platform will not be in vain. But, until more relkatite is secured, they will not be reprinted. The loss of the original Mercator Station showed us all that our systems are more fragile than we ever imagined. That our very species relies on our ability to secure more relkatite.”


“He’s going to ice his dead contractors and blame it on us,” Kuma growled. Naira shushed her. Acaelus kept talking.


“To this end, I hope my colleagues in MERIT will forgive me. The Sigillaria was supposed to be a union of us all, staffed by every single one of us, to launch once the ashes of the Conservator’s assault settled. But I, more than any of my colleagues, know the workings of Ex. Sharp’s mind. I understood that if we could not capture her in that hangar, then she would discover our deceit and come for the Sigillaria.


“And so I launched this ship three months ago.”


Kav and Kuma swore, immediately tossing ideas back and forth. Naira stayed silent, watching as Acaelus signed off the message and gave a brief, somber salute to all of humanity before ending the feed.


Tarquin should have seen it. Taking that ship away from the other members of MERIT was tantamount to war, but the Conservators had already pushed Acaelus to the brink when they’d destroyed Mercator Station, undermining his resources in a way that made his position with the other families tenuous.


Maybe Ichikawa had pushed harder into mining. Maybe Tran had gotten the idea that, since they controlled the shroud sanitization tech, they should take the lead in relk mining. Probably both of those things were true, and more. The heads of MERIT had smelled blood in the water when Mercator Station fell, but Acaelus had outmaneuvered them all.


Dominating Tarquin’s thoughts was the possibility that Acaelus hadn’t arrived at his plan alone. His use of we was unusual enough to scrape against Tarquin’s senses, the body doubles arranged behind him like some sick family portrait impossible to ignore.


Tarquin’s father was ruthless and clever and cruel, and the Acaelus he had seen in that footage was all of those things, but he’d also been . . . haunted. Tarquin had never seen his father with bags under his eyes before.


“Do you have the trace?” Naira spoke for the first time into the back-and-forth between Kav and Kuma.


“Yeah.” Kav wrinkled his nose as he leaned closer to the console. “But it’s not . . . I’m not confident in it, Nai. I’ve got a transponder tag, but Acaelus was clear that he launched early to avoid us getting near it. That means he’s got some nasty security on that ship.”


“We’ve gotten around his security when he knew we were coming before,” Kuma said.


“He let us through so he could use us.” Kav shook his head. “I don’t like it. If we get through again, there’s going to be a reason, and it won’t be because I’m so good at this. He’s gotta know we’d be tempted to try, so he has to have some sort of contingency in place.”


“That was Canden Mercator on that ship,” Naira said. “She may not want canus to take us over, but she’s the source of the shroud. We can’t let her reach those worlds before us.”


“If that’s even her,” Tarquin said, surprised by the sound of his own voice. Everyone was making painstaking work of not looking at him. “You forget, that was . . . that was me on that ship, too, and I am unquestionably not in that print. We can’t assume that is the real Canden Mercator.”


“Either way, that ship has to burn,” Naira said.


“On that, I think we’re all in agreement.” Kuma punched a fist into her open palm. Tarquin smiled at that. If only things could be as easy as letting Kuma loose to punch everyone involved.


“We can’t catch that ship in this shuttle,” Kav said. “Even if we had a ship with a full-sized warpcore, it would be a stretch to catch his coattails, let alone get ahead of him.”


“Which is why he let us destroy the other two ships,” Naira said. “Not just to frame us for killing those people, but to keep anyone in Sol from getting their hands on a ship that stood a chance of catching him. Those were the only known ships with full-sized cores in the system. That’s why we targeted them in the first place.”


“One of the other families has to have something,” Kav said. “There’s no way those greedy dicks would let Acaelus monopolize ships of that size. They’ve got to be hiding one somewhere. We find it, we pirate it.”


“There isn’t another ship,” Tarquin said. “Mercator controls relkatite distribution. We allow the other families to buy enough to keep printing their people, that’s all. We build the ships. The stations. Even if they were stockpiling relk at the expense of reprinting their people, they don’t have the talent in their families to get the work done.”


Silence.


“Then we cast,” Naira said.


Tarquin waited for the rebuke. For Kav or Kuma to tell her the plan would never work, it was suicide—maybe worse, depending on what Acaelus had up his sleeve.


The silence stretched on.


“Absolutely not,” Tarquin said. “Acaelus has been able to prepare for you in ways we can’t imagine. We can’t even be certain if all of his actions are his own. We already closed the jaws of one of his traps around us. We can’t afford to throw ourselves into this one, too.”


“This is the job,” Naira said.


Tarquin watched her carefully, knowing she was lying. He couldn’t see her full face, she was still looking at Kav’s console, but he saw her jaw flex, her fingers curl in anticipation of a physical fight that wasn’t coming.


She didn’t remember telling him the truth on Sixth Cradle: that her mother had died when Second Cradle fell. That Naira had crawled her way up through the tenuous social structure of the Human Collective Army and caught the notice of the exemplar program simply to have the money to reprint her mother.


When she’d finally gotten the money, her mother’s percent-to-crack number had been too high, and so she’d set the idea aside, and devoted her service to Acaelus until the day he’d promised her he had a solution to the dying worlds, and had failed to deliver on that promise. Naira wouldn’t let the cradles fall, and it wasn’t about the job. The duty. It was about what she’d lost. The promises broken.


He carried that deeply personal knowledge of her, unable to use it to make her see reason, because it’d infuriate her that he knew something so private about her. But he knew the shape of her moods. Knew the lift to her chin that signaled she’d made up her mind, and steeled himself to burn the fragile bridge between them, because he couldn’t watch her cast herself to her death.


Kav beat him to it.


“Is it?” Kav asked her. “The job, I mean. Is this the job? Is this what Jonsun would have wanted you to do? I don’t think it is. I don’t think closing a bear trap around your own foot helps us undo what Mercator has done.”


She gripped either side of the console podium and bowed her head. “Then what, Kav? What do we do? Because Jonsun wouldn’t want us to stand by and watch those worlds die. They’re all we have left. We haven’t found any others. We know about amarthite, but it only kills canus, it does nothing to the shroud. Stopping the process before it happens is the only path available to us, and that means stopping those ships. Ships we cannot physically catch. We’ve got one solution here, people.”


“What if we shifted focus to finding more cradles?” Kuma asked.


“The united forces of all of MERIT have been scouring space for cradles since the day Earth entered collapse, and Mercator alone has found these eight. What are we going to do?”


“We have to do something,” Kav said, “because we’re not getting on that ship.”


“Maybe you aren’t,” Naira said, “but I’m going.”


“Whoa.” Kuma patted the air with both hands. “Don’t bite each other’s heads off. We’ll figure something out.”


“I . . . have an idea,” Tarquin said. He’d been distracted by a change in the news coverage, the footage switching to statements from the heads of the other MERIT families.


Rochard was on-screen, the apples of her cheeks bright with indignation as she denounced Acaelus for cutting himself off from the rest of MERIT and humanity. The footage switched to Estevez, their cool demeanor unruffled as they explained that Acaelus had, technically, not broken their agreement to the best of their knowledge thus far, but they would be investigating.


“Well?” Kuma prompted.


“The Sigillaria was a joint venture,” Tarquin said. “If I know anything about the MERIT families, they don’t trust one another. Not for a second. That ship was built, according to the roster I found, by all of them.”


“Ah,” Naira said. “You think one of the other families may have installed a backdoor.”


“I think they all have, to some degree or another.”


“Right,” Kuma said. “So all we have to do is get one of them to let us use their backdoor to blow up the ship that they poured a shit ton of resources into. No problem.”


Naira snorted. “We could find a weaker station, infiltrate it, and maybe drop a worm on their systems for Kav to skim data from?”


Kav scratched the side of his jaw. “I dunno. I mean, yeah, I think we’re going to have to go the infiltration route, but I don’t know what I’d be looking for. A tunnel from a printing bay transmitter to that ship, maybe? Probably. But we’d have to hit the right bay, or social engineer the person with the right keys. It’s . . . doable. But it’ll take time.”


“So, who’s likely?” Naira asked. “Ichikawa seems the obvious choice. Acaelus and Chiyo were close, and Chiyo was always skirting the line on muscling in on relk mining.”


“Their security is tight,” Kuma said, “but the protocols haven’t changed all that much since my time. I could print into them.”


“You’re underselling their digital security,” Kav said. “They make the printers we use, the base software. We’d be relying almost a hundred percent on social engineering, and while I don’t mind that per se, it will slow us down.”


“Hold on,” Tarquin said, “did you all forget you have a Mercator on hand?”


“I’d like to,” Kav muttered under his breath.


Naira shot Kav a blistering glare, then turned her attention to Tarquin and leaned back against the podium. “We’re not infiltrating Mercator. That’s probably the same trap that Acaelus has set on the Sigillaria.”


“I only meant that I have information about the families that’s not public.”


“Go on.”


Tarquin wound the broadcast back, focusing on Rochard’s flustered expression. Most of MERIT could keep it together well enough under the pressure of a public spectacle. Even Tarquin could force himself to keep a straight face if he was really focusing, but the raw emotion on Thieut Rochard’s face was unusual.


Personal.


“Thieut’s cousin Emali is technically something like a fifth cousin removed. I’ve lost track. But despite being watered-down Rochard, Thieut is fond of her, and that’s the face of someone who has been personally slighted.”


“Okay,” Kav said slowly, “draw us some lines here, Mercator.”


“My elder sister, Leka, heir to Mercator, second-in-command, too valuable for her own good, has been secretly liaising with Emali Rochard.”


“They’re banging?” Kuma asked.


Tarquin cleared his throat. “Yes. There’s a web of intricate laws surrounding the courtship rituals of blooded MERIT members. The power imbalances involved are often vast, and unless one wants to be punished by those laws and labeled a pariah and abuser of their station, you stick to the rules.


“It’s something all families take seriously, at least between the higher echelons, if only because they’re worried about accidentally sparking an inter-MERIT war. Leka, as heir to Mercator, has much stricter rules in place than someone in Emali’s position. Rules they ignored, in secret.”


Kuma whistled low. “What kind of punishment are we talking about?”


“You could lose your cuffs.” Tarquin touched the fine lines of his family’s crest printed on the backs of his hands.


The family crest marked him as high in the line of succession, and subject to the courtship rules. He tried to ignore Naira’s stare, but felt the heat of her scrutiny, and remembered the moment before their lips had first met, his protest that there were rules—and her asking him to break them. He shook off the memory. “The family gloves and cuffs, to be clear. You’d be busted back down to Collective. If the infraction is large enough, your map might be iced.”


“I’m guessing,” Naira said, “by the look on Thieut’s face, that neither she nor Emali knew that Leka was going to be on that ship.”


“Exactly,” Tarquin said. “Whether or not that’s the real Leka, I can’t say, but Thieut seemed to think so. Emali must be upset, and Thieut and Emali would have been as close to that project as Chiyo. While I can’t be sure of Emali’s feelings, I’m certain Thieut wouldn’t miss a chance to make sure she had a backdoor installed.”


Naira chewed the information over for a moment. “I like it. Personal investment makes for easier social engineering, and Rochard’s security is tight, but they’re primarily farmers. An easier mark all around.”


“It gets better,” Tarquin said. “Emali’s a dear friend of mine. We met at school long before she met Leka. Em loves plants, nature, cultivation, all of it. If I call her, and she sees I’m not actually on that ship, I might be able to bring her around. Convince her that Acaelus has gone off the rails and it’s in everyone’s best interest if she gives us the keys to whatever backdoor they have.”


Naira pursed her lips, and Tarquin held his breath. She was sizing him up, balancing the risk and his ability against the reward. This was it—if she accepted his proposal, then he would finally feel like a fully fledged member of the team. Someone whose opinions and ideas mattered. Someone they trusted to help them heal the worlds.


“You really think you can do this?” she asked.


“I’m sure of it.”


“I like any idea that gets us on that ship faster,” Naira said. “But you can’t call Emali from here. Kav, find us some neutral ground—an HC station with shit security—so nothing can be traced back to us. Preferably something unionist. Jessel dumped all their burner contacts last week to fix a security breach, so I’d like boots on the ground to contact them if we can.”


“Aye.” Kav swung around to his console and started digging through menus. “But I hope you’re not counting on fast transit. A notice went out to all in-flight ships to sit and hold for a universal field position update.”


“What, again? Didn’t they do that a few weeks ago?”


Kav shrugged. “Hell if I know what’s going on with the formulas, but I don’t want to accidentally skip us into a station.”


“Copy that,” Naira said. “We’ll wait for the UFP update. A few hours’ delay won’t matter much if Emali can get us cast access to the Sigillaria. We’re trying that angle first.”


“Aww,” Kuma groaned, “I was looking forward to getting to knock Ichikawa heads together again.”


“There’ll be time for that.” Naira winked at her and pushed off the console podium.


Tarquin blinked, wrong-footed by how quickly they’d taken to his idea. They bickered about everything, but they’d accepted his plan as is. Naira dropped a hand on his shoulder as she passed and tilted her head close to whisper.


“It’s a solid plan. Try not to look like you licked a battery.”
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Naira dragged herself into the kitchen later that night, muscles jelly from the physical therapy designed to better integrate her map into her print, hair damp from her shower, and found a mug of tea thick with oat cream waiting for her in the warmer. Kav had left a note that said, Rest, idiot, and nothing more.


She smiled to herself and left the tea in the warmer while she mindlessly ate her dinner, protein rich and probably quite good, but she was too tired to muster up the ability to appreciate it. When she’d finished, she choked down her nightly shroud ration, then grabbed the mug and settled onto a bench seat inset against a wide, crystal clear window.


Naira brought the hot mug to her lips and took a long, savoring sip, letting herself relax into the alcove. She stretched her legs out across the bench and sighed, tipping her head back. The view beyond was all endless black shot through with stars. Though she was used to it, it calmed her all the same. People were small. It was okay for her to feel small and cozy and taken care of for a little while, too.


When the mug was empty, she set it down beside her and accessed her HUD, pulling up a book, then hiked the blanket left on the bench up around her shoulders. Hours slipped away. The door hissed open.


Tarquin was two steps inside before he noticed her. He’d changed into his sleep clothes, loose pajama pants and a soft T-shirt that she noted, with an annoying curl of warmth low in her belly, accentuated his lean musculature. His hair was mussed, and he was running his hand through it as he stepped inside, frustration plain on his face until he saw her. He stiffened, drawing back.


“I didn’t mean to interrupt,” he blurted.


“You didn’t.” She blinked the book closed. “Can’t sleep?”


“No. Well, I meant to, but then I realized I forgot to eat.”


He hesitated, hands sliding into his pockets. She tipped her head to the fridge. “Go on, then.”


“Right.”


He hurried to prepare his food, and she looked back out the window so that he wouldn’t feel her eyes upon him. But the room was small, and in the corner of her eye she caught his furtive movements, the anxious energy radiating off of him.


Months. It’d been five months since he’d joined the Conservators, and she’d thought that initial rush of attraction would have faded by now, but even a glance still set her stomach to fluttering.


She’d loathed the sensation, at first. Resented her body for giving her all the physical reactions to emotions she no longer had. Tarquin was respectfully thin on the details regarding how close they’d grown on Sixth Cradle, and while she appreciated him being circumspect, she couldn’t help but wonder.


Acaelus’s son. Her sworn enemy. And yet, when he smiled at her a certain way, her whole being filled with golden light.


“Have a good night.” He balanced a plate on his arm, a cup of shroud supplement in one hand, and practically bolted for the door.


“Mercator,” she said, stopping his escape. “Sit. Eat. Really, it’s fine.”


He glanced at his food, then at her, and it took a clear force of will for him to turn from the door and sit down at the communal table. Deliberately, he broke off a piece of flatbread and scooped up his spiced grains and vegetables, head bowed over his food, and set to work putting the meal away with military efficiency.


Naira sighed. “I’m not holding you prisoner,” she said, gently chiding. “You can go to your room if you want.”


He looked up, a flush on his cheeks. “I didn’t mean to . . .” He trailed off, glanced down at his food, and how he’d been dismantling it. “I’m painfully transparent, aren’t I?”


“Extremely.” She swung her legs off the bench, keeping the blanket around her shoulders, and rummaged in a cabinet. “We’re going to have to give you subterfuge lessons.”


“I’d like to think I’m a good student, but I may be beyond even your tutelage when it comes to subterfuge.”


She chuckled at that and finally found what she was looking for—one of Acaelus’s favorite bottles of wine, and two glasses. She grabbed it all and shuffled across the floor, awkward with the blanket, her limbs feeling a little too long, her body a touch off center. Stifling a scowl at herself, she plunked the bottle and glasses down on the table and sat across from Tarquin. He stared at the bottle.


“Are you certain that’s a good idea?” he asked.


“I was given explicit orders.”


She tugged the note Kav had left from her pocket and flicked it across the table. Tarquin picked it up and frowned at the words before a fond smile burst across his face. “Far be it from me to discount the orders of our ship’s captain.”


“Never, ever call him captain. That head’s big enough already.”


Tarquin picked up the bottle and ran his thumb over the textured paper label. The smile faded from his face, and he met her eyes, understanding passing between them. This was a Mercator shuttle. The only wine stored on it had been meant for the inner family. For Acaelus.


Wine was difficult to get right, when most crops were grown on stations. What Tarquin held now was from Earth—from what used to be France. He traced the lettering with a fingertip. That single bottle cost more than the relocation fees of an entire family from Earth to the stations, and it’d meant so little to Acaelus that he’d left it to gather dust in a shuttle pantry.


Tarquin freed the cork with the ease of long practice. He poured out two glasses and pushed one to her. Naira took a careful sip. It was astringent, like tea, but a touch sweet, too, and full of other flavors she couldn’t begin to name.


“Huh.” She squinted into the glass. “Nice, but not what I expected.”


“I like the modern varietals better, too,” he said.


“This is the only wine I’ve ever tasted. Not a lot of room in the budget for alcohol that has to be grown in soil.”


He coughed delicately in surprise. “Oh. Well, if you like it, I can introduce you to some of my favorites once we’ve reached the station.”


“Hmm.” She took a long drink. “How are you going to pay for those?”


“I . . .” He blinked. “I have no idea.”


She laughed, drawing a shy smile out of him. “I doubt Kav will make room in the resupply budget for wine, I’m sorry to say. Now. What’s so important that you’re up in the middle of the night because you forgot to eat?”


“Ah. That.” Again he ran his hand through his hair, giving it a shake. “It’s the problem of the origin of amarthite. The small sample I snatched from Dr. Laurent before leaving Mercator Station hasn’t given me much to work with, and while I appreciate the supplies you all procured for me, my lab equipment is insufficient.”


“Okay,” she said, “but you’ve been gnawing on that bone for months. Why the late-night unrest now?”


He traced the rim of his glass with the tip of a finger. “It was . . . seeing that ship. My family. That wasn’t me, and it might not be them, but regardless, canus has taken them, hasn’t it? I know they’re not . . . They’re not good people, but I can’t help wondering if maybe things had been different, if their infections hadn’t run so deep, that they might have done things differently. I know, logically, that’s folly. I was just as susceptible to infection and I wouldn’t have made the same choices, and yet . . .” He trailed off, shaking his head. “You must think me very naive, to hold out hope for them.”


She reached across the table and took his hand, squeezing gently. He startled, flicking his gaze down to the contact, then up to her eyes, but didn’t pull away.


“You’re not naive. You’re a good man, and you love them, and you wish things had been different. That you could help them still. I’ve been there. It only ended up chewing me to pieces, in the end.”


“How did you get past it?” he asked. “The guilt, the recriminations? I can’t seem to let it go that I should have been able to do something. That I still could.”


Naira leaned back in her chair, letting her hand slide away from his, and picked up her glass once more. “I’m not sure I have. Not fully. With Acaelus, I never cared for the man, but I believed in him. In what he was, and what he told me he wanted to accomplish. When it all fell apart, I . . .” She frowned into her glass. “Couldn’t help but feel as if I had some inner failing that kept me from seeing the truth. That I was destined to be duped by monsters.”


She bit her lips shut, wishing she hadn’t said that much.


“Naira—Sharp. I mean Sharp.” He paused to gather himself. “The evils of those who’ve betrayed your trust are no fault of yours.”


“Likewise, prince,” she said, and took a long drink.


He grunted softly at her calling him a prince, but his face lost the pinched expression. Tarquin drank and peered at her over the glass, his shoulders finally relaxing. “Why are you awake?”


She scrunched her nose. Desire sparked briefly in his eyes, his gaze lingering on her mouth, then he smothered the expression. Her chest felt tight.


“I’ve never slept much,” she said with a small shrug.


“Ah. Right, and we have individual rooms on the shuttle.”


He knew about her dislike for sleeping alone? Naira shifted on her seat, unable to help but wonder how he’d come by that information. “Don’t do that.”


“Do what?”


“Tell me things about myself you shouldn’t know.”


His eyes widened, and he put the glass down with a clunk. “I didn’t think.”


“Don’t worry about it.” She waved off his concern and shook her empty glass at him, which he topped off. “Have you gotten anywhere with the amarthite?”


He sighed and slumped in his chair. “Nowhere useful. Relk itself is rare, and amarthite was a waste product. What little we found—and I mean little—was discarded, or else cataloged as a step below the lowest grade of relkatite we use in production. We made some effort to refine that ‘low-grade’ relk, but it never worked, and the yields were always so small Father deemed the effort a waste of resources.”


“There was a lot on Sixth Cradle, apparently. Was anything about that deposit different?”


He lit up. “That’s the question I can’t get out of my head.” Tarquin leaned forward, pushing his plate aside, and drew invisible lines on the table with his finger. His voice was bright with interest. “The diabase sill Mercator wanted to mine around was older than the ones we usually look for. Most of the older ones, they erode and the deposits get washed away, so we have to transition to riparian mining, and that is such a pain in the ass.”


Naira chuckled at him and he glanced up, self-conscious again. An apology balanced on his lips, his shoulders slightly hunched in a way that signaled he was about to withdraw the deluge of information. She waved a hand at him.


“Older site than usual. Got it. Why didn’t they go to the river, then?”


“We always knew there wouldn’t be much relk on Sixth, the signatures were all wrong, but there’d be some. The largest, easiest deposits were bound to be in the metamorphic zones around the sill—where the hot rock from the sill cooks the country rock. But that mine . . .”


He dug in his pocket and pulled out a slim notebook. To her surprise, he plunked it in the center of the table and flipped it open, rifling through the pages until he found one that unfolded like an accordion into a long rectangle. Sketches in black ink filled the pages. It wasn’t even scribe paper.


“Paper? Really?” she asked. Lichen-dead trees made crumbly, inconsistent pulp. Paper was rare, and expensive.


Tarquin shrugged. “It was already in my pocket when we fled, and switching mediums helps me think. Actually, can I talk this out with you? Sometimes that helps, too, but it might be quite boring for you.”


“I’m a little tired, but—”


“Please, rest. Don’t let me keep you.” He swept the pages closed.


She grabbed his wrist before he could put the notebook away and felt the tendons jump beneath her grip. “But I want to hear what you have to say, is what I would have said, if you’d let me finish. I just wanted you to know that if I yawn, it’s not you.”


“You’re certain?”


“I am.”


He bit the side of his wine-stained lips, studying her. She shifted back in the seat, resettling the blanket, and gestured for him to continue. Tarquin gave himself a little shake and started up again, hesitantly at first, but warming to the subject as she made appreciative noises and asked questions.


Talking about his work transformed him. All the forced regality that’d been trained into him over a lifetime washed away. Even his strained awkwardness when in the presence of the Conservators vanished, the real man emerging at last from the walls he’d built around himself.


She could see how her other self had cared for him, if indeed she had. Once she got past the slight resemblance to Acaelus, he was physically her type in every way, but it was the passion in him that made the desirous part of her hindbrain stand up and take notice. That genuine, vibrant interest.


A good 30 percent of the terminology he used sailed right over her head, and she didn’t care, though occasionally curiosity would urge her to slow him down and explain. She got the gist. He was concerned that, if amarthite was only found in older deposits, then erosion would make it even more difficult to find in large quantities. Mostly, she was content to watch and listen.


He was winding down, his expression equal parts bafflement and curiosity, the question of how amarthite fit into the world clearly a puzzle he found both frustrating and a joy to tinker with. Naira smiled to herself and reached for the wine bottle, but her arm was longer than she’d expected it to be, and she knocked it over instead.


Naira swore as it struck the table, spilling wine in a splashing arc that stained Tarquin’s carefully drawn pages. He yanked the book back in surprise, and she lunged for the bottle, but once more her body was the wrong shape and she slapped it, sending it crashing to the floor. Glass shattered.


“I’m so sorry. Is your book okay?”


“It’s fine.” He tilted it to show her the few splatters of dark red stain. “No harm done. I guess we had a little too much to drink, huh?”


“That’s not how E-X pathways work,” she said, partially to herself, staring at the shattered bottle.


Naira wasn’t clumsy. Exemplar pathways didn’t allow her to misjudge distances, or become unbalanced. She could be shit-faced, blackout drunk, and still walk a tightrope on the strength of her pathways alone.


Yet she’d been stumbling and tripping and bumping into things ever since they’d gone to lie low on Earth after they’d destroyed Mercator Station. Ever since she’d unscrambled that video from the Einkorn and watched herself fall to her death in another body, on another world.


What was happening to her? Months of physical therapy, trying to ground herself in this print, her preferred print, when she’d never needed such measures before. And still, still, sometimes, she moved like she was in Lockhart’s body, and couldn’t seem to stop. Her own flesh eluded her. Tears of frustration pricked behind her eyes and she turned away.


“Are you all right?” he asked.


“Just tired.” The thickness of her voice gave away her building tears. With a grunt, she shrugged off the blanket and went for the cleaning supplies. “I’ll clean this up, then go to bed.”


“No, stop.” His chair squeaked as he pushed it back and stepped in front of her, stopping her mid-reach for the cabinets. “I’ve got it. Really, I promise you I know how to clean. You go get some rest.”


Naira wanted to protest. To roll her eyes and push him aside so she could get to work cleaning, but all the energy drained from her. She’d never felt so heavy. So empty. Why couldn’t she fully inhabit her own skin? It was hers, goddamnit. She rubbed her face with both hands.


“I should—”


“Sharp,” Tarquin said firmly. “Rest, idiot.”


She blinked, momentarily taken aback, until she recalled Kav’s note. A shaky laugh rolled through her, and she brushed hair out of her eyes.


“Thanks. I’ll do that.”


She gave him a friendly clap on the arm, and his smile came flaring back, but it failed to drown out the worry in his eyes. Naira turned to leave but hesitated, her hand on the doorframe, not sure why she felt like she was being tugged back into that room. The scent of the air changed, no longer warm paper and wine but sandstone and sweat, dust and bitter lichen.


“I enjoyed talking with you, Mercator,” she said, and while she meant those words, she hadn’t known where they’d come from. They’d just . . . bubbled up from within and felt right.


Tarquin took in a sharp breath. “Likewise, E-X.”









FOUR


Naira


The Conservator’s Ship | The Present


The night before they arrived at the station Kav had picked out, Kuma found Naira in the training room. The shuttle hadn’t had anything remotely like an exercise space when they’d moved in, as people were only meant to live on it for a short amount of time. So Naira and Kuma had dragged a bunch of shelves out of a storage room and installed weights, weapons, and a punching bag that Kuma kept breaking.


Naira’s fist connected with the bag, and she relished the sting in her wrapped knuckles. She’d turned her pathways down, hesitant to use them unless she needed to, and the physical feedback grounded her in her skin. Reminded her that, although this body was temporary, it was the way she connected with the world. With others.


Her strike was slightly off-center from where she’d wanted it to land. She scowled, resisting an urge to kick the bag in frustration.


“Hitting things without me?” Kuma’s voice was high with mock indignation. “I thought we were friends.”


Naira stepped away from the bag, adjusting the tightness of her ponytail. “Needed to burn off some frustrations.”


“I bet,” Kuma said with a smirk that Naira ignored.


Naira grabbed her water bottle and took a long drink, swishing it around first to help chase the foul taste of the shroud supplement they all drank after dinner to slow the spread of canus in their pathways. Kuma sauntered into the room and hugged the back of the bag, leaning against it as she peered around the side at Naira.


“You’re pissed,” she said.


Naira scowled, which wasn’t the best way to go about convincing Kuma she wasn’t, in fact, angry. “I have a lot of things to be pissed about.”


“Sure,” Kuma said. She swirled the bag around, swaying back and forth with it. “But the missions don’t piss you off, even when they go wrong. And the Mercator’s got you all messed up another way—”


Naira swung at the center of the bag. Kuma grunted as it slammed into her, and clung on. “Maybe it is the Mercator.”


“Maybe you should mind your own damn business.”


“I’ve never minded my business in my life, and I’m not about to start now.” She eyed Naira. “You rolled over way too quickly on that plan.”


“It was a good plan.” She propped her hands on her hips, watching Kuma warily. Kuma may play into her natural demeanor as a bubbly brute, but Naira had known her long enough to recognize that cunning lurked beneath her surface. Kuma hadn’t been an exemplar, but she’d been security for Ichikawa, a sector captain. You didn’t get that position with a friendly attitude.


“Sure it was,” Kuma said. “But you tease out the flaws in every plan. It’s what you do. You take an idea and dissect it. There are about a dozen little flaws with his plan that even I can see. So why didn’t you?”


“It felt right.”


Kuma cocked her head to the side, imploring her to go on, to reach the obvious conclusion that Naira really should have noticed, but didn’t because she’d been too distracted by the entire situation.


“I haven’t been in this print that long, and I’ve been taking the shroud. There’s no way canus has that much control over my feelings yet. But you’re right. I didn’t even consider pushing back on the plan.”


“So canus thinks it’s a good idea for us to go to Emali,” Kuma said.


Naira glared at her arms, where golden pathways threaded through her skin, hiding the cores of relkatite within, and the canus that fed on that mineral. “Which means it’s a bad idea.”


“It’s still a good idea, Nai,” Kuma said. “Canden Mercator is on that ship. Maybe canus wants us to stop her spreading the shroud so that it can flourish.”


Naira winced. “I don’t like it.”


“Neither do I, but we have to work with what we’ve got, and we can’t get this shit out of our prints completely. Not until we find more amarthite and Tarquin figures out how to use it in place of our normal pathways.”


“Which he assures us is nigh impossible if we can’t find large enough deposits.” Naira pinched the bridge of her nose between two fingers. “I hate this. I hate not knowing if I can trust my own instincts.”


“You could reprint,” Kuma said.


“No,” Naira said too quickly.


Kuma’s brows lifted nearly to her hairline. “Annnnd, there’s the reason you’re really pissed off.”


“It’s this—this print. I can’t get my neural map fully seated. Everything’s a little off. My proprioception is calibrated to the Lockhart print and I can’t force it back. The physical therapy isn’t working.”


“Even more reason to reprint,” Kuma said. It wasn’t a question, not exactly, but she left the implied so why don’t you? unsaid.


Naira adjusted the wrappings around her fists. She hadn’t admitted this even to herself, yet, but . . . If it became a problem, someone would need to know. She ran her tongue over her teeth. Watched Kuma in the corner of her eye.


“There’s bleed-over, sometimes. That’s the only way I can describe it. Like I can almost recall that other life. Like, if I try hard enough, I can remember being in Lockhart’s print.”


Kuma’s perpetual smile vanished. She leaned back to better see Naira. “Be careful with that. Remembering things from a life that was never backed up is one of the first signs before you . . .”


She trailed off, the word crack hanging between them both. Before Naira and Kav had joined the Conservators, Kuma had already been a member, and not because she loved the planets so much, though that was part of her reasons. Chiyo Ichikawa, Kuma’s old boss, was notorious for her experiments on neural maps. She conducted most of those experiments on her own staff when they misbehaved.


Kuma’s squadron had been infiltrated by an HC spy, and they’d stolen secrets before anyone noticed. Chiyo, in her rage, had cracked half of Kuma’s squad and made Kuma, as their captain, watch. Kuma went AWOL two days later and sought a way to strike back at MERIT. She’d found Jessel, Jonsun’s sibling and leader of the unionist political movement, and Jessel had deemed Kuma too violent for their interests. They’d sent her along to Jonsun. Kuma was all that was left of Jonsun’s fading movement when Naira defected and joined them. Merely the thought of cracking still made Kuma sweat.


Naira flexed her fingers, curled them into fists, and tried to convince herself that they were the right length. That the calluses were in the same spots. They still felt like someone else’s hands.


“I know it’s dangerous. But I keep catching these glimpses. Moments that feel important.” Tarquin hunched over a hole in the ground, his face grim. She shook her head to clear it. “There’s something I’m trying to remember. Something that matters.”


“Not going to matter a whole hell of a lot if you crack, is it?”


“Jonsun held on long enough to defend the Einkorn from canus. If I remember, I think I can hold on long enough to get a message to you.”


“Yeah, see, here’s the thing. I don’t want you ‘holding on’ to get me some grim final message. I’d rather you stay living, thanks.”


“We all crack eventually.”


“You’re willing to risk it before you’ve secured the cradles?”


Naira slid her a sideways glance. “Low blow.”


“Had to push some buttons.” Kuma grinned, but she’d lost her sparkle. “Because you’re freaking me out, Nai.”


“Sorry, sorry.” She cracked her neck from one side to the other. “I’d be less maudlin about it if I didn’t feel like I was slipping back and forth half the time. One minute I’m myself, the next minute I’m jamming my fingers when I reach for anything because I misjudged the distance.”


Kuma pushed the bag aside and stepped back, spreading her arms wide. She curled her fingers in invitation. “That, I can help with. You’ve gotten rusty, honey bear. That’s all. You haven’t really worked that print of yours out, have you? You haven’t been in a fight since Mercator Station, and that was hardly a brawl.”


She snorted. “You think you’re going to pound me back into my body?”


“I think I’m going to try, since you won’t let the Mercator do it.”


Naira’s nascent smile burned away. “Not you, too. I get enough shit from Kav.”


“We give you shit because every time you two are in the same room the temperature rises ten degrees.”


“That’s not physiologically possible.”


“See? You’re both nerds. Perfect. Bang it out already so Kav and I can stop feeling like we’re swimming through your hormones every damn day.”


“It was real for him, and it’s not for me, and ‘banging it out’ is going to make it worse.”


“Less whining, more punching.” Kuma backed away from the bag and gestured dramatically for Naira to attack. Naira suppressed a laugh as Kuma bounced back and forth on the balls of her feet, grunting far too loudly as she boxed the air.


“I’m clumsy.” Naira squared off.


“Blah, blah, blah, more whining. C’mon. Or is the Big Bad Exemplar afraid of an Ichikawa security grunt?”


“You Station-Sec types always were show-offs.”


“Mercator-cuffed coward,” she shot back.


Naira narrowed her eyes and lunged. Kuma’s cartoonish dancing halted. Though the stronger woman had always been slower, she sidled away from the strike with ease. Naira’s fist brushed the side of her shirt, a whisper of fabric. She’d expected an impact and overbalanced, twisting to pull away from Kuma’s follow-up punch.


They put space between each other. Circled. “There you are.”


“I missed,” Naira said.


“And there you go again.” Kuma’s lip bulged as she ran her tongue over her teeth. “Show me who you are, Ex. Sharp. Show me that body’s yours to command.”


She caught herself about to protest. Unease rolled through her, a desire to duck her head, to claim she wasn’t the woman Kuma thought she was. That she’d gotten twisted up inside, somehow, on Sixth Cradle, and that uncertainty had followed her home. It dogged her every thought, telling her she was inadequate. That she wouldn’t ever be strong or fast or clever enough to fight back, so why try?


Naira could see the person she used to be on the other side of the chasm of her life that was Sixth Cradle. Could sense the edges of her surety. Of the fire she’d used to carry.


Carry it a little longer.


She wanted to. She did. Naira wanted to be that person again, could almost feel the shape of herself filling out this body. Could almost feel her identity coming home. But almost wasn’t good enough. Almost could get them all killed if she wasn’t—


Naira stopped circling. Kuma said nothing, for once, watching her with a curious tilt to the head. Holding back wasn’t Naira. She’d never restrained herself from action unless it was strategically necessary.


These feelings of inadequacy weren’t hers. They were canus. Twisting her hormones and neurotransmitters against her. Letting her tell herself she wasn’t enough.


Rage sparked within her. Her fists tightened, breath coming slow and even, and she caught a brief flash of surprise on Kuma’s face before she closed the distance between them and swung.


Her fist grazed off Kuma’s bicep, which incensed her further. She’d been moving too fast. Kuma shouldn’t have been able to dodge that. Naira had missed, again, her proprioception stubbornly calibrated to another woman’s body.


Anger fueled her, cleared her mind, and focused everything down to that moment, to existing in that flesh, all her fears and insecurities burned away under the desire to win, to master this thing within her—to take back the body that was hers.


Kuma whooped, laughing as Naira blocked a hook aimed at her head and dove under that broken guard, swinging for Kuma’s stomach. Solid contact, this time. The shock of it vibrated through to her core. Distinct motions melted away, both of them falling into a brutal, brief contest that ended with them sweating and panting.


Naira had captured Kuma in a headlock, Naira’s back braced against the wall as she struggled to keep the stockier woman under control. A thin tear of blood dripped from Naira’s nose, and her cheek was hot with an incoming black eye, but she didn’t care. She savored every last ache, captured the sensation of each blooming bruise and sore muscle and held them bright and shining in her mind like jewels. Jewels whose faces reflected only her own countenance, her own body. Not that thing that dwelled within her.


Kuma tapped Naira’s arm three times and Naira released her. She stumbled away, laughing, while Naira slumped against the wall and closed her eyes, loath to end her meditation on the pain scouring her thoughts clean.


“Better?” Kuma asked.


Naira sensed her friend’s arm snap out, heard a swoosh of fabric, and grabbed the towel Kuma had tossed out of the air. When she opened her eyes, they were both grinning. “I needed that.”


Kuma gestured grandly. “Kuma always knows what you need.”


Naira wiped her face clean—ish. Blood and sweat smeared together across the towel, making it impossible to get it all off. “Kuma better stop talking about herself in the third person if she doesn’t want to go another round.”


“Don’t make me promises you can’t keep. You’ve got your groove back, but you look like shit and I’d rather you shower before we tangle again.”


Naira tossed the towel into a chute that would send it down to the automated laundry system.


“Fair enough.” She pushed off the wall and winced as her muscles protested. Despite the combat pathways her print was loaded with, she hadn’t actually put them to use since she’d escaped Mercator Station with Tarquin in tow. Kuma had been right about that experience not requiring much physical effort.


She’d relied on the sidearm Tarquin had given her. The weapon he’d painstakingly altered to her preferences.


“Don’t get maudlin on me again.” Kuma prodded at a bruise forming on her cheek. Their pathways would fix the damage, but it’d take a while for them to clear out the dead blood cells. They’d both have black eyes in the morning. “I can’t take a sparring match every time you get moody.”


“Coward,” Naira said. Kuma gave her the finger and Naira laughed, shaking her head. “I wasn’t slipping back. I caught myself thinking about . . .” She hesitated, unsure if she wanted to put this out there with Kuma, but she trusted her friend to handle it with some sense of decorum. “Thinking about the Mercator.”


“Well, well.” Kuma’s grin came rampaging back. She gave Naira a playful punch on the arm and waggled her eyebrows. “I know you think it’s ‘not real’ for you, Nai, but it’s been months. If this were some kind of entanglement fuckery, the spark would have burned out by now. And, honestly, when you two drop the bullshit, and you relax enough to stop being gruff and he gets comfortable enough to stop dancing on eggshells, you’re cute together. Don’t make that face at me—I mean it. Our lives are shit enough. Maybe it’s time to take a chance on something good, instead of something desperate.”


“I don’t know . . . I can’t even be certain if my emotions are my own anymore.”


“Please.” Kuma sniffed. “Canus isn’t Tarquin’s biggest fan. It’s not going to try to get him laid. Nah, something else is holding you back. Got you scared.”


Naira examined her bloodied knuckle wraps. “He’s a Mercator. What if . . .”


What if she was only ever drawn to people who had cruelty buried deep within them? What if she was the one who brought that cruelty out, who sharpened it enough to cut? What if Naira only loved and believed in violent and brutal souls because she was all those things, too? Her only serious relationship had been with a man who became a finalizer, and after that she’d placed her faith in Acaelus.


Kuma took Naira’s face in both hands and made her meet her eyes. “Tarquin is not his father, and he’s nothing like Demarco.”


“Yeah. I know.”


Kuma studied her for a moment, then stepped away. “Good. Because you are Exemplar fucking Sharp. Diamond-eyed, titanium-spined. You don’t take shit from anyone, so don’t take it from yourself, either. You like him. He likes you. I know things are complicated, but give it some real thought, all right? Because that kind of connection? That’s worth paying attention to.”









FIVE


Acaelus


Mercator Station | Five Months Ago


Acaelus was reprinted within twenty-four hours of the destruction of Mercator Station. He awoke to a company in chaos. Key personnel had to be reprinted. Chiyo Ichikawa had to be reprinted. Acaelus could offer no explanation for the explosion of his family’s primary station that wouldn’t set them all to panic, and so he gave them the explanation that served him the most.


Acaelus told the worlds that the Conservators had changed tactics and struck at the heart of Mercator Station. It wasn’t entirely incorrect.


Panic followed. He’d counted on it. MERIT turned inward, strengthening their defenses, conjecture regarding the state of Mercator’s security bubbling below the surface. Acaelus didn’t care, so long as they turned their scrutiny away from him.


It was no great effort on his part to move Mercator operations to the family’s second-largest station, the Chirality losing its name to become merely Mercator Station. Acaelus had long decades past oiled Mercator into a machine that functioned at his word.


The personnel were reprinted. The station was reoutfitted. Production commenced as normal, and scant productivity was lost, in the end.


The security footage, stored in multiple server banks off-station, was recovered. And that . . . that would not go back into the neat box of Mercator functionality.


Acaelus alone watched it, and so it was Acaelus alone who saw Paison gun down himself and Chiyo while Tarquin, his sweet, book-headed son, tried to talk her down from a plan Acaelus didn’t have the context to parse.


He had turned off the cameras in Ex. Sharp’s room, but he watched the halls. Watched Tarquin enter that room, and leave, and Sharp exit a few moments later. Watched her doubt, and come back to pull his son from a death that would have led to Tarquin cracking. He watched Sharp snap his daughter’s neck. While the death was brutal, it was swift, and Acaelus understood that she had done so to save Leka from the horde of misprints Paison had unleashed upon the station.


Sharp had saved his children.


He could make no sense of it.


The only footage he watched more was that which was recovered by Paison on Sixth Cradle—the brief and terrible moment wherein Tarquin had shot a woman wearing his mother’s print. Tarquin had asserted it wasn’t her. That Canden Mercator was still cracked, that print controlled by some other mind with a bent toward cruelty. The other heads of MERIT believed him.


Acaelus did not.


He wanted to. He wanted that woman to be anyone else, but he knew her too well. Knew all the small ticks of her body, the way she canted her head when her moods changed, and saw no one but his wife in her own skin. It gnawed at him until he was nothing left but a shell around the shouted question of why?


There was some connection. Some line to be drawn between Canden’s appearance on Sixth Cradle, his son’s strange behavior, and Sharp. It was not a line the well-oiled machine of Mercator could draw for him. He would have to get his own hands in the mix, and he caught a hint of where he should begin in the security footage before the station’s destruction.


Finalizer Fletcher Demarco, one of his most trusted employees, had stood on that dock and waved to Sharp before she’d left the station with Tarquin.


There had been nothing fond in that gesture. There was a mocking nature to it, a cruelty to the man’s smile that had made Sharp stiffen in recognition of an unspoken threat before she turned and fled.


Acaelus reread their files. They’d been at the same orphanage. Had enlisted to the HCA together. When they’d been hired, they’d signed paperwork for cohabitation. Sharp had canceled that request before her first day.


Demarco had been questioned after Sharp’s defection, and had passed that interview satisfactorily. He’d been instrumental in the plan to capture her on the Cavendish. Had been the one to suggest making certain HCA Ayuba was shot first, so that she’d be flustered and off her guard.


Acaelus looked at the footage of that mocking wave, and wondered. He’d long ago learned that personal investment bore more fruit from his employees than any other motivator. Acaelus froze the footage on that moment, Demarco’s hand raised, Sharp rigid, and summoned the man to his office.


Demarco was not what one would envision when they expected a finalizer, and that was by design. He was no clean-cut, muscled force of nature like the exemplars. He was merely a man, a little tall, perhaps, though not so tall as Acaelus or Tarquin. Lean muscle shaped the hard angles of his body, revealed by the snug fit of a T-shirt and pants bloused into his station boots. A slightly curly mop of sandy-blond hair topped his head, green eyes disarmingly kind.


Only those who could read pathways would note the excess strength and agility lining his skin. Only those who knew what it was to fight would note the thickness of the calluses over his knuckles, the wary cant to his spine.


Demarco was the kind of man you’d hire to check your ship’s hull plating for irregularities and share a beer with afterward, his smile quick and charming. Acaelus had watched this man dismantle Ex. Dalson with his bare hands at Acaelus’s request. He knew well how his friendly smile could lie.


That smile froze on Demarco’s face as he stepped through the door, seeing the footage paused behind Acaelus’s head. Seeing his death in that still frame, all the knives he’d used so well in service of Mercator turned against him at last. Acaelus savored the moment.


Demarco recovered with impressive speed and bowed. “My liege, how may I serve?”


“I was reviewing your service record,” Acaelus said, as if this were any other employee review. “Exceptional, truly. You haven’t let a mark get away from you yet, and there have been hundreds. So it leaves me to wonder why you stood there and waved while the worlds’ most wanted terrorist walked out the door with my son.”


“May I speak plainly, my liege?” Demarco asked.


“It is in your best interests to do so.”


“I know you let Ex. Sharp go.”


“And how did you arrive at such a conclusion?”


He clasped his hands behind his back and stood at ease. “When the misprints attacked, I went to her cell. I found her gone, and when I checked the logs, I saw you had turned off the cameras in her cell. I wouldn’t remember any of this, except that I checked my access logs upon reprinting after the destruction to see what I had done. You may do so yourself, my liege, to confirm my story.”


They stared at each other. Acaelus was struck by the hubris of a man who could stare him down without flinching. “Why did you go to her cell?”


He licked his lips, the first real sign of uncertainty he’d shown since coming through the door. “That’s personal, my liege.”


“That is not the answer to the question I asked.”


Demarco hesitated.


Acaelus laced his fingers together on top of his desk. “You will tell me why you went to see my wayward exemplar, and you will tell me now.”


Demarco’s eye twitched when Acaelus said my wayward exemplar. Interesting. He straightened himself. “I can’t say for certain, as my precise feelings at the time were lost to the explosion, but consider it nostalgia, I suppose, that I wanted to be sure she was secure when the station fell.”


“The fact that you knew where she was at all is evidence that it was more than nostalgia.”


“I’ve kept an eye on her, my liege, I admit it. When I was called in for a high-value target, I presumed it must be her. For a very long time, I’ve wanted to ask her how she could turn on Mercator. Our early lives weren’t comfortable. Mercator hiring us was a boon we’d only dreamed of, and so her desertion seemed . . . impossible, to me.”


“I see.” Acaelus doubted that was all there was to it. “What did you argue about that caused Sharp to cancel your cohabitation request?”


He flinched. “It’s nothing, my liege.”


“Out with it.”


“We argued over how best to serve you, my liege.”


“That’s a clumsy dodge from someone with your track record, Mr. Demarco.”


Demarco’s distress faded. “Forgive me, I had to try. This is not a topic I’m accustomed to discussing. And it’s accurate enough, my liege. I wanted her to come into the finalizers with me.”


Acaelus hadn’t known Sharp well on a personal level, but he’d spent enough time with her to know that such a request wouldn’t anger her enough to cut off communication permanently. “And?”


“And I . . . may have forbidden her from risking her map by dying for another man. My liege.”


“Ah.” Acaelus’s brows lifted. Now that he could see infuriating her. “And do you resent me for her deaths in my defense?”


“No, my liege.” He shrugged, the gesture natural enough. “Nai made her choice. I respect that, now that I’m older and less hotheaded. Twenty-nine deaths in your service isn’t much, in the end.”


“Twenty-four,” Acaelus corrected.


“Right, yes, twenty-four. Forgive the mistake, my liege.”


Acaelus didn’t react, but inwardly, he wondered. Sharp had died twenty-four times over the eight years she’d guarded him, Lockhart five times. A curious mistake to make, lumping those two numbers together. Did Demarco suspect what Acaelus had done?


No, the thought was ridiculous. That was his private project. The man had more than likely fallen for the same nonsense as the tabloids.


“I remain uncertain, but I will give you a chance to prove your loyalties.” He gestured to the footage. “Find Ex. Sharp, and my son, and bring them both back to me whole. My chief of operations, Ms. Salter, will be apprised of your mission and provide you with what resources you require.”


A hungry gleam flashed behind the man’s eyes, and Acaelus knew he’d chosen the right hunting dog. Demarco would not be kept from his quarry.


“It would be my pleasure, my liege.”









SIX


Tarquin


Miller-Urey Station | The Present


Kav landed them at Miller-Urey Station in a private dock that he grumbled about being unable to afford. They could only do so much to conceal the fact that the ship was a Mercator shuttle. The private dock fit with what a Mercator vessel would do and kept them away from prying eyes. Tarquin hadn’t been off the shuttle aside from the bombing and a brief visit down to Earth to lie low after they’d destroyed Mercator Station. He was itching to get out. To see something new.


Naira walked into the hold where they’d all gathered, ready to go, took one look at him from beneath a pair of sunglasses that obscured half her face, and said, “No. That won’t work.”
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