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CHAPTER ONE



A Motley Crew


Scorpia


Music thumps through Memoria’s halls, and I hum along with the beat as I walk. My boots trace the now-familiar path from the captain’s quarters to the mess hall. The music isn’t loud enough to drown out the steady hum of the ship’s engine, but the noise has become a comforting constant. And beyond them both, I hear the voices of my crew bouncing out from other rooms—the continuous, easy chatter that always fills the space between these walls.


Sometimes it’s hard to believe that this ship belonged to an enemy crew not so long ago. Every night I sleep in the huge bed of the captain’s quarters, with a window to the stars above my head. Mine. This whole, clunky, ugly old mess of a ship, down to the name Memoria scrawled crookedly in my own hand—mine. Ours. My family’s and my crew’s. We’re building a life here, all of us outlaws with nowhere else to call a home.


We’re fast approaching Gaia for another scavenging run on its stormy surface. It’s been a few months since we lifted off from a freshly peaceful Nibiru. Now, we’re well on our way to establishing a foothold for our new business on Deva as an importer of Gaian goods. The recent turmoil in the system means that most planets are currently off-limits even to us, with Pax’s borders closed, Titan still too hotly contested for us to risk, and Nibiru likely eager to arrest us if we land. But we’ve survived worse.


Things aren’t perfect in the system. They probably never will be. We humans are constantly finding new ways to screw ourselves up, after all. Deva and Pax are still squabbling like particularly entitled children over the resources of Titan even now that they’ve found out some of its people have survived, and I doubt the three peoples intermingling on Nibiru are going to have smooth sailing, with all of the messy history and cultural differences to trip them up. But because of me and my crew, they’ve got a chance. The rest is in their hands.


And in the little world of my ship, at least, everything is better than ever. I’ve never been so glad to have nowhere important to go and nothing pressing to do, and I suspect most, if not all, of the others feel the same. Boring is a relief right now, even for me, despite the fact it feels like I left a chunk of my heart back on Nibiru.


I follow the smell of something spicy and delicious into the kitchen, and pop my head in to peek at whatever Corvus is cooking up. He frowns down at the pot, but it’s a thoughtful kind of frown rather than a genuinely upset one. I think. He’s still impossible to read, sometimes. He looks better lately, his dark hair and beard kept neatly trimmed, his eyes less haunted than they were when he first returned from the war. But he still wears the marks of his time on Titan: the thick scar slashing across the left side of his face, the black tattoo of a war-brand on his right wrist.


“What’s for dinner?” The moment I draw close, he jabs at me with a ladle. I stagger back, throwing my hands up dramatically. “Whoa! That’s no way to greet your captain. Blatant insubordination!”


“I know you’re just trying to steal a taste,” he says, a small smile cracking through his stern expression. “Out of my kitchen.”


“No respect around here,” I grumble, retreating to the doorway. “Just a heads-up, I’ve got an announcement to make during dinner.”


His frown returns immediately. “An announcement about what?”


“Gotta wait and see,” I say, and leave with a bounce in my step.


I find Lyre and Apollo in the engine room next. He’s balancing her on his shoulders while she fiddles with an air vent in one corner of the room. I fight back a laugh at their matching looks of intense concentration, an expression far more at home on our little engineer’s face than Pol’s. There’s no way this is the most effective way to handle the situation, so I have a suspicion she enlisted him just to give him something to do. He’s been making progress lately, recovering physically and mentally from the lingering aftereffects of an alien bio-weapon and the toll it took on his once-strong body, but I know being back on the ship has made it hard for him again. Being raised on Momma’s ship, where she only doled out love according to our usefulness, made it hard to be all right with not having a part to play. Now that I’m the one in charge, I hope he understands that he has plenty of time to figure out who he wants to be.


Lyre taps him on the shoulder as she finishes changing out the air filter, and he lowers her carefully to the floor. He’s sweaty with exertion despite our sister’s diminutive size, and has to immediately sit down to catch his breath. He’s looking more himself lately—his dark hair starting to grow out again and his body still thin but less sickly—but I’m not sure he’ll ever be the wall of muscle he once was. Yet when Lyre gives him an approving nod, he breaks into a gap-toothed grin nonetheless. My heart twinges. They’ve never been very close, but ever since the two of them landed—well, half landed, half crashed—the ship onto Nibiru in my absence, they’ve been spending more time together.


I knock on the doorway to get their attention. “Make sure to take your dinners in the mess today. Got an announcement.”


Pol nods without seeming to think twice about it. Lyre pushes a stray curl out of her face and folds her arms over her chest, scrutinizing me. “It’s not anything bad, is it?”


“Nah,” Pol says. “She looks way too pleased with herself.”


“You’re right.” Lyre taps her chin with one finger, leaving behind a smear of dust. “What could it be…?”


“No spoilers!” I say, wagging a finger at her before leaving them to find the others.


Dull thuds of impact lead me to the training room. Izra and Andromeda are engaged in what I like to refer to as a therapy session, and what others might refer to as punching the shit out of each other in padded clothing. After enlisting in the war on Nibiru, Drom came back to us quiet and distant. She spent a full week in bed, refusing to talk to anyone. Pol delivered meals to her door, but not even her twin could get her out of her room. When Corvus tried to talk to her, she threw a bowl of stew into his face. That got him sulking and blaming himself, so finally Izra marched into her room, dragged Drom out of bed, and brought her to the training room. Ever since, they’ve been doing this every day. They don’t talk, as far as I can tell, and Drom mostly seems to do her damnedest to break Izra’s face, but every day she gets out of bed, comes here, and suits up to do it again.


It’s odd to compare them side by side: Drom bulky and dark-haired, Izra lean and very fair. Drom is half Izra’s age, but she seems much older than her scarce twenty years after she fought for Nibiru in the war. And the top of Izra’s head is just above Drom’s shoulders, but I know better than to underestimate the fierce ex-pirate. A scar cuts across the skin surrounding one of Drom’s eyes; the empty crater left in one of Izra’s eye sockets is a warning of what could’ve happened if it had cut a little closer.


If nothing else, they share a spectacular talent for violence. For a few seconds I just watch them dance around each other, feeling very aware of the fact that either one of them could lay me out in a second flat. One of Izra’s arms is half-useless, with the black, rib cage–like Primus gun attached to it no longer operational, but it doesn’t seem to slow her down.


“Hey,” I say, and they pause their sparring and turn to me. Izra looks annoyed by the interruption, while Drom just looks… flat. “Uh, I’ve got something to tell everyone at dinner, so stick around in the mess if you want to hear it.”


They both glare at me wordlessly. I hold up my hands, back out of the room, and flee to the cockpit.


Orion, at least, is always happy to see me. It may just be because long hours at the wheel are far from exciting when we’re drifting aimlessly out in open space between Nibiru and Gaia, but the broad grin he flashes when I enter seems genuine. He’s been through a lot lately, from his stint in Ca Sineh, to risking his life by abandoning us for the Titans, so I’m glad he’s on his way back to being his usual cheery self. His buzz cut is starting to grow out into his usual brown curls, and his smile is as frequent and charming as always. But I don’t think I’ll ever get used to seeing him with a Titan war-brand on his wrist, and our friendship still isn’t what it used to be. I’ve forgiven him for choosing the Titans and leaving me, and I trust him as the pilot of my ship, but that doesn’t mean everything can just go back to the way it was. I hope it can, someday.


Well, minus the whole “hooking up in supply closets” part. That we can leave in the past.


“What’s up, Cap?” he asks, giving me a mock-serious salute.


“Hey, hey.” I sink into the copilot’s chair, allowing myself a wistful look around the cockpit. Handing my former role as pilot to Orion was clearly the right move, but I can’t deny that I miss the sense of freedom behind the wheel. I keep finding excuses to come spend time in here, even with nothing to do. “How’s my ship? Looking good for the landing?”


“Sure,” Orion says. “Running like a dream, as always.”


I have to laugh. This ship is my pride and joy, but we both know it’s far from a dream. Memoria has been torn apart and put back together so many times I doubt there’s anything left of the original, and most of those repairs were the cheap and dirty type. She’s a patchy old thing, even worse than ol’ Fortuna was. Not that I’d ever let anyone aside from me speak that way about either of my ships.


“Wanted to give you a heads-up, I’ve got an announcement to make after dinner.”


“Announcing your announcement, eh?” he asks, and then waits for me to say more, but I only grin. He slumps down in his seat and presses his hand to his forehead, feigning despair. “You’re a tease.”


“You should know that better than anyone.” I smirk at him and rise from my seat. “Anyway. Dinner’s almost ready. Be patient.”


On the way back toward the mess hall, I pause outside the room of our final crew member. I know he’s inside; he pretty much always is. Daniil… Daniil I still haven’t figured out yet. I was happy to invite him aboard the ship at Corvus’s request, knowing that my brother never would’ve suggested it if he had any doubt that he was trustworthy. But I still know hardly anything about him, even after months on board together. Granted, he did spend the first few weeks being horribly space-sick as he adjusted to life on a ship, but even after that he’s barely interacted with the rest of the crew. All I’ve gathered is that he knew Corvus on Titan, fought on their home-planet’s side in the recent war, and committed treason against his own people in a risky play for peace.


The last bit is all I need to know to welcome him with open arms, no matter who he was beforehand. It’s not like I’m a stranger to making terrible mistakes. Some might call me an expert, in fact. And it’s obvious he’s trying just as hard as I have to make up for them.


I rap my knuckles on the door, and it opens so fast he must have rushed to answer. His jumpsuit—borrowed from Corvus, so it’s a little baggy and short on his lanky build—is rumpled like he was lying on the bed.


“Yes, Captain?” he asks, standing with a soldier’s attention. His slim body and olive complexion may not be the norm for his home-planet, but it’d still be hard to mistake him for anything other than a Titan, even at a glance.


I bite back a laugh. He’s the only one who always calls me by my title rather than my name, and never making a joke out of it like the others sometimes do. I’ve told him he doesn’t have to, but, well… if I’m being honest, I do kind of like the sound of it. Daniil is the only person on board who didn’t know me during my messy years. It feels good to be looked at with genuine respect.


Still, as much as it strokes my ego, it’s more important to me that he’s comfortable here. “You don’t have to be so formal,” I say, flashing him a smile. “Scorpia’s fine. And I just wanted to let you know that I’m making an announcement at dinner. Do you mind eating in the mess hall with the rest of us?”


So far, he’s been taking all his meals to his room to eat alone. But he says, “Of course, Captain.” His fingers twitch, and he hastily folds his hands behind his back to hide that he was about to shoot me a Titan salute.


“I’m just asking, not ordering,” I say. “If you want to eat by yourself and then come back for the announcement, that’s fine, too.” As badly as I want to pull him into the rest of the crew, I have to be careful. I don’t want to make the mistakes I made with Corvus—pushing too hard, too fast, not letting him take the alone time he needed when he came back from the war. And I know all of this must be especially strange for Daniil, who has never known a life outside of Titan. He must be lonely here, but I know it’s not a simple thing to forge new bonds to replace old ones.


“I’ll be there, Captain,” he says, very seriously, in a way that shows he is definitely taking it as an order.


I suppress a sigh. I could push it further, but really, I do want him to be there. “Appreciate it,” I say, and head out.


I take a long bath before dinner, both because I’ll never tire of the luxury and because I need some time to calm my nerves. No matter how excited I am about my announcement, the anxiety is always there, too. And the desire for a drink. That always rears its head at moments like these. But tonight’s not gonna be the night that it wins. Not with my whole crew counting on me, and not when everything is finally going right for us.


For the first time in a long time, everything is good in our corner of the universe. We solved the mystery of Gaia’s decline at the hands of its alien Planetary Defense System, stopped the war between the Titans, Nibirans, and Gaians before the PDS on Nibiru could trigger the same fate there, and got our asses out of there before we could all be arrested for the various forms of treason that most of us committed along the way.


But I still can’t shake the belief that it’s only a matter of time before something from our past catches up with us and everything goes wrong again. Maybe it’s just because I’ve felt hunted my whole life, and never known a system that wasn’t on the brink of war… but somehow, I don’t think so. We’ve been involved in too much, and know too much, to be allowed to walk away from it all. There will be a reckoning eventually.


I submerge my head under the warm water and let those thoughts float away. They can wait. Tonight is about good news.


I toss on a dress shirt and nice pants for the occasion, rather than the standard-issue jumpsuits most of us wear around the ship. The prosthetic fingers of my right hand fumble with the buttons, but I manage it and then drag a comb through the unruly tumble of my hair. It’s growing out long and wild lately, but I’m kind of digging the look.


By the time I’m ready for dinner, everyone is waiting for me. I step into the room and pause, briefly overtaken by the sight of everyone gathered in the mess hall. I still remember the immense pressure I felt leading a crew that wasn’t just my family for the first time. Hell, even taking charge of my family was a huge challenge not so very long ago. But it feels right, standing up here now, looking over my crew. A couple of ex-pirates, a Titan deserter, and of course, my siblings, raised on the smuggling ship Fortuna—may she rest in peace. Born all over the system, most of us in trouble with one planetary government or another, many without a single place to call a legal home aside from the one we’ve created on this former pirate vessel. Altogether, they’re probably the motliest crew of criminals all over the system.


I’m so damn proud.


“Hey, everyone,” I say, moving to the head of the table and remaining on my feet. The chatter quiets, and their eyes follow me. I don’t have to work to gain their attention like I once did. “As you all know, we’ve all been through a lot over the last several months,” I say, looking from face to face. “We’ve seen planets end.” I think of the bio-weapon spreading over Titan; and Gaia, plagued by unnatural storms stemming from the Primus statues. “And many of us fought in a horrible war.” Kitaya still burns in my memory. I suspect it always will. “And… perhaps worst of all… we’ve had to work for fucking politicians.” That one earns me a smattering of chuckles and wry grins, along with an exasperated look from Corvus. I smile at him before continuing. “I know we’ve all got our scars, whether visible or not.” Now I can’t help but look down at my prosthetic hand, flexing my new fingers. Admittedly, now that I’ve gotten used to them, I barely even think about the fact it’s not my real hand… but that moment of pain and loss and terror is still sharp in my memory. “But in the end, we fought for peace, and we got it. Each and every one of you helped make that possible, and I’m damn proud to have you all on my ship.” I take a deep breath, letting my hand drop to my side again.


“But I’ve been promising for a while that I’d find a way to make it so that this isn’t your only option, and I think I’ve finally figured out how to pull through on that. I’m working with Eri and Halon for a way to get to Pax.” Most of them look surprised. Some—like Lyre—are openly disappointed. Pax is a dangerous little desert world, and nobody’s first choice, but it’s the only choice for most of us. It doesn’t have as much government oversight as the other planets, with its lack of a formal leader, and it’s also the only planet without an alien Planetary Defense System. “They say it’s easier to disappear there, if that’s what you want. Get a new identity. A fresh start. We can head to meet them once we finish up on Gaia.” I pause, letting that sink in, before continuing.


“But before that, I’m going to ask you all to stay on board for one last mission. When this is over, should you choose to, you’re free to go your own separate ways. You’ll always have a home on Memoria, but if you’ve had your fair share of adventure, I’m not gonna hold it against you. Before that, though, I need you all at my side this one last time. This is important. Maybe the most important thing we’ve ever done.” I pause and let the silence stretch out till it’s ready to snap. Even Corvus is looking at me with his brow furrowed, uncertain of what I’m about to say.


“And that very important mission is…” I bite the inside of my cheek to hold back a grin, maintaining the somber facade for as long as I can manage. “… We’re going on vacation in the Golden City! We’ll spend a full week there before heading onward to Pax.”


There’s a moment of silence. Corvus shuts his eyes and sighs loud enough to be audible in the quiet room. Then Orion lets out a bright peal of laughter, and the room erupts in excited conversation.


“All of us can go?” Orion asks eagerly.


“All of us,” I confirm. On our past trips, almost everyone has stayed on board while we sold our wares in the city, to lower our chances of being recognized. But we haven’t run into trouble yet, and I feel confident enough to take a risk for the sake of one last hurrah together.


“Finally,” Pol says. “I’m sick of sitting on the ship while you get to go have fun.” He grimaces. “And getting knocked out whenever we go to Gaia.”


“Never been to Zi Vi,” Daniil is saying to Corvus. “Is it really all they say?”


“It’s more than they say,” Orion says, reaching over to clap him on the shoulder. “The Golden City is the jewel of the system. You’ll see.”


“Yes, it’s great, so long as you’re a fan of drugs and nudity,” Izra drawls.


“Scorpia, I hope you haven’t forgotten our deal,” Lyre calls out, and I try not to wince as I remember my expensive promise to pay for an education on Deva for her.


“Right, right, right,” I say, clapping my hands to regain everyone’s attention. “Now, we have some business to attend to as well. Sell whatever we grab on this trip to Gaia, hopefully solidify some business connections we can use in the future. But for the most part, I just want the lot of you to have some fun. I think we all deserve it after everything.” I look around the room, at the genuine excitement on everyone’s faces. Even Izra has a hint of a smile, though it shifts into a scowl the moment I look at her.


It feels good to see them happy. To know that I have the power to make them happy. Once, I would’ve thought the best thing I could do was give them safety, and leave it at that. But right now, the future seems brighter than I’ve ever hoped for.















CHAPTER TWO



History of the Lost


Corvus


The ship shudders as it fights through Gaia’s atmosphere, and the straps of my launch chair dig into my chest. The winds scream and claw at us. Every time I tell myself that Memoria will endure, and Scorpia and Orion will guide us safely through the unnatural storms again—yet it never feels certain. Gaia does not want us here; the Planetary Defense System will do all it can to rip us apart to prevent us from reaching the surface.


Yet, like every other time, we survive. The ship settles and the engine fades down to a low rumble. Outside, the winds still howl, but they failed once more to keep us at bay.


Even the bumpy landing isn’t enough to dampen everyone’s spirits. Scorpia’s announcement that we’re heading to Zi Vi isn’t as exciting for me as it is for many of the others, and I’m not sure how I feel about the potential for some of our crew members to leave us for a life on Pax, but at least I can look forward to a few weeks without any trips to this desolate world. Still, as Drom, Izra, and I prepare for another venture out onto the storm-torn surface for loot, I try to keep in mind that we have one more obstacle before our little vacation.


“Focus up,” I say, zipping closed my orange surface suit, a remnant from our council-funded first trip here on Memoria. “We have work to do.”


“Oh, shut it,” Drom says. “It’s not like Gaia’s gonna be any different than last time. Still as dead as before.”


Irritation bubbles up in me, but I push it back down. Drom is always itching for a fight, lately, but I’m not going to be the one to give it to her. “If you don’t want to come, I can find someone else,” I tell her, as mildly as I can manage.


She bristles. “Yeah? Who? The Titan deserter? Not even you trust him.”


Before I can respond to that, Izra smacks Drom’s helmet. “I don’t trust you to watch my back if you’re not going to take it seriously,” she says. “Gaia’s still dangerous. You know how many people I watched die to storms and landslides on Titan?”


Drom rolls her eyes, but bites her tongue and finishes suiting up. I’m fairly certain Izra is the only one who could get away with talking to her like that. I shoot her a grateful look, but she either doesn’t notice or ignores it.


Lyre, Scorpia, and Daniil are all out on the ramp already, bathing in the red-tinged light of Nova Vita, since the weather is calm enough for them to get some fresh air. Daniil sits apart from the others, huddled with his knees to his chest, likely recovering from the rough landing. Orion must still be in the cockpit, holding his post in case we need an emergency liftoff, and Pol is knocked out by the sleeping pills we give him whenever we land here to prevent another adverse reaction. Whenever he’s conscious on Gaia, he complains about an earsplitting noise the rest of us can’t hear—something related to his sickness, we’ve gathered.


“Remember,” Scorpia says, “the more you find, the more credits we have to blow in Zi Vi. I’ve got some rich lady on Deva who’s eager to buy—get us some pretty shit to sell.” She pauses, and then adds, “Oh yeah, and be careful, and all.”


“Yeah, yeah, we know the drill,” Drom grumbles.


“Don’t forget to check on Pol in about an hour,” I tell Scorpia. I head for the ramp and pause beside Daniil—wondering, as always, if I should try to reach out to him, to say something. He always wanted to leave Titan for Pax, and soon he’ll have his chance to start a new life there. I’m running out of time to try to repair our damaged relationship. But as usual, I find myself at a loss. I clear my throat, click on my helmet, and carry onward to Gaia’s surface. I wait for Izra and Drom to do the same and turn on their comms, and then say, “Let’s hustle. This weather won’t last forever.”


No matter how many times we’ve been here before, the extent of the devastation in Levian still strikes me anew every time I see it. Once a shining testament to humanity’s resilience, one of the first cities established in Nova Vita—now, nothing but rubble. As we push deeper into the city, I spot a fallen billboard half-hidden in the mess: Talulah Leonis’s face flickers up at us, half of it reduced to dead pixels. I shake my head and carry on, but Drom pauses to stomp on it, killing the image for good.


The Gaians paid heavily for the hubris of their former leader. In her push to make her proud civilization less dependent on the others in the system, she instead turned their own world against them by placing too much trust in alien technology. When faced with the consequences, she then wiped out Titan and tried to do the same to Nibiru. It still makes me sick with anger to think of all the things that Leonis did. At least she, too, paid the price in the end, thanks to my sister. My only regret is that I couldn’t do it myself.


Yet, I sometimes feel guilty about ransacking a city that I once knew to be so full of life. I walk over twisted metal and ruined buildings and see the ghosts of homes, and schools, and churches. Abandoned lives and lost culture.


But it is difficult to feel too guilty when the rest of the system is too busy fighting among themselves to come here and save any of it before it is buried forever in the destruction. And my family has turned a profit off of much worse things.


Thinking of the loss of culture here gives me an idea. I turn on the lights on my fingertips and signal to the others to follow me as I head to the once-glamorous Itsennen district. I make my way to a familiar building, now half caved in, but with enough of it still standing to give me hope.


The Levian Museum of Art has the boxy architecture characteristic of Gaia, but with a playfulness the surrounding buildings lack. It has the appearance of several bricks stacked on top of one another, with a piece carved out of each to create a hole in the midsection. There, a set of lifts is meant to take visitors to the top, so the exhibits can be explored from the top down.


“A museum? Seriously?” Drom asks over the comms.


“Some of its paintings are supposed to be relics from Earth,” I say. “They’re priceless.”


“Personally,” Izra says, “I’d prefer something with a price.”


I sigh. “Trust me. We can sell a lot of this. Especially if Scorpia has a wealthy Devan client.”


Despite their doubt, they follow me. When I visited this place as a child on a school trip, we explored the museum the way it was designed to be explored, descending through the stories of the building, which display galleries from different time periods in reverse chronological order. Now, I don’t trust the battered lifts to operate correctly, nor do I fancy the thought of being inside without an easy exit, so we break through a security door on the bottom floor. We move through a musty storeroom to what was usually reserved as the museum’s final exhibit: displays of art saved from long-ago Earth.


The building—once pristine, artistic, and stylized—is a wreck. I’m surprised how much it stings to see it fallen. The shutters have been ripped off of the windows and the glass shattered, and this bottom level has flooded. The once-plush carpet is filthy, its former color indistinguishable. Many of the display cases have toppled, their relics buried under heaps of glass and metal. Shards of ceramics are scattered among the wreckage. Ancient books lie facedown on the sodden carpet. History and culture preserved since humankind’s exodus from Earth, now ruined.


When I take off my helmet to get a better look, the stink of mold chokes me and glass crunches beneath my boots. Expecting the worst, I move onward—and breathe a sigh of relief as I enter the next exhibit. The holoscreens meant to display information about the paintings here have died, and the white walls are rife with water stains and mold, but much of the art seems salvageable, saved by Plexiglas display cases.


“This is all worth taking,” I say, gesturing with my lights. “We’ll have to extract them from the cases, then from the frames, and roll them up. Carefully.” I cut my gaze to Drom. “Their value will go down considerably if they’re damaged.”


She gives me a mocking Titan salute. I ignore her and shed my gloves for the delicate work. Izra stays near the shattered windows, keeping watch on both our surroundings and the state of the weather overhead. This careful process would be difficult for her, regardless, with only one good hand. Her left arm was patched up decently back on Nibiru, but the Primus gun attached to it is still dead. She refuses to have it removed, so for now it’s merely in the way most of the time.


A tearing sound pulls my attention to Drom.


“Shit,” she says, scowling down at the painting she’s crouched over. “This isn’t one of the valuable ones, is it? It looks like a fuckin’ finger painting.”


I walk over, look down at the painting, and instantly recognize it as an old Earth classic. The kind of piece we covered in my history education on Gaia. I clear my throat, trying not to estimate how much it might be worth. “Let me handle the paintings from now on,” I say, and leave it at that.


After securing the paintings I deem most valuable, we proceed to the second floor. This area holds artwork from the generation ships on their way to Nova Vita, almost all digital due to the careful allocation of resources during the long trip from Earth to here. This story is arranged as one huge room, high-ceilinged and windowless, the stairs tucked away in the corners to leave the space as open as possible. The lights are dim and yellow, and the walls painted in a metallic silver to recreate the atmosphere on the ships.


This exhibit was my favorite as a child. Most of my classmates didn’t have much interest in it. The dim, enclosed space made them uncomfortable—but for me, it felt like Fortuna. Like home. I remember wishing I could have brought Scorpia to see it.


These art pieces are simple compared to the complex, immersive digital artwork created on Gaia, which is held on the upper levels of the museum. They don’t have the same ancient feeling of the relics from Earth, either. But I admire the beauty in the simplicity, and the natural themes the space generations favored. I always found it moving to think of them floating out in the vast emptiness, a broken home behind and no guarantee of survival ahead, still taking the time to make art. And as someone who has spent much of his life on a spacecraft, I can appreciate the images they chose to replicate in order to find comfort in the darkness.


“Never understood the point of this shit,” Izra says, pulling me from my nostalgia as she wanders in behind me. Drom must have stayed below. I should call her to us, but the sky is quiet for now, and I could use a break from her attitude.


“You prefer Titan art?” I went to a museum there, once, when I was on leave. Most of it was paintings depicting famous battles, and statues of old war heroes.


Izra snorts. “That propaganda? No.” She walks over to one of the nearby podiums and jabs the button on top with her gun arm. A small, rotating holosphere, slowly changing colors, appears in the air above the table. I’m honestly not sure if the pixelated glitches are a result of damage, or part of the piece. It’s surprising that it still works at all, but perhaps the Gaians kept the original, discrete power sources the pieces were originally made with, rather than hooking them up to their own power grid. “But at least that has a purpose. The fuck is this supposed to be?”


I walk over and touch my hand to the top of the sphere. It slowly unfurls into the shape of a flower, still changing colors. A few holographic petals drift upward and melt away into nothingness. I watch it, and then look at Izra. “Did you know that flowers grew on Titan, once?”


She looks back at me, unimpressed. “What do I care about flowers?”


I shut off the hologram and move onward to the next table. “I remember this one.” I press the button, and the soft sound of rain fills the surrounding area. Above my head, holographic raindrops appear and fall upward to splash against the white ceiling. It strikes the same chord as the first time I saw it, dredging up something tender and melancholy from deep inside me. I stand, head tilted back to watch the digital rain defy gravity, for several long seconds before I realize Izra is staring at me.


“What?” I ask.


“You’re into this shit,” she accuses.


“I wouldn’t say I’m into it.” I pause, consider, and relent. “But I was raised here. You’ll have to forgive some Gaian tendencies.”


She walks across the room to me, and jabs me in the chest with one finger. “You’re all soft, deep down, aren’t you? You gonna recite poetry next?”


I stand perfectly still, watching the faint blue light of the holographic rain shimmer on her skin. That is my favorite part about the art in here—how it invites you to be a part of it—and I can’t bring myself to be embarrassed about my appreciation for it right now. Perhaps there is a little bit of Gaian still in me, after all.


The sound of laser-fire downstairs shatters the moment.


Izra and I both draw our weapons and race for the stairs without hesitation. But the first floor is quiet once we reach it. Drom stands with her back to a wall, her weapon aimed at a still-smoking hunk of metal on the floor. She holsters it when she sees us.


“No worries,” she says. “Only a drone. Damn thing came in through a window.”


Izra walks over to the fallen drone and nudges it with a boot, but it doesn’t move.


I lower my weapon. “You should’ve hidden and let it pass by. Shooting it down will only draw attention.”


“Yeah, well, figured we didn’t want it recording us and beaming it back to whoever-the-fuck,” Drom says.


Assuming the drone was live-streaming its feed, the damage is already done. But judging from the flush spreading across Drom’s face, I don’t think shooting it was a logical move, no matter what she argues. She’s been on edge ever since the war on Nibiru.


Izra picks the machine up by one broken propeller and flips it over, revealing the unmistakable barrel of a weapon beneath—and a stamp that reads Made in Pax.


“Since when does Pax send out armed drones?” I ask.


“Since Deva started shooting them down?” Izra retorts. She drops the broken machine to the floor with a dull clunk.


Both Pax and Deva are still picking the bones of Titan’s carcass despite the fact it’s technically reclaimed territory, so it doesn’t surprise me that they’re scavenging here on Gaia, too. But sending drones to investigate, or even to harvest materials, is one thing. Sending in automated weaponry is another entirely.


“I don’t like this,” I say. “Where there’s one drone, there’s bound to be more. Let’s head back to the ship.”


“Oh, come on,” Drom says. “This is hardly a haul. You really afraid of a few drones?”


As if in response, a sound comes from outside. I hold up a hand, and we all listen to the growing, unmistakable buzzing noise of approaching drones.


And, from the sound of it, there’s far more than a few.


“Up to the second floor,” I say. “No windows. We’ll funnel them through the doorway.”


As we race for the stairs, the drones begin pouring in—through the shattered windows, holes in the wall, the door we left cracked for our exit. Each one is only about the size of my head, but that doesn’t make them any less deadly, especially when they’re swarming in the dozens like this. We make it to the second floor just as they fire off the first shots, lasers peppering the stairs at our heels.


Drom rushes to barricade the door to the third story so we won’t be fighting on two fronts. Izra and I hold the doorway. The drones quickly force us back with their barrage of laser-fire, and we duck behind two of the metal podiums holding art projectors. My arm stings. I’ve already been grazed with a shot that would’ve done more damage if not for my suit taking most of the impact. Izra, too, has had her suit punctured in a couple of places, though I see no blood. They’re too fast, too precise, their movements too in sync.


“They’re automated,” I shout across to the others, as we struggle to hold them back with our own fire. Good news, as it means we likely only triggered a self-defense system, rather than being discovered by someone who wants to kill us. Yet bad news, as it means we’ll never outshoot them; we can’t beat their targeting and reflexes with our flawed human bodies.


But we can outsmart them. Automated drones have one glaring weakness, and we are in a perfect place to exploit it. “Confuse the targeting systems, they’re based on movement!” I slap the button on the podium behind me to demonstrate. The holographic art piece folds out from the top—and the sound of rustling grass is immediately drowned out by responding fire from the drones. I lean around the podium and shoot down two of them while they’re focused on the hologram.


Izra grins as she catches on. She activates her own podium, sending digital flames crackling out the top, and the drones swap targets again.


Soon the room is a kaleidoscope of movement and color and sound. Drones fall to the floor one after another against a backdrop of holographic beauty. Rushing water, birdsong, and the roar of a snowstorm fill the room, all punctured with the steady ping of laser-fire from both us and the drones. By the time the shooting has died down, the metallic walls and podiums are all pocketed with dents and scorch marks. Several of the holograms crackle and pixelate. The last few flicker out after a minute, leaving us in silence.


“Fucking hell,” Drom says, breathing hard, as she emerges from the back of the room. She kicks one of the smoking fallen drones to clatter into the wall. The floor is littered with at least a couple dozen of them. “Thought they’d never stop coming.”


I move to the descending stairwell and listen for more drones, or additional company brought by the sounds of the fight, but there’s nothing. Still, there’s no telling what kind of attention we’ve pulled to ourselves. I’d guess there are living Paxians somewhere on the planet as well—and even if not, those back on Pax are unlikely to be happy about us destroying their property. I’ve no idea how much these drones are worth, but I can’t imagine they’re cheap. And we have enough enemies as it is.


I was hoping for a chance to explore the higher floors, but there’s no time for that now.


“Pack up what you can, and quickly,” I say. “Let’s get back to the ship.”


Our packs are only half-full by the time we notice dark clouds gathering overhead and make the final call. We’re all geared up for a storm, but none of us are eager to be caught in the middle of one. The last time we were here, the weather was so bad we were forced to seek shelter in the city overnight. Drom sprained her ankle as we rushed out of the rain, and we had to drop a quarter of our haul so we could help her back to the ship.


This time, we’re luckier. If we leave now, we should be able to beat it. We suit up and set off for the ship, wordlessly picking up our pace to race against the incoming storm.


Then we round a corner in Levian and come face-to-face with a group of strangers.


They’re clearly just as surprised to see us as we are to see them, and in the moment of mutual stunned stillness, I take in as many details as I can. They’re wearing orange suits identical to ours, though their chests are emblazoned with a dark blue emblem in the shape of a pair of wings. Their tinted visors conceal their features. There are six of them.


That’s as far as my mind gets before everyone starts drawing weapons. I do so, too, though I also jut out my free hand to signal defense, not aggression. Too late, I realize it’s a Titan army signal, which only Izra will recognize, but Drom seems to get the idea.


The strangers don’t fire, either. Likely means they’re here on official business, rather than scrappers—not that it improves the situation much for us. One of them turns toward my hand signal, and then sharply back at my helmet-concealed face. Alarm shoots through me—but they don’t stand like soldiers, nor do their weapons look Titan military-issue. They’re more like the compact blasters that Gaian law-enforcers would carry.


“Lay down your weapons and state your business,” the one at the front says, voice muffled through their helmet.


Scorpia would know what to say here to defuse the situation, but I’ll have to do my best. “Not until we know who we’re speaking to.”


“We are representatives of the Interplanetary Alliance, here to reclaim the land and materials that belong to our people,” she says, drawing herself up tall and rigid with a righteous indignation that immediately makes me think Gaian. “And you are trespassing on our planet.”


“The who?” Drom asks, before I can respond.


The Interplanetary Alliance. The name is new to me, but it can only mean that Nibiru, Gaia, and Titan are making strides to unite—and apparently take back the planets they left behind. They’re moving much faster than anticipated. Bad news for us, as we’re no longer on their good side. “Didn’t realize the Alliance was already moving to reclaim this area. We’ll leave.”


“Yes,” the woman says stiffly. “You will. Just as soon as you tell me which planet sent you, and hand over everything you’ve looted.”


I hate the thought of handing over our haul. We need the credits, especially if we’re going to be grounded on Deva, and then Pax, for a while. But if the Alliance forces recognize us, we could risk a lot more than this. We didn’t leave Nibiru on good terms with any of the planetary governments, and Scorpia and I have always known they’d come after us when the dust settled after the war. We just didn’t think it would be so soon.


I don’t like our odds in a fight here, especially when we’re already worn out from the encounter with those Paxian drones. So we’ll have to try to talk. Lying always comes so easily to Scorpia. Not so much for me. But we already have a plan in place for something like this. I cross my arms over my chest in a Gaian greeting. “We’re not looters. We’re here on behalf of Shey Leonis to collect cultural artifacts of significance.” I glance around, well aware that I have weapons aimed at me. “May I take my pack off and show you what I have?”


The woman seems to chew it over for a moment, and then she dips her chin in a brief nod.


Thank the stars we went to the museum today instead of getting our usual haul of the most valuable technology we can find. I’m able to lend our story some credibility by pulling out a few of the rolled-up paintings and art projectors from my bag. “I’ll give you what we have, and we’ll leave,” I say, once I’ve slowly emptied out my pack. Izra and Drom surrender some of theirs, too, though I can tell they’re holding on to a portion of what we grabbed, in the hopes they won’t scrutinize us too closely. “But I’m sure you understand that what we’re doing isn’t strictly legal, so… I hope you don’t feel the need to take down our information, since we’re complying.”


There’s a moment of silence. Sweat trickles down the back of my suit.


“I understand,” the woman says, finally. “It looks like a genuine case of getting our wires crossed. You’re doing a good thing out here. Thank you for what you’ve done to help preserve Gaia.” She gestures to the others. “Gather the goods and move on.” They do so, though a couple of them cast confused glances back at her.


I stay where I am. Suspicion overshadows my relief.


That was too easy. Far too easy. We weren’t even searched or interrogated. Could this be a trick to get us to let our guard down? Are her people setting a trap for us ahead?


The woman in charge lingers behind as the others leave, confirming my suspicions that we aren’t done here. As their footsteps recede, she turns to us and says, “Okay, cut the bullshit. You’re the Kaisers, aren’t you?”


My hand automatically goes for my weapon, but she makes no aggressive moves herself, and she’s left herself outnumbered here. So after a moment, I pull my hand away from my gun and instead remove my helmet, since the weather is calm enough to risk it.


She nods to herself. “Corvus. We’ve not been acquainted yet, but my name is Commander Yvette Zinne.”


The name still isn’t ringing any bells for me, but after a moment she takes her helmet off. The face is familiar: brown skin, straight eyebrows, and a serious expression. “You’re the one who took care of Pol when he was being treated on Gaia.”


Zinne nods. “And before that, to my shame, I was Talulah Leonis’s head of security.”


She meets my eyes, and then makes a Gaian gesture so formal and complicated it takes me a moment to parse. It’s one of those I’ve only studied and never had the occasion to use, conveying a combination of respect and shame. “And I know more than most about what your family really did.”


I tense. That could mean… a wide range of things, truly. Our family history is complicated at best. But after a moment, Zinne says, “Which is why I’m going to let you go.”


She pauses. “But don’t you dare use Shey Leonis’s name to get yourself out of trouble again. I won’t have you staining her reputation just when she’s repaired it.”


“Understood.” Assuming that means we’re done, I step back. “You won’t find us here again.”


“I really hope not,” she says. “Now go. I’ll give you thirty minutes before I call in this sighting to the IA. We’re under orders to arrest you on sight.”


I’m already hurrying to replace my helmet and zip up my bag, but that gives me pause. “Arrest us?” I ask, though I dread the answer. “For what?” I knew the Alliance would hold a grudge against us—but I didn’t realize they would go so far.


Her brow creases. “For…” She stops, taking a harder look at me. “Stars. You don’t even know?”


I shake my head wordlessly. She looks away. I can tell she’s grappling with whatever she’s about to say next. Finally, she grimaces, and pulls a comm out of her pack. “If anyone asks, you didn’t get it from me. But you need to see this before you go.”















CHAPTER THREE



Most Wanted


Scorpia


Lyre and I play cards in the cargo bay while we wait for the ground team to return. She soundly beats me each and every hand. Literally every hand.


“Are you trying to lose?” she asks, annoyed.


“Huh?” I tear my eyes away from the brewing storm on the horizon. “No. I’m just bad. No need to rub it in.”


“It’s just that, statistically speaking, you should win at least occasionally, if only due to dumb luck. And yet…” She gestures wordlessly.


I look at her, look at my cards—just as terrible as the last several—and let them tumble out of my hand. The wind gusting through the open ramp scatters them across the cargo bay. “Oops,” I say. “Wind’s kicking up.”


“Scorpia!” Lyre pushes to her feet and scrambles after the fallen cards as the wind continues pushing them away. “This is our last good deck after Pol spilled curry all over the other one!”


“Wind,” I repeat, and bite my thumbnail as I turn again to the horizon. A storm is coming.


Thankfully, the others beat it back. The sight of all three of them approaching quells the anxiety gnawing at my stomach lining, but when Corvus climbs up the ramp and pulls off his helmet, his expression brings it right back.


“What?” I ask before he can get a word out, hoping it’s nothing more than a bad haul.


He runs a hand through his sweat-slicked hair and sighs. “We need to get off of the planet. Immediately.”


I frown. “Okay. Launch seats, everyone.” I start to head up to the cockpit but grab Corvus’s arm before he can pull away. He falls into step beside me. “What’s going on?”


“He let the Alliance goons steal our whole haul, is what happened,” Drom says, clomping right along behind us and wrestling with her suit straps as she walks. “We could’ve taken ’em. Easy.”


“The who?”


“The Interplanetary Alliance,” Corvus says. “Seems Nibiru, Titan, and Gaia have a new name, and a new plan to start retaking their planets.” He stops there, though it looks like he’s holding himself back from saying more.


And this is bad news enough—not only because it’ll make it impossible for us to continue scavenging on the abandoned worlds. We’ve been hoping they’d be too busy managing their alliance to come after us. Surely they have enough of their own problems, between trying to make peace between three peoples who were recently trying to kill one another, and the fact that Deva and Pax will undoubtedly see this new coalition as a threat.


But we always knew this would happen eventually. The Alliance leadership can’t be happy about us running around the system with our knowledge about the Planetary Defense Systems, even though the Nibirans are the ones who hired us to discover the truth about them on Gaia. Plus, there’s the fact that the Nibirans must hate Corvus and I for disobeying their orders to end the war, and Altair hates us for blackmailing him into peace, and I’m sure the Gaians hate us, too, just on principle. They’ll find a way to punish us. If they’re already moving to reclaim their lost planets, that means they’re stable enough to do it sooner, rather than later.


And they know we’re here, so getting off of this planet needs to be the priority. With that storm headed our way, I don’t trust any of our trainee copilots in the chair today.


“All right. We’ll talk more after launch. Someone make sure Pol is strapped in.”


Once we’re safely out of Gaia’s turbulent atmosphere, I head straight to Corvus’s room.


“Please don’t tell me we managed to piss off some Paxians, too,” I say.


His guilty look tells me everything. “I… thought it was more prudent to mention the IA incident first. But how did you know?”


I sigh, holding up my comm. “We got a message from a Silvania Azenari. I had to look her up. She was the Paxian representative at the Interplanetary Council.” I vaguely remember there being some confusion about her presence, since Pax doesn’t have a formal leader. “Tell me we didn’t shoot some Paxian scrappers.”


“Just some drones,” Corvus says. He pauses, and then corrects, “A lot of drones.”


I rub a hand across my face. “Shit. Well, okay. Hopefully this doesn’t mean we have Pax on our ass now, too.” I drum my fingers on the side of the comm before hitting the play button.


A holographic visual of Silvania expands above the device. I remember her once I see her: a middle-aged woman with brown skin, long, dark hair, and a weird metal box implanted in the back of her skull. Ugh, Paxians.


“Captain Kaiser,” she says. Her smile says this message isn’t a threat, but I’ve dealt with enough politicians not to trust that. “I just reviewed some drone footage and almost thought I saw some of your crew on Gaia. Weird, huh? Surely a reputable woman like yourself wouldn’t be trespassing on Interplanetary Alliance Territory. And neither would I, of course. But, weirdest thing… the footage disappeared right after I watched it.” She shrugs. “Anyway, sorry if my malfunctioning drones caused you any trouble. If you ever find yourself around Pax, I’ll buy you a drink sometime to make up for it.”


The image disappears. I lower the comm, frowning. “Not sure what to make of that.”


“I’m guessing it’s an ‘I won’t tell if you won’t.’”


“Hmm.” And the offer to buy me a drink is a clear enough message—she wants something from me. “Well, guess we might need to lie low on Deva for longer than anticipated. Whatever this is, I want no part of it.”


Corvus grimaces. “About lying low on Deva… I was given some information on Gaia by a certain Commander Zinne.”


It takes me a moment to place the name. “Oh, right. She arrested me once.”


“I suppose we’re lucky she was more sympathetic this time. She gave me…” He stops and, instead of continuing, holds out his comm. A document is already open on it, and dread halts me in my place as I see the title: The Interplanetary Alliance’s Most-Wanted List.


“Shit,” I say. “How many of us are on here?”


“I didn’t read much of it without you,” Corvus says, but his dour expression says much more.


“Shit,” I say again, more emphatically. My fingertip hovers above the comm screen, but I pull it back and let out a long breath. “Well, let’s gather the crew in the lounge. Everyone should see this.”


The crew’s curiosity is already bubbling over after our impromptu departure from Gaia, so it’s not hard to get them together. Even Pol comes in, slouching on the couch and barely able to keep his eyes open with the lingering effects of the tranquilizer in his system. He’s too tired to brush off Corvus fussing over him to make sure the drugged-up launch didn’t do any damage. Drom sits on Corvus’s other side, while Lyre and Orion take up another couch, and Izra sprawls across her favorite armchair in the corner. Daniil remains standing near the door, leaning against the wall with his arms folded over his chest.


I head to the front of the room and plug Corvus’s comm into our holoscreen projector—an admittedly banged-up but still cutting-edge piece of tech we swiped for ourselves on our last trip to Gaia.


Then I turn to the others and ask, “Anyone wanna take bets on who tops the IA’s most-wanted list?”


“Where did you get that?” Lyre asks, her eyes going wide.


I grin. Just for a little bit longer, I want to savor the feeling of knowing something before she does. I’m not going to feel bad about it when she spent days preening over the fact that she was the first to find out that Nibiru, Gaia, and Titan had officially announced their peace treaty and intention to live together on Nibiru.


“Oh, you know,” I say with a breezy shrug, “I have my sources.” Or rather, Corvus does, but she doesn’t need to know that.


“Show us already,” Izra snaps.


I hold up a hand for patience and wait for everyone to simmer down into grumbling before turning back to the comm. I hope nobody notices that my hands are shaking. Despite all the jokes and theatrics, I know that this list’s existence means a big change for many of us—maybe all of us—and maybe forever. But we have to know. I hold my breath and open the document.


It must have been designed for advanced holoscreens like this one, because the document immediately springs into holo-mode. I scroll past the very official and important-looking text, ignoring Lyre’s protests that she wants to read it. When I reach the first profile, the scrolling text is replaced by a hologram of a scowling man’s face. Statistics hover in the air around him: his name, his crimes, the place he was last seen, etcetera. This man is unfamiliar to me, which is a good thing, given that there’s an alarming amount of murders attributed to his name.


I scroll past the serial killers and kidnappers and the like. None of those on our ship, at least; we’re a bit pickier about the types of criminals we welcome on board. “Ooh, here we go, Titan deserters,” I say. “And… there! Our very own Orion Murdock, wanted for desertion from Titan forces and involvement in a terrorist plot against Nibiru!” This must be a mug shot they logged when he entered Ca Sineh, before he lost his deep tan and head of dark curls. Orion stands and bows dramatically to the room, earning some nervous chuckles and sarcastic clapping from Izra.


“Truly an honor,” Orion says, straightening up and getting a closer look at his profile on the list. “My street cred has never been higher. But nothing about my daring escape from Ca Sineh?”


“Technically not a crime on Nibiru, as long as there was no violence against the guards,” Lyre pipes up. “They consider it part of human nature to desire escape from confinement, so they don’t see fit to criminalize it.”


“But how will people know if it’s not on my record?” Orion asks, clearly disappointed.


I roll my eyes and keep scrolling. “Now we’re getting to the good shit,” I say. “Treason! Look, there’s Daniil!”


Daniil Naran: desertion and treason against Titan. I’m shocked at how hard-eyed he looks in the image they chose, wearing the Titan military uniform designating him as a colonel. The first thing he did when we hit open space was burn that uniform and launch the ashes out of the air lock.


He glances around as the room applauds again, rubbing the back of his neck with one scarred hand and giving a tentative smile, and it’s difficult to believe he’s the same man from the picture.


Despite all of my joking around, and the blasé attitudes of the rest of the crew, my chest constricts as I continue to scroll and find my younger siblings’ faces staring out from the screen. “Apollo Kaiser. Andromeda Kaiser. Lyre Kaiser,” I read out, trying to sound as casual as I did with the others, even though it scares me to know that the IA is out for them as well. I guess I should have expected it, but I’d hoped that they would escape association with our crimes and be able to lead normal lives if they chose it. Once, part of me would have been guiltily glad that the criminal record meant they were stuck on the same boat as me, even if that boat were sinking fast; now, I feel sad that they won’t have a choice about what kind of lives they want to lead. “Wanted for questioning regarding the crimes of the deceased Auriga Kaiser and Talulah Leonis… Oh, hey, that’s not so bad. Doesn’t say you’re being charged directly for anything.”


“We’re not?” Pol asks glumly.


“That’s a good thing, dumbass,” Drom says, nudging him with a shoulder. “Good criminals are the ones who don’t have a rap sheet.”


“I hope this list doesn’t make it to authorities on Deva,” Lyre says. “A criminal record won’t look good when I’m applying to the Zi Vi University.”


“We’ll pay for a new identity for you if we have to,” Corvus tells her. “You have nothing to worry about.”


“I mean, if it’s Deva, who knows?” I say, shrugging, and trying not to think about how expensive that would be on top of the education I already promised her. “Maybe they’ll count it as a bonus. Anyway…” I clear my throat, and bang out a drumroll on the table with one hand while I scroll with the other. “Next on the list is… me!” I throw both hands up in celebration. “Scorpia Kaiser, wanted for treason against Nibiru.” I lower my hands, stomach twisting. “Wow, treason. Guess I’ve really moved up in the world. I’ve come so far since my days of petty crime…” I feign wiping a tear from my eye, earning myself a few laughs, and keep a grin on my face despite the anxiety worming around in my gut. Treason. Damn. It’s really going to be hard for me to stay under the radar with a warrant out for something like that. I’m not sure if anywhere in the system will be truly safe for us ever again, even outside of the IA’s territory.


And funny to think that this, of all things, is considered my worst crime. I’ll own up to plenty of things: smuggling, theft, drug dealing, you name it. But treason? For turning Leonis over to the Titans in return for a peace agreement? Fuck that.


“There have to be people in the IA who know that this is a ridiculous charge,” Corvus says, with a surprising amount of venom. “Someone has to fight it.”


“I’m not holding my breath,” I say. “They’re all bullshit. Desertion, treason… They don’t really care about this. The war’s over.” The only reason they really want us is that we know too much. They would’ve found any excuse to come for us.


“Anyway, moving on, where is…” I scroll up farther and finally find Corvus’s name. “There you are! Corvus Kaiser. Wow, you’re listed even higher than I am?” I turn to shoot him a look. “Stars damn, Corvus, you’re a better criminal than me now? You just can’t let me have anything for myself, can you?”


He looks at me warily, but I can only maintain a serious face for a few seconds before bursting into laughter. He cracks a small smile. “What am I on there for?”


“Looks like… treason against Titan and Nibiru. Wow.” I lean over and mock-punch his shoulder. “Look at you. Star of the crew. Worst of the worst. You proud of yourself?”


He shrugs, as if it doesn’t matter, but he’s still smiling. I had worried that hearing something like this would’ve sent him into one of his broody, self-loathing spirals, especially given how much respect he once had for both General Altair and the Nibiran Council. Knowing that they both considered him a traitor might have broken him in the past. But as far as I can tell, he seems genuinely unconcerned.


I scroll through the rest of the list. Some of the names on here are familiar—old business contacts, well-known criminals scattered across various planets. But nobody I consider close. Eri and Halon have still evaded attention, it seems. And as far as our crew, that leaves…


“Guess that official pardon did the trick,” Izra says with a smirk. “Only one on the ship with a clean record. Who would’ve thought?”


“Won’t last long if you keep associating with us,” Corvus tells her.


She shrugs. “Wouldn’t last long if I was on my own, either.”


I’m still staring at the list, my amusement fading and irritation taking its place. The sheer nerve of putting us on a list like this, after we stopped an interplanetary war not once but twice, is pretty stars-damned astounding. Everything we did for them, and they call us criminals for not doing it their way. Plus, everything they did—all the death, and the lies, and the manipulation—and they’ll get away with it. I wonder how the history books will rewrite this one. I wonder if they’ll include me, staring down the barrel of Altair’s gun or losing my hand for a planet I never belonged to, or Corvus and Daniil laying down their weapons and calling off the fight despite their orders. Choices, and sacrifices, that saved millions of lives—and they have the gall to call them betrayals.


“These fuckers, sitting all prim and pretty and calling us criminals, like they’re any cleaner than us,” I say. “The Nibiran Council poisoned their own food supply and lied about it, but sure, whatever, that can be swept under the rug. And Altair attacking a planet and killing innocent civilians? Nah, that’s forgivable. And Khatri…” I trail off, thinking as hard as I can, but as far as I’m aware, the new Gaian president hasn’t done anything awful. Yet. “Khatri may be decent, but she’s still an alien fucker, so she’s on thin ice in my books.”


“I feel as though there was a point you were trying to make,” Corvus says.


“Right. As I was saying, they’d still be tearing each other apart if not for us. And yet we’re the criminals? Hah.” I shake my head. Much as I want to be flippant about it, it does bother me. “This is ’cause of us, you know? We did this. But they’ve erased us from the story.”


“Such is the way of the system. We’ve always known it.” Corvus looks at me, one corner of his mouth lifting in a sad sort of smile. “They were never going to let us be the heroes. Not people like us.”


“Well…” I wrestle with my emotions, annoyed at the fact that it stings. He’s right, I should’ve known better. “Well, fuck ’em, then.”


“Fuck ’em,” he agrees, which surprises a laugh out of me. “We know the truth of it.”


“Guess that has to be enough,” I say. But still, it’s no wonder we as a species are always falling into these endless, repeated cycles, when we sanitize the past so thoroughly it’s impossible to learn from it.


“So what’s our plan, then?” Lyre asks, her arms folded over her chest and shoulders braced in clear anticipation of bad news.


I think about it for a few moments, and then shrug. “I mean, as far as I see it, this is just another reason to stay out of the Interplanetary Alliance’s reach for a while,” I say. “Which we were already thinking about doing, yeah? Deva and Pax should still be safe enough, as long as they’re not part of the Alliance.” I look at Corvus for confirmation.


His expression is pensive. “There will still be a risk.”


“There’s a risk for us anywhere,” I say. “Always was, always will be. We just gotta be a little more careful. Keep our heads down, keep the law-breaking to a minimum.” I shrug. “Maybe our vacation on Deva will be more of an extended stay. That wouldn’t be so bad, would it?”


While most of the crew remains to discuss the list further, I retreat to my room and flop onto my bed, staring at my comm. The most-wanted list concerned all of us, so I wanted everyone to see. But I’ll admit, I haven’t been completely transparent with my crew. The moment we left Gaia’s atmosphere, a number of messages hit the ship’s inbox, which only I have access to. The first was the one from Silvania that I showed Corvus. The others… Well, the others made a lot more sense once Corvus showed me that list. I suspect the IA was hoping to catch us off guard on one of their planets, but once their scouting party reported sighting us, they decided to try a different tactic.


Bait.


The first message is labeled From: Councillor Ennia Heikki. To: Crew of the Memoria.


That one I scanned already. It was, as expected, a boring and formal invitation for us to come to Nibiru to “negotiate.” As if I would trust any of those Nibiran council members after the way they manipulated us and then put us on a wanted list. I considered sending back something petty in response, but I wasn’t sure if that would let them track our location, so I deleted it instead.


The other two are more surprising, and more concerning. The first: from Shey Leonis, to me. A video message. I desperately want to open it and see her face… but I’m also terrified that it will break my heart. And what if the IA is trying to use her against me?


But what if it’s not? What if it’s a personal message? What if she’s in some kind of trouble and needs our help? I cling to that last thought, and try to convince myself that’s the main reason I’m watching as I hit play.


“Hi, Scorpia.”


I panic and jab the pause button, freezing the image of her face against a plain white wall. Shit, this is embarrassing. But I wasn’t ready to see her again after the weeks apart and the way we left things. I’ve been trying so hard not to think about how everything finally seemed to be going right between us… and then went so very, very wrong. Stars, I miss her so much.


But now’s not the time to get sentimental. I scrub at my eyes, clear my throat, and resume the message.


“I heard you ran into an old friend of mine,” she says. She must mean Corvus’s run-in with Commander Zinne, which means she recorded this very recently. “I hoped to get a message to you sooner, but they’ve been monitoring me closely. Planetary security personnel have been here asking about you—if you’ve been in contact, if I know where you are, if I believe you’ve told anyone else about what we learned on Gaia. They want to find you. Badly. You need to stay away from the IA worlds.” She bites her lip. I try to focus on her message rather than thinking about how much I’ve always loved when she does that. “Please stay safe,” she says, “and don’t respond to this message.”


And that’s it. I close out of the message and press a hand to my eyes, breathing in deep. I don’t know what I expected. I guess I should be glad she isn’t in trouble, or being used by the IA to draw us in, but… stars damn, it hurts a lot to see her.


I shake it off, as best I can, and flip to the last unopened message. This one… this one I don’t know what to do with.


Message from: Helena Ives.


I remember Ives: the hungry young general who earned herself a reputation in viciousness on Titan, and very nearly purchased the Primus bio-weapon from me. The only thing that stopped that deal was my own conscience getting in the way.


And I also remember, all too well, some of the last words Altair spoke to me: The only peace my people will accept is one that we earn in blood.


But the message isn’t for me. It’s directly addressed to Daniil Naran—which raises a whole host of other questions. The first, and the most important, is: How much can we trust the newest addition to our crew?


I gnaw my lip, considering. But honestly, at the end of the day, this just feels like more trouble we don’t need. I hit delete.


Even when it’s gone, I can’t fight the sense that the system is shrinking around us, like a noose.















CHAPTER FOUR



Old Pains


Corvus


I’m on my way to make dinner when the sound of a fight in the mess hall reaches me. I hurry my steps. It’s been a while since the twins had one of their clashes, since Pol is always weaker than usual after trips to Gaia, and Drom has been working out her aggression in the training room with Izra, but that’s still what I expect to find.


What awaits me is worse. Drom is, predictably, the aggressor. But the person on the other end is Daniil, his own arms up in a defensive position as he retreats from her assault. Izra is watching from a table, sipping coffee.


“They’re fine,” she says, when she notices me in the doorway. “Nobody’s got a weapon.”


“This is not fine.” I storm past her and throw myself in between them. Drom pulls her punch before it hits me, growling under her breath in frustration. I hold out my arms to separate them. “Stop this. What’s going on?”


“This asshole thinks he can just hang out in here drinking coffee like he’s one of us,” Drom says, her lip curling.


“What? He can, Drom. He’s part of our crew.”


“No, he’s not. He’s just here until we can drop him off on Pax, isn’t he? We’re not bringing some fucking Titan war criminal on board permanently.” This is the most animated I’ve seen her since she returned from the war on Nibiru; it is unfortunate that hate is the emotion that lights her up. If it was only directed at me, I might even be glad for it, but Daniil doesn’t deserve this. “He’s not like us. He’s just another one of those fucking machines Titan churns out.” She leans over and spits on the floor in front of him. “Tell me. Were you on Kitaya, fucker? Did you burn my home? Did you give the order?”


Daniil meets her gaze with a surprising amount of calm. “No,” he says. “I would never have done that.”


“But you killed others,” she says. “Bet you had one of those nice exosuits that let you wipe out poor Nibirans by the dozen, didn’t you? Did it feel good to slaughter people who didn’t have a chance? Make you proud to be a Titan?”


Daniil’s eyes flicker.


“It doesn’t matter what he did or didn’t do,” I say, before he can answer. Once it’s clear Drom’s not going to throw another punch, I step back and stand beside Daniil. “Show me one person on this ship who hasn’t done something awful in their life.” She stares at me, betrayal written on her face, but I can’t let myself stop. I turned my back on Daniil for the sake of my family once before. I won’t do it again. He deserves a chance at redemption as much as any of us—maybe more, because he rarely had a choice in the matter. He was born into war and never expected to see peace in his lifetime. I place a hand on his shoulder. He looks sideways at me, and I meet his gaze for a moment before turning to Drom.
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