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For anyone who fought for your life in Rapture.


Glad to know I’m not the only one scarred by that game.
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      Please note the content warnings, and read at your own risk. This book is not cozy.


      But it does have lesbians.


      


      And to my mother, who asked me not to write spice into my books… you may want to skip chapter 23.


      (What can I say? It sells.)


      


      Content Warnings:


      Extreme violence, gore, blood, vomiting, near-death experiences, character death, dismemberment, decapitation, drowning, explicit sex, sudden spread of disease, loss of physical autonomy, PTSD, anxiety, manipulation, gun violence, hallucinations, war, thalassophobia.
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      Sergeant Nix Marr knew she was screwed when she stepped into the locker room amidst murmurs of visiting royalty.


      The Valkesh Army’s spirescraper—tall, circular buildings that stretched into the sky like stalagmites—was built in the shadow of the royal’s Grand Palace. But despite their proximity, despite all the honors and gratitude the Valkeshian government proffered its military, the royals continued to enjoy existence elsewhere.


      All but one, at least.


      And that one happened to be a pain in Nix’s ass.


      “—come to watch us train.” Garith, a kid on her squad, had their head buried in their locker. They only wore briefs and a tank top, their olive-toned legs on full display, but their excitement was unfazed by their physical state of dress.


      No one had noticed Nix enter, which meant her squad would be working on situational awareness next. She crossed her arms, her camera tucked under one elbow. “Who’s watching us train?” Her voice was sharp, and all twelve soldiers snapped to attention.


      It would have been satisfying if cold dread hadn’t tightened her chest.


      Garith resurfaced from their locker, clearing their throat. “Ah, s-sergeant. Didn’t see you there.”


      “I noticed,” Nix replied. “Who’s visiting?”


      “Subarch Kessandra,” an older ensign, Leon, said. He was close to making sergeant himself—and was arguably the nearest thing Nix had to a friend. He flashed a wry smile and gestured at the camera. “Find anything good this morning?”


      She barely heard him. A sudden roaring in her ears drowned him out, and a flash of an unbidden memory: Quian, laughing a little, shoving her shoulder as they lounged in a utilitarian recreation room. “Kessandra is just a person, Nix. I think you should go for it.”


      She shouldn’t have listened.


      “Sergeant?” Leon asked cautiously. They all had moments like this, brief instances where they’d zone out, where their hearts would pound a bit harder. But normally, Nix had better control. Normally, she could detach, shake off the panic, and handle the here and now.


      She drew a trembling breath, scrambling for calm. “Found a cardinal in the snow. Images might be blurry, but a few should turn out.”


      The camera in her hand—an Autographic Prime LZ, which cost enough of her salary that most days she felt guilty looking at it—was folded into a compact box, easy enough to tuck away in a locker during drills. A brass clasp at the top ensured the lens stayed compressed until needed. She fiddled with it as she stepped to her locker.


      Her squad watched mutely. Once she set the camera on a shelf and peeled off her jacket to prepare for their drills, noise picked back up. Unfortunately, so did the conversation.


      “I just can’t believe the Kessandra is coming here. She’s the best royal.” Garith sounded starstruck. They finally tugged on their trousers, hopping on one foot to pull them over their boots.


      Nix watched the debacle out of the corner of her eyes. Could have just taken the boots off first, but whatever.


      “That’s because Kessandra is the only royal who’d bother to visit.” Beside Garith, Claire patted deodorant under her armpits, her voice heavy with sarcasm. “Everyone else is required to commit their firstborn for the army, but not them. Eighteen subarchs, forty-three tertiarchs, and of course, Our Esteemed Primarch—and she’s the first to join. That automatically makes me like her.”


      “You’d better watch your tone about the rest,” Leon said, warning in his voice.


      Claire clamped her mouth shut, eyes sweeping to Nix.


      “He’s right,” Nix said begrudgingly. She was already wearing her uniform, and tossed her sergeant’s jacket into her locker. As always, she tucked her camera behind it—none of these kids would mess with her stuff, but she didn’t want to open the invitation. Other squads used these lockers too. “Plus, she only served for three years—she’s been discharged for four. Hardly a glowing career.”


      She pushed the words through gritted teeth, but couldn’t help the sarcasm.


      “That’s because she moved into PR.” Claire gestured at the sepia-toned photograph mounted near the training room’s entrance. It was Kessandra posing with a serviceman’s pistol, offering an encouraging smile to the camera. Underneath, a placard had been mounted with heavy golden bolts: Don’t be afraid to draw blood, soldier!


      Nix stared at the poster longer than necessary, unease churning in her gut. She wanted to be the vindictive, anger-bound person who’d kill Kess, given the chance. She curated fantasies of it: a knife to the throat, maybe. Carving out her fancy ichoron eyeball. Or possibly just shoving her off a spirescraper’s balcony and watching her fall, fall, fall.


      But they were just fantasies. In truth, the anguish of Kess’s betrayal hurt more than any blade.


      Garith glanced her way, oblivious to her thoughts. “Come on, Sergeant. You have to admit even those three years were impressive. Five deployments to the front lines—”


      Sure, deployments spent in cushy intelligence meetings while the Triolans massacred my friends, Nix thought darkly.


      “—before she requested an assignment to the ichoron mines. The only voluntary assignment in the army, and she took it willingly!” Garith stole the jar of deodorant from Claire, patting some under their armpits. Claire gasped indignantly, and they flicked some in her face. The white powder did little to hide the freckles on her ivory skin. She spluttered, coughing, and it dissolved into a scuffle.


      Deodorant dusted the floor, obscuring marble-like swirls of rose-gold that normally gleamed under the locker room’s incandescent light. None of them could afford ichoron accouterments themselves, but this close to the Grand Palace, the spirescrapers were practically painted in it. The entire building was absurdly ornate: crafted with towering ceilings and sky bridges and rose-gold windows. Frivolous displays of wealth, considering most of the soldiers here were from the lower shortscrapers—the slums.


      Nix heaved a sigh at the mess. They’d have to clean that up later, but for now, there were more important matters. She clapped her hands to regain attention.


      “None of you better accept that assignment.”


      A few of her squad rolled their eyes—they’d heard that before.


      Ichoron was the rarest substance in the world: a viscous liquid extracted from tunnels deep below the ocean floor. When properly refined, it enhanced anything it touched. Plated on buildings and ships, ichoron protected from assaults of nature and man. A single drop inside a bottle of wine could get a heavyset man drunk for days—while a bandage soaked in it could heal him after a nasty battle.


      Ichoron was the rose-gold prize of their war with the Triolans. It propelled Valkesh’s entire economy, and they paid for it in blood.


      Some people understood that better than others.


      Beside Nix, Leon slicked his dark hair with some gel, lips pressed into a thin line.


      “What?” Nix asked.


      “I’ve considered that deployment. To the ichoron mines.” He cast a cautious glance her way, anxiously rubbing his arms. His sandy brown skin was marred with scars, same as Nix’s—parting gifts from the Triolans on the front lines.


      Nix tensed, slamming her locker shut. It stopped the scuffle between Garith and Claire, earning everyone’s attention.


      “I’ll say it again, since clearly you haven’t been listening. Stay away from the mines—all of you.” The words alone called more unwanted memories: restrictive dive suits, craggy underwater tunnels, darkness so absolute it felt like a crushing weight. Despite her best efforts, the horrors lingered, a shadow lurking over her shoulder.


      Always.


      “There are safer ways to find glory, and easier ways to make money. Do you understand?” Nix glared at them each in turn, her squad, her kids, hers to protect. But she hadn’t been able to save Quian. Not from the mines. Not from Kessandra.


      It felt like Quian’s ghost lingered in the corner of the locker room. She remembered him standing there so vividly, how he used to grunt as he yanked on his boots, how he’d twirl his practice sarrant and accidentally smack people as they dressed. She’d been an ensign too, then.


      It felt so long ago.


      Leon frowned. “The mines can’t be that bad. You survived, didn’t you?”


      Her squad only knew about her first deployment—the easy one. Not the second, where everything went wrong.


      They’d never basked in the grandeur of the Luminosity, the luxurious airtight ship that descended into Valkesh’s unforgiving ocean. They’d never befriended soldiers on the isolated upper decks, spent the three-day journey to Fall forming lifelong bonds. They’d never marched beneath the domed utopian city, where rose-gold ornamentation and rich people gave way to damp, icy tunnels and a military base so far underground they called it “the Crypt.”


      They’d never watched those lifelong bonds fall away one by one. Even if they survived in body, only a few survived in spirit.


      Her squad couldn’t know. Even Leon, her closest friend, had no idea what the mines were really like.


      Nix scowled. “Don’t start waving me around as a reason to get yourself killed. The primarch has to promote that deployment. The call of danger, the patriotism of retrieving ichoron, the payments your family earns afterwards—it’s a media campaign, one carefully constructed to entice new recruits.” Her eyes cut to the poster again, to Kessandra’s smiling face. “But there’s a reason no one returns to the mines.”


      The words hung between them, lethal as a bullet.


      “That’s why Kessandra is a hero,” Garith dared to say. “She saved seventeen soldiers from the mine collapse.”


      Nix’s chest was tight again. She wrenched her long hair into a ponytail, tied it off almost aggressively. It was deep brown and wavy, braided to her scalp on the right side. A strange hairstyle for the military, where most preferred to keep their hair short. Less to grab in a fight, after all.


      Nix wanted them to grab her hair. Get in close.


      Meet her blade.


      “I heard she pulled soldiers out one by one.” Claire said, dusting the white powder off her shirt. She shot Garith a warning look as they reached for more deodorant.


      Zarl, Claire’s sometimes-boyfriend, puffed his chest. “My cousin is stationed in the royal tower. He said the primarch was livid that no one caught the tunnel weakening before the collapse—he ordered it closed immediately.” He cast a glance at Claire, as if that information might impress her.


      Nix, meanwhile, barely suppressed a shudder. Rocks shifting, mutely raining around them. Dust blurring the water, limiting already terrible visibility. The shove of a current too powerful to fight. And a dark shape lurking in her peripheral, looming over her as she struggled to swim up, get out of the mines—


      “Nix?” Leon said quietly.


      The conversation had dissolved into chatter about Kessandra, about the mines, and about simpler things like their upcoming leave and what the cafeteria might serve tonight. She hadn’t even noticed them lacing their boots, preparing for drills like normal.


      They were acting like Kessandra wasn’t lurking on the edges, poisoning everything.


      “I’m fine.” But her tone was distant, pained. Leon was taller than her—most people were—and she tilted her head to meet his gaze. Desperation clawed at her soul. “You aren’t really considering the mines, are you?”


      He hesitated. “We can talk about it later.”


      Nix swallowed past the sand in her mouth.


      Leon tossed her a small bronze lock. It was a luxury not many bothered to spend money on, but he’d bought one last year and shared whenever she didn’t have time to drop off her camera before drills.


      Nix caught the lock, but didn’t meet Leon’s gaze. “Line up. Western mat.”


      “But Subarch Kessandra is here.” Garith still couldn’t seem to get over that. “Aren’t we putting on a show for her?”


      Nix narrowed her eyes. “We’re training so you survive our next skirmish with the Triolans. Unless you want your corpse preserved in the ice at Sveltal Point?”


      Garith shivered. “No, Sergeant.”


      “Western mats. Move it.”


      They hustled out the door to the adjoining training room. Leon only cast her a careful glance before following, leaving Nix alone in the locker room. Silence lingered in their wake, and she lifted the shirt off her camera, running a finger along its square shape.


      It was the exact camera Quian always talked about buying. He used an antique of a thing, back when they’d spent their days in the Marr casten—something four times as big that took pictures half as nice. It’s an heirloom, he used to say proudly. The things this camera has seen, Nix. You couldn’t even believe it. But someday, I’ll get something smaller.


      He died, and Nix bought his fucking camera. And every time she used it, she thought of him. After all, photography was his hobby, not hers. She never really cared to wait for a photo to develop, not before…


      Well. Before.


      Mutely, Nix covered the camera with her jacket, then clamped the bronze lock over the locker’s door.


      Her eyes slid to the poster of their beloved subarch, and a surge of anger swallowed her. Because Kess wasn’t visiting them: the army, some random squad. Subarch Kessandra Marie Vendermere Biltean III wouldn’t waste her precious time watching a group of ensigns spar.


      No, Kess was visiting Nix.


      She’d sworn to leave Nix alone—and she couldn’t even follow through on that promise, could she?


      Well. Nix wasn’t some starry eyed twenty-one-year-old anymore, swept up in the glamor of a romance with a royal. Whatever they’d found together on the Luminosity, cultivated in the darkness of the mines—it died down there.


      Nix’s breaths were steady now. Cold determination settled over her shoulders.


      This time, Kess would be the one to lose.
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      The Tertiary Training Room was massive, with a ceiling four stories high and enough floor space for an entire platoon. Seven other squadrons were already dueling on the mats. The clack of wooden sarrants—coupled with grunts and shouts of hand-to-hand combat—violently contrasted to the gently falling snow beyond the floor-to-ceiling windows. On the balcony, another squadron—the fifty-fourth, probably—practiced poor-weather rappelling down the vertical edge of the spirescraper.


      After all, army recruits couldn’t be afraid of heights. Not when the Triolans prowled the skies on islands of metal and steel, always hunting for a way over the protective mountain range that circled the city of Valkeshia.


      Nix compartmentalized all of it, then discarded their surroundings just as fast. Because only one thing mattered: the woman chatting with their commander, ignoring her squad entirely.


      Kessandra.


      She was really here. Nix had hoped it was a baseless rumor, but of course, she couldn’t be that lucky. A thought intruded: Who’s going to die this time?


      On cue, Leon joined her, eyes cutting to the subarch. “You said you’re fine, but you don’t seem fine.”


      A flash of fear had Nix imagining Leon grasping his throat, gasping for breath, writhing in dark mines deep under the ocean floor. She imagined Garith pinned under falling rock, bleeding alone; imagined Zarl or Claire turning toward a dead-end, panic rising as they spun in a maze of tunnels while their air supply slowly ticked to empty.


      She imagined Kessandra swimming below the entrance to the mines—a pool far deeper than it looked, centered in a metal room that carried an unnatural chill—choosing who surfaced for precious air, and who didn’t. That wasn’t how it happened, but sometimes, late at night, it was hard to tell the difference.


      “I slept poorly last night,” Nix replied.


      Last night. Every night.


      Leon frowned at her, but he seemed to realize she wanted a topic change. And naturally, his eyes were glued to Kessandra. Everyone’s were; even without a formal announcement, there was no doubt who she was.


      “Huh. The pictures don’t do her justice.” His tone was curious, prodding.


      The subarch was clad in a ceremonial army uniform: black slacks, a white dress jacket studded with rose-gold orders, ichoron-woven epaulettes, and an aglet over her left shoulder. Considering she was Nix’s age—twenty-five—and barely had three years of military experience before her forced retirement, all those medals made her look fucking absurd.


      Well, that wasn’t true. Kessandra was stunning in that uniform. She held her shoulders back and her chin high. Her white military beret perched on obsidian hair, which was twisted into a low, no-nonsense bun. Even her deep mahogany skin was dusted with powder to hide her freckles, giving her an almost ethereal appearance. The primarch couldn’t have chosen a better royal to be the embattled military heroine.


      “That’s one opinion.” It sounded petty, but Nix couldn’t help it.


      Leon smirked as they walked to the western mats. “Oh, come on, Sergeant. Isn’t she just your type? Tall. Poised. Accomplished. Remember Nadine?”


      Nix heaved a long-suffering sigh. “Everyone remembers Nadine.”


      “She beats Nadine.” Leon jerked a thumb at the subarch.


      The worst part was, he was right.


      “Then why don’t you date her?”


      “Come on. Word still gets around about her time in the service.” Leon grinned. “She swings one way, and it’s nothing I could entertain. But I’d still love to live vicariously through you.”


      Nix grimaced. She suddenly felt very underdressed, even in typical military attire. Her own skin was as pale as a seashell and it showed every old scar, every healing scrape. Maybe she should have worn her sergeant’s jacket to this training session after all.


      Her words were curt. “Thank you for your input, ensign.”


      Leon raised his hands in defeat. He took his place shoulder-to-shoulder with the other ensigns, waiting for Nix’s signal. She contemplated them, then glanced over her shoulder at Kessandra and their commander. It was surprising the commander was bothering with them at all—he rarely addressed Nix, and her squad was one of hundreds.


      But they’d never had company like this before.


      Sure enough, Kessandra gestured at Nix’s squad. The commander nodded, and they walked over.


      Nix swallowed a groan. Even the commander wouldn’t fight Kessandra’s authority. In the army, he outranked her… but she was a royal, so that wasn’t quite true. It created a silent conundrum, one the officers were glad to leave behind when the primarch concluded Kessandra’s active service.


      She had a nice, dignified life in the palace. What the hell was going on?


      Nix didn’t have to wait long. The commander nodded at their crisp salute, clasping his hands behind his back. Everyone straightened under his critical stare.


      Kessandra’s hair was pinned in a swoop over her right ear, and she’d positioned herself to hide the ichoron eye—clever, intentional—which meant people only earned glimpses as she admired the training room, the other squads, anything but Nix’s team. She came all this way, only to wait for the perfect opening.


      How typical.


      “Sixty-first,” the commander said. “This is Subarch Kessandra Marie Vendermere Biltean III. You should know of her: pristine military service, top ranks in training and beyond, five tours to the front lines and one to the ichoron mines… and of course, saving the lives of seventeen fine soldiers during the Hectron Tunnel collapse.”


      Now Nix shifted her gaze, accusatory, to Kessandra.


      The subarch was still ignoring her.


      “My Esteemed Subarch.” The commander gestured at them. “They’re yours.”


      Finally, Kessandra faced the squad. Her ichoron eye—the same rose-gold as the floors, the walls, the medals on her uniform—could now be fully seen, and a few ensigns stiffened. Nix didn’t blame them; it was jarring outside of the carefully curated, sepia-toned photographs.


      An ichoron eyeball may seem like a prize. It allowed perfect vision in the dark, offered the sight of an eagle during the daytime. But it was one of the rarest implants, simply because of the physical cost: there was nothing organic about Kess’s right eye anymore. Easier to have ichoron teeth that were as sharp as an animal’s, or tubes in the ears to improve hearing.


      But Kessandra never did things the easy way.


      “First,” the subarch said, and her warm words washed over them like music, “I would like to extend our immense gratitude for your service in holding off the Triolan invasion. The primarch, his family, and the entirety of Valkesh know what you’ve sacrificed for our safety and comfort.”


      She had the voice of a politician, someone born basking in the spotlight. Her tone was perfect, the exact amount of friendly inflection to sway the troops. I’m one of you, it said. Trust me. Follow me. Die for me.


      Nausea churned in Nix’s stomach, and she felt hot all over. Kessandra had strolled in here like she was choosing a chicken for dinner. Which one of her ensigns would Valkesh’s favorite subarch dress and devour?


      “I’ve earned the honor of a special assignment and need one fantastic soldier at my side.” Kessandra smiled. “I’ve heard wonderful things about the sixty-first.”


      Fuck you, Nix thought. If Kess needed the best, she could choose one of the special operations squadrons. The sixty-first were infantry. Barely a step above the recruits in boot camp. Loathing simmered in Nix’s chest.


      “I’m here to test your combat abilities. Impress me, and you’ll earn a place at my side.”


      Now Nix snorted.


      Kess fell silent, finally deigning to look Nix’s way. Her carefully blank expression was more unnerving than if she’d glared or offered a wry smile.


      The commander narrowed his eyes. He was an imposing man with skin like stained leather and the personality to match. “Sergeant! You will offer the subarch respect—”


      Kess held up her hand, silencing him.


      Despite Nix’s thudding heart, despite sweat trailing down her back, she squared her shoulders and held Kessandra’s gaze. Daring her to contest the mocking noise. Daring her to lie in front of all these people.


      The subarch stepped forward until her face was inches from Nix’s. Unlike other royals, Kessandra didn’t bother with perfumes, but her scent was still enough to make Nix’s head spin. Shampoo fragranced with orange, cut with starch from the immaculate uniform, and an ever-so-subtle hint of cloves and cardamom—Kess’s favorite blend of tea.


      Nix hated that she knew that.


      Kessandra’s lips tilted upwards, and the air electrified around them.


      “What’s your name, soldier?”


      She knew Nix’s damned name. Nix almost pretended that they were intimately familiar again, just for the outrage… and to remind Kess of all those dark nights they’d stolen away, of the hot, passionate kisses Nix had peppered along her skin. But Nix wasn’t that person anymore. As far as her squad knew, she’d only deployed to the Crypt once—a year before the Hectron Tunnel Collapse.


      As far as they knew, she’d never met Kessandra until now.


      So, as much as Nix wanted to spoil Kess’s secrets, she had her own to keep. Her words were measured, icy. “Sergeant Nix Marr.”


      “Nix.” Kessandra tasted her name, and it sent a chill up Nix’s spine. “It sounds like you’ve volunteered to be my first opponent. Are you prepared to spar?”


      Nix was startled into a hollow laugh. Her voice held an edge of steel; if she had her way, she’d slice Kess to ribbons with it. “No offense, but you may want to pick someone else. Warm up a bit first.”


      The commander pinched the bridge of his nose.


      Kessandra tilted her head, and her organic eye—a deep, smoky green—glittered with amusement. “Then you feel I won’t be a match for you?”


      It finally felt like she had the upper hand, and Nix couldn’t contain her smirk. She’d pay for this later, once the commander got her alone—but now, in this moment, Kess was hers. “I think you’ve spent too much time in your ichoron tower, Subarch.”


      Garith squeaked at Nix’s bold words. Claire covered her mouth.


      Kessandra merely chuckled. She stepped back, shrugging out of her dress jacket, removing her beret. Underneath, she wore a sleeveless black shirt like the rest of them. Her dress slacks weren’t as flexible as their training trousers, but she didn’t seem to care. Her bare arms were toned, her body in perfect fighting condition. Late at night, sick with loss, Nix imagined that Kess had succumbed to grief, stopped taking care of herself… but of course, the subarch would never allow that luxury.


      Kess set her folded jacket and beret on a bench, then gestured to a nearby mat. “Shall we test that theory?”


      Nix had wanted nothing more in four years than to slap Kessandra to the mats for what she’d done. Her tone was almost vicious. “It’d be my pleasure.”


      “The pleasure is mine, Sergeant.” Kessandra’s words held the same lingering threat.


      As they chose their wooden sarrants for the spar, Nix stole a glance at her squad. Leon’s jaw was unhinged, and Zarl smirked in anticipation. The rest seemed conflicted on who to cheer for: their sergeant, who protected them over years and deployments, or the royal they all adored from afar.


      Except Kessandra never stood a chance.


      The subarch may be excellent with a serviceman’s pistol, but Nix ruled the bloody land of close-quarter combat—and the sarrant was an extension of her own body. The meter-long sword-spear was a Valkeshian promise of death; even the wooden practice ones could break bones and bruise flesh. Over all their tours to the front lines, the sixty-first hadn’t lost a soul, which was largely thanks to Nix’s skill on the battlefield.


      She’d be damned if Kessandra broke her streak.


      Of course, the subarch had trained with the sarrant too, and it showed. Kess’s fingers curled around the center of the extended hilt, holding it horizontal, her feet sliding into a picture-perfect stance of defense.


      Nix barely refrained from rolling her eyes. Always defense, with Kessandra.


      “Subarch, are you ready?” the commander asked.


      Kessandra nodded curtly.


      He didn’t bother checking that Nix was also prepared. He simply raised a hand and shouted: “First to pin, three second duration. For honor; for victory! Fight!”


      Kessandra didn’t move. This was one of her tells: she relied on that eye of hers too much. Used it to analyze the slightest movement, as if seeing better meant she became some kind of battle expert. Her ichoron eye glowed as she watched Nix pace the edges of the mat, clearly waiting for her to make the first move.


      Kess didn’t have to wait long; Nix was feeling fairly murderous.


      She twirled her sarrant, and while Kess’s eyes traced the movement, Nix lunged. A fast jab to the chest had the subarch backpedaling, and Nix spun, wood whistling through the air. She skated her grip down the shaft, using the distance between her hands to apply more power. The “blade” slammed into Kess’s bicep with enough force to make the weapon shudder in Nix’s grasp.


      A real sarrant would have made Kess an amputee.


      As it was, she sucked in a ragged breath, but responded instantly. Her sarrant swung upwards to parry. The clunk of wood on wood echoed, and Kess sliced low, fast as a viper. Nix leapt backwards, but the tip grazed her stomach, scraping the skin underneath her tank top.


      Through the sudden pain, Nix was dimly aware of her squad cheering her on. Silence was frowned upon in the training room since it wasn’t realistic on the battlefield. If sound became a distraction, a soldier wasn’t focusing enough.


      So, when Kessandra spoke, her quiet words were lost in the din—a wry remark for Nix’s ears alone: “Huh. Guess I haven’t spent too much time in my tower.”


      Her lilting tone had Nix’s heart racing. Her lips curled in disgust. “Whatever happened to leaving me alone?” She lunged again, driving the pommel in an arc towards Kess’s skull.


      The subarch deflected the hit, but the pommel glanced off the woman’s shoulder. Kess grunted, gripping the spot as she danced backwards. Satisfaction spread through Nix like wildfire: that would bruise.


      “I figured you missed me.” With a devastating smile, Kess darted low, slipping around Nix to drive the sarrant into her back.


      Nix twisted into a low kick and swept Kessandra’s feet out from under her. “Naturally. The nation’s favorite subarch. Must be terrible to know one subject doesn’t adore you.”


      The royal grunted, rolling away just as Nix’s blunted blade drove into the mat—a few seconds delay, and Nix would have stabbed Kess’s chest. Kessandra leapt to her feet in one fluid motion, then swung her sarrant in a wide arc. But her hands were placed too close together, and the move didn’t have enough force.


      Nix met the blow, using the thin divot at the base of her blade to lock their weapons in place—just for a moment, just for a breath.


      “I see,” Kess replied. “And here I was hoping to ask for your help.”


      There it was. Nix had been waiting for the truth behind this visit.


      The shouts of the sixty-first were far away now, like the two of them had stepped into another world. Here, it was the beating of her heart, Kessandra’s heaving chest, and the scrape of their weapons straining against each other.


      Nix leaned in close enough to feel the subarch’s breath on her cheek. “I helped you once—and my best friend didn’t come home.”


      “History repeats.” Kess twisted her weapon to wrench the sarrant out of Nix’s hands. Fuck. The weapon clattered to the mat, and the shouting got louder. Simultaneously, Kess’s voice dropped, barely audible. “There’s been a murder. A massacre.”


      “Yeah, four years ago. Trust me; I’ll never forget.” Nix grabbed the staff of Kess’s sarrant, her fingernails cutting into Kessandra’s hands—and in a brutal move, Nix kicked her chest and wrenched the weapon away.


      The subarch’s grip broke easily, and she crashed back to the mat.


      Nix advanced, spinning Kess’s sarrant so the point faced downward. Irritation boiled in her chest. This woman had the audacity to come back to the army, pretend she belonged, challenge Nix to a fight and then remind her of the mines?


      Absolutely not.


      But Kess just twisted on the ground, propped on her elbows, staring at Nix. Her perfect bun had come loose, a few braided strands of dark hair framing her face. “I’m not talking about the Hectron Tunnel, Nix. This happened two weeks ago.”


      Nix tensed, her sarrant pausing over Kess’s throat.


      “One—” the commander called.


      Kess took advantage of her hesitation, clamping her legs around Nix’s ankle. With a violent twist, she slammed her into the mat. The second sarrant spun away from them, and Kess wound up straddling Nix’s hips, pinning her hands. She leaned over Nix, sweat gleaming at her temples, lips set in a tight line. “The primarch is sending me back to Fall. To the mines.”


      What?


      Nix went still, combat forgotten amidst those words. Distantly, she was aware of the commander counting down again, aware of her squadron groaning in dismay, but all she could see was Kess’s green eye—and her glowing rose-gold one.


      Kessandra had sworn she’d never return to the mines. Nix, too. It was the only thing they agreed on.


      “Match,” the commander shouted. “Victor: Her Esteemed Subarch. Congratulations, Subarch! An excellent fight.”


      Nix had lost.


      Kessandra climbed to her feet, then offered a hand.


      Nix slapped it away, gritting her teeth. She pushed upright, rubbing the raw scrape on her stomach, and paused by Kess’s ear. “Sounds like your funeral, Nines. Just make sure I get an invite.”


      The nickname lingered between them, an old reminder. It started as a sarcastic acknowledgement of Kessandra’s impeccable appearance: how she always “dressed to the nines,” even when there were bigger issues at stake. Over their deployment, it shifted to something fond, affectionate.


      Now Nix sharpened the word into a knife’s edge.


      But before she could stomp back into line, Kessandra took her arm. Her gaze was chilling. “Quian was unfortunate, but he isn’t the only one who perished. Something is happening—and I don’t have long to discover the truth.”


      Didn’t have long until what?


      But then her other words sank in. Adrenaline was already thrumming post-fight, and Nix had clenched her fist before she realized it. Only her commander’s piercing gaze quelled her dark impulse.


      Instead, Nix hissed, “Quian was ‘unfortunate’?” The words carved into her chest, spilling blood. A whole childhood gone in a minute, crushed under the weight of the ocean. “Say that again.”


      A wooden sarrant could kill, if wielded properly.


      For a brief flash, Kess’s expression was unreadable. A thousand words spread between them, words Nix needed to hear, words the subarch refused to voice. Nix waited—waited for the apology she’d expected, waited for the truth she deserved, but Kessandra simply drew a breath and said, “As with deployment to the mines, this is a voluntary assignment. I beg you to reconsider.”


      “Go fuck yourself.” The threat was snarled, low enough no one else heard.


      Kessandra’s smooth mask slipped back into place. Foreboding sent an icy chill through Nix’s veins, but Kess merely gestured back to the line of waiting soldiers. “I see. Thank you for your time, Sergeant.”


      Awkward silence lingered as Nix trudged back to her spot, like she was taking her place in front of a firing squad.


      This wasn’t over.


      Kessandra smiled prettily. “Who’d like to spar next?”
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      Voluntary assignment, her ass.


      Kessandra didn’t make a decision that day, although she fought eleven more vicious spars. Leon got in a few good hits. Zarl fought her last and was the only one to pin an exhausted Kessandra on the sweat-slicked mats. It wasn’t a win, per say, but smug satisfaction coursed through Nix’s veins regardless—and then guilt flared, because she could never let Kessandra take Zarl, or Leon, or anyone in her squad.


      Not again.


      But Nix didn’t want to board the Luminosity either. She’d learned a long time ago that Kessandra’s pretty smile was like a sunset over the ocean, painting shark-infested waters in hues of crimson and gold.


      If Kessandra took Zarl, that would mean she truly was after the best fighter in today’s matches. If she left empty-handed, Kess had ulterior motives, and they centered around Nix. She held her breath as they wrapped up the training session—but Kessandra simply saluted them, said cheerfully, “Thank you for your time,” and left.


      She was limping, Nix noted smugly, although she forced her gait into something natural enough that no one else would realize. Lumos forbid a royal show weakness.


      The moment she was gone, the commander rounded on her, looming like the Ever-Storm over the Deates Sea. His expression twisted in fury. “Sergeant Marr. A word.”


      Shit. He didn’t usually use that tone. She stiffened, saluting crisply. “Commander.”


      Her squad stumbled back to the locker room, but a few cast sympathetic glances her way. The other squads were clearing out as well, so there was her silver lining: at least she’d be too busy speaking with the commander to deal with the chaos of multiple squads changing for dinner.


      He led her to the corner of the training room, near the balcony, and for a moment she wondered if he was pissed enough to shove her over the railing. But he just clasped his hands behind his back and set his jaw. “If the primarch heard how you spoke to his grand-niece today, he would have you arrested. Dishonorably discharged. You were raised in the Marr casten; the shortscraper life is luxury compared to that fate.”


      Nix nodded.


      The commander’s expression softened. “I’ve read your file, Sergeant. I know you deployed with her.”


      Panic flared. Nix didn’t reply—because he wasn’t supposed to be talking about this. Neither of them were. If anyone overheard…


      But they were alone. And after what she’d said to Kessandra in front of her squad, no one would question a disciplinary discussion between a sergeant and her commander. Clever, actually. She could see the curiosity in his eyes, but he was a professional, a lifelong soldier.


      And so was she.


      “Two successful tours in the ichoron mines…  and you still somehow have your head. With that kind of record, you should be on a fast-track to commander.”


      “What’s your point, Commander?”


      He massaged his brow. “My point, Marr, is that someone very high up doesn’t like you. Which means that you and the subarch may have more in common than you think.”


      “The subarch seized her honorable discharge, blacklisted me from any meaningful promotion, and retreated to her cushy palace life for four years. She basically told me to go fuck myself.” Nix was overstepping, but she didn’t care. A “file” hardly told the whole story. She liked her commanding officer, but this was beyond his expertise. “So, forgive me if I don’t exactly believe that statement. Commander.”


      The title was tacked onto the end, and only because his lips had pressed in warning. It seemed to pacify him somewhat, made him inhale slowly and contemplate his next words.


      “Your squad has the best return rate I’ve seen in two decades—not a single soul lost over a dozen tours. So, this shouldn’t be hard to understand.” The commander smoothed his dress jacket, his tone firm. “Subarch Kessandra is one of us. She fought on the front lines, toured the mines, and prioritized our soldiers over her own life. I’ll be frank, Sergeant: I don’t believe she’s visiting Fall of her own volition. And I’d hate to risk her safety over your stubbornness.”


      Kess was in danger.


      That should have bothered Nix more. Instead, she felt like laughing, because obviously, Kess was in danger. She was a politician, as cunning as she was ruthless. Even if her enemies wouldn’t dare attack outright, they were perpetually lurking on the edges of her life.


      But that was nothing new to Kessandra. She wouldn’t bother tracking Nix down for a vague threat—especially under the ridiculous guise of needing a “bodyguard.” No, if she wanted Nix’s help, there was another reason.


      Which meant Kess had manipulated the commander like everyone else. After all, Subarch Kessandra Marie Vendermere Biltean III always got what she wanted.


      It delighted Nix that Kessandra would lose, just this once. “With respect, Commander, her safety isn’t my concern. I have a squad to manage.” Nix crossed her arms, daring him to challenge her decision. “Was there anything else?”


      Kess’s words of a “voluntary assignment” hung over both their heads.


      The commander sighed. “Only to consign your punishment: cleaning duty for four weeks. I want this training room sparkling. Mops are in the closet. Put your back into it, soldier.” He waited for her responding salute before turning on his heel. His dress boots clicked smartly against the polished marble floor, and in moments, the training room’s main door closed behind him.


      Nix was alone.


      She drew a shaking breath, glancing out the rose-gold windows to her left. It was nearly black outside now—Valkeshia was nestled beyond the Sveltal Mountain Range, far enough north that winters were brutal and dark. But the incandescent lights of the training room illuminated the spirescraper’s balcony, and the snow gently piling on it.


      Beyond, barely visible through the snow, the shadowed tower of the Grand Palace loomed. It was connected to the army spirescraper and a few others on lower levels via glass bridges, but the upper levels—the royals’—were isolated by design. Even within their levels, every royal had their own suite and private terrace that overlooked the city.


      Must be nice.


      Nix tried to ignore the acid bite of anxiety as she trudged to the closet for the cleaning supplies. Out the windows, a cardinal flitted past, a smear of red against the pristine snow.
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      The week pulled past, and Nix found herself grateful for the extra duties. She moved from sparring, workouts, and target practice into scrubbing every surface of the Tertiary Training Room, pushing herself so hard that she collapsed into her bunk each night and was asleep in seconds.


      Kess didn’t come back. It made Nix feel like every breath might be her last.


      When their day of leave finally arrived, Nix leapt at the chance to flee the army spirescraper and head somewhere safer: home.


      The royals lived in the center of Valkeshia with richer citizens spread around them, but the outer ring of the city contained the shortscrapers: low, blocky buildings of concrete and steel divided into neighborhoods, or castens.


      Only the rich had surnames. Down here, a person was labeled where they grew up. Nix belonged to the Marr casten. Made up of four buildings around twenty stories tall, the casten’s only noteworthy claim was that three decades ago, its fifth building had collapsed in a fire. The Marr children swore ghosts of the fifth haunted their hallways.


      Nix knew they weren’t lying.


      Of course, she didn’t make it out of the army’s spirescraper before Leon caught up to her. “Ah, Sergeant! Hang on a second.”


      She paused in the plush hallway. The walls were black, accented with geometric trim painted rose-gold to mimic ichoron. Warm yellow chandeliers illuminated the hallway with incandescent bulbs, and a cheerful ding chimed every time a soldier summoned one of the elevators.


      Leon panted a bit, catching his breath. She crossed her arms, quirking one eyebrow while he gathered his wits.


      “Going to visit your dad? Or is it a photography day?” He gestured at her camera, secured in a custom leather case on her belt, and the sarrant strapped to her back. They were her two most prized possessions, and she never left the army’s spirescraper without them.


      She shrugged. “Been a while since I went home. Might be both.”


      “You could come drinking with the rest of us.” His lips curled into a smile. “Lanskin’s been asking about you.”


      “A bartender always asks about their regulars when they stop coming.” Nix patted the camera. “Found a healthier hobby. You might want to consider the same, Leo.” The nickname came easy, considering their history.


      Leon laughed. “Sergeant, if I could afford one of those cameras, I wouldn’t be deploying to the mines.”


      That stopped Nix cold. Her eyes flashed. “Say again, ensign?”


      “Ah, that’s actually what I wanted to tell you.” Leon grimaced, fishing papers out of his jacket pocket. The yellow parchment was sealed with the primarch’s stamp, type casted in the formal font of the army, signed with a flourish by a commander far too experienced to give them the time of day otherwise.


      Nix skimmed the words, but they all blurred together. And she didn’t need to read to comprehend. She’d seen these papers… twice. Her heart pounded, and her mouth was suddenly very, very dry.


      “I can’t put it off anymore,” Leon said, squirming under her silence. “I know you have opinions, but they’ll never consider me for promotion without a bold statement. And all the highest-ranking officers did their time in the Crypt.”


      Nix’s words were sharp. “And countless more died there.”


      Leon looked a lot like Quian. Leon’s sandy skin may be a few shades darker, his dark hair curlier, but their easygoing smiles and level-headed personalities were the same.


      Nausea washed over Nix in a violent wave. Soon Leon would be in that bulky dive suit, lowering himself into the innocuous pool in the center of the Crypt—the black water swallowing him whole—him flicking on a meager light that would barely illuminate his fingertips, much less the craggy surroundings…


      It was suddenly very hard to breathe.


      “You can’t go.” Her words came out more aggressive than intended.


      He blinked, taking a step back. She held the papers like she was going to rip them in half, and his eyes flicked to them. While he raised his hands in a pacifying gesture, his tone dropped—calm and steadying. “I’m so sorry, Nix. You’ve done an incredible job training us. Every single person on our squad knows we’d be dead without you—but we can’t be ensigns forever.”


      They couldn’t. That was true. Realistically, she was lucky to keep her soldiers as long as she had. But in the past, her ensigns had left for special forces, outpost assignments, or honorable discharges—they didn’t go to the mines.


      A dark thought flitted through her mind, and she blurted it before she could stop herself: “Did Kessandra put you up to this?”


      A few soldiers nearby glanced her way, eyebrows raised at the casual name. Leon noticed, laughed, waving them off. “She’s talking about our friend from the Koplin casten. Not Her Esteemed Subarch. Sorry for the confusion.”


      The soldiers shrugged and boarded an elevator, yet again leaving them alone in the hallway. Nix had to brace herself against the wall—she hoped it looked like she was casually leaning, not like her world was crashing around her.


      “Sorry,” she whispered.


      “Nix.” Leon stepped closer, gripping her arm in a comforting manner. “We’ve been friends for, what, three years? Trust me when I say I’m taking your warnings seriously. Trust me when I say this wasn’t my first choice, or even my fifth.”


      Nix’s mouth was dry. “It’s the payments.”


      “I told you my sister is having a baby. We just found out her pregnancy is… complicated.” He winced, his jaw tight. “Those payments will make sure the baby survives. That she survives. She’s my little sister, Nix; I have to help.”


      Not Kessandra, then. That should have made Nix feel better, but it didn’t. Not really. She carefully folded the papers, handed them back. “When do you leave?”


      He tucked the papers almost reverently into his jacket. “The Luminosity docks in three days. I have to board before it departs again for Fall.”


      And under Fall, the long tunnel to the Crypt. To the pool. To the mines.


      Nix suppressed her shudder, but only barely. She took a few breaths, couldn’t manage to force a smile. But her voice was steady. “You’re a great friend, Leon. Take care of yourself down there.”


      He smiled. “I will.”


      She walked past him, then paused at the elevator. “If you see glowing red eyes—get the hell out of the tunnels.”


      And she boarded the elevator, pressing the button to the bottom floor. As the doors slid shut, the horror on Leon’s face stuck in her mind.
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      Nix would be the first to admit it: the city of Valkeshia was stressful as hell to navigate.


      She knew why. When Valkesh splintered from the Republic of Triol generations ago, they were trapped in a tight geographical area. The mountain range that protected them from invasion also hindered their expansion, which meant the primarchs of old needed to build up, not out. The result was a convoluted mess of aerial walkways and hidden staircases through hundreds of towers that stretched towards the graying, winter sky like rosy fingers.


      In the center ring, the royals’ playground, the towers were expensive, expansive, and expertly designed. Huge walkways, floor-to-ceiling windows, plant-filled atriums sixty stories off the ground. But as Nix descended, the scenery changed. Lavish geometrical décor gave way to utilitarian options: stained concrete instead of plush carpet, flickering bulbs, small windows boarded up to protect against the cold.


      It was home… but after so many years away, Nix wasn’t sure where she belonged. She was comfortable in the concrete safety of the Marr casten’s short, squat buildings, navigating metal staircases with ease. No door here was locked, because everyone was family. Food was shared. Company was plentiful. Trust built here was thicker than even viscous ichoron.


      And yet, from the moment she entered their shortscraper, Nix expected to see him.


      Quian.


      Her eyes roamed the dark corners where they used to play hide-and-seek with ghosts they couldn’t quite prove existed in the light of day. She passed the spot where Quian dared to ask a girl out, waving away Nix’s jeers while the girl blushed prettily. (She was more interested in women than men, so Quian shoved Nix in her path next—and Nix couldn’t deny they had a good time.)


      And then, the outcropping. It was intended to be a walkway to the shortscraper that collapsed, but all that remained was a charred husk of rebar and concrete. They used to slip past the tarp, press their backs against their building, feet dangling over the edge, and whisper about the future.


      It was a long time ago.


      Now Nix ventured onto the outcropping, eyes glazing over the wreckage no one dared to touch, and tugged out her camera. The clasp slid open, and the bellows lens popped out. Her pounding heart calmed as she played with the camera’s settings, adjusting the aperture and shutter speed.


      There was something relaxing about photography, something Nix couldn’t capture anywhere else. It narrowed the world to an ichoron lens, a tiny viewfinder—it made everything terrible seem distant and manageable. Even with Quian’s ghost lingering behind her, even the tragic visual of the building before her, Nix felt like she could breathe again.


      She framed the shot. Snapped the picture. A satisfying click echoed over the rubble.


      How it’d turn out was anyone’s guess, but Nix didn’t care. It was about the process for her, the manual effort of capturing something others overlooked.


      It said: I see you. I remember. And I will never forget.


      The lump in her throat was getting hard to swallow past, now. She coughed, cautiously folded the camera again, and tucked it into the leather case at her thigh. Safe and secure until next time.


      “You have to get over this,” she whispered. It was true, but saying the words out loud didn’t stop the way her eyes trailed down to the numbers they’d etched on the building.


      Seventeenth. Fifty-eighth. Their original squadrons, back when they were young and idealistic and stupid. Quian had carved his, declared he’d kill more Triolans than Nix. She’d laughed, stole the knife, etched her own. A promise.


      Both of them killed Triolans.


      They weren’t bragging about it afterwards.


      Nix scrubbed her face. She cast one final glance at the rubble far, far below, then stepped back into the empty stairwell and descended to the final floor.


      She’d barely opened the stairwell door, a metal, utilitarian thing, before she heard the commotion.


      It was weird that she hadn’t run into anyone yet. Normally just entering the Marr casten meant she was swarmed with children measuring her biceps, teenagers asking to borrow her sarrant, adults asking how the war was progressing. But this time, she’d made it to their floor without issue.


      Now, the hairs on her neck prickled as she saw why. There was a crowd of people mingling in front of her father’s apartment.


      Uh oh.


      They didn’t seem concerned, which was something. Fear lanced through her chest, but the energy here was excited, maybe curious—not sympathetic or fearful. And the second the door slammed closed behind her, they all turned.


      “Nix! Nix is back.” Wyatt was the only firstborn present here, a seventeen-year-old who would join the military next year. He waved with vigor, flagging her down.


      As if she wasn’t already staring.


      The rest of the crowd parted easily. These were people she’d known since birth: army retirees and other citizens who’d learned trades like smithing, veterinary work, community relief. The rest were the ever-fortunate younger-born—people with the choice to enlist, rather than the order. Elderly and children made up the rest, but they seemed equally pleased she’d returned. Chatter of welcome engulfed her, and for a moment, she was home.


      And then the whispers of royalty began again, just like they had in the locker room last week.


      “A subarch is visiting your father.”


      “Said she had good news—”


      “—believe it? The army’s subarch, right here on the 12th floor.”


      Nix stiffened, a hot blade of dread lancing through her chest. Her ichoron-plated sarrant—earned only after her promotion, a true nod to her abilities as a soldier—felt heavy in its sheath between her shoulder blades. “Subarch Kessandra is here?”


      What were the odds that she’d visit the Marr casten on the exact day Nix had leave and planned the same?


      The second that thought crossed her mind, Nix almost laughed, the sound cold and cruel. Knowing Kess, those weren’t odds at all. They were a calculated gamble, and the subarch’s wagers always, always paid.


      One of the army retirees puffed his chest. “The only royal who’d make it this far. The only one who would bother.”


      One of us, the commander had said. Nix really had to respect just how thorough Kessandra’s curated image was—her following was apparently larger than Nix ever imagined. It felt like a poison seeping through her community. Misguided pride.


      “Then I guess I’m needed inside,” Nix said, offering a placating smile to the starstruck crowd. They let her through with ease, but their curiosity was a palpable thing. Nix batted it aside, shoved open her front door, and delved into the apartment.


      Kessandra was perched on the grungy couch, a chipped teacup in hand, smiling like she was in a banquet hall. Nix’s father was sitting in his typical armchair, but even he’d leaned forward, pulled his shoulders back in respect. And to her surprise, Melana, Quian’s mother, was standing in the kitchen, steeping a bag of cheap tea.


      Everyone glanced her way when Nix slammed the door shut. The crowd remained in the hallway, undoubtedly pressed against the block walls, straining to hear the conversation within. And seeing how close Kessandra sat to her father, it wouldn’t be a pleasant chat.


      Her protective instinct flared. Nix unsheathed her sarrant, sweeping it in a threatening motion. The apartment wasn’t large, but she fought within the Triolan’s floating islands, all tight metal hallways and aggressive enemies. This wouldn’t be different.


      “I’m shocked you came down here. The shortscrapers are dangerous. Accidents happen all the time.”


      The corner of Kessandra’s lips quirked upwards. A custom pistol was holstered at her thigh, black metal accented with rose-gold. Most likely, the barrel was ichoron—she used to favor those. They fired with more force, and the bullet of an ichoron pistol could travel farther than a rifle’s shot.


      If this did dissolve into a fight, Kessandra was at an advantage. But if Nix moved quickly, she might get a slice in before—


      “Nix,” her father said, his voice stronger than she’d heard in years. “Leave your sarrant at the door. We have a guest.”


      “I’ll keep it.”


      “Dyanix.”


      Her mother used Nix’s full name all the time—but after she died, the name died with her. Now it stopped Nix cold. Kessandra demurely dropped her gaze to her teacup, taking a delicate sip as if this were a regular occurrence. Her pistol was left untouched.


      Nix’s father’s gaze was hard, even as his hands trembled in his lap. They’d started shaking after his Fall deployment—and never stopped, not in thirty years. The only thing that soothed him now was ichoron-spiked medicine, purchased with the stipend Leon so desperately sought.


      Nix had ventured into the mines twice for a reason, after all.


      Her father was still scowling.


      “Fine.” Nix left her sarrant by the front door and walked stiffly into the living room. After a moment’s consideration at the empty space on the couch, she decided to stay standing. Faster access to a defensive stance if Kessandra tried anything.


      And then—Kessandra smiled at her.


      Not like she had on the sparring mat, enthralled with the challenge Nix presented, or afterwards, filled with icy promise. No, this was an old smile. The quiet, I see you, and I love what I see smile, where her lips just barely tilted upwards and her eyes scrunched in happiness, in connection. The smile that had Nix falling well before they’d reached Fall.


      Nix’s stomach flipped, and a surge of loathing followed hot on its heels. Why was she still so attracted to this woman? After everything, a small part of her was excited to see Kessandra perched in her father’s living room.


      It wasn’t that Kessandra was beautiful, or that she was royalty. It was her: her wit, her charm, her poise. It was the way she fell apart under Nix’s touch, the way she made Nix feel like the most important person alive. Nix had never been more treasured than in Kessandra’s arms.


      How quickly the subarch had given up that treasure when things got tough. It had been so easy for Kess to walk out of Nix’s life. Meanwhile, Nix spent years picking up the shattered pieces of her heart.


      Quian died—and Kessandra left.


      Nix remained with nothing but haunted memories.


      Melana was still in the kitchen, watching the whole affair. Before, the woman had been boisterous, charming, a little mischievous. Best friends with Nix’s mother, once upon a time. After two deaths—first Nix’s mother, wrought with illness, then Quian—Melana was a shell of her former self.


      Maybe they both were.


      It was easy to ignore that dazzling smile.


      “Why are you here, Kessandra?” Nix didn’t bother using her full name.


      Her father and Melana didn’t know everything that happened in Nix’s second tour of the mines, but they knew about her royal fling. They knew it turned sour. And yet, her father still replied, “She has a title, Nix. One you are required by law to use.”


      Kessandra waved it away. “It’s perfectly fine. This is a casual visit amongst friends.”


      Nix glowered, spoke through gritted teeth. “Kess.”


      Before her father could scold her again, Kessandra spoke primly. “I’m here with a proposition. One I believe you may want to consider.”


      Of course she was. Nix massaged her brow, drawing breaths to calm her thudding heart. “The answer is no. Whatever it is, whatever you’re offering, we’re perfectly fine on our own.”


      “Considering the price of ichoron is rising steadily and your stipend hasn’t, I sincerely doubt that.”


      The words were spoken carefully, but they might as well have been a lightning bolt from the Ever-Storm. Her father averted his gaze, suddenly silent. His trembling hands tightened into a fist, and his taupe skin suddenly seemed more sickly gray than healthy brown.


      “What do you mean?” Nix wasn’t sure who she was addressing.


      Kessandra traced the rim of the teacup with her finger. Her manicured nail scraped lightly against the porcelain’s chip, then continued its circle undeterred. “It’s no secret I want you on the Luminosity with me when it disembarks, but I’m not opposed to negotiating. Thus my visit—I thought I’d see if Captain Vectoran needs anything specific.”


      The use of his old title seemed to reinvigorate him. He’d left the military when Nix was born, but his career had been distinguished before then. Nix’s mother’s had, too—they were both captains when they met. Now, his eyes cut to the dual ichoron-edged sarrants mounted over one of their tiny windows, crossed in an X. He straightened, lifting his chin.


      “I appreciate the offer, Subarch Kessandra—”


      “He’s fine,” Nix interrupted, clenching her fists a little too hard. “We’re fine.”


      “Nix.”


      Melana’s voice cut through the apartment.


      She’d always been like a mother to Nix. Now Nix flinched at her tone and turned slowly. Melana was still steeping that same teabag—she didn’t seem inclined to drink it. Her lips, touched with burgundy lipstick to accent her striking bronze complexion, were pinched. “A word, dear.”


      Kessandra averted her gaze, yet again playing the demure visitor. As Nix moved into the kitchen like a child’s wind-up toy, Kessandra asked, “Your assignment was overseeing the greenhouses near the mountains, correct? How was the food production there?”


      “We managed, but with the population now—” her father started, and their voices faded into the mutter of conversation.


      In the kitchen, Nix stood with her back to the living room, blocking Melana from Kessandra’s view. After all, with that ichoron eyeball, Kessandra could read lips—a skill Nix hadn’t believed was real until Kess proved it on three separate occasions. Now, Nix just had to pray the subarch hadn’t added ichoron tubes to enhance her hearing.


      “She’s lying, right? You’re doing okay,” Nix whispered.


      Melana’s dark eyes drifted to the living room. She subtly shook her head. “Ichoron is getting more expensive. We’ve dropped his medicine to every other day, but… it’s taking a toll.”


      “But my stipends were supposed to—” Nix cut off, her body rigid. Whining was a child’s game. She shifted to what was important. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”


      “It isn’t your problem, dear. The last thing you need is to worry about your father. The casten is pooling resources; we’ll do what we can. If nothing else, we can sell their old sarrants for extra coin.” She clenched the mug in her hands, her gaze piercing. “You do not have to accept the subarch’s offer, Nix.”


      She did, though. Even those sarrants wouldn’t float them long.


      And Kessandra knew it, even before Nix did.


      In the army tower, the idea of venturing into the mines had left Nix breathy, terrified. But now everything slid into place with startling clarity: a gemstone that finally caught the light. Fight or flight mode, her old sergeant used to shout. You’d better choose fight, he’d snapped.


      At least Leon wouldn’t be venturing into the mines without backup.


      “I appreciate your help. The casten’s help.” Nix’s voice was strong and steady. “But I’ll make sure you have everything you need.”


      Melana’s energy shifted, and her lips pressed together angrily. Her eyes flicked to one of the photographs on display: sepia-toned, nearly washed with glares from poor exposure. In it, Melana and Nix’s mother were arm-in-arm, laughing. Quian took the photo, but he spent so long setting up the shot that their mothers had dissolved into laughter at the absurdity of holding their pose.
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