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To Connor, the brother who saw and loved me as I am










CHAPTER 1


Lito


One may look at Val Akira Labs and see only its array of products and services. Another may look and see a legacy of scientific progress dating back to the discovery of hermium. But when I look, I see the cornerstone of mankind’s future, a map through which humanity will achieve true transcendence and the resulting immortality.


Souji val Akira, CEO of Val Akira Labs, End of Venus Rotation Shareholders Report 


 


I can’t move in my coffin. Arms stuck to my sides, legs straight beneath me, toes pointed at ninety degrees. Glass mere centimeters from my nose. Beyond that, black. Trapped, and unable to do a damn thing about it.


Whenever the panic comes like an overwhelming wave, I do as Ofiera taught me: I take a deep breath and blow it out slowly. Of course, then I think of how I have at most fifteen minutes of air inside the cryo chamber and that makes the anxiety, and my breathing, heavier. Now it’s more tempting than ever to rely on my implant to erase my emotions. But for the mission, I need to be able to feel.


If Ofiera can do this, so can I.


Cold burning my lungs, muscles seizing as they reawaken, eyes adjusting from bright white lights to a hard face. A voice calls my name: “Oh-feaaaaaaaaar-uhhhhh.”


No, not me. Ofiera’s memories that I haven’t let go of after we shared thoughts through her faulty neural implant. They’re recalled more easily now than ever. A chamber just like this was her tomb, the ice box they locked her in whenever she finished her assigned missions, only now we’re both being wheeled into Val Akira Labs’ R&D facility in cryo chambers. Though we’re fully awake. That’s different, at least.


We had concerns with Hemlock’s plan, but we realized its brilliance at the same time. We couldn’t disappear without putting Sorrel at risk, and there was no way we could fight our way into the labs, get what we came for, and fight our way out. The odds were too overwhelming. So, during our trip from Ceres to Mercury, we fabricated false reports for Command, tales of Gean patrols that necessitated longer routes. Between the current rotation of planets and the speed of the retrofitted grasshopper, we bought ourselves four weeks.


They expected us to return to Cytherea, but at the end of those four weeks, we landed on Spero, where Hemlock had empty cryo pods and Aster agents at the ready. Each pod had an encrypted ID tag corresponding to the person to be delivered to the lab, only we would be taking their place. As I crawled into the pod, I wondered but couldn’t bring myself to ask what they’d done with the bodies.


The air is thin now, my breathing short. My legs cramp, aching to bend, but I don’t move, even for relief. It’s only been about ten minutes, not long enough for us to reach the inner labs, but there’s no telling our location when I can’t see out of the black canvas bag they have the chambers wrapped in. Instead of the mission, I think of the sea, the rolling of the waves as they wash in and out, brushing against the sand . . . a comforting thought, and one that settled me when I was a child watching holovids until I fell asleep.


As if I summon the sea itself, the pod around me hisses, spraying a wet mist over me. I suck in a sharp breath at the cold, only to hear it as a wheeze—the air is too thin, I can’t fill my lungs. Something even colder hits me—first on my sides, then pooling at my lower back—and while my muscles stiffen in response, I have nowhere I can move to get away from the liquid.


Shit—the damned cryo chamber has turned on. More frigid fluid pours into my pod, and I can’t get away from it—there’s nowhere for me to go—


I suck in my last breath, knowing I may never wake again. I sink into the liquid, letting it arrest the blood in my veins, my heart—


No, I’m not calm—I’m not Ofiera, and these are not my memories.


The sludge quickly fills the small space as I gasp for air and find none—it’s being pumped out as the liquid comes in. Instinct kicks in and I try to take one last breath before I’m submerged, but there’s no air—no air at all—and the icy solution, thick and stinging, rushes up over my head—I fight not to breathe it in—not to suck it into my lungs—I can’t hold on—I can’t—


I breathe in the liquid, freezing me from the inside out. My thoughts turn sluggish, ice crawling across my skin, stilling motor functions.


This feels like death.


Am I dying?


Then even that thought is lost.


 


When I come to, my last thought is my first.


Am I dying?


Then I correct myself: Am I dead?


The world around me is a bright light. Slowly other things filter into focus as my consciousness expands—my body, shivering. Voices, echoing as if underwater. Movement, zipping past the corner of my eye.


Not dead. No matter which stories you listened to, the Thousand Gods Below the Sun never described an afterlife like this.


I cough, and that vile, thick liquid stings coming up my throat, just as cold going out as it was coming in. I turn my head to spit, and my eyes slowly adjust to the figures—two Asters in charcoal-gray maintenance uniforms and one blessedly familiar face.


“O-O-Of-Offf—” I can’t manage her name.


Oh-feaaaaaaaaar-uhhhhh. I struggle against her memories.


“It’s okay,” she says. “It’s okay, Lito.”


She’s just as naked and sticky as I am, but she ignores her own state as the Asters—Peony and Elm, two of Hemlock’s agents on Spero—bring me a silver shock blanket. They wrap it around me, but it does little to help.


The smell of my sister’s coconut shampoo hits me. “Luce?” I manage through my raw throat.


“It’s okay,” Ofiera says again, and this time I believe her. At least, I can hear her better. “It’s hard coming out of cryo the first few times.”


Gods, the thought of experiencing this a few times . . . 


“Your neurons fire strangely, make your memory play tricks on you.”


The scent of Luce still dances on the air. I close my eyes and try to focus on the warmth of the blanket instead.


“You’ll continue to improve over the next hour.”


Do we have an hour to spare? I don’t know. I don’t even know how long we’ve been under. Hours? Days?


As I suck in lungfuls of air and the control of my body and mind returns to me piece by piece, I run through what I know: Ofiera fon Bain is my Dagger. I was tasked with killing my former partner, Hiro val Akira. I followed Hiro to Ceres, where they were supposed to kill the Mother, the leader of the Sisterhood. When I found them, I discovered Hiro had been geneassisted into Saito Ren, a Gean captain. Together we killed the Mother and escaped to the Under with Hemlock’s help.


And that bastard Hemlock is the reason I’m here in Val Akira Labs, coming out of a frozen coma . . . 


I sit up once I feel able to. By now, Ofiera has dressed in the same charcoal maintenance uniform that the Asters wear and is pulling her shoulder-length brown hair into its usual messy bun. “There’s a towel and some clothes beside you.”


“You’re way better at this than I am . . .” I slip off the table and force myself to drop the blanket. I shiver as soon as it’s gone.


“Practice makes perfect, as the old phrase goes,” Ofiera says wryly.


“Look at you, making a joke.” I towel the remaining cold slime off of me, and as my muscles work, I feel more in control of them. “Why did the cryo chambers turn on? That was only supposed to happen in cases of—”


“Emergency,” Elm confirms. He’s stocky and thick-shouldered for an Aster, making him appear more intimidating than he is. His voice is the exact opposite: soft and sibilant. “We ran into trouble. Had to store you until we could come back for you.”


“‘Trouble’?” I repeat. It could be anything from nosy guards to Souji val Akira himself.


“It would be easier to show you . . . Just a second while I connect. Can’t be too forceful or they’ll notice we’ve tapped the cameras.” Elm’s fingers drum on a compad, its screen reflected in the lenses of his goggles.


As he works, I pull on the waiting clothes, loving every stitch of them despite the Val Akira Labs logo embroidered on the chest. After the cryo chamber, I’d be happy to wear rags. At least they’re warm.


“Are we in the inner labs?” Ofiera asks.


Peony, who keeps her Aster-plaited white hair wrapped about her neck like a scarf, nods. “Main lab is just down the hall.”


“Good,” Ofiera replies. “That’s where military assets are kept.” Assets like Sorrel.


“And that’s where we’ll be able to plant the relay.” If the trouble Elm mentioned isn’t too bad . . . My brain may be sluggish, but I still remember that our mission here is twofold. If we can successfully install a relay for Hemlock, he’ll be able to snatch precious data right out from under Souji val Akira’s nose.


“That’s the problem,” Elm says.


I can feel Ofiera’s emotions spike through the implant. “What?” she asks in a low voice, doing her best to keep calm.


Elm hands his compad over to Ofiera, and I huddle close to watch over her shoulder. The video starts with a wide shot of a laboratory. In one room, a group of scientists in lab coats monitor screens; in the other, through a wall of glass, a figure sits in a cruel-looking metal chair.


“Is this live?” I ask.


Elm shifts from foot to foot. “Yeah, a live view of the main lab.”


Shit. Packed room like this means we aren’t getting in to plant the relay unless we can somehow get the scientists out. We were brought in during late evening. According to the clock, it’s just past midnight. We were supposed to be able to sneak through the lab without running into employees. “What the hell are they doing?”


No one answers me, and as I watch, my throat tightens. The footage zooms in to focus on the lab’s glass wall. As the lighting adjusts, I make out an Aster in the chair, the top of their skull removed, their brain exposed. At intervals, their eyes shoot wide before falling sleepily, back and forth, switching between exhausted and terrified. Strangely, it’s the Aster’s silence that sends a shiver down my spine. From the trembling that shoots through their body, arms straining against the straps that tie them down, open mouth gasping, they look like they want to scream but . . . can’t.


This has to be one of the off-the-books experiments; Hemlock will want us to gather proof for later. If we could just get the relay in place . . . 


“We have to cancel the op,” Elm says, halting my thoughts. “There are too many people here. There’s no way someone won’t spot us if we try to pull Sorrel or plant the relay.”


“There has to be another lab where we can pull military assets,” Ofiera says, and the heat in her tone says she’s not giving up.


Elm looks to Peony. “There is,” she says, slender fingers picking at the fabric of her uniform. “But with the test happening, lab security is heavier than expected.”


We should call the op off. It would be the safest thing to do. But we can’t reenter cryo sleep and wait until a better time. The longer we’re here, the higher a chance that someone discovers we’re not the people who’re supposed to be in the pods. We can’t plant the relay with the main lab occupied. We can get Sorrel out, but only if we’re willing to deal with security while we have no weapons and our clothes aren’t shielded. One shot, and we’re dead. The best option is to leave empty-handed and try again at another time.


I turn to Ofiera, and her yearning reaches me through the implant, impatience to be reunited with Sorrel warring with the need to keep him safe—so close, we’re so close. Leaving has its drawbacks too. If we don’t show up in Cytherea within the next couple of days, High Commander Beron val Bellator’s going to know we’ve gone rogue, and the punishment for Ofiera failing her mission has always been Sorrel’s demise. That’s not a factor either of us wants to play with.


“Up for risking your life?” I ask Ofiera.


Her eyes narrow as she senses my determination through the implant. “Always.”


 


We move through the white hallways on light feet. The recessed lighting is turned low, a golden glow the only thing fighting back the overwhelming shadows. The corridors are nearly identical and the doors are labeled with both numbers and symbols, making the building look more like a maze than a sprawling laboratory. If not for Elm and Peony’s instructions, we would no doubt be lost in minutes.


We come to a T junction, but as I start to turn the last corner before we reach the secondary cryo lab, Ofiera reaches out through the implant and screams a warning. I hear the noise that alerted her a second too late, two sets of shoes clipping against the polished floor toward us. I press myself against the wall and freeze; the human eye has always been drawn to movement, easily missing people who hold perfectly still. I hope with all my might that they don’t turn down our hallway, that security doesn’t have heat scanners, as if I could impress my will on the universe through desperation alone. Though we’re wearing the maintenance uniforms, our faces aren’t in the system, so all it’d take to screw our entire plan is someone with com-lenses identifying us as outsiders.


The two people come to the T junction, walking slowly. They’re in lab coats—scientists. I hold my breath as one looks down the hallway, and my heart speeds as I feel his eyes land directly on me—but he doesn’t stop. Doesn’t really see me. In the dark uniform, completely still, I blend into the shadows.


They continue on and, within seconds, are gone.


Still, if security has noticed us skulking about in the dark, it’s only a matter of time before we’re hunted down . . . Tempted to erase my anxiety with the implant, I instead release a long, shuddering breath and steel myself. Ofiera nudges me forward.


We turn left, the direction the passing scientists came from. We don’t have to go far before we reach a door labeled 18C. My throat tightens as I press the compad Elm left with me before he and Peony returned to work, unable to risk themselves further, to the bioscanner. I wait for either the click of an unlocking door or the blare of alarms.


The door clicks. Ofiera enters, and I follow after.


Inside is a room similar to the main lab but far smaller. Rows of monitors wait in the dark like sleeping sentinels. The glass between the observation area and the temperature-controlled chamber is fogged from the cold. On the other side are rows and rows of cryo chambers hanging from hooks on the ceiling. From just a quick glance, I calculate that there are hundreds of them in this lab alone.


“Thousand gods,” I murmur.


Ofiera is silent as she crosses the room and approaches the glass. Set before it is a hulking control panel with a screen that wakes at her touch. As if she knows what she’s doing—she’s probably seen scientists do this before—she types a string of numbers, 4757828, into the field labeled asset.


The pods swing into motion, the belt on the ceiling shuffling the frozen occupants like they’re no more than clothes in a closet. I stiffen at the unholy amount of noise in the otherwise silent lab, expecting any second to be the one security comes to check out our unscheduled work. Finally the machine halts on one pod in particular, and the hook brings it forward, close to the glass, so that we can see who rests inside.


Ofiera’s emotions are like an electric shock through the implant. A pain in my chest grows at the sight before me. And though he looks different than in Ofiera’s memories—older, wearier, his white hair shaved close to his scalp—I’d know him all the same from her response: Sorrel.


My feelings rise to take the place of Ofiera’s. Outrage battles with guilt. Cryo ads always promise a peaceful slumber, but Sorrel’s face is contorted in a rictus of pain. I doubt he’s known peace for many years.


Ofiera jerks into motion, fingers on the screen again. Sorrel sways away from the glass and disappears in the shuffle of pods.


“What’re you doing?” I ask.


“We can’t wake him here. Security is too thick. But we came in on a ship marked for loading and unloading, so from here, we can send his cryo pod into our ship’s hold. We’ll wake him once we’re in orbit.” Over her shoulder I see her selecting a delivery route for Sorrel’s pod to dock three, the place our ship is parked. At the same time, a vibration in my pocket grabs my attention.


I pull out Elm’s hacked compad, slaved to the Val Akira Labs security system. There are no alarms blaring, no flashing lights—but there don’t need to be.


Ofiera—


I swallow her name, tilting the compad toward her so she can see.


Moving Sorrel, an important military asset, has alerted lab security. The cameras capture the flurry of the guards’ movements.


They hunt through the hallways. They have guns at the ready. They’re moving in for the kill. And we have nothing but a hacked compad and our lives to lose.










CHAPTER 2


Astrid


It is with my abundant thanks that I receive your offer, Aunt Margaret. My affirmation on Olympus Mons cannot be postponed. However, if you are to oversee the Temple of Ceres and its Sisters, let me be clear: Because of the tragic passing of Mother Isabel III, may the Goddess welcome her into the Eternal Garden, no one has imparted the proper conduct to our dear First Sister of Ceres. She needs your guidance—your stern guidance, and a watchful eye.


Message excerpt from Aunt Marshae, head of the Order of Cassiopeia


 


Golden light falls through the greenhouse windows, tumbling through the leaves of tall trees and climbing ivy. Below, kneeling amidst the roots and stems, I am bathed in a calming green glow and wrapped in the loamy scent of wet earth. The morning broadcast, coming from a compad I left near the entrance, softly filters through the foliage and fills the air with swaying orchestral music. I am, in this place, in this moment, perfectly happy.


Of course, all things must end, and as the melody comes to a close, it is replaced by the dulcet tones of an Aunt. “Today, let us consider the Meditations,” a woman I instantly recognize as Aunt Margaret says. The broadcast must be an old recording, since Aunt Margaret is here on Ceres and not on Mars. “Specifically, chapter one, verse twelve.” She speaks clearly and forcefully for the recording; in person, she talks with a Gean clip, putting the onus of understanding squarely on the listener’s shoulders. Still, she is a welcome change from Aunt Marshae. By comparison to the Auntie in charge of me on the Juno, Aunt Margaret is as gentle as the Marian’s Fire roses I tend with their gentle yellow centers and orangey-red exteriors.


The recording catches the sound of turning pages. Aunt Margaret must be preparing to read from the Canon, as opposed to quoting from memory. But I know Meditations 1:12 by heart, and while I used to solely consider the scriptures in my head, now, with my voice, I join in as she reads. “‘Nature may be bent by mankind,’” I quote alongside Aunt Margaret, “‘but never broken.’”


While Aunt Margaret closes the Canon with a thump and goes on to speak of tenacity and faith, all the usual things associated with the verse, I continue to Meditations 1:13. “‘What is plucked may yet bloom. What is burned may yet nourish. What lies fallow may yet grow.’” They are words that have come to mean much and more to me on Ceres as the months have passed. As trials, one after the other, have set themselves before me.


This is what the people know: Four months ago, Mother Isabel III was slain by Saito Ren, the captain of the Juno gone rogue, in a protest against the Annexation of Ceres. This was a shock to everyone, but particularly the Sisterhood. Before her death, the Mother named me the First Sister of Ceres because of my valiant attempt to unmask the traitor Ren, with help from Aunt Marshae.


Those are all lies from the Agora, the seven Aunts who lead the Sisterhood. This is the truth: The Sisterhood suspected something traitorous about Saito Ren from the beginning and hoped to embarrass Warlord Vaughn, who had traded highly valuable political prisoners to the Icarii for her release, by proving it. Aunt Marshae and the Mother assigned me to spy on Saito Ren, but I never gave them the information they wanted. Undeterred, Aunt Marshae lied to her superiors to make herself look good and made me desirable as a side effect. She was named Aunt Edith’s replacement as the head of the Order of Cassiopeia, and I became the First Sister of Ceres. She is even now, I’m sure, working to undo my appointment as part of the Agora on Mars.


Perhaps the most startling facts are the ones that only I know. The person called Saito Ren was actually Hiro val Akira, an Icarii geneassisted into Ren. They had come not only to assassinate Mother Isabel III, but to influence someone who might rise to the status of Mother who aimed for peace between the Icarii and Geans. Someone like me.


Only Hiro did not kill the Mother. They failed in that task. The Mother was murdered by my hand.


After she revealed the illegal usage of Icarii neural implants within the Sisterhood to take away our voices—well. To say I reacted poorly would be an understatement.


My hands slip from the soil to the pocket of my dress. I feel the outline of the ring box there, a shape and weight that brings instant relief. After the Mother’s implant was turned over to me as First Sister of Ceres, I feared losing it, as small as it is, so I decided to keep it in something larger. But I fear to leave the box anywhere, knowing that, even now, secrets are hard to keep.


The door to the greenhouse opens with a whoosh, releasing both pressure and heat. Whoever has come, she—as only Sisters are allowed here—lets the stresses of the world in as well, and I am reminded of everything I must do. Everything I must be. She turns the compad’s volume down until I can no longer hear the morning broadcast, but it is not until the visitor says my name that the tension releases from my shoulders.


“Astrid.” My secret name. The name I have chosen, since I cannot remember the one I was born with.


“Good morning, Eden.” The Second Sister of Ceres, who was also my Second on the Juno, moves until her shadow falls over me. At one time we were enemies, but fate—disguised in the actions of Hiro val Akira—brought us together. Then we realized who our real enemies were.


“It’s after noon, Astrid, not morning.” When I look up at her, I see she is diplomatically keeping her face pleasantly blank. She is beautiful, my Second, as most who advance in the Sisterhood are, but her fiery-red hair and emerald-green eyes are particularly noteworthy on Ceres, where few look like her. “You’re due at the dedication ceremony in less than an hour . . . and you’re wrist-deep in dirt.” Ah, there’s the judgment in her tone I know so well.


I gently pat the earth over the newly planted rose seeds and clap my hands to rid them of excess soil. My fingernails are ragged, though; there’s no hiding that. “I can wear gloves,” I say with a shrug. Eden sighs, so I add, “Tending a garden is an important part of my worship.”


“I’ve been meaning to talk to you,” Eden begins, playing with a pair of gardening gloves I abandoned, “but it’s hard to get you alone lately.”


She has no idea. “About what? Caring for my hands?”


“No, no.” Eden tosses the gloves aside. “About the communications tower. I want to earmark some funding for it so we can improve the transmission speed between Mars and Ceres.” I keep quiet while I pretend to think about it. “Then perhaps you’d get your morning broadcasts in the morning instead of the afternoon.”


I cannot help but laugh at that. I have lost track of time in the greenhouse, and the broadcast didn’t help. “I’m sorry, Eden, but the next month’s budget has already been approved.”


Eden jerks upright. “What’re you spending it on?”


I take in a deep breath before I speak again. “I promised Lily she could build the shelter for Asters displaced during the Annexation of Ceres.”


I expect Eden’s scoff, so I’m not hurt by it. “It’s always her.”


I level a hard look at Eden. We have had this conversation many times, and I refuse to have it again. Aunt Marshae may have left for Mars to be trained and confirmed as Aunt Edith’s replacement, but that does not mean she didn’t leave eyes on Ceres. Keeping Lily happy with her pet projects ensures that, if she is reporting to Aunt Marshae, she will be more favorable toward me. Placating an asset is the first way of turning them. I learned that directly from Hiro.


“I should get ready,” I tell Eden as I stand up and brush by her, not inviting her to follow but not barring her either. After a moment, she falls in step beside me, and we walk companionably out of the greenhouse situated in the inner courtyard and across what we have renamed the Cloisters, filled with tilled rows of vegetables and skinny-trunked fruit trees. Eden plucks an apple, pink as her lips, as we pass through the miniature orchard and into the high-ceilinged stone hallways of the Temple of Ceres.


The Temple, once a building that housed the Icarii Senate, is the center of Gean worship on Ceres and the seat of my power. Perhaps that is why I feel kinship with it. Or perhaps it is that I aim to build myself in its image: to appear as one thing, but be another.


Eden takes a bite out of her apple, juice dripping down her chin, and tosses the rest to me with a playful smile.


 


The pilot who navigates our podcar through the streets of Ceres is unnecessary when the programming of the vehicle does all of the work, requiring him to simply watch the screens in silence, but we Geans adhere to one of the oldest Sisterhood laws: May no machine be set above a human. At least, openly we do. My right hand finds the square shape in my pocket, and even through my gloves, the feeling of the box is pleasing.


Step by step, I work toward becoming the next Mother. Step by step, I will make these neural implants illegal. I will change the Sisterhood, and the Geans, for the better.


Already I have left my mark. Ceres is much improved from when I took power four months ago. The streets are no longer rubble-strewn, the buildings no longer pockmarked from Gean bombs. Shelters have been opened for those displaced in the Annexation. Unemployment is lower than on both Earth and Mars; I wasted no time getting the people to work on rebuilding their communities. And Aunt Margaret brought Sisters to the city and helped me start the Green Garden Initiative. Even now, passing through rows of commercial buildings, I see the fruits of our labors: metal trellises amidst strips of green, covered in reaching tomato and cucumber plants. The GGI works on multiple levels but, at its most basic, ensures that Ceres produces its own food and no one goes hungry.


The months have not been without troubles, of course. The destruction of the Icarii warship Leander had many on Ceres fearing life in the asteroid belt. But if the Gean military knows what happened to the Leander, they have not felt the need to share it with the Sisterhood, and so I focused on increasing patrols around Ceres as opposed to panicking about the unknown something out there that destroyed the Leander. For all we know, it was an accident. Now the Leander Incident is but a memory.


Still, I believe my greatest achievement was my first. When I was the First Sister of the Juno, six Icarii quicksilver warriors boarded the ship looking for Saito Ren. After the battle was over and the Geans stood victorious, Ren decided to cage the warriors as opposed to killing them—the Warlord’s preferred method for dealing with prisoners. But then the Mother was assassinated, and the six Icarii were forgotten.


Except I didn’t forget. As soon as I had the power to do so, I released them with an unallied ship and sent them back to the Icarii bearing a message of peace. With one gesture, I opened a dialogue of friendship between us, resulting in the current cease-fire as our heads of state debate terms for a peace treaty.


Perhaps their release is the reason broken manacles have become the symbol of my rule of Ceres. As our podcar slows to a halt at our destination, I spot the sigil on flags and handmade posters throughout the gathered crowd: two manacles connected by a circle of chains, broken. Snapped in two. Fragmented, and thus useless. A symbol of freedom.


The pilot gets out to open the door for us. In our brief moment alone, Eden nudges me and gestures to the banner hanging from a lamppost, the chains a dark gray against the white background. “I’m sure that’ll thrill Aunt Margaret,” she says wryly.


I have no chance to respond—that it is not Aunt Margaret I am worried about—before the pilot opens the door and the noise of the crowd assaults us. As I step out, the cheers turn wild. Packed shoulder to shoulder, the people are barely restrained behind stanchions and thick velvet ropes. It is only the presence of soldiers that keeps them in their place, though a few residents reach across the line, hands desperately grasping for me as if power flows from a mere touch. I gesture at my bristling soldiers to leave them be.


Eden and I walk single-file on the packed-earth path beneath a wrought iron gate, away from the chaos of the crowd. Around us, the stretches of green hills are dotted with leafy chestnut and almond trees, while the trail is lined with cypresses, offering both shade and shelter. Above, the projected sky is bright blue and calm, a perfect day to dedicate a new park.


Before I’ve even found peace in the nature surrounding us, we break from the tree line into a stretch of field where a wide stage has been set. More stanchions guarded by soldiers keep the attendees on one side, while Eden and I approach from the other. I can hear a ripple pass through the crowd as a few spot us, but it is little more than low chatter from this distance. They are excited, and that is a good thing; it won’t be hard to whip them into a frenzy.


At the back of the stage, Aunt Margaret waits for us. Now that Aunt Edith has retired, Aunt Margaret is the eldest member of the Agora. With her short gray hair like the coat of a sheep and wrinkled, rosy cheeks, it would be easy to think of her as a grandmother figure and nothing more, but I know firsthand it would be foolishness to mistake her old age for softness. She has ruled the Order of Pyxis for the past twenty years, like steel thorns beneath silken petals. The golden medallion she wears around her neck, one of only seven, is evidence of her membership in the Agora.


Aunt Margaret gestures for the soldiers to leave us alone. They back away, but not far enough for me to speak openly; while Aunt Margaret knows I have been released from the oppression of my neural implant, its very use in the Sisterhood is still a secret to most. “Did you see them waving that symbol of yours, shouting, ‘Unchained! Unchained!’ like a bunch of idiots?” she asks.


Eden’s elbow digs into my side as if to say I told you so.


I lift my hands and flex my fingers. I had nothing to do with that, I sign. It feels strange using the hand language of the Sisterhood now that I am free, but sometimes I must.


“Well, letting them get away with it isn’t doing you any favors on Mars,” she says.


I’ve heard what they whisper on Mars, that the symbol of the broken manacles is meant as a reprisal against the Order of Andromeda’s chain-wrapped stone. Being that I am from that Order, it is almost as likely as the story that freeing the quicksilver warriors gave me the symbol. But truthfully, though I do not know where it came from, I like it, and so I cannot bring myself to do away with it.


What would you advise me to do? I ask instead.


“Bah,” Aunt Margaret spits. “It doesn’t matter now. After all this is over, we have more important things to focus on.” She pats my arm with a soft smile, once more calling forth the image of a doting grandmother—or what I would imagine one would be like; being an orphan, I wouldn’t know. “Afterward, we’ll talk. All of us.”


All of us, as in her, Eden, and me? But no, as she steps toward the stairs leading onto the stage, I spot the small Sister lingering in her shadow.


I shoot a look at Lily—short, plain Lily with her brown hair cut in a childish bob at her chin. Of all the people here, Lily is the only one who looks unhappy. Because Aunt Marshae is displeased, or because of the news Aunt Margaret wishes to share?


I do not have time to think about it. Aunt Margaret gestures for me to follow her up onto the stage. “Pull your head out of your ass, girl,” she says before offering me her arm. Onstage, she’ll affect an elderly shuffle, allowing me to brace her, to really pull at the crowd’s hearts. It is a song and dance we have done before, and one I am sure we will do again.


We have been planning this dedication ceremony for the past month, and today it comes to fruition. Everything goes smoothly, for once.


After Aunt Margaret says a few words and leads the crowd in prayer, we each take our place on either side of a silk-covered figure and grab hold of the golden ropes that hang beside the statue. Aunt Margaret nods at me, and we pull together without a word.


The sheet falls, revealing a statue with the likeness of our late Mother Isabel III. The crowd applauds politely, a few cheering in fervor for the Sisterhood.


And, with a beautiful smile on my face, I stare into the stone eyes of the woman I killed, knowing I would do it again if given half the chance.


 


Back in my chambers at the Temple of Ceres, my ears ring with the thrum of the crowd, but better that than the overwhelming memories of the past. Though I have done my utmost to make the space mine, pulling down priceless icons and paintings and hanging plants in their place, this is the very room where the Mother greeted me four months ago and taught me that I could speak. The stark, hard leather chairs have been exchanged for comfortable divans and sprawling couches, but this was the sitting room where she forced her will upon mine and controlled my body.


The space does bring comfort at times, with its shelves of books in a variety of languages, its private bedroom with a spacious bed and bathroom with a deep tub, its office with its real wooden desk and glass doors that open onto the courtyard. But while the blood has been washed away, the memories remain.


Just there, I shot the Mother. Over there, Eden and I wrapped the rope around her neck to hang her body from the balcony. And there . . . 


That is the place I stood as I discovered Ringer was not real.


There is no point in thinking about him, I chide myself. Hringar Grimson, the specter soldier, was created thanks to the neural damage from the Icarii implant the Sisterhood put inside my brain. But there is no need to consider his ghost, no need to ruin a good day such as this with thoughts of the harm done to me by the Agora.


I close my eyes and try to recall the overwhelming peace and happiness from the greenhouse this morning, but there is no chance of finding it when the day is far from over. Now that the dedication ceremony is behind us, we still have to meet with Aunt Margaret to hear the news. My head begins to spin when Eden sits at my side and tosses something into my lap. When I look down, I see her bare feet on my skirt. She wiggles her toes. “Rub them,” she says.


I snort a laugh. “Eden!”


“Pleeeeease.”


Still, she has coaxed a smile from me. “Only if you rub mine.”


“Deal,” she says, patting her lap, “but I want you to rub my feet like you hate them.”


The two of us are giggling when the knock on the door comes. We sober at once, and Eden jerks upright as Aunt Margaret enters, escorted by Lily. Guards are stationed farther down the hallway, but none of them would dare stop an Auntie from going where she pleases. “Oh, stuff your formality,” Aunt Margaret says. “Sit down and relax.”


Still, when Eden settles at my side, she’s much stiffer than before. I fight the urge to reach for the little box in my pocket, to rub it in my anxiousness. “Can I offer you something to drink?” I ask. “I can call for some tea or lemon water.”


“Bah, at my age, if I drink anything, I’ll have to piss two minutes later.” Aunt Margaret sits on the sofa facing mine and Eden’s, Lily beside her.


The shorter girl straightens her skirt over her legs with fingers covered in itchy-looking pale patches. When she sees me noticing the scaly clusters, she shoves her hands beneath her thighs.


“Let’s get to business,” Aunt Margaret says, pulling my attention from Lily. “I’ve called you all together—First Sister, Second, and Third—because I have news about the future of Ceres.”


I rarely think of Lily as the Third Sister of Ceres, though she is. “Go on, Aunt Margaret,” I coax, as Lily turns her big doe eyes to me.


“The Agora has sent word that it will convene to consider the matter of choosing the next Mother.” I lean forward, unable to help myself. “Which means, as one of the sitting members of the Agora and head of the Order of Pyxis, I must go to Olympus Mons.”


Aunt Margaret’s green eyes sparkle with a mischief that belongs to a woman half her age, and I know she is not here merely to inform us that she is leaving Ceres. Anyone with sense can see that I aim to become the next Mother, and Aunt Margaret is a clever woman who has worked alongside me for the past four months.


“What advice would you give those who wish to put forward their name before the Agora for consideration?” I ask, keeping my tone light.


“Usually succession is a straightforward matter.” Aunt Margaret adopts the same inflection, a teacher explaining to her students. “The Mother chooses her successor and trains her for a period of years. Her second shadows her, gets to know the Agora, and learns how to rule. Of course, this time, with the tragic way Mother Isabel III passed, we have no successor.”


“Things,” Lily chimes in, her voice airy, “will not be straightforward this time.”


Aunt Margaret continues as if Lily did not speak. “Now, for the Agora to consider someone, their name will need to be brought forward by an Aunt.”


Eden leans forward as well until we sit shoulder to shoulder. Her warmth is a comfort to me. “Any Aunt, or an Aunt of the Agora?”


Aunt Margaret smiles as if pleased by the question. “Any Aunt may make a suggestion, but recommendation from an Aunt of the Agora will carry a certain weight.”


“It makes one a stronger candidate,” Lily says.


“Or a target,” Eden whispers.


Lily turns her swallowing gaze to Eden. “Yes, there are rivalries among Aunts of the Agora. One Aunt’s choice may automatically be dismissed by another, simply because of bad blood between them—”


“Politics,” Eden scoffs, cutting her off.


“However,” Lily continues, louder than before, “it still stands that a recommendation from an Aunt of the Agora draws attention, and one needs that to make a good impression. It requires at least four votes of yes for a Sister to become the next Mother.”


There is no chance that Aunt Marshae would ever recommend me for the position of Mother. Perhaps Aunt Delilah, my Auntie from when I was a Little Sister, would, but it has been years since we worked together. But if Aunt Margaret is taking the time to explain this to me, it must be for a reason.


I sit up straight, tilting my head to feign curiosity and smiling to encourage her to speak the truth. “Whom do you favor for the position, Aunt Margaret?”


“That depends,” Aunt Margaret says, “on what the candidate could offer me.”


Ah, yes. Politics. I look between Aunt Margaret and Lily. Surely Aunt Margaret would not back her over someone like me when I both outrank her and have successes to my name. No, this is just a negotiation dressed up as a discussion.


“What is it that you want, Aunt Margaret?” My curiosity is gone; now there is only the shrewdness that she has perhaps come to associate with me.


Aunt Margaret chuckles. “I admire your tact even when there’s no need for it. We stand at a river’s edge, and the only way to cross is together. So let’s be blunt.” She points a withered finger at me. “You want to be the next Mother?”


I do not hesitate in my answer. “Yes.”


She points at Eden. “And you?”


Eden looks between me and Aunt Margaret. There are things she could never tell—that she wishes to avenge Paola, the girl she loved on the Juno, and that she wants to make the neural implants illegal like I do—so instead, she focuses on what an Aunt would understand: power. “I want to be her second.” After a moment, she rephrases. “The Mother’s second.”


“And Lily wants to be the First Sister of Ceres,” Aunt Margaret says as she leans back into the sofa.


That is news to me. I do my best to keep the surprise from my face.


As if Lily is not sitting right beside her, Aunt Margaret goes on. “Lily was, at one time, Mother Isabel III’s second. It was Lily, through her outreach missions, who put the Mother into contact with the Asters of Ceres, and it was Lily who oversaw the negotiations that led to the Annexation.”


Now I know my face betrays my surprise. I had heard rumors, but had never given any heed to them. Lily is awkward at best, no grace to her at all; I could not imagine what the Mother saw in her. Knowing that it was not her but what she offered helps me to understand. “But she was not the Mother’s second when Isabel passed,” I say.


“Suffice it to say they no longer saw eye to eye after Ceres was annexed,” Aunt Margaret summarizes, but Lily clears her throat to get our collective attention.


“The Mother went back on her promises to the Asters,” Lily explains. “It was a point of contention. And I was assigned to . . . other duties.”


So goes absolute authority. Still, she could have supporters in the Agora who know of her and would make her the Mother now. But no . . . Aunt Margaret specifically said that Lily wants to be the First Sister of Ceres. Well, whatever her reason, I am fine with that.


“If I were the Mother, naming Lily the First Sister of Ceres would be easy to arrange.” I let my gaze flow from Lily to Aunt Margaret. “But I have yet to hear what you want, Auntie.”


Again Aunt Margaret chuckles. “I’ve seen your work these past four months. The Green Garden Initiative. The Mother Isabel III Memorial Park. You think like one of the Order of Pyxis.” I hold my tongue, knowing that she will go on if only I am patient. “I want a guarantee that you will increase our budget. I want to bring the same hope to Mars that you have given to Ceres.”


Eden stiffens at my side, but the request is a simple one for me. The Order of Pyxis, in charge of establishing gardens, farms, and parks, is one that I favor regardless of Aunt Margaret’s influence. I know I cannot guarantee what Aunt Margaret will do with the budget increase right now, but with careful wording in the future as the Mother, I might.


“It will be done, Auntie,” I say with a smile.


Like a businesswoman of old, Aunt Margaret holds out a hand. I take it, and, palm to palm like equals, we shake. “Pack your bags then, First Sister of Ceres. We’re going to Mars.”










CHAPTER 3


Hiro


We are not ruled by archaic laws, set in place by those who consider their words more important than an individual life. We give credence to common sense and the belief that every person, whether from a planet or the asteroid belt, has a right to govern themselves in a way they so choose.


From The Declaration of Autarkeia by Dire of the Belt


 


The target takes his sweet fucking time getting home, leaving me to stew in a closet filled with his stiff shirts that reek of smoke and sweat. Dire gave me a file with basic information on him—Alessandro Rossi, age sixty-three, former Gean military, now a weapons dealer—and I’ve filled in the gaps after a week of tailing the guy. He leaves his house at a quarter to eight, stops for a coffee, and walks to his warehouse rental while smoking. He has a dozen or so people working for him, and since this isn’t Cytherea, where I can tap the feed for their names, genders, or occupations, I have zero clue who they are, but they all clear out around six. After Rossi locks up, he heads to a bar for exactly two Martian whiskies before returning home around ten. He never drinks alone, always surrounded by friends his own age—playing cards and gossiping about so-and-so’s niece—and he never answers his compad when he’s off work.


For a guy doing illegal shit, he’s pretty chill.


Only now it’s half past ten, and I’m still waiting for him to get home. Of all the days for him to drink late, it had to be the one when I’d broken into his apartment and crammed myself somewhere small and stinky. Unless he knows I’ve been tailing him, suspects his living space is compromised, and has gotten the hell out of town . . . 


I make myself a deal. If he hasn’t come home by midnight, I’ll sneak back out. That only leaves . . . an hour and a half of standing in a smelly closet. Oh, fuck me. I bite my cheek as I remind myself that no one said being a Dagger was a glamorous life.


As time drags its feet, I do my best not to think of upsetting things. Not to think of fire-blue eyes and golden-blond hair and a warm, gray-clad body against mine. The way she glared at me with hatred and told me I was as bad as the Sisterhood. Was I?


Not to think of the scenes of my life that appear in my nightmares: the Fall of Ceres, my father’s fox smile, the look of my body as I wake and find it’s not mine, Saito Ren’s face staring back at me in the mirror, First Sister’s screams, Lito’s broken grin.


Not to think of the agony pulsing around my prosthetic arm and leg. The phantom pains always sneak up on me and linger until I want to bash my head against a wall, unable to massage a limb that’s no longer there. There’s also the burning that comes from flesh grinding against metal.


But stuck as I am, there’s not much else to think about.


I’ve never in my life been more excited to hear a drunk man stumble home. It’s eleven at night—not that night means anything on this station—and every light in the apartment turns on as the system registers his presence. With walls as thin as paper, I hear him rustling around in the kitchen, but when he emerges, he doesn’t come into the bedroom to change out of his work clothes as I thought he would. Instead, his heavy footsteps take him into the generous living area, where, with a grunt, he plops onto his couch and turns on the holovid screen. After that, there’s nothing but five minutes of listening to the swaying, grim music of a war serial and the annoying, openmouthed chewing of some crunchy snack.


As quietly as I can, I emerge from the closet, wipe my clammy palm against my pant leg, and reach for my mercurial blade before second-guessing. This is a stealth operation, and that sword is a dead giveaway, practically shouting Look at me, I’m Icarii! I go for a switchblade instead, hoping that the knife favored by street kids system-wide might keep me anonymous.


Outside the bedroom, I stop at the end of the hallway and peer around the corner. The old guy’s sitting in a chair so worn I first mistook it for a pile of dirty clothes. He’s scarfing down something brown, oblivious to everything but what he’s watching. I can’t help the ripple of confidence I feel as I make one last check of the cloth covering my face and slip out of the shadows.


Just as I’m reaching around the back of the chair to press the knife to his throat, the bowl of snacks goes flying into the air. . The chips fall in a rain of salt and crumbs, and before the last one hits the ground, Rossi, like a man a quarter of his age, is up on his feet and pointing something at me—fuck, a gun!—and I hit the floor and roll as he fires at me.


The laser burns a hole in the wall I was standing in front of moments ago. The sound is covered by the program he’s watching—was he expecting me?—and when I push myself back to my feet, he trains the barrel of the HEL gun on me with expert precision. While the room is large by station standards, it’s not a lot of space for a fight. I reverse directions—a shot goes wide to my left, almost takes out his holoprojector—and I rush at him, aiming to neutralize that pistol before it blasts my face off.


He tries to step away, to keep enough room between us to shoot, but can’t because of the chair he’s using to cover his back. I jab the knife at his forearm, but he moves at the last second, and the blade goes directly into his wrist as he stumbles over the chair. As he falls, the knife is jerked out of my grip.


“Fuck!” he screams from the floor, but he hasn’t dropped the gun. Dripping blood, his hand comes up again, and I grab the only thing I have left and ignite my mercurial blade in standard formation.


His eyes immediately snap to it, the silver glow harshening the lines of his face as well as illuminating the dreary apartment, but he doesn’t fire. Instead, his face takes on a layer of confusion.


“You’re no Gean assassin,” he spits. He’s got the gruff voice of a man who stopped giving a fuck about three minutes after he was born.


“Good guess. You must’ve been a great intelligence officer when you worked on Mars.”


He snorts. “Smartass.”


“I’ve been called worse.”


“I believe it.” He holds both hands up as he stands, then sets the gun in the ass-grooves of his old chair, a good move now that he knows he’s facing down a duelist with no way to deflect my blade. Still, I don’t underestimate the old fucker for a second, not after he caught me off guard the first time with chips. “Look, I really don’t want to bleed out. Can I take care of this? I got pelospray. It’s in the end table there.” He nods to it.


“Yeah, just don’t try anything stupid.” Like call for backup. Not that there’s any form of law enforcement here—or even laws—I just don’t want him to summon gun-toting friends.


He moves slowly so I can watch him. With his un-stabbed hand, he opens the drawer and pulls out the pelospray, then grabs a blanket that looks far too dirty for my taste. Before I can stop him, he yanks the switchblade out and wraps his hand in the blanket. Agh—what the fuck, why bother with the pelospray if you’re going to put something dirty on your wound? I feel like I should complain even though I’m the one who stabbed him.


“This is my home, I have to live here, and I really don’t want to paint the walls with your blood,” he says, and I drag my eyes back to his face. “So if you’re not here to kill me—and I’m thinking you’re not, since you came at me with that dinky-ass knife first—what the hell do you want?”


Without looking away from him, I pull out a compad with my left hand and toss it to him. It hits his belly and bounces to the floor.


“For fuck’s sake—” I sigh.


“You stabbed me in the hand, and now you want me to catch something with no warning? Goddess’s tits . . .” He stoops to pick up the compad and checks what I want him to see.


I’ve memorized the screengrabs he’s now flipping through. Every single image is of the same girl with a half-shaved head. What hair she does have is long and black and straight. No matter where she appears, she’s always hidden behind someone or something bigger, taller, more vibrant. She dresses in dark, somber colors. In some pictures she looks like a teenager, much younger than me. In others, she looks like a grown woman. The most distinguishing feature about her is something that, on this station, doesn’t warrant a second glance: the part of her head that looks shaved is actually metal, some sort of implant or enhancement.


He reaches the last pic and, if anything, looks more confused. “The fuck you want with her?”


“So you’ve seen her.”


His face takes on an entirely new aspect. He shakes his head, paler even than when I stabbed him. “Seen her? Yeah, we’ve seen her. Only seen her.”


I’m not sure what that means, so I stay quiet. Like most people who enjoy the sound of their own voice, he fills the silence.


“Who sent you?” he asks.


I fight back a scoff. “Do you really think I’m going to answer that?”


“Fine, I’ll just assume you know what I do around here.” I nod for him to go on. “Bunch of my people saw her poking around our warehouse. Told ’em the next time they saw her to grab her and bring her to me.”


I lean forward, trying not to tip my hand. This could be it—exactly what I came for.


“Only they couldn’t grab her, no matter how many times they tried. And I don’t work with people who can’t lift fifty pounds—nature of the job and all that—so I send ’em after her. They should be able to take care of a slip of a girl like that. You’d think, anyway.”


My excitement is squashed flat. I know what he’s going to say before he says it.


“Every time someone spots her snooping around, they try to grab her and she disappears—poof—like a fucking ghost.”


Just like everyone else who’s dealt with her . . . 


Fuck, this is another dead end. This whole night—this whole week of following him—is a waste.


“When you tripped my alarm tonight, I thought for sure it was her, that she’d come to kill me.”


So he did know I was here. He must have motion sensors on the windows I didn’t spot. “Why’d you come back here alone, then?” I ask, curiosity getting the better of me.


He hefts his blocky shoulders in something like a shrug. “I’m an old man. Pissed off a lot of folks on Mars on my way out. And my people are good people. Loyal people. They’re the next generation of the belt, and I’m not going to ask them to take a bullet for me. But hey, if you’re not here to kill me, I’m more than happy to give you some useless information—not that I want to see you hanging around my warehouse again, got it?”


“Got it,” I say concisely, more than ready to leave.


But Rossi looks at me, one fuzzy caterpillar of an eyebrow inching up his forehead. “Why’re the Icarii after the girl?”


“I’m Icarii the same way you’re Gean.”


That doesn’t seem to satisfy Rossi. “Is she Gean, or is she some new kind of Icarii spy?”


If only those were the two choices, dude. If only.


“Thanks for the info.” I back toward the living room’s window and slide one leg out. I don’t put away my mercurial blade until I’m ready to drop to the alleyway a story below so that, even if he reaches for his gun, I’ll be ready to jump out of his range.


“That’s it?” he asks incredulously.


Well, there is one last thing. “You should think about washing that wound before using the pelospray.”


And then I jump.


•    •    •    •


Back to square one, and nothing to show for it. I move away from Rossi’s apartment, pulling my mask down and letting the fabric pool around my neck like a scarf. Disappointment washes over me at the same time as the noises of the night, but even the chaos of this commercial district doesn’t serve to distract me from the facts. Hemlock sent me here a month ago, and I’m still no closer to finding our target than the day I arrived.


I come to the end of the alley and dive into the fray. The disorder that is the outlaw station Autarkeia swallows me alive.


The only word to describe this place is clusterfuck. The station is a giant cylinder, rotating to create gravity, and while the interior is built like a cityscape, there is little that is homelike about it. There’s only night here, the black of space permeating every corner. What light exists burns brightly, hot splashes of neon used more to illuminate sections of the street than to brighten the whole settlement. Above, there’s no false sky, no barrier dome like I’m used to. There’s just more city, only from this direction it looks upside down.


The people who live here are just as outlandish as the city. Skin in a rainbow of unnatural colors presses against me, red and blue and purple on this street alone. Wings flutter, scales shimmer, and tails twitch in the shadows. Extra arms flex, digitigrade legs paw the ground, bone-like spurs protrude. Cybernetic enhancements in craniums—eyes like camera lenses, heads plugged with tubes—and prosthetics are everywhere. I make no mistake in believing they’re just limb replacements; I’ve seen people pull weapons out of hidden compartments in their mechanical arms or legs. Even those without all the extra bells and whistles have unique body art—glowing strips of light or ink billowing into different shapes across skin.


Every corner would give a member of the AEGIS heart palpitations for illegal body modification. The majority of these genetic enhancements are considered dangerous since there’s no guarantee they won’t affect the germ line and thus be passed on to children, and there’s no telling how that’d turn out.


I cut down a narrow street and cross into a more residential area. The buildings look the same—squat and flat with a cold metal sheen, built with necessity in mind as opposed to beauty—but the smells of various home-cooked dishes reach me—boiled cabbage, baked bread, some sort of grilled protein—and my stomach growls. Drones of various sizes zip by, not just the hand-sized ones we use in Cytherea; some are as big as a cat. The lowest floors of most buildings house shops, their windows a riot of holographic advertising, selling ship parts and “reclaimed” goods. Sound pulls at me from all directions, various discordant genres of music competing against each other, people in the midst of their lives shouting, laughing, fighting.


Finally, half an hour after I leave Rossi’s apartment, I reach the boundary where new meets old. Without much thought, I cross the invisible line and enter into the shadow of an industrial plant, once the heart of the Synthetic empire.


Or perhaps I should call it the womb. While no space is wasted in Autarkeia—with a million people, there’s none to waste—the industrial plants that built Synthetics during the Dead Century War, scattered throughout Autarkeia, are looked at with a sort of superstition and avoided. A few still work to power the station, but the majority are mere husks, whatever nuclear fission machines they housed long since gone to sleep.


While haphazard buildings are clustered next to them, even butting up against them at some points, the factories themselves remain untouched. They loom like organs in the torso of a fallen giant, silver rib-like structures reaching up to cradle the central dome of the plant. In their shadow, thin streets serpentine, forming circuitous alleyways that lead to what residents consider safer neighborhoods.


I can tell from the lack of noise that this plant is dead, a tombstone in the Synthetic graveyard that is Autarkeia.


On the opposite side of the dead plant, I come to a colorful building painted different shades of fading purple, and while I can hear the roar of the crowd a street over, the only people here are the harsh-eyed elderly sitting quietly on their balconies above. An orange cat with golden eyes yowls at me before running off. Next to the door is a sign in warped handwriting: don’t piss here!


From inside my jacket, I produce a key—a physical card key, as Autarkeia seems to run on ancient tech—and press it to the door. With a click, it unlocks. Inside, lights wake, sensing my movement and illuminating the hallway. At the first door on my left, I swipe the card again and enter what currently passes for my living space.


I’ve always had a complex relationship with the word home. While some think of their childhood house with their parents or siblings as home, I think of the Ceres barracks where I lived with Lito. Not much else has felt like home since then—


No, not true, a part of me whispers. For a time, home had been a person with golden hair and blue eyes . . . One I refuse to think about now, because she fell in love not with me, but with someone who doesn’t even exist.


“,” I call into the darkness.


“,” a deep voice responds as the lights turn on, and I nearly shit my pants.


“Oh, what the fuck!”


Dire uncurls from my bed, and while the man holds his laughter hostage, he’s got a smirk on his face that threatens a chuckle.


“Not funny, man,” I spit, pulling my hair back from my sweaty forehead and tying it in a ponytail. It’s getting long and slightly annoying, but I don’t want to cut it because Saito Ren wore her hair short, and I refuse to be her anymore.


“You’re late,” Dire says, all business. With the light on, I look around the room. It’s small, a simple square layout without a single window. I can kick the toilet from the end of the bed. There’s an industrial drain in the corner circled by a tattered curtain that works as a shower. A little kitchenette takes up the rest of the gray wall. And in the corner, a small end table laden with personal items . . . 


My face burns with embarrassment as I look over the sad little shrine I’ve erected: spent incense, a chipped bowl of rice, a fresh but small orange, and a static holoimage of my mother, my father cropped out—things I’ve spent precious funds acquiring.


My mother once told me a shrine was meant to reflect on our lost loved ones, but I can’t help feeling that she deserves better than what I’m able to give her.


I put my back to the shrine and finish the patrol of my flat. There’s nowhere for anyone to even possibly hide.


“Your shadow not here?” I ask, looking for the tall, axe-faced man who follows Dire around like a bodyguard despite being smaller than him.


“Falchion is not my shadow.”


Probably outside, then. “Guessing you want to hear about how this also ended in failure?”


Dire steps right into my space, looming over me like a tree. If, you know, trees were sexy. He’s taller than Lito. Dark brown skin, an intense gaze, hair in locs run through with white. Not from a sense of fashion, though—it’s pure aging. He’s as old as my father, which I have to remind myself daily, because godsdamn, he should be on Cytherean billboards, not stuck at the ass end of space.


“Failure?” he mutters, assessing me coldly, stomping any sexy thoughts I have flat. I know what he sees: a person as patchwork as Autarkeia. Auburn hair with my natural black roots starting to show. Long legs stretched to match Ren’s. A sculpted face with my hard jaw and Ren’s soft cheeks. I’m just thankful he can’t see beneath the baggy flight suit to the real monster show beneath: A rib cage too narrow for my hips. Puckered scars where skin meets prosthetic. A body I can’t bring myself to recognize and don’t want to touch.


His gaze is so intense, I clear my throat and drop my eyes.


Weak, Hiro. Just pathetic.


“Another digital ghost,” Dire says, crossing his arms, one a shimmering gold prosthetic. It’s an older model than mine but still moving smoothly thanks to regular maintenance.


I shift around him and sit down on my bed—which now uncomfortably smells like him. “Please don’t give me another name to chase down. This is the fifth person, and he was just as useless as all the rest.”


“Not a name. Not this time. I’ve got something new to show you.”


“Oh?” And here comes the curiosity, welling up inside me despite my better judgment.


“I need to make a call first. You came home late, and I have to make sure everything’s still ready.” Dire’s eyes flick back and forth as he makes a selection on his com-lenses. Just as I settle in to snoop, he crosses the room in two purposeful strides and exits my studio.


“Bye, I guess,” I call after him. He’ll be back. I wonder if he’s calling Hemlock. I lean back on my bed and prepare to wait. At least I’m not in a cramped, smelly closet this time.


I never did get the whole story from Hemlock—does anyone ever?—but he and Dire go way back, and, contrary to all the tales of Dire being some sort of ex-military Martian built for command, Hemlock was actually the man in the shadows who helped Dire set up his smuggling operation to bring goods from both Gean and Icarii space to the outlaws. It’s not surprising then that Dire became part of Autarkeia’s leadership; he had access to stuff everyone wanted.


Of course, Dire’s thieving from Val Akira Labs caught him a lot of heat, and the Icarii are nothing if not consistent; they don’t acknowledge the Asters as threats because of how utterly powerless the majority of them are, and they focus on Dire because he’s a human and people listen to him. They think he’s the reason a few Asters have turned into bad seeds, which suits Hemlock just fine, because he’d rather no one saw him coming.


As for the station, Autarkeia used to be a Synthetic-abandoned squatter’s paradise in gray space, that area between the asteroid belt and the rotation of Jupiter. It was through Dire’s leadership that the station became what it is now—not just a place for the lawless to live, but an actual outlaw kingdom, welcoming anyone who wants to live free and eschew the governmental structures of both the Geans and Icarii. And, with Hemlock’s influence, Asters are welcome here too, living and working alongside groups of people who would shun them on any other planet.


Dire and Hemlock’s cooperation is, consequently, the reason I’m here. At some point during my career as Captain Saito Ren, Dire reported a problem to Hemlock: he was being watched.


I know, I know. No shit, right? But the ones watching him weren’t Gean or Icarii, and while Hemlock and Dire have pulled most of the people of the belt into the Alliance of Autarkeia, there are some who might still be working to undermine their goal, which is, as far as I can tell, independence of the belt from the tyranny of the other governments and fair treatment of the Asters as their own sovereign people.


With that in mind, Hemlock needed someone to root out the group spying on Dire’s operation, and who better than an Icarii Dagger? Good thing Hemlock had one just lying around.


I was a bit skeptical when I first arrived. Dire passed me a compad of the same pictures I showed Rossi tonight, as well as a sparse file on the target, and all I could wonder was why the outlaws couldn’t deal with one person. But now, after four weeks of trying to chase her down, I understand the inherent threat. If this girl is checking into Autarkeia’s offensive and defensive capabilities while only appearing as a data ghost on the com-lenses of people working in key areas around the station, it’s not just her who is the problem. It’s who she represents.


Because there’s only one group powerful enough to perform the kind of trick that allows an agent to roam unfettered, gathering information without even needing a body that could fall into enemy hands: the Synthetics.


And if one Synthetic knows, they all do, connected as they are through the shared consciousness known as the Singularity. Problem is, if the Synthetics have taken an interest in Autarkeia, that’s something that could fuck up not just Hemlock’s overarching plan but the entire galaxy as we know it.


I sit back up when I hear my door unlock. Dire enters like a thunderstorm.


“How’s Hemlock?” I ask, but I swallow my playful tone when I notice Falchion in his long black coat on Dire’s heels. He’s brought his shadow after all.


Falchion finds a corner of the room to loom in like an ugly vulture. The guy’s in his fifties with salt-and-pepper hair and scowls like he’s paid to. But we both know what he’s really paid for. Inside that coat he’s got a dozen ways to kill a man—and that’s without counting the guns.


“Get up.” Dire nudges my foot with his own. “There’s something you need to see.”


I don’t move. “You can’t just show me on a compad?”


“No.” His tone is flat, not to be argued with. “I have two witnesses you need to talk to.”


So that’s who he was calling. “Witnesses to what?”


“The Synthetic contacted us.” I bolt upright. Dire’s face is a closed book despite the significant news. “She left us a message, and we need to respond.”


It takes me no time at all to answer. With things finally turning in my favor, I’m out of the bed and striding for the door. “Let’s go.”










CHAPTER 4


Luce


FLAGGED: The sky is captured in heavy streaks of white and gray, calling forth the image of an oncoming storm. An untamed ocean crashes against the rocky shore, reaching up the stones like greedy fingers. A single figure, completely in shadow, scrambles toward a small opening in the rocks. The viewer is left with the impression that it is the darkness, not the ocean, that brings the woman comfort. POSSIBLE LOCATION OF INTEREST?


Description of The Sea Cave, painting by Lucinia sol Lucius


 


I wait until the peacekeeper turns down Clerk-Maxwell Street and starts his slow meander through the neighborhood of the same name before I clutch my bag closer to my chest and leave the shadowed alley. We have twenty minutes before he returns, so we have to move quickly. Isa is behind me, Shad behind her, and following him are a handful of other Keres members I don’t know beyond their faces. We move in a line until we reach our target: a squat, blocky building butted up next to one taller by half. Despite the height difference, down here on the bottommost layer of Cytherea, the construction is identical, sharp shapes in neutral grays, reflective windows in thin strips. There’s nothing beautiful about the headquarters of the Maintenance Guild.


Shad gestures to one of the guys, and the boy, not even old enough to need geneassisting for his facial hair, pulls off his backpack and fishes out a collapsible ladder. He sets it against the base of the building and presses a button; the ladder snaps securely to the stony surface and extends until it reaches the roof. I’m surprised when Shad gestures for Isa to go first, but then his eyes find mine, hand absently fiddling with the point of his beard, and I know I’m next. As soon as Isa’s far enough up, I grab the rungs and start climbing, the ladder as secure as if it’d been built onto the side of the building.


With my heart beating so hard I feel it in my hands, I reach the roof and survey the space. Other than the wiring and one skylight we’ll have to avoid, it’s flat. There’s a square shack in the corner, containing either access to stairs or some kind of maintenance supplies. I don’t spot any cameras, but that doesn’t mean they’re not here.


I crouch behind a humming generator next to Isa, her rose-gold hair hidden beneath a black scarf, same as my recognizable purple. She winks at me, and I cross my eyes and stick out my tongue. She smiles like she’s holding back a laugh. We used to egg each other on during classes at the Cytherean College of Art and Design, twisting expressions like cartoon characters as our professors critiqued our work. Our instructors said they were teaching us how to accept criticism by being so harsh, but all it taught Isa and me was how to make silly faces without getting caught.


It’s because of Isa that I’m here tonight. The Keres Art Collective doesn’t accept just anyone, but she knew Shad, an upperclassman who graduated three years before us, and arranged for us to meet at a café. I was invited to join the collective later that evening. That was two months ago, and I’m still not sure how I feel about Shad. Despite how Isa talks like he put all the colors in the rainbow, he was rude to me at first, either cutting me off or ignoring me. He didn’t even seem impressed by my portfolio. It wasn’t until he heard my name—sol Lucius, with its inferior nobiliary particle—that I seemed to interest him at all.


Now it’s different; as the rest of the Keres group reaches the roof, they float toward me as if pulled by magnetism. Thanks to Lito, I’ve become something of a minor celebrity among them.


Until yesterday morning, the news only talked about the miraculously returned duelists carrying a message of peace from the Geans. Then came the break-in at Val Akira Labs. Reports of the Gean-Icarii cease-fire disappeared. Forgotten was the possible peace treaty. In its place was my brother’s face on every stream and feed.


Shad is the last up the ladder. After checking the roof, he kneels next to me. “Spread out along the face of Building B,” he says, pointing to the taller construction at the back of the building we stand on. “Do the work just like we talked about it. No surprises.” He casts a quick glance at his wrist, where he wears an antique watch he likes to flash. It projects the time in a blue holograph above its thin black band. “We have eighteen minutes. Go.”


Like duelists, we split up into pairs and spread out along the face of the second building. Isa is my partner, of course, and we’ve practiced the design until we’ve gotten the timing down to fifteen minutes. But now that we’re doing it for real, my heart is pounding with adrenaline. I force myself to take a deep breath in and release it slowly; anxiety makes for shaky hands, and we don’t have any room for error.


“Time to get to work, Luce,” I tell myself.


Isa sets up our stools as I unzip my bag. Inside is my entire collection of airpens in a variety of colors. I grab the white first to lay down a base over the smooth stone of the building, while Isa selects a yellow since the background of the painting will be the sickly sky of Venus, not the lie of the dome around us. Almost as soon as the airpen is in my hand, my heart steadies; I fall into the familiar rhythm of painting.


The airpen mists swaths of the wall a blank white, and as soon as I finish, Isa steps into my place with her yellow to paint atmospheric clouds. I select an orange and follow along with her, shaping a planet most Icarii never see. After the background is done, we choose some blues—this time she’s the base and I’m the shadows—and begin the figure of the woman who is the calling card of the Keres Art Collective.


As she begins to take shape, I wonder if Shad intentionally designed her to look both Icarii and Aster. Even in college, Shad’s work focused on the poor treatment of lowlevels, Asters included. But as we move from the figure’s slender body to her outstretched gray wings, she loses any resemblance she had to humanity. With a shadow there, her mouth gapes a little too wide, her teeth jut a little too sharp. With a highlight there, her fingers end in ragged claws.


“Eight minutes left,” Isa says, but I’m feeling good about our time. And the Keres is looking good, even if the design Shad chose for Isa and me isn’t one I would’ve picked. But after assignments went out, Isa made it clear she didn’t want to argue with him.


“If we impress him with this, we’ll get to do other things,” she explained, and since I love Isa, I bit my tongue. I didn’t want to tell her the real reason we got stuck painting the Keres was because I refused to paint Lito.


Lito, the Icarii traitor.


Every Icarii from Spero to Cytherea has seen the news—and we all know what the stories say. Lito sol Lucius, radicalized by an Aster terrorist cell, broke into Val Akira Labs on Mercury to steal sensitive Icarii data. And as everyone I knew at work, from my manager to the interns, began to look at me with suspicion, the members of Keres built me into someone one step away from greatness.


“Your brother is the symbol we need,” Shad told me last night as he planned the strike against the Maintenance Guild on lowlevel Cytherea. He’d brought up my online portfolio from CCAD on his compad and was flipping through various paintings I’d done of Lito for classes. I was more shocked he remembered my work at all than that he was talking about Lito—everyone was talking about Lito at that point. “He speaks for true Icarii freedom. His is the path Keres should follow.”


I was too angry to point out that Lito didn’t say anything, that his path was unknowable to anyone but him. The news could say whatever it wanted; that didn’t make it true. And while I could absolutely see Lito getting caught up in something crazy because of Hiro—my brother had always been willing to follow Hiro through the thousand hells—I doubted he was targeting the average Cytherean citizen. Besides, how was Lito’s break-in at the labs tied to justice for the lowlevel people of Cytherea? Wasn’t that Keres’s mission statement? I asked Shad, but he didn’t seem to care. “Just think about painting Lito for us,” he said, waving my concerns away. I agreed, if only to get him off my back.


When we met up earlier tonight, Shad didn’t mention Lito again. I guess he’d found something else to occupy his short attention span.


“Three minutes left,” Isa says, tenser than before, but as I finish the last white streak of the Keres woman’s hair, I step back to survey the whole painting and realize—we’re finished. All things considered, she looks good. Maybe even better than she does when other Keres artists paint her. Though . . . it probably helps that Isa and I aren’t painting her to look sexy like some of the guys do.


Movement above catches my eye. I freeze, breath caught in my throat. On the top of Building B, a figure prowls. A peacekeeper?


But just when I’m about to shout, the cry fizzles out. The fluid way the person moves doesn’t scream security to me. Another artist, then? Besides, what security wears a hooded jacket to hide their face? The figure puts a leg on the lip of the building and leans over. I feel like they’re looking directly at me. Watching me.


“Isa . . .”


“What?” Isa steps to my side and follows my gaze. She doesn’t seem nearly as startled as I am. “Probably just a fucking junkie, Luce.”


The words sting unexpectedly. It’s easy to forget Isa’s surname has a val attached to it, that I’m the only one here who actually came from this level.


“Come on, Luce, we have to go,” Isa says, calling me back to the roof. She’s tossed all the airpens into my bag and is zipping it up. Right. She’s totally right, especially if someone is up there and has called security on us. I grab my bag, pull the strap over my head, and start toward the others.


They’re finishing paintings of their own, recalling their personal drones, and putting away paints and tools. The word crooked blazes in red letters, dripping like blood. Another duo has painted three sets of lungs stacked on top of each other. The top set is clean, the middle slightly faded, and the lungs on the bottom are withered and brown. clean air is a right is painted above it in the stiff typeface of a personal drone.


“Isn’t that yours?” I ask Isa, but she doesn’t meet my eyes. She shrugs like she doesn’t know or like it doesn’t matter, but I know Isa’s designs like I know my own. Why didn’t Shad have her work on that when she was the original artist?


“All done?” Shad asks with a smile when we approach him and his partner. His fingers are stained with ink, signs of his guilt. Mine are too, now that I think to look. But all of that is forgotten when I see Shad’s painting.


Blue-black hair like a crow’s feathers. Dark eyes reflecting the clouds of the Cytherean dome. His face in profile, showing off the same prominent nose that I have. A painting so much like my painting, but wrong—so much of it wrong—that my anger bubbles up hot and fast.


“What the fuck, Shad?” There’s no moderation to my voice. The entire group spins in our direction, faces paling. But I don’t care. Let them look. He stole my art. He plagiarized my painting. He took my brother’s face—


“Your brother now belongs to the people, Lucinia,” Shad says, cold and distant. “He is a symbol for so much.”


“But that’s my painting,” I say, and I know he knows what I’m talking about. It’s one of the best pieces in my CCAD portfolio. “His face isn’t even right—”


“We can talk about this when we’re not trespassing on the roof of a building right next to our illegal artwork,” he grinds out. To the others, he gestures toward the ladder. “Let’s get out of here.”


I unzip my bag of airpens. I’m reaching for a soft brown when Isa’s hand shoots out to grab mine. “Luce, what are you doing?”


“Fixing this fucking mess,” I say, pointing with my chin at the image of Lito.


“Are you serious?” She looks like I slapped her.


“It’s not right. It doesn’t look anything like my brother. His cheekbones—those aren’t his cheekbones. And his jawline—”


“Leave her, Isa!” Shad calls. “If she’s going to be a stubborn bitch, let her get caught.”


It’s only now that I remember the figure on the roof above us and realize how loud our shouting has become. But it doesn’t matter. If they’ve called the peacekeepers, they’re already on their way. I’ll just have to work faster. I can’t leave Lito looking like this.


“If we go and you stay, how’re you going to get down?” Isa asks.


“Leave the ladder,” I say.


Shad scoffs. “You’ll just lose it when you get arrested.”


“Then I’ll buy you a new one,” I snarl.


Shad quirks a brow. The ladders aren’t cheap, and while he has money—his parents have money—I have a job that earns me an annual salary that makes ends meet.


“I’ll buy you two, then! I don’t fucking care.” I have no idea how I’ll make good on this promise, but it doesn’t matter right now.


“Whatever.” That seems to convince him. “Isa, let’s go.” He follows after the other members to leave.


For a moment, I look at Isa and think she’ll stay to help me. We’re a pair, after all, two artists working in sync. And if anyone understands what it feels like to see Shad co-opting her artwork, it’d be her. But then, at last, she releases my hand and backs away. “Please call me later to let me know you’re safe,” she says, and I murmur some sort of assent, knowing it’s a lie.


I don’t look back at her as she leaves.


I grab several colors at once, shadows and highlights for Lito’s skin, then set to work. I try to focus on what’s in front of me, on putting down one line at a time, instead of the racing of my heart. My compad vibrates in my jacket, but I ignore it. I don’t want to know how much time has passed. I sharpen his jaw. I lift his cheekbones. I add the hook to his nose that Shad ignored in favor of making him pretty. If my brother is going to be on this building, I want him to be Lito, not some idealized version of him.


I take a step back to check my progress. Lito’s profile takes up two square meters of space, big enough that, without a stool, I can’t reach the top. But now it’s beginning to look more like my original painting. Though Lito’s face is upturned, most is in shadow, only the curve of his nose and the downturn of his lips highlighted from the background of a Venusian sunset in yellow, orange, and purple. Rising from his head is a crown of gold. As soon as the dome wakes and light hits the gold, it will glow, alive and warm. It just needs a little thickening of his brows—


I hear a whistle above me and look up. It’s the figure in the hooded jacket again, still watching me. I want to shout at them to fuck off and leave me alone, but I see their hand come up and point at something. I follow it to the little shack in the corner of the building, the one that probably holds maintenance equipment.


The door opens.


Shit. Not maintenance equipment. Stairs to the building below.


“¡Oye tú! ¡Estate quieta!” someone shouts as a light hits me and Lito, almost blinding as the gold paint flares. “Stop right there!”


I snatch up my bag. A couple of airpens slip out, but I don’t have time to stop and grab them. I run as fast as my legs will carry me across the roof and swing myself onto the ladder. I slip on a rung, cling with my hands, and skid down. The ground comes up fast, and I land on my ankle wrong and stumble. The skin of my hands is scraped clean off.


Though it stings enough to bring tears to my eyes, I lean down and press a button to release the ladder. But the ladder doesn’t move, and when I look up, I see why. The man from the roof—a peacekeeper, my com-lenses note—is already coming down after me.


Forget the ladder, then. I take off at a run, darting out of the alley and across the street, my ankle shooting hot fire up my leg with every step. In the alley we had hidden in before, I hoist myself over a fence and ignore the pain shooting white stars across my vision.


A quick look over my shoulder tells me the peacekeeper is following, so I consider my options as to where I can lie low. What’s still open at this time of night? Restaurants? Too few people to blend in. A nightclub? Perfect.


I leave the alley as the peacekeeper hits the fence and starts to scramble over. If it weren’t for my ankle, I’d be able to outrun him easily with my longer legs, but I have to settle for taking what ground I can. I’m going to hurt tomorrow, I know; I’m making my ankle worse with every step I take, but it’s better than being arrested.


I can’t be arrested. I can’t be. I have a promising job as an artist at Val Akira Geneassists. I love my apartment. And after working on my relationship with my parents, I can safely say it’s been smooth sailing for at least a month. Well, three weeks, but I am optimistic. Getting arrested will ruin all that. My parents would be so furious, I’d become like Lito to them, a disappointing child with a rotten end. I’d lose my apartment on the upper level of Cytherea. I’d get fired and prove to all my coworkers that they were right to suspect me simply because Lito is my brother.


Maybe you should’ve thought about that before you were willing to throw everything away for a painting of Lito, my logical mind hisses.


I run another three blocks before rounding a corner onto Avenida Ramón y Cajal. As soon as I’m out of sight of the pursuing officer, I strip off my jacket, shove it into my bag, and toss the whole thing into a dumpster, airpens and all. I can’t worry about my things right now; I’ll have to come back for them later . . . 


I know there’s a discoteca at the end of this street, the wild music reaching me even here. A sweaty girl in streetwear won’t look suspicious there, so I hurry down the adjoining alleyway, paint-streaked and bleeding hands shoved in my pockets, adjusting my stride so that I’m just a young adult eager for a party. My breath is coming in heaving gasps. The air is so thin down here. It takes all my willpower to slow my breathing.


I hear heavy footsteps behind me. The sound of something metal, and then a click. Something odd. Something dangerous. And though I shouldn’t turn back, though it makes me look guilty, I can’t help it—curiosity seizes my limbs and turns my head and—


“Put your hands up!” the peacekeeper yells, pointing a HEL gun at me.


“Shit!” My heart beats hard in my throat.


Thousand gods, please don’t kill me—


“You’re under arrest—”


Movement above me. A shadow falls.


I clap my hands over my mouth as something lands on the peacekeeper—no, someone. The officer goes down, HEL gun skidding to land at the toes of my boots. The figure in the black coat—it’s the same one from the Maintenance Guild building—reaches down and presses something over the peacekeeper’s mouth, and then he stops struggling.


My jaw works, chewing on question after question, Is he dead? first among them. But then the figure stands straight—taller than me—and pulls back the hood of their jacket, and I’m greeted with a purple-tinted face and half-curled lips and shimmering golden eyes like a Venusian sunset.


An Aster. An Aster saving me, and I’m too stunned to say anything, to do anything, other than stare.


“Hi,” the Aster says, pointed teeth peeking out from a wide mouth, “I’m Castor.” A finger indicates the guy on the ground. “He’s not the only peacekeeper around here.” Then a gesture back the way I came. “And we should go.”


Stunned, I sputter for a second before finding my voice. “‘We’?” I repeat.


The Aster shrugs. “Unless you’re not interested in a message from your brother.”


Lito, part of an Aster terrorist cell, or so said the news. I never thought it could be true, but now . . . 


Swallowing my fear, I run to catch up to the Aster. “This way.”


 


There’s a small part of me that remembers Isa’s request to call her when I got home safe—if I got home safe. Then there’s a much larger part drowning in questions, like did the peacekeeper see my face? Am I a wanted figure across Cytherea? Is security on their way to my home even now? But all of that is overwhelmed by the simple sight of an Aster in my apartment.


My apartment, because I wasn’t about to follow a stranger to a place I wasn’t comfortable. And I want that message from Lito—no denying that.


We talked little on our way back—simple introductions; Castor said it wasn’t safe to explain things out in the open—but when he opens his mouth to say something, I press my paint-stained fingers over his lips and bite back a hiss at the sting of my tattered palm. I’m accustomed to being one of the tallest people in the room, but he makes me feel small and compact in a way I never have before. He says nothing when I drop my hand, and I wrestle my compad out of my jacket and swipe a quick message I don’t send.
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