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CHAPTER 1


ORELIA


Orelia lay on her back on the narrow, rigid bench—the only piece of furniture in the tiny cell. The gravity controls here were separate from the rest of the Academy, and the force was so intense, she could hardly lift her arm to scratch her nose, let alone try to escape. Standing was out of the question, and even sitting proved too arduous for more than a few minutes at a time. She could almost feel her heart struggling to pump blood through her heavy, immobile body.


No one had spoken a word to her since yesterday, when she’d been seized by the guards and dragged from Zafir’s office. She wasn’t even entirely sure what she’d been accused of. Had the Quatra Fleet realized she was a Specter? Or were they merely suspicious of her knowledge of the Specters’ spread spectrum, a fact Orelia had exploited to help her squadron mates destroy the ship headed for the Academy? If it was the former, then there was no doubt that Orelia’s labored breaths would be her last. She’d be tortured and interrogated by the fleet’s top intelligence officers, perhaps even by Zafir himself. Orelia shuddered as she imagined the face that’d once made her heart flutter gazing at her impassively as she writhed in pain.


She closed her eyes and forced her overtaxed lungs to take a few deep breaths as she fought against the panic expanding inside her like toxic gas. She’d spent her entire life training for this mission, and despite the immense danger, she’d succeeded. She’d managed to infiltrate the Quatra Fleet Academy, triangulate its top-secret location, and transmit the coordinates to her commanding officer on Sylvan. Because of Orelia, the Sylvans could finally launch the campaign they’d been planning for years—a crippling strike at the heart of the Quatra Federation’s military operations, the Quatra Fleet Academy. But at the last minute, Orelia had found herself unable to watch the Sylvans kill the first real friends she’d ever had, and she’d made the wrenching decision to sabotage the attack by telling her squadron mates to fry the Sylvan ship’s communication system by sending a directed pulse across multiple frequencies. The plan worked, but success had come at a devastating cost. Every Sylvan on the battlecraft had been killed, and the Quatrans had grown immediately suspicious about Orelia’s knowledge of Specter technology.


The door hissed open and Orelia flinched. Her head felt too heavy to move, forcing her to lie tense and still.


“Hello, Orelia,” a deep, familiar voice said. She managed to turn her head just enough to see Zafir and Admiral Haze standing in the doorway.


“Can you sit up, please?” Zafir pressed his link and the weight pinning Orelia to the bench vanished. She moved her fingers tentatively and flexed her feet a few times before she rolled onto her side and tried to push herself into a seated position. She’d been in the best physical condition of her life when she’d arrived at the Academy—a state she’d maintained through grueling daily training sessions—but the long hours she’d spent in the cell had weakened her muscles enough to make even this small act difficult.


She glanced at Zafir, who’d stepped into the cell and was now watching her with an inscrutable expression. Just a few days ago, it would’ve seemed like the most natural thing in the world for him to reach for her hand and help Orelia sit up. She could still feel the lingering traces of the warmth that had spread through her body the last time he’d touched her. But this time, Zafir’s arms remained at his sides as he watched Orelia struggle into a seated position with her back against the wall.


She knew she shouldn’t be surprised by his detachment; although they were about the same age, he was one of the most accomplished intelligence officers in the Quatra Fleet. Like Orelia, he’d been trained to maintain his professionalism in any situation, even if that meant interrogating the girl who’d kissed him in the ocean simulator. Unless—a new wave of fear crashed over her—unless he’d known her secret all along and feigned attraction to get close to her. Could he really have faked the look in his eyes that night? The tenderness and intensity with which he’d kissed her back?


“What’s going on? What am I doing here? There has to be some mistake…” It didn’t take much effort to make herself sound confused and terrified instead of guilty and terrified.


“You can skip the theatrics,” Admiral Haze said. “Tell us your name.”


“Orelia.”


“Your real name.”


“That is my real name.” It was true. There’d been no need to devise a fake name. To the best of their knowledge, the Quatrans had never even laid eyes on a so-called Specter, let alone compiled a database of known secret agents.


Admiral Haze glowered at Orelia, then gave a small nod toward Zafir. The nearly imperceptible gesture was enough to send an ominous shiver down Orelia’s spine as she wondered how many times they’d performed this routine: Haze stepping aside to let her counterintelligence expert and master interrogator do what he did best—extract information from unwilling participants.


“How did you know about the spread spectrum?” Zafir asked, his tone surprisingly light, as if they were back in his classroom instead of a high-security prison cell.


“I told you. It was a lucky guess.”


Next to him, Admiral Haze crossed her arms and glowered, but Zafir merely raised an eyebrow. “You have an impressively analytic mind, Orelia. I highly doubt you ever resort to lucky guesses.” He sounded more amused than accusatory, but that only made the situation feel even more chilling. It didn’t matter that her life was on the line; this was just a game for him. It’s all just a game.


“Right,” Orelia said. “We tried a number of options, but none of them worked. The spread spectrum was unlikely, but it was still worth trying.”


“We know you sent that encrypted transmission with the coordinates,” Admiral Haze said, ignoring Zafir’s subtle look of warning as she abandoned whatever plan they’d devised. “The security cameras caught you prowling through restricted areas. You were responsible for the attack. So either you’re spying for the Specters, or else—” She cut herself off with a frown, as if the second option were too disturbing to say aloud.


“Or else you are a Specter,” Zafir continued calmly.


Her years of training kicked in, allowing Orelia to keep her voice and breath steady despite her frantically thudding heart. “A Specter?” she repeated with as much incredulity as she could muster.


“Enough,” Admiral Haze snapped. “We have sufficient evidence to lock you up on Chetire for the rest of your life. If you even make it that far. The Quatra Federation knows we captured a spy who put the entire solar system at risk, and we have the legal authority to extract information from you by any means necessary. If you refuse to tell us the truth, then Lieutenant Prateek will be forced to resort to less pleasant methods.”


Orelia looked at Zafir, desperately searching his face for a sign of sympathy, some indication that he’d do his best to protect her. But his expression remained as inscrutable as ever.


She’d been trained to resist interrogation. It’d been the most frightening, grueling portion of her intense preparations, but she’d learned to stay calm and withstand pain. This one will never crack, her gruff instructor had told General Greet while Orelia sat slumped in a nearby chair, struggling to breathe normally after being deprived of oxygen. She’d find out soon enough if he’d been right.


“I don’t think that’ll be necessary, Admiral,” Zafir said, turning to Orelia. Instead of the sadistic gleam she’d always associated with interrogators, Zafir’s eyes seemed full of something akin to wonder. “You are a Specter.”


“That’s ridiculous,” she said quickly. Under no circumstances was she to admit the truth. Better to die a terrible, violent death than endanger her people.


Zafir’s face hardened slightly as he reached into his jacket and produced a metal device Orelia didn’t recognize. “Fine. If you don’t feel like cooperating, there are other ways to discover the truth.”


Orelia took a deep breath and let it out slowly, trying to steel herself for what was about to happen. Part of her had always known she’d be forced to withstand torture, but she’d never imagined that the first person she’d ever cared for would be the one to do it.


“I’ll ask you one more time,” Zafir said with unsettling composure as he stepped up next to the bench. “Are you a Specter?”


“Of course not. I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


Zafir leaned toward her with the metal device and she twisted away, but he still managed to brush it against her arm. She felt a mild stinging sensation and braced for the agonizing shock of pain that was sure to follow, but to her confusion and relief, Zafir drew back. He held the tool in the air and squinted as he examined it, brow furrowing as he stared at a small screen Orelia hadn’t noticed. It wasn’t a torture device, she realized as her relief drained away. It was something far more dangerous.


“What does it say?” Admiral Haze asked.


“Her DNA matches the structure of the samples we collected from the Specter ship.” Orelia could tell it was taking considerable effort to keep his voice steady as he turned to her and said, “This is remarkable. You are a Specter. Though you certainly wouldn’t call yourself that, would you?”


Her brain raced to come up with a plausible explanation: The DNA scanner had malfunctioned or been contaminated. Yet the denials fizzled in her mouth as she took in the expression on Zafir’s face. He knew the truth, and for the first time since she’d left her home planet, the fact filled her with more relief than terror.


“No.” Orelia met his eyes. “I’m a Sylvan.” It was the first time she’d spoken the word aloud since arriving in the Quatra System.


“Sylvan,” Zafir repeated, frowning. “How many of you are at the Academy?”


“Just me,” Orelia said quickly.


“How many of you are there in the Quatra System?” The edge had returned to his voice, and all traces of wonder had disappeared from his penetrating gaze.


“Just me,” she repeated. “I’m the only one.”


“That’s ridiculous,” Admiral Haze said with a dismissive sniff. “Why would they send you on your own? It’d be a suicide mission. If you’re actually a Specter, then there must be more of you embedded throughout the Quatra System.”


“I’m telling you the truth. I’m the only one.”


Admiral Haze narrowed her eyes as she took a few steps toward Orelia. “What do the Specters want from us?”


Orelia stared at her, wondering if this was a trick. She glanced at Zafir for clarity, but the counterintelligence officer’s gaze had become searching and urgent. “We don’t want anything from you,” Orelia said. “We just want you to stop killing us.”


“Then perhaps you shouldn’t have attacked us unprovoked,” Admiral Haze said dryly.


They really don’t know, Orelia thought as her confusion turned to disbelief. During her first week at the Academy, she’d discovered that the cadets and instructors were under the false impression that the Sylvans, not the Quatrans, had attacked first. But she hadn’t realized just how far the lie had spread. Not even the highest-ranking officers in the Quatra Fleet seemed to know the truth.


“We didn’t,” Orelia said, careful to keep her voice firm without being accusatory. “Fifteen Tridian years ago, the Quatra Fleet sent a probe to collect soil samples from Sylvan. A few months later, three battlecraft arrived and dropped a bomb on our capital city.”


“That’s impossible,” Admiral Haze snapped. “No Quatran battlecraft has ever made it all the way to your home planet.”


“That’s what you’ve been told. But it’s a lie.”


“This is becoming ridiculous. Lieutenant Prateek, you have ten minutes to extract the truth from this girl, or else I’ll bring in someone who’ll get the job done. There’s an attendant that’s been programmed to interrogate enemies of the state. It has a one hundred percent success rate and even cleans up after itself, no matter how much blood it leaves on the floor.”


“Just wait a moment, Admiral,” Zafir said before turning back to Orelia. “What kind of soil samples? Do you know what the probe was looking for?”


“Fyron,” Orelia said, using the Quatran word for the mineral.


Zafir and Admiral Haze exchanged startled looks. “Are you sure?” Zafir asked.


“Yes. After the first bombing, it was clear that the Quatrans would be willing to kill every Sylvan on the planet to get to the fyron. That’s why we launched a retaliatory attempt.” She took a deep breath and closed her eyes. “And that’s why I was sent to transmit the coordinates of the Academy.”


“That’s the most absurd story I’ve ever heard,” Haze said as she shifted her weight uneasily, glancing at Zafir out of the corner of her eye. “There’s no record of any such mission.”


“That doesn’t mean it didn’t happen.” Orelia’s voice grew louder, her exhaustion momentarily pushed aside by desperation.


Haze gave Orelia a long, searching look that made her glad the admiral was Vesper’s mother and not hers. Then she jerked her head to the side to focus her penetrating gaze on Zafir instead. “Can we trust her?”


Zafir’s eyes traveled over Orelia, and for a moment, she felt some of her anxiety drain away as she thought about their kiss, when he had looked at her with an expression she’d never seen directed at her before. Like he’d glimpsed the real her, and it’d been enough to make him want to kiss her back.


Zafir would believe her. He’d understand that she’d done the best she could, given the terrible position she’d been put in.


When he spoke, his voice was so light, it took a moment for her to process the meaning of his words. He sounded almost amused when he said, “She’s the last person I’d ever trust.”














CHAPTER 2


ARRAN


“Are you okay?” Vesper asked, glancing at Arran with concern as they hurried through the crowded corridor toward the launchport, where they’d been ordered to report for patrol duty. Since the Specter attack, the Quatra Fleet had tripled the security around the Academy, requiring so much additional manpower that even first-year cadets were given shifts on patrol ships.


“I’m not sure how to answer that,” Arran said with a rueful smile. Just days ago, their squadron had managed to foil a Specter attack on the Academy; they were still recovering from their near brush with death while preparing for the larger assault that now seemed inevitable. But it was impossible to focus on the task ahead with their squadron mate Orelia missing. Arran hadn’t seen or heard from Orelia in nearly two days, despite sending her eight messages and making multiple trips to her room.


Vesper let out a dry laugh. “I don’t mean in the larger, existential sense, obviously. You just looked particularly tense back there.”


Arran glanced over his shoulder at the guards they’d just passed. There were about a dozen lined up on each side of the long corridor, their helmet shields pulled down over their faces. They’d arrived a few hours after Arran’s squadron had blown up the Specter ship, and while they were ostensibly here to protect the cadets, that knowledge couldn’t overwrite the fear stored in his pounding heart. “I didn’t expect to see so many guards,” he said with a shrug.


“After facing down the Specters, it’s the guards that make you nervous?” Vesper asked with a teasing smile. “Afraid you’re going to get a speeding ticket?”


“That’s not what we worry about on Chetire,” Arran said quietly. On his ice-covered home planet, the most remote in the solar system, the guards served as a constant visual reminder of who was really in charge—the wealthy Quatran mine owners whom the government allowed to act with impunity. They used the government-paid guards as their own private security service, breaking up strikes and silencing anyone brave, desperate, or foolish enough to protest the cruel treatment of the miners.


Vesper pressed her lips together and looked chastened. “Sorry. I keep forgetting how different things are other places.”


“It’s fine. I need to remember that the guards are here to keep me from getting blown up by the Specters, not to bash my face in.” He lowered his voice. “Have you heard anything about Orelia?”


Vesper shook her head grimly, then glanced down at her link and scrolled through a message, blushing slightly.


“So I assume things are back on with Rex?” Arran said, smiling despite the anxiety roiling his stomach.


“I don’t know. Maybe. I guess.” She sounded uncharacteristically flustered, and the flush on her cheeks deepened. “It seems a little silly to worry about something like that, given everything that’s going on.”


“It’s not silly at all. If we don’t allow ourselves to be happy, then what are we really fighting for?” Despite his best efforts, he couldn’t quite keep a wistful note out of his voice, prompting a sympathetic smile from Vesper, one of the only people he’d told about his breakup with Dash.


Arran had spent the first few weeks of the term in a frenzy over Dash, analyzing the minutia of every interaction as his brain struggled to reconcile the outward signs of flirtation with the irrefutable truth—that no one as handsome, smart, and charming as Dash would ever fall for an awkward Chetrian. His skepticism was compounded by the fact that Dash was the son of Admiral Larz Muscatine, the most outspoken opponent of admitting Settlers to the Quatra Fleet Academy. However, the persistent, disarming Dash had eventually convinced Arran to trust him, and for a few blissful weeks, Arran had his first experience of true happiness.


Then, a few days ago, Dash told him that word of their relationship had reached his father, and that if Dash didn’t break up with Arran, he’d be forced to leave the Academy. Dash—the first boy Arran had ever loved, the first boy he’d ever kissed, the first person to make Arran feel like he’d mattered, like he deserved the future he’d dreamed of—had dumped him a few weeks ago. The jagged pieces of Arran’s broken heart were still embedded in his chest like shrapnel.


“Hey,” Sula said, falling in step with Vesper and Arran. “Are you two also on patrol duty this afternoon?”


“Yup,” Arran said as Vesper nodded, her attention once again fixed on her link. “Is this your first shift?”


“I had my first one yesterday,” Sula said, rubbing her eyes. “Five straight hours of staring at a radar screen.”


Arran frowned. “They shouldn’t assign you back-to-back shifts like that.”


“I don’t really mind,” she said with a weary smile. “It’s nice to feel like we’re actually doing something, you know? I like to think that my little sister sleeps better knowing that I’m up here, helping to keep her safe.”


Arran’s heart cramped as he thought about his mother parsecs away on Chetire, alone in their sparsely furnished, spotless cabin. “I do know,” he said. But before he could say anything more, his monitor trilled in his ear. “Report to the superintendent’s office immediately. Based on your current location, your estimated travel time is eight minutes.” From the look on Vesper’s face, it was clear that she’d just received the same notification.


They excused themselves, telling Sula they’d see her on the launchport, then hurried to the administrative wing. “Any idea what this is about?” Arran asked as a knot of dread formed in his stomach.


“Nope,” Vesper said, imbuing her voice with forced cheer. More than anyone at the Academy, the superintendent’s daughter knew that a summons rarely boded well.


As they turned into the corridor that led to Admiral Haze’s office, Arran saw Rex approaching from the other direction. His grim expression softened when he saw them, and he raised his hand in greeting. “I assume we’re being invited for a surprise party, right?”


Vesper rolled her eyes and gave Rex an affectionate smile that made Arran’s chest twinge with a mixture of happiness and sorrow. The sensors outside Vesper’s mother’s office detected their presence, and the door slid open before any of them had time to lift their links to the scanner. To Arran’s surprise, Admiral Haze wasn’t alone. Commander Stepney, the head of the Quatra Fleet, was standing next to her desk, looking graver than Arran had ever seen him.


Admiral Haze wasted no time getting to the point. “Thank you three for coming. What I’m about to tell you is highly classified. So classified, in fact, that none of you should even know the name of this level of security clearance, let alone the actual intelligence. But given the extraordinary circumstances, I’ve been permitted to brief you. Orelia has been arrested under suspicion of treason.”


She paused and scanned the cadets’ faces, searching for a glimmer of recognition—a sign that they’d somehow known or suspected. But from the stunned silence, it was clear that Vesper and Rex were as aghast as Arran.


“We believe that Orelia was passing information to the Specters,” Admiral Haze continued. “Her knowledge of the spread spectrum roused our suspicion, and after further investigation, we discovered that, a few weeks ago, someone broke into the command center and sent an outgoing transmission with the Academy’s coordinates. Now, I’m only going to ask you once: Did you ever notice anything unusual about her behavior? If you know anything, speak up now, and there will be no disciplinary consequences. But that deal lasts only until you leave my office, so consider your actions carefully.”


Arran’s head had begun to spin; he felt dizzier and more disoriented than he had during his first ride on the shuttle, watching the ground fall away beneath him. Orelia had grown up on Loos. She’d been eleven years old when the Specters destroyed her capital city. How could she ever work for the callous, cold-blooded killers who’d murdered half a million people?


“With respect, that doesn’t make any sense,” Arran said. “Why would she have wanted to help the Specters? And how would the Specters have even contacted her to begin with? I don’t understand how…” He trailed off as the commander of the Quatra Fleet fixed him with a steely glare.


“She wasn’t helping the Specters. She is a Specter.”


Arran stared at Commander Stepney, his already overtaxed brain unable to make sense of the words.


“Sorry, what?” Rex said, echoing Arran’s own mess of confused thoughts.


“Your squadron mate is a Specter spy who infiltrated the Academy by posing as a cadet. She admitted it during questioning.”


The real meaning of the word questioning unfolded in Arran’s mind—interrogation. The Quatra Fleet’s technical ban on torture didn’t extend to anyone accused of treason, a loosely defined term that could be applied to a variety of scenarios. “Where is she?” Arran asked, surprised by his own vehemence. “What are you doing to her?”


Commander Stepney shot him a cold look. “I’m troubled by the fact that you seem more concerned about the welfare of a Specter spy than that of the Quatra System. Moreover, I find it staggering that none of you realized something was wrong with that girl. You spent how many hours together?”


Arran winced as the words unleashed a tide of shame. He should’ve never spoken like that to the commander of the Quatra Fleet, regardless of the circumstances.


“But Orelia didn’t do anything suspicious,” Vesper said carefully, looking from Arran to Rex, who nodded his agreement. “She was quiet, that’s it. And she’s the one who figured out how to blow up the ship. She saved all of our lives.”


“She wouldn’t have had to save anyone’s life if she hadn’t sent those coordinates to the Specters.” Commander Stepney was nearly shouting by this point. “And now our enemy knows our exact location.”


Admiral Haze stepped forward until she was standing between Commander Stepney and the cadets. “They say they didn’t notice anything suspicious, and I believe them.”


When Stepney spoke again, his voice was icy. “I think we should continue this discussion in private.” He turned to Arran, Vesper, and Rex. “You three are dismissed.”


They saluted and hurried out, none of them speaking until they’d left the administration wing. Finally, Arran broke the silence. “It has to be a mistake, right? How could Orelia possibly be a…” He pressed his lips together, unable to produce the word.


“I don’t know,” Rex said, shaking his head. “Someone had to transmit those coordinates, and even without the security footage, you have to admit, it’s strange that Orelia knew about the spread spectrum.”


“Really?” Arran snapped. A flame of anger flickered amid the cloud of confusion. “Or maybe there was some major intelligence screwup and it’s easier for them to blame a cadet than admit their own mistake.”


“Maybe,” Rex said, unfazed by Arran’s outburst. “But I really don’t think that’s what’s going on here. As much as it hurts to admit it, we have to face the truth—Orelia wasn’t who she claimed to be.”














CHAPTER 3


VESPER


This was a real patrol flight, not a training session in the simulcraft or the short mission Squadron 20 had been sent on as a reward for winning the tournament. The crafts would be flown by fully qualified fleet officers—first-year cadets like Vesper and Arran were only there to analyze the radar screens. But as Vesper climbed up the steps of the battlecraft, she felt a pang of longing as she turned right toward the tech bay instead of left toward the pilot’s seat. It didn’t matter that she’d never flown anything nearly as large as a battlecraft; her yearning to grasp the controls was like a physical ache. She missed everything about flying, but today she especially missed how it demanded her complete focus, ridding her head of all nonessential thoughts. Her brain had been spinning out of control ever since they’d left her mother’s office. How could Orelia be a Specter?


An eon didn’t feel like enough time for Vesper to wrap her head around the moonshaking, extraordinary revelation. No one had ever actually seen the elusive, violent beings that’d been launching deadly attacks on the Quatra System for decades. Any enemy ships the fleet managed to destroy were blown up in space at long range, making it impossible to catch a glimpse of the bloodthirsty killers inside. That’s why they were called Specters. No one knew whether they resembled Quatrans or whether they belonged to an entirely different genus. But based on their callous ability to kill millions without ever making contact, most people assumed that the Specters were an alien life-form—certainly not a quiet blond girl who, when she finally opened up, demonstrated surprising empathy. It was hard enough to understand why Orelia would pass information to the Specters, let alone believe that she was one herself.


Yet that hadn’t been sufficient defense for Stepney. Vesper’s stomach twisted as she recalled the look of disgust on the commander’s face as he shouted at them. She’d devoted the past five years of her life to earning a spot at the Academy, and then worked tirelessly to distinguish herself during the first term. Against all odds, her squadron had won the tournament and destroyed a Specter ship heading toward the Academy. But now the commander of the Quatra Fleet was furious with them, and all her hard work was in vain.


Unlike the fightercraft, which only had one cabin, the much larger battlecraft had multiple levels. Arran and Vesper would be stationed on the main deck, scanning the radar for signs of enemy activity, while Sula would report for duty in the control room on the lower level near the weapons bay. “Remain seated for launch,” the copilot’s voice rang in Vesper’s ear; once they’d boarded the battlecraft, their monitors had automatically synced up with the ship’s network.


The announcement was followed by a series of low beeps that signaled the ship was moving along the tracks of the launchport toward the airlock and would soon depart the Academy. She felt a slight tremor as the port side of the battlecraft knocked against the side of the hangar. Normally, this would cause her to sigh dramatically, prompting an affectionate eye roll from Arran. But at the moment, she had much bigger things on her mind than witnessing a poorly executed launch. She couldn’t stop herself from picking over every piece of information she knew about Orelia. It wasn’t much. For the first few weeks, Orelia had barely spoken during their practice sessions in the simulator. No one was that shy. Looking back, maybe it should’ve been clear that Orelia had been keeping some kind of secret.


She glanced over at Arran, who seemed similarly lost in his thoughts, staring listlessly at the monitor, something he’d been doing with increasing regularity ever since his falling-out with Dash. She wished there was something she could do about it, to talk sense into her misguided childhood friend, especially now that Arran needed Dash’s support more than ever. Of all of them, he’d been the closest to Orelia, and this news would affect him the most. Now wasn’t the moment to let pride or misunderstanding separate two people who were clearly in love. But it’d taken the better part of a term to earn the intensely private Arran’s trust, and she sensed that he’d never forgive her for meddling.


She was grateful that she and Rex had moved on from their blowup at the end-of-term celebration, where she’d learned that he’d purposely thrown their first battle to win a bet, a loss that had sent the hypercompetitive Vesper into a downward spiral. She’d forgiven him for misleading her, and he in turn had forgiven her for the cruel things she’d said to him in anger—barbs that still made her wince thinking about them. But for some reason, Rex wasn’t bothered by Vesper’s occasional outbursts. Unlike her ex-boyfriend, Ward, who always told Vesper to “relax” and “stop getting so worked up,” Rex seemed to appreciate her intensity. She suppressed a smile, thinking about the message he’d sent her before her patrol shift: Come help with my tie before dinner? I can’t remember the trick you showed me…


Dash had lent Rex an extra set of evening clothes for the Academy’s formal dinners, and the first time he’d worn it a few nights ago, he’d messaged Vesper for help with the tie—a visit that’d ended with them wearing far fewer clothing items than they’d started with. She had no doubt that the highly competent Rex, who’d received the highest score on the aptitude exam of any first-year cadet, could figure out the mechanics of tying a tie on his own. But she was happy for him to keep up the charade for a bit longer.


“Cruising speed reached. Resume normal operations.” Vesper unhooked her harness, and she and Arran began to scroll through the radar screens, checking for any unusual movement on the edges of the solar system. It was both tedious and nerve-wracking work. The Specter ships were undetectable while traveling at light speed, which meant they could appear on the outskirts of the Quatra System without warning.


“Any movement?” Vesper spun around to see Captain Arrezo striding across the deck toward the navigation bay, looking both elegant and powerful in her white uniform with its gleaming brass buttons.


“Nothing, Captain,” Arran said while Vesper shook her head.


Arrezo frowned, her attention diverted by her link. “Sula’s reporting some inconsistent readings on the electrical system. Korbet, will you check it out?”


“Right away.” Arran saluted and hurried off. Although, officially, first-year cadets didn’t specialize, Arran’s technical aptitude had already been noticed by the faculty.


Just as Arran stepped into the hall that led from the main deck to the stairway, a bone-shaking rumble filled the air and the ship pitched to the side. As a pilot, Vesper was normally unfazed by sudden, stomach-dropping movements, but that was in an agile fightercraft, not a massive battlecraft. Unable to secure herself in time, she skidded out of her seat and crashed against the wall with a painful thud.


“We’ve been hit!” the pilot shouted. Even from a distance, Vesper could see his knuckles turning white as he used all his strength to steady the swaying ship. “Is everyone okay?”


Captain Arrezo was still upright, bracing herself against the wall with one hand as she spoke into her link. “It’s the Specters. Attack positions.” Her calm, steady voice poured from the speakers. Then she lowered her wrist and swiped through various configurations of the radar screen. “Where the hell did they come from?” she muttered. “Did you see anything before the blast?”


“No, there was nothing,” Vesper said as she stared at the radar screen in a daze. “I’ll show you the playback from the last few minutes.” The shaking had subsided enough for Vesper to stagger back to her seat, but when she reached her chair, she found she couldn’t sit down. Her feet wouldn’t even stay on the ground. The ship’s gravity had gone out.


“Shit,” Arrezo grunted as she scrambled along the wall, trying to find something to hold on to. “They must have used some kind of electromagnetic pulse to scramble the gravity and Antares knows what else. Mills, reverse course!” she called to the pilot before turning to Vesper. “Find the ship that attacked us now. I have to alert the Academy.”


“I’m on it.” Vesper pushed off the wall and managed to wrap her legs around the base of the chair long enough to hook her harness. She expanded and collapsed the radar screens, examining the surrounding area from all angles, but there was no sign of movement anywhere. Where the hell did they go?


“Arran, do you see anything?” There was no answer. “Arran?”


The harness dug into her shoulder as she twisted around, trying to get a glimpse of Arran’s chair. Surely he would’ve returned to his post after hearing Arrezo’s command. But to her confusion, his seat was empty. “Arran?” she called again, then twisted in the other direction. Out of the corner of her eye, she could just make out the shape of a still body floating outside the entrance to the bridge. “Arran!”


Vesper unhooked her harness, grabbed on to the chair for leverage, and then brought her feet against the back of the seat and pushed off as hard as she could. The momentum was enough to cover nearly half the distance between her and Arran, but she didn’t want to get stuck floating in the middle of the cabin, so using a technique she’d learned from her hours playing around in the zero-gravity room, she landed in a crouch and pushed off again, touching down lightly next to Arran. Wedging her foot in the doorway that led to the stairs, she was just able to hold herself in place.


Arran was floating only a few inches above the ground, pinned under a piece of metal that’d been jarred loose from the ceiling. “Arran,” Vesper whispered as she gently squeezed his shoulder. His eyes were closed and his skin had a grayish cast. “Are you okay?” The words had barely made it out of her mouth when she saw the blood blooming on Arran’s leg. Vesper swallowed a gasp as her gaze followed the blood to its source—a piece of jagged metal sticking out of Arran’s thigh.


“No…” Vesper brought her fingers to Arran’s neck. His pulse was still strong. She just needed to stop the bleeding. “I need help back here!” she shouted.


“What’s going on?” Captain Arrezo called as she bounded toward them, performing a maneuver similar to Vesper’s.


“Arran’s hurt. I’m not sure what to do.”


Captain Arrezo knelt down to check his pulse. “Medical attention required for Cadet Korbet,” she said into her link before cursing under her breath. “The medical attendant is stuck in the infirmary. The door’s been jammed. You’ll have to follow the instructions and do your best.”


“What?” Vesper said, staring at Captain Arrezo in horror. “I have no idea what I’m doing.”


“Mission control is asking for you, Captain,” the pilot called hoarsely.


“I have to get back over there,” Arrezo said. “Ask your monitor for instructions. I’ll be right over there if something goes wrong.” She launched herself back toward the command center, leaving Vesper alone with Arran.


“Help me, please,” Vesper said into her monitor.


“Emergency mode activated. Please await instructions.”


“Oh, Antares, Arran,” Vesper whispered, squeezing his hand. “Please, hold on. Please.”


“Scans show that your skin contains negligible hazardous microbes. You may remove the foreign object from the patient’s leg.”


Vesper’s stomach clenched as she stared down at the piece of metal sticking out of Arran’s thigh. “Will it hurt him?”


“The pain will not last long.”


Her heart was pounding, and she felt sweat beginning to form on her palms. She almost wiped them on her jacket but caught herself just in time. She couldn’t risk contaminating them any further. “Okay, Arran, I’m going to do this as quickly as possible, and then it’ll be over. Everything’s going to be okay, I promise.”


Gingerly, she placed her hand on the object, which looked like a piece of the filtration system, adjusting the angle of her grip a few times before she tightened her hold. She anchored herself to the wall with one foot, then took a deep breath, gritted her teeth, and tugged. It came out easily, and Arran’s eyelids fluttered but didn’t open. She dropped the metal object and left it floating in the air. “Okay, what’s next?”


Vesper’s monitor talked her through creating a makeshift tourniquet, which she tied around Arran’s leg, just above the wound.


“Vesper,” he said groggily as his eyes opened. The color had returned to his cheeks, thank Antares. “What’s going on?”


“There was an attack and the gravity’s out. I’ll help you back to your chair.”


“No.” He shook his head with a wince. “I need to find Sula.”


“Absolutely not. You just almost bled to death!”


“Low oxygen warning,” a calm, automated voice announced from the speakers as the lights began to flash. “Life-support system has been compromised.”


“What the hell?” Arrezo said from the captain’s chair. “That’s impossible. We can’t run out of oxygen that quickly. Not on a ship this size. Sula, check the readings.”


She paused, but there was nothing but static. “Sula, we need a report on the damage.” The silence that followed sent a ripple of fear down Vesper’s spine.


“Low oxygen warning,” the voice said again. “You have… eleven minutes of life support remaining.”


“That’s impossible,” Arrezo said again, though this time she sounded less convinced.


“That’s not enough time to make it back to the Academy!” the pilot shouted.


“Cadet Korbet,” Arrezo called over her shoulder. “Do you think you can make it down to the control room to help Sula? Even if the oxygen converter was damaged, there should be enough to get us back to the Academy. Find out what’s going on.”


“I can try.”


Vesper started to protest but then bit her lip. If anyone could figure this out, it was Arran. She double-checked that his bandage was secure, then told him to wait while she peeked down the stairs. The ceiling had collapsed, revealing a web of singed wires that sparked dangerously. “It’s blocked!” she called over her shoulder. The words came out more like a gasp than a shout, reminding her how foolish it was to waste oxygen right now. By the time she managed to pull herself along the wall to investigate the blockage, she was already light-headed. She took a deep breath to steady herself, then immediately regretted it. Surely the efficient thing was to keep her breathing steady and even.


“Warning,” her monitor rang in her ear. “Blood oxygen is below optimum levels.”


“No shit,” Vesper muttered. Whatever was going on, it wasn’t a mistake with the readings. The oxygen was truly running low.


The web of exposed wires was wide enough to block the stairs, and it would be impossible to pass safely through the sparking and sizzling circuitry.


Cursing to herself, she turned around and, by pushing herself along the wall, managed to make it back to Arran. “The stairs are blocked. You’ll have to walk Sula through the repairs over your link,” she said calmly, as if this were a routine exercise instead of a matter of life or death.


“She hasn’t responded yet,” Arran said. “I think she must be hurt.”


“Warning,” Vesper’s monitor rang in her ear. “Blood oxygen is dangerously low. For information on asphyxiation, say tell me more.”


From the look on Arran’s face, it was clear he’d received the same update from his own monitor. “I’ll have to find another way to the control room,” he said as he looked around the cabin with a grimace. “There. Look.” He nodded at an air vent near the ceiling. “Based on the schematics I’ve studied, that vent should lead to the control room.”


Vesper tried to shake her head but found that she couldn’t quite muster the energy. “You can’t. Not with your injury.” But Arran was already on his way, floating through the air with his injured leg sticking straight out, motionless, as he used the rest of his body to propel himself toward the ceiling. He reached the vent, which he opened with a deft flick of his wrist, and then, holding on to the edge, repositioned his body so his back was against the opening.


“Be careful,” Vesper croaked, her lungs suddenly too tired to produce the force required for a shout. She watched anxiously as Arran guided himself into the air vent, wincing as his injured leg bumped against the side.


Vesper forced herself to wait a few minutes before speaking into her link. “How you doing in there?”


“Fine.” Arran’s voice sounded faint but composed. “I’m going as quickly as I can. There’s smoke coming up from somewhere.”


“Take your time,” Vesper said just as her monitor pinged. “Blood oxygen is dangerously low. You have… six minutes left before risking permanent brain damage.”


“How’s it going with Korbet?” Arrezo called hoarsely from the front of the ship, where she was directing the pilot, preparing for the next Specter attack.


“He’s trying to get to the control room. Through the air vent.”


Arrezo made a sound Vesper couldn’t quite identify, but she decided to take it as a grunt of approval.


“I’m almost there,” Arran said with a wheeze. “I just need to…” He took a shallow, whistling breath. “I just need to open the grate.” Vesper heard a faint clatter followed by a gasp.


“Everything okay?”


“The control room is full of smoke. There’s a fire somewhere—that’s what is eating up all the oxygen.” Arran coughed, then began to shout hoarsely. “Sula… Sula, are you okay?”


“Can you see her?” Vesper asked.


“Sula!” Arran called again. “Oh, god, no… no, no, no.”


“What?” Vesper said, though her frantically pounding heart seemed to know the answer already. “Arran, tell me…” She trailed off as a wave of dizziness engulfed her. Her head was spinning, but every time she tried to take a deep breath to steady herself, the room only spun faster.


“She’s not moving… I don’t think she’s breathing.”


“Warning… Blood oxygen is dangerously low. You have… four minutes left before risking permanent brain damage.”


“I… I don’t know what to do. How do I help her?” Arran’s voice cracked.


“You have to try to repair the life-support system first. Then we’ll do everything we can for Sula.”


“I don’t think there’s anything I can do,” Arran said faintly. “It… looks like the pulse fried the converter, and the fire next door is eating up all our available oxygen. It seems too big for the sprinklers to contain.”


“Warning… Blood oxygen is dangerously low. You have… three minutes left before risking permanent brain damage.”


“You have to do something,” Vesper said, her voice growing ever hoarser. “Arran, please…”


“Okay, okay… hold on. This is really strange…” Arran’s faint voice trailed off, and it was unclear whether something had distracted him, or whether he’d succumbed to weakness and fatigue.


“What’s strange?”


“It looks like the vents are closed. I think there must’ve been a hydrogen buildup. That’s what caused the explosion. No wonder the sprinklers aren’t putting it out—it must be an inferno.”


The fear in his voice made Vesper’s heart constrict. “So there’s nothing we can do?”


“We need to expel the hydrogen. If I manually open the vent, the emergency systems should be able to contain the fire.”


“Try it. Just hurry.”


“Wait, hold on, I might be able to…”


“Warning… Blood oxygen is dangerously low. You have… one minute left before risking permanent brain damage.”


This is it, Vesper thought. This is how I’m going to die. She closed her eyes. Goodbye, Rex, she thought, wishing with all her might that she could send the words through the dark void of space into the mind she’d spent so long trying to understand.


The alarms went quiet.


“Arran? What happe—”


“I flipped the manual valve,” he said hoarsely. “The hydrogen is venting and the sprinkler system is putting out the fire.”


“Systems normal,” the automated voice announced.


“Arran, you’re a genius,” Vesper said as she closed her eyes in exhaustion and relief. “Stay where you are. I’m coming for you. We need to get you secured in case we sustain another hit.”


“There’s still no sign of them,” the shaken-sounding pilot said over the comm system.


“What? They just disappeared?” Vesper asked, startled.


“They don’t call them Specters for nothing.”
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When Vesper half led, half carried Arran out of the battlecraft, a crowd was already waiting on the Academy launchport, including a team of medics who deftly settled Arran onto a stretcher suspended between two attendants and then whisked him away. Vesper started to follow, but someone grabbed her arm. “Vesper, thank Antares.” Before she could respond, she was pulled into a tight hug she would’ve recognized if she could count on more than one hand the number of times her mother had embraced her.


“I should go with him,” Vesper said as she took a few shaky steps toward the swiftly retreating attendants.


“He’ll be fine,” Admiral Haze said in her closest approximation of a comforting tone. “You saved his life. Now, I know you just experienced quite a shock, but I need you and the rest of the crew to come with me for debriefing. We need you to tell us what happened during the attack.”


Vesper nodded, too exhausted to do anything more than allow her head to succumb to gravity, then she slowly turned to investigate the source of the commotion behind her. Another stretcher was emerging from the battlecraft, but this time the attendants’ movements seemed more cautious than urgent.


Unlike Arran, whose pale face and bloodstained shirt had been plainly visible, this figure was covered by a white sheet. But as the attendants glided by, the sheet shifted enough to reveal Sula’s cold, still fingertips—fingertips that would never again clutch the controls of a fightercraft, or clasp the hand of someone she loved. Vesper’s head began to spin, overwhelmed by the force of her grief and horror. Get it together, Haze, she commanded, but her insubordinate body refused to follow orders, her cowardly knees threatening to give out.


She struggled in vain against the dizziness, trying to blink away the blurry edges of her vision, but her efforts weren’t enough to keep the floor from rushing toward her.


“It’s okay,” a deep voice murmured softly. “I’ve got you.”


The last thing she felt was the warmth and support of Rex’s arms around her, and then everything went dark.
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