
  [image: Cover Page of No More Heroes]


  [image: Half Title of No More Heroes]


  ALSO BY LOREN RHOADS

  In the Wake of the Templars

  The Dangerous Type

  Kill By Numbers


  [image: Title Page of No More Heroes]


  Copyright © 2015 by Loren Rhoads

  All Rights Reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any manner without the express written consent of the publisher, except in the case of brief excerpts in critical reviews or articles. All inquiries should be addressed to Night Shade Books, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018.

  Night Shade books may be purchased in bulk at special discounts for sales promotion, corporate gifts, fund-raising, or educational purposes. Special editions can also be created to specifications. For details, contact the Special Sales Department, Night Shade Books, 307 West 36th Street, 11th Floor, New York, NY 10018 or info@skyhorsepublishing.com.

  Night Shade Books™ is a trademark of Skyhorse Publishing, Inc. ®, a Delaware corporation.

  Visit our website at www.nightshadebooks.com.

  10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

  Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data is available on file.

  Cover illustration and design by Cody Tilson

  Print ISBN: 978-1-59780-830-9

  Ebook ISBN 978-1-59780-849-1

  Printed in the United States of America


  This book is dedicated to Jeremy Lassen, my hero.


  CHAPTER 1
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  The air on Lautan hung breathlessly still, so thick with moisture that all edges looked softened. All colors were smudged. Unhappy in the humidity, Raena Zacari wasn’t paying attention where the crew of the Veracity led her. Among her high-spirited crewmates, there was much shoving, teasing, consultation of the handhelds, and starting off in new directions. She was too old for that nonsense. She just wanted a drink.

  Much more interesting to Raena were the people roaming around the old district of Lautan’s tourist city. The scattered visitors crossed the spectrum between somewhat avian to insectile to reptilian, but Raena saw far fewer furred people than she’d gotten used to. Other than Mykah Chen, the Veracity’s captain, and Raena herself, she didn’t see another human face.

  She wasn’t sure if that could be blamed on the planet’s climate. The ambient temperature made her feel sticky. She wondered if the city—whatever it was called—had an ocean and whether it was swimmable. That might justify dragging around in conditions like these.

  “Finally.” Vezali’s translator used a high-pitched, girlish voice. The Dagat’s tentacles had gone greener than usual, as her body turned a sunset pink. “I’m starving.”

  Raena looked up to see a highly stylized logo that read “New Bar” in Galactic Standard. How new could it be, she wondered, to be worth the epic hike through the humidity it had taken them to reach it?

  Inside the darkened bar, the air was comfortably cool. Oversized screens, flickering with sporting events or weddings or tragedies, provided the only light.

  “Xyshin?” Coni asked her. The blue-furred Haru girl wore a sleeveless sundress patterned with large orange carnivorous flowers. They clashed with her coloring.

  “Sure,” Raena agreed abstractedly, transfixed by the images flashing all around her. It was disorienting to see through all these windows into the galaxy at once.

  “Come sit down,” Haoun suggested. The big lizard led her through the tables to a corner, where she could get her back against the wall. Once she only had to deal with the screen in front of her, Raena felt better. She frowned, trying to puzzle out what was happening in the video. It seemed to be some form of wrestling match.

  Mykah excused himself to chat with a waitress. She switched the channel on the screen that faced them to the news.

  Vezali arrived with a large bowl full of swimming ribbons. Raena turned away as her friend reached a tentacle in to catch one. Raena was pretty sure she didn’t want to watch Vezali slurp down anything while it was still wriggling.

  For the most part, her shipmates turned a blind eye to each other’s gastronomic quirks. Although the Veracity provided plenty of physical space for the five of them, they still lived more or less on top of each other. The only sure way to put up with each other’s eccentricities was to ignore them.

  Coni arrived with an oversized bottle of xyshin and a carafe of fizzing water on a tray full of glasses. Xyshin was one of the few types of liquor that the crew agreed on. Raena liked its syrupy sweet flavor, because the sweetness forced her to stop drinking long before she became very impaired.

  Raena was entertained that the crew chose to stick together, now that they finally had space to spread apart. All five of them wedged in around the table as the music for Mellix’s show came on. “Is this what we’re here to see?” Raena wondered aloud.

  Mykah grinned. Today he’d braided the hair on the sides of his head so that his skull looked taller and narrower. He was still clean-shaven, a look he’d experimented with and seemed prepared to stick to for the moment. That left only his hair to play with.

  Raena accepted the glass of xyshin Coni handed to her and settled back.

  The screen filled with low-light footage of Outrider facing them in the dusty warehouse on Verwoest. Raena had had no idea that Mellix had been close enough to record that. She’d had her hands full at the time.

  The video showed the firefight with the three Outrider androids. Mykah got shot in the first exchange. He dragged himself behind some crates and put down covering fire for Raena, who launched herself at the androids with a pair of stone knives. The blades worked surprisingly well for dismantling the weird mechanicals.

  “Such a badass,” Haoun whispered. Raena ignored him, unsure whether he meant to mock her.

  In the video, Tarik Kavanaugh, the old war buddy who’d backed her up during the fight, held the androids off enough that Raena had time to disassemble one after another.

  The video ended with Raena rolling the last Outrider head up in black Viridian slave cloth. The camera’s focus had been on the thing in her hands, tentacles writhing out of the stump of its neck. There could be no doubt it was Templar tech.

  Once Raena had the head wrapped up tightly, it went quiescent. Then the camera pulled back to look at her.

  Her image filled the screen. There she stood, spiky black hair like a corona around her face, black eyes alight with energy left over from the fight.

  Raena felt sick. She’d trusted Mellix to keep her out of the story. Now she kicked herself for being so gullible. She’d known he was an investigative journalist when the Veracity took him in.

  The documentary moved on, exploring the history of the Messiah drug and its recent reappearance. Raena couldn’t concentrate to follow the story. Her thoughts were hijacked by the knowledge that she’d been revealed to the galaxy. In fact, now that she looked around the New Bar, most of its screens had been switched to the same station. Everyone watched Mellix’s show.

  Raena’s first inclination was to run. But where could she hide that would be beyond the reach of the galactic media?

  Mykah turned to her, aglow with pride. As soon as he saw her face, his good mood evaporated. “I’m sorry,” he said immediately. “I wanted to cut sooner, but Mellix insisted on giving you credit for taking down the Outriders. He said it was important to humanize the fight.”

  Raena saw the sense of that, vaguely. She wished they’d chosen Tarik Kavanaugh to be the human face of the fight against the Messiah drug. Kavanaugh would have been honored by the attention. Instead, Raena regretted stepping up to mount the attack. She should have trusted it to Mykah and Kavanaugh, although it might have gotten them killed. She should have turned the whole thing over to the authorities. Would have, in fact, if she’d thought there was any way in hell she could have gotten them to believe her. She should have left the Messiah drug to trickle out into the galaxy, do its damage, and destroy humanity. She should have washed her hands and kept her anonymity. Now, she didn’t know how or when or why, she was doomed.

  “Let me out,” she told Haoun.

  He got up to give her room to get off the bench and around the table.

  “Where are you going?” Coni asked. She stood in front of Raena and laid a warm paw on her bare arm.

  “I don’t know.” Her body wanted desperately to run, anywhere, immediately.

  “There’s no one left to look for you,” Coni promised. “They’re all dead. You’re safe now.”

  Raena appreciated the blue-furred girl’s assurances, but adrenaline sang in her blood. “I’ve got to get out of here,” she insisted. “I won’t leave the city. I just need to get outside. Into the light.”

  “I’ll come with you,” Haoun said. “The rest of you should celebrate. Congratulations, Mykah. This is excellent work.”

  *   *   *

  Coni took Mykah’s hand in hers and squeezed. “I’m sorry.”

  He shook his head. “I knew she’d be upset. But I thought it would be better for her to see how brief the closeup was, so she would know it wasn’t much to worry about. We didn’t even identify her by name.”

  Coni rubbed her head on his shoulder, scenting him. He pulled her back down to the bench and picked up his glass of xyshin.

  Coni changed the subject. “What’s up with Haoun and Raena?”

  “Is something up?” Vezali asked, surprised.

  “He seems to be finding lots of excuses to be in her company,” Mykah observed. “He used to date ‘warm girls’ on Kai.”

  Coni and Vezali stared at him. Mykah laughed. “His words, not mine.”

  “You think he’s dating Raena?” Vezali asked.

  Mykah turned to his girlfriend. “You’re the expert on all things Raena. What do you think?”

  “I’m not sure,” Coni said slowly. “There’s a distinct possibility. I just wondered if I was the only one to notice anything.”

  “If it’s true, that’s going to change the dynamic on the Veracity,” Mykah warned.

  “Hope she doesn’t hurt him,” Vezali remarked.

  “Hope he doesn’t hurt her,” Mykah countered. “Haoun’s kind of a playboy. Love ’em and leave ’em,” he clarified, in case Vezali’s translator didn’t know what to make of the phrase. “Haoun doesn’t want to tie himself down because he’s still in love with his kids, back home.”

  *   *   *

  Raena paused in the shadowy doorway to check the street outside the New Bar. Nothing looked out of place. People still strolled calmly through the humidity, chatting and shopping and carrying drinks.

  She took a deep breath, stepped out, and adjusted her pace to the flow of traffic. She struggled to keep herself from resting her hand on the grip of the Stinger holstered on her thigh.

  Haoun kept close by. He stood high enough that he could see over almost everyone’s heads. If she’d trained him, he might have been an asset. She tried to keep herself from viewing him as a distraction now.

  “Wanna talk?” he asked.

  Mostly, she wanted to keep moving, but the streets were narrow and winding and the air was so opaque that keeping watch on all of it overwhelmed her. “Do you think we can find the water?” she asked.

  “It’s this way.”

  He led her there like he’d been on Lautan before. The buildings opened up to reveal a charcoal gray ocean stretching off to the horizon. Round green stones the size of her palm covered a wide, mostly empty beach. Raena took another deep breath. This was what she wanted: to be able to see things coming.

  Unfortunately, the beach stones radiated the day’s warmth back up at her. Haoun pointed out a small copse of frilly trees. It looked shady beneath them. When they got there, the tree bark smelled pleasantly spicy, like nutmeg. Raena put her back against a tree and tried to relax.

  “So?” Haoun prompted.

  “When I left the Arbiter,” she said, “I was on the run for a little over two Earth years. During that time, I got captured eleven times. I fought off more bounty hunters than I can count. All I wanted was to be invisible, beneath notice, but the bounty was too high. Hunting me was just too tempting.”

  She trailed off, staring out at the steely ocean. “I know Coni’s right. I know there’s no one after me any more. But running . . . that’s all I knew for so long. I’m safer when no one knows I exist.”

  “You need a distraction,” Haoun pronounced. “You need something that will allow you to burn off some energy.”

  “What did you have in mind?”

  “There’s an arcade—”

  The laughter that burst out of her vaporized some of the worry in her chest.

  *   *   *

  Vezali retrieved a glass with one tentacle. The xyshin didn’t have much flavor, but its temperature felt very pleasant in this bar. Although they’d controlled the ambient temperature and brought it down a dozen degrees, the place still felt uncomfortably warm. Vezali’s plans for the afternoon included a long soak in a bath.

  Vezali settled back onto the bench with Mykah and Coni to watch the rest of the newscast.

  The Messiah drug story was Mellix’s first work since he broke the news of the flaw in the tesseract drive a galactic month ago. That story put an end to casual space travel. Bit by bit, ships across the galaxy were being refurbished with older technologies, but many of the larger shipping companies and interstellar cruise lines—unable to afford to replace the engines on their entire fleets—had chosen to go out of business. They were angry because tesseract travel remained safe the majority of times, except on the occasions when a ship entered tesseract space and didn’t come out. Unfortunately, insurance to pay the families of long-distance haulers was too exorbitant to absorb—and casual travelers no longer wanted to take the risk.

  It made places like Lautan, where the Veracity had landed this morning, so desperate for visitors that they dropped prices on everything from accommodations to alcohol. That made the pleasure planet affordable to working class people like the Veracity’s crew. And they deserved a vacation after their work revealing the resurgence of the Messiah drug to the galaxy. Raena Zacari deserved time off most of all.

  Vezali fished another eel out of the bowl and slurped it down. These were a treat, even if they were farmed rather than wild-caught.

  On the screen, chestnut-furred Mellix mapped out the known spread of the Messiah drug. When the crew of the Veracity had discovered it was loose in the galaxy again, they knew they were looking for two crates, each filled with as many as fifty pouches of the drug. Forty of those pouches had already been accounted for and destroyed, but the rest had disappeared. The tracers attached to each individual pouch had gone silent.

  Vezali still struggled to understand how exactly the Messiah drug worked. It was a Templar drug, but with the Templar extinct, only humans could use it. During the Human-Templar War, human addicts had destabilized some of the border governments by attacking heads of state in their dreams. For the Dagat, Vezali’s people, dreams and memory were the same thing. They couldn’t use the Messiah drug and believed they were immune to its attacks.

  However, Raena had been the victim of a Messiah user named Gavin Sloane. One of his attacks on Raena had added a memory to Vezali’s mind. That meant the Dagat was aware that time had been changed: only once, but that was enough. The experience felt like a violation. Vezali kept probing the altered memory, wondering how to make it go away.

  In the newscast, Mellix left it to Mykah to sum up how to recognize a Messiah user’s attack and whom to contact for help.

  Vezali wouldn’t have recognized Mykah, if the screen hadn’t helpfully labeled him as the captain of the Veracity. He had tied his hair back, shaved his face clean, and dressed up for his big moment. Still, humans with their changeless coloration were difficult to tell apart.

  When the broadcast ended, Coni filled everyone’s glass with more xyshin so they could have a toast.

  “I’m sorry Raena didn’t see the whole thing,” Mykah said.

  “Maybe she will watch the rest of it with you later,” Coni soothed, “when she’s less upset.”

  *   *   *

  At the end of the newscast, Ariel Shaad and Eilif Thallian sat back on the sofa as one, each lost in her own thoughts.

  Ariel put her feet up on the coffee table. She had known Gavin Sloane died from abusing the Messiah drug. Raena had shown her images of his shriveled corpse, so she could grieve. At the time, Ariel had been angry, had hated Sloane for chasing something impossible when he could have had the love Ariel wanted to give him. Now, seeing he’d released the drug back into the galaxy rather than destroying it before it could do any more damage, she hated him all over again.

  She lit a spice stick and stared at the smoke, wondering what was wrong with her that she’d ever loved that man.

  Eventually, Eilif said, “Raena had her scar removed.”

  Ariel laughed, glad to be pulled out of her thoughts. “Raena said the scar tied her to the person she used to be. Watching her dismember those androids, though . . . The old Raena is clearly still in there.”

  “She looks more like me now,” Eilif mused.

  Like Eilif used to look, Ariel realized, when she’d been young. Eilif was a clone of someone who looked a lot like Raena. Somewhere in the cloning process, something had gone wrong with her. She aged faster than normal. Although she was barely twenty, her hair had already gone entirely white. Conversely, Raena’s long imprisonment in a Templar tomb had frozen her appearance at around twenty. In actual age, she was closer to forty-five. She could have been Eilif’s mother.

  Ariel said, “I’m surprised Raena allowed her image to go out on an intragalactic broadcast. She never wanted anyone to see her before.”

  Eilif poured some more tea for Ariel, then filled her own cup and sipped from it before Ariel had a chance to raise hers. The behavior was a relic from Eilif’s life with the Thallians, where she’d served as their chief food taster.

  As far as Ariel knew, no one ever died of poison among the Thallians until Eilif drugged her husband herself. Still, Ariel wished the woman’s compulsion to taste Ariel’s food wouldn’t keep reminding them both of what they’d escaped.

  Still, if Raena could change and step out into the light where the galaxy could see her, then survival—recovery—was possible for them all.

  *   *   *

  It wasn’t just any arcade. Trust Haoun, who’d learned to pilot the Veracity on flight simulators, to know Lautan had a massive entertainment palace.

  Entertainment machines from around the galaxy stuffed the building. Some rudimentary machines pitted operator reflexes against weights or gravity. Others required players to climb inside or atop them. Raena had learned to play handheld games at Haoun’s elbow on the Veracity, but she couldn’t beat the precision of his fine motor skills. Here, she was attracted to games that required big physical movements, but her body was too small to make most of these games work.

  She stopped in front of the jet scooter race, but didn’t mount the machine. Foot pedals controlled acceleration and the handlebars held weapons controls, but she couldn’t figure out how to stretch to reach both at the same time.

  Haoun loomed over her, bending low so she could hear him over the racket in the arcade. “It’s built for a bigger thing than you.”

  “Show me how it’s played?” Raena asked.

  “I’m not any good at it,” he argued. “I can steer, but I can’t shoot at the same time. You need mammal reflexes for this one.”

  Raena smiled at that, not offended.

  “Maybe we could play it together,” he offered.

  She looked up at his face, but the lizard seemed as expressionless as ever.

  “Give you a boost up?”

  Now she knew he was teasing her. “Sure, big guy. Help me up.”

  Haoun’s oversized hands were gentle as they fit around her waist. Raena straddled the machine and Haoun stepped up behind her. He pointed out the safety restraints and the firing mechanisms, then hunched over her so he could reach the handlebars to steer.

  Raena leaned up against him. “Get comfortable,” she suggested. “I’m not shy.”

  He laughed, knowing that was true, and fidgeted closer.

  “Ready?” she asked.

  “Let’s begin.”

  He coasted them forward smoothly. They took their place at the starting gate with the other players. The jet scooter’s motor made a steady thrum between Raena’s knees. Haoun’s chest grew warmer against her back.

  Raena smiled to herself. She used to be able to disassociate what was happening to her flesh from the objective she pursued. That ability helped her to endure the fights she got into as Ariel’s bodyguard, but also to survive her Imperial training and Thallian’s beatings. What her body did and felt was separate from who she was and what she wanted.

  The boundaries seemed to be melting. She felt extremely conscious of Haoun’s long thighs outside hers. She felt his muscles bunch and twitch as he kicked the scooter faster and faster. And there was the smell of him, alien and strange and fascinating and complex. With effort, she focused on the game—but her attention kept drifting.

  She’d never been this close to anyone nonhuman before. Oh, she’d fought them, tortured them occasionally aboard the Arbiter, but never had such prolonged physical contact. Even when she’d been transported aboard the slave ship, the Viridians had left her alone to preserve her value. Well, they left her alone, as long as she would eat.

  One of the other scooters pulled ahead in the game. Haoun growled deep in his chest. Raena felt the vibration against her back. Her blood responded to it.

  “Can I fire on the other players?” she shouted.

  “Only if we collect the talisman.” He nodded toward a green thing glowing far ahead.

  “We’d better get there first,” she said.

  Haoun barked out a laugh and kicked the bike down one more notch. It shot forward, rocking Raena back more firmly against the big lizard.

  She got the sense he enjoyed the contact as much as she did.

  *   *   *

  The boy born Jimi Thallian scanned backward through the recording of the Messiah documentary so he could watch the firefight with the androids again. The aggressor, he was certain, was Raena Zacari, the woman who had rescued him. He’d seen her in person only once, briefly, when she helped him get the hopper flight-ready so he could run away from home. Even then, Jim had taken a teenage boy’s pleasure in the way her catsuit strained and stretched over her small, slim body, and especially in the fluid way she moved, as if her slightest gesture was part of a dance. It didn’t hurt that she was also utterly terrifying.

  Watching her twist and roll, fire and dodge, and ultimately dismantle the Outrider androids with a pair of stone knives made him uncomfortably aroused.

  Jim stifled that by thinking: I understand exactly what my father saw in her. The chill that followed the thought stopped his breath.

  During the War, Raena Zacari had served Jim’s father aboard his Imperial destroyer, a nominally diplomatic ship called the Arbiter. When Raena deserted from Imperial service, Jonan Thallian lost the last bulwark that kept him sane. In short order, he acquiesced to the Emperor’s directive to spread the plague that wiped out the Templars. That genocide led to the destruction of the Empire.

  The moment the galaxy turned against humanity, Jonan Thallian fled home like a rabid wolf. He dragged his family and the crew of the Arbiter down into his homeworld’s ocean, where they waited out the execution of the planet above.

  Five years after the War finally ended, after the surface of their homeworld was poisoned and dead, Jimi was born. The only survivor of his crop of clones, he’d grown up ostracized from his cloned brothers, both older and younger. Despite their identical appearance, not one of the others recognized their father’s crimes as atrocities.

  When Jim finally sought help to escape his homeworld, he betrayed his family and led Raena to them. He remembered sitting in the hopper, ready to run at last, and telling her to kill them all.

  And she’d done it. He didn’t know how; the news stories weren’t as specific as he would have liked. There had been a fire in the castle where his family lived. The domes of the undersea city cracked. Everything he’d ever known had been washed away, exactly as he’d wished.

  Raena never came forward to claim the vengeance she’d rained down on his family. Still, Jim knew she was responsible. He would have liked to thank her personally, but Raena had warned him that if he ever so much as thought about coming after her, she would kill him in his sleep.

  No wonder his father had adored her.

  The comm chirped at him. Even though it had no camera, the boy switched off the news and came to attention beside his bed. “Yes, sir?”

  The shipyard master asked, “Jim, are you up already?”

  “Yes, sir.”

  “There’s no hurry, son, but there’s another racer coming in. Could you pull its tesseract drive before lunch?”

  “Glad to, sir.” He’d already dressed, made his bed, and stowed his few belongings. Now he scraped his black hair back into a ponytail, then slid his feet into his brand-new work boots.

  As he turned to lock up, Jim looked around his little room. True, it was not much bigger than the bed, but it was his alone. For the first time in his life, Jim had his own place, with a door he could lock. He had a job that he loved: fitting outdated drives back into ships that had foolishly upgraded to tesseract drives. He even got paid for the work, collecting a paycheck for the first time in his life.

  Jim never saw the surface of his homeworld before the galaxy poisoned it. He’d never seen the surface of any planet, until Raena Zacari helped him leave home. He’d never held a job, or used money, or seen an alien, or talked to a girl his own age.

  So many things that he owed to Raena Zacari. The only thing he could do to thank her was to adopt her last name as his own.

  *   *   *

  As they sped through the finishers’ gate, Raena’s face felt flushed from the wind of their passage as much as from the proximity of Haoun at her back. Disappointed that the game was over and they’d have to part, Raena blushed still more.

  Haoun’s clever hands unclipped her from the restraints. He squeezed her back against him in a hug. Raena laughed in pure pleasure.

  “Did you enjoy that as much as I did?” his translator said against the top of her head. His voice, whispering against her hair, sounded guttural and rough, but the translator made him sound overeducated and posh.

  “Oh, yes.” Raena twisted to look up into his yellow eyes. “Maybe more than I should have.”

  He hugged her again. She wished she could read his expressions and know if he was smiling, but the slit of his mouth didn’t change.

  “Where should we go to celebrate?”

  Raena wished he hadn’t left it up to her. If she said the wrong thing, it would screw up everything. The balance on the Veracity would be irrevocably changed, no matter what.

  Luckily, he could read her better than she could read him. He rescued her by saying, “Your bunk’s too small for me.”

  “That’s what I was thinking,” Raena said. “There’s no privacy on the ship, anyway. Let’s splurge.”

  *   *   *

  Ariel pulled her goggles into place, nodded at Kavanaugh, and stepped onto the firing range. She breathed out, long and slow, and dropped each target in turn as it popped up around her.

  She wondered why Kavanaugh wasn’t hitting anything, then realized she hadn’t given him a chance. She eased off and let Tarik step up.

  Working through the range with someone else always made her think of Raena. Raena was content to hang back, let Ariel do the bulk of the shooting. Raena liked to look long-range and see what was coming up, but she preferred to fight up close. She said she liked to hear the sound of something’s breath when she killed it. Ariel had taken that as juvenile dramatics, until it proved to be true.

  No matter how much they practiced, Raena had never gotten to be the sharpshooter Ariel was, but she could lay someone out with a single punch. Ariel didn’t like to let people get that close. They’d worked well as a pair.

  Kavanaugh fell somewhere in the middle. He’d grown up on a medical ship during the Human-Templar War, so he knew a little medicine, could shoot like veteran, and was an asset in a hand-to-hand fight. His head had been no match for Raena’s fist, though.

  Ariel watched Tarik advance through the range, steady and unhurried. It might take him a shot or two to knock down a target, but he didn’t skip any.

  They finished out the target series by taking turns.

  Ariel grinned as she pulled off her goggles. “What do you think of the new Stinger?”

  Tarik turned the pistol over, pulled the charge pack out of its butt, weighed it in his glove. “It’s lighter. Ought to make it real popular.”

  “You don’t like it?” she wondered.

  “Made me worry the charge was draining too fast. Did you see me keep checking the levels? That might cause problems in a fight.”

  “You’ll get used to it,” she predicted.

  “You don’t need to give me one of these,” he argued. “My old gun is good enough.”

  “Not gonna force one on you.” Ariel knew how old soldiers were with their sidearms. “I thought I might send a handful of these to Raena. I saw you two taking out those androids on the news. Looked like she was armed with an antique.”

  “She is.” Tarik stripped off his gauntlets and chest shield, setting them back in the cubbyholes in the range’s lobby. “She and the kid use guns the Thallians left behind on the Veracity. All their equipment dates to before the end of the War.”

  Ariel clicked her tongue. “Can’t have my sister running around the galaxy with twenty-year-old guns.”

  Tarik laughed. “You don’t get them free any more.”

  “It’s not like stealing them from my dad’s shop, sure,” she agreed, “but part of the deal when I sold his business was that I still get a steep discount on the new models. Besides, Raena’s worth it. It’s not like she’ll stay out of trouble. I can’t do anything else to keep her safe.”

  “Suppose that’s true,” he agreed.

  Ariel pulled off her shield and put it away beside Tarik’s. “You want to stay for dinner?”

  “Your mom gonna try to set us up again?” he teased.

  “Probably.”

  He grinned. “Maybe you’ll listen to her, this time.”

  Ariel felt her smile freeze for a second, saw that Kavanaugh caught it. She waved her hand between them, blinking back tears. “I know it’s stupid. I know Gavin was . . .” Her voice quavered, but she pushed herself to go on. “It was never going to work. He was such an idiot. But I’m not over him yet.”

  Tarik opened his arms enough to offer a hug in a way that she could ignore it.

  Ariel hated herself for crying over Gavin Sloane. Seeing his body on the news haunted her. She put her head down on Tarik’s shoulder and clutched him close. He rubbed her back and said, “I miss him, too.”

  Ariel wondered briefly—bitterly—if Raena ever cried over the man who’d killed himself for her.

  *   *   *

  Haoun led Raena up the steep hill in the center of town. Buildings sprouted from it haphazardly. There weren’t actual streets between them as much as tracks of varying widths. The neighborhood drowsed quietly at this time of the late afternoon. Up here on the hill, the faintest breeze licked sweat from Raena’s forehead.

  “Have you got a destination in mind?” she asked.

  “Not really. The cheapest places tend to be at the bottoms of hills. You deserve better than that.”

  “How you talk,” she teased. “The places at the bottom of the hill are for people eager to get out of this humidity.”

  He laughed. The sound was a sharp bark that his translator didn’t try to explain. “All right. I won’t make you climb the entire hill. How’s this place look?”

  He indicated a featureless black cube. Raena couldn’t figure out where its door was. “That one’s scary,” she told him honestly.

  They rounded the cube to find a spire modeled on a Templar tower, an organic form that looked half-melted in the heat.

  “Definitely not,” they agreed.

  Nearby rose a step pyramid, each of its levels crowned with a garden that trailed languid vines down the building’s face.

  “What about that one?” Raena asked.

  “Let’s see what kind of rooms they have.” Haoun led her into the heavily air-conditioned lobby. One of its walls held a grid of lighted images: rooms with beds, rooms with tubs, rooms furnished with rocks or trees or tanks of various liquids. One room offered what looked like a nest of pillows and cushions that reminded her of Haoun’s bed on the Veracity. “How’s this?” Raena asked.

  “Stellar.” He pressed the image, which vanished to be replaced by the price. He pressed the chit on the chain around his neck against the screen. A little slot opened to reveal the key.

  Some things were just easier to manage in you had blunt fingertips rather than claws. Raena retrieved the key and turned to look for the elevator.

  *   *   *

  On the fourth moon of Staub, a bored Varan pharma tech glanced over the manifest coded to the large crate in front of him. It contained some kind of robot pharmacist and the chemical it ran on.

  The tech circled the crate, activating its pressurized locks. Normal security on robots wasn’t as tight as this, but no matter. The sooner he finished, the sooner he could take his spice break.

  Once the lid slid open, he saw the damned robot lay in individually wrapped pieces inside. The Varan grumbled to himself as he searched for the package knife. The damn knife was always wandering off.

  Might as well take his break, he decided.

  After his return, he located the head in the crate. He sliced the black wrapping away to reveal a pasty face with scraggly red hair and an oddly shaped nose. Why did it need to be humanoid, he wondered, as he set the head none too gently on the floor. Next, he uncovered a hand, part of a leg, one foot, the torso.

  The android’s eyes flicked open. Fat, wormlike tentacles extruded from the base of its neck, stretching toward the shoulders. The android assembled itself while the tech’s back was turned.

  It rose to its feet, took a step forward, and pulled the package knife from the shocked tech’s hand.


  CHAPTER 2

  [image: image]

  Raena and Haoun undressed in the late afternoon light that streamed through the hotel room’s windows. She was startled to discover that their anatomies weren’t compatible.

  “It’s okay,” Haoun whispered. “Just show me what you like.”

  Raena would have been so much more comfortable acting upon him, but without guidance, she didn’t have any idea where to start.

  “I’ve never been with anyone who wasn’t human before,” she confessed.

  “Not to worry. I like human girls. But I know you all have different favorites. Show me yours and let me honor them.”

  Raena crawled into the sleeping nest. She appreciated that Haoun didn’t remark on her scars.

  She lifted one of his hands, its extraordinarily long fingers tipped with black talons. “Touch me with your claws,” she suggested.

  “How hard?” he asked.

  “Let’s see.”

  *   *   *

  Dinner with the Shaad family was often like theater, Kavanaugh had decided. You never knew how many of Ariel’s adopted kids would be around, passing through on their ways to one humanitarian adventure or another. Some of them worked for the family foundation, identifying human kids who needed to be bought out of slavery or rescued from group homes or plucked from the street. Several worked in medical services. Others did fundraising or public relations. Kavanaugh couldn’t keep the kids straight. He wasn’t really sure how many there were altogether, but they tended to all talk at once, at a high volume. It wasn’t uncommon for food to fly from one end of the table to the other, so you had to watch your head.

  Madame Shaad, Ariel’s mother, doted on her grandchildren. She had wanted nothing more in life than to spoil the next generation. The only thing that could have made her happier was if some of them had been blood relations. Ariel never settled down long enough to commit to carrying a child. Soon it wouldn’t matter any more. Madame Shaad was growing desperate enough that even Kavanaugh seemed like son-in-law material these days.

  Still, the food at the villa was excellent, the wine was plentiful, and Kavanaugh found amusement in the whole circus.

  Three of the girls were arguing. Kavanaugh didn’t pay attention until one of them leaned across the table toward him. She dressed like her mother in a button-down blouse without enough buttons.

  “Settle a bet?” she asked. Where Ariel was honey blonde and golden, this girl was sloe-eyed and ivory pale.

  “Sure,” Kavanaugh said, “if I can.”

  “I say you are that guy from Mellix’s show,” she said. “Did you hunt down the Messiah drug?”

  “Yeah.” Kavanaugh was pleased to be recognized. He’d held off the Outrider androids, sure, but Raena had been the one who took them apart.

  “So you know Raena Zacari,” the girl said.

  Kavanaugh laughed. “Your mom knows her, too.”

  “She’s amazing,” one of the other girls gushed. “The way she moves! And in heels, too.”

  “Who’s that?” Madame Shaad inquired.

  “Raena Zacari, Mamaw.”

  “Worst slave we ever had,” the old woman proclaimed. “She left your mother alone and unprotected on Nyx . . .”

  “Who are you talking about, Mother?” Ariel asked.

  “Raena Zacari,” one of the girls gushed. “You know her?”

  “Yes,” Ariel said. “She’s one of the first girls I adopted.”

  Conversation fell silent down the length of the table.

  “You adopted that damned slave?” her mother quavered.

  “No, Mother. You’re thinking of the Raena who died during the War. This is her daughter.”

  Kavanaugh watched Ariel lie. He knew Raena wanted to build a new life, separate from the crimes she’d committed before her imprisonment, but it surprised him that Ariel kept the fiction up at home.

  Ariel avoided his eyes as she told the kids, “You know, Tarik fought alongside her.”

  “We were talking about the newscast from the other night,” another of the girls said. “Raena was brilliant. She could move so fast, and she was so flexible and strong . . .”

  One of the boys cut her off. “I want a coat like that! Do you know where she got that military coat, Mr. Kavanaugh?”

  “Army surplus,” Kavanaugh said. “It dates back to the War.” Which was true, if not exactly how Raena had inherited it.

  “Did you see that old Stinger she was using?” one of the girls asked. “I’m amazed any of that old Imperial tech still works.”

  “Just because Mom updates our sidearms every year doesn’t mean everyone can afford it,” one of the boys pointed out. The argument spun off into a new direction.

  Madame Shaad came over to link her arm through Kavanaugh’s. She wore a gown spangled with more gemstones than Kavanaugh’s ship was worth. “When are you going to marry our Ariel?”

  “Whenever she’ll have me,” he answered, half joking. He didn’t believe Ariel would ever tie herself down. She’d settled into the villa and working on her humanitarian foundation, but that was likely to be as tame as Ariel ever allowed herself to get. She was still a gunrunner at heart.

  To be honest, Kavanaugh would rather see her happy than married. Maybe, now that Sloane was dead, Ariel could finally find happiness.

  *   *   *

  When Raena woke, Haoun lay stretched out at her side, the tip of his tail curled loosely around one of her ankles. His breath whistled across the top of her hair, making it ruffle.

  Haoun’s scales were cool and smooth along her back, pulling the warmth from her body. She snuggled against him, breathing his complex scent. It reminded her of some kind of metal. Raena pulled up the blanket and tucked it around her.

  She thought back over her life from growing up in the Humans First! collective to her Imperial service to running with Ariel and Gavin. Nothing in her past hinted that she’d end up in bed with a lizard. She was so ignorant she didn’t even know what Haoun’s people called themselves or where they came from or if they commonly took up with warm-blooded girls.

  All the same, she felt . . . like someone else, she decided. Sated. Comfortable. At peace.

  She smiled at herself. It was tempting to rush into calling this contentment affection, but she didn’t really know Haoun. She didn’t even know if he wanted a relationship beyond being shipmates. Maybe this was just a fetish for him, a momentary dalliance with someone new. If she tried to make it anything more, she could destroy it.

  So, she decided, she’d call what she felt gratitude. For the first time in her life, someone had gone out of his way to make her happy. Even if it never happened again, it was enough to know that it could.

  Haoun pulled her closer, burying his snout in the nape of her neck. “Don’t leave,” he muttered. “Back to sleep.”

  “Okay.” Raena rolled over to rest her cheek against the scales of his chest, breathing him in.

  *   *   *

  On Kolar, the gang of human kids walked into the meeting with a swagger. An Outrider android sat in the middle of an abandoned warehouse at a folding table. It was the only thing in the room cleared of dust.

  “Thank you for meeting us,” Decker said.

  “Always a pleasure to help young idealists,” the pusher said. “I’m assuming you saw my ad on Mellix’s newscast.”

  “That’s why we’re here,” Decker said. “Can the Messiah drug really do what Mellix promised?”

  “Can and already has. But the government of this planet is Shtrell, not human,” Outrider pointed out. “That doesn’t make it impossible to take them down, but it will complicate things.”

  “We’re not interested in attacking the government,” Decker snarled. “We want to take down the Doranje Corporation.”

  “I am glad to help you out,” Outrider promised. “Did you bring the parts I told you you’d need?”

  One of the girls stepped forward to open a case of miscellaneous copper pipes, gaskets, and tubing.

  “Perfect,” Outrider said. “We have only to discuss payment and you can begin.”

  *   *   *

  When Raena opened her eyes, Haoun was watching her. “Hungry?” he asked hopefully.

  Raena nodded. Generally, she ate to thrive—as Ariel’s dad had drilled into her, back when she served as their slave. Food was a necessary evil. This morning she actually felt ravenous. “Have you got a destination in mind?”

  “There’s a commuter market,” Haoun said. “We can pick up something as we walk.”

  Haoun stepped into his tunic as Raena slithered into her catsuit. In moments, they were out the door. Only after it closed behind her was Raena tempted to have taken a souvenir, something to symbolize how happy she’d been in the night.

  “Have you been here before?” Raena asked. “On Lautan?”

  “I stopped off here on my way to Kai, when I was looking for work.”

  “Where did you come here from?” Raena asked.

  He looked at her as if weighing whether to answer.

  “Didn’t mean to pry,” she said quickly. “I just feel like everyone knows everything about my life, but I don’t know any of you very well. I’ve been too wrapped up in my own drama.”

  “Well, your drama has been pretty epic in scale,” he teased. “Mine is much more quotidian.”

  Raena wondered what he’d really said that his translator would put it that way. “I’m ready for things to be much less epic,” she said.

  Before they’d walked far, they found the commuter market he’d promised. Raena followed her nose past the pastries and noodle bowls to a spit skewering blackened meat. “Sorry,” she said to Haoun, “but that is the best thing I’ve ever smelled.”

  “Do you know what it is?”

  “Does it matter?”

  “I suppose not.” He waved the stall owner over and ordered two.

  “Let me pay this time,” Raena said. “You got the room last night.”

  *   *   *

  They ended up with two large sandwiches of chipped meat wrapped in some savory flatbread. Raena’s hands looked too small to get around hers, but her eyes lit up with anticipation.

  They found a tree whose shade seemed inviting. Raena began at the top of her sandwich and worked her way down, turning it every so often to keep the filling from falling out.

  Haoun found everything she did entertaining. Unlike the other human girls he’d been with, Raena was the first who seemed truly unselfconscious. Everything she did—eating, drinking, cavorting with him—she did wholeheartedly.

  A smile flashed across her face. “Why are you watching me?”

  “Trying to figure you out.”

  “Got a question?”

  “What are you doing with us?”

  “The Veracity, you mean?”

  Haoun nodded and took another bite of his sandwich.

  “At first, I was just using you to get to Thallian,” Raena admitted. “But then Mykah did such a stellar job breaking the news about him to the galaxy and I didn’t have anywhere else to go . . . I was kind of just along for the ride, after that. I thought you’d put me out at Capital City and I’d be wandering again, but then Mellix needed my help . . .” Her voice trailed off. “What are you doing with us?”

  “Running away.” That wasn’t the whole truth. “My mate asked me to leave.” Mykah knew this, and by extension, Coni probably did, too. “Serese kept our home, our kids, and I went to Kai.”

  “Why did you come with Mykah when we left?”

  “It seemed like a grand adventure, becoming a pirate. I had no idea what ugly stuff we would get involved in.”

  She gazed at him, waiting for him to finish that thought.

  “This has been the best time of my life,” he confessed. “For the first time, I feel like I’m actually doing something important. Something that will change the galaxy for the better.”

  Raena grinned at him.

  Haoun reached out his hand. She wove her fingers between his.

  “The funny thing is,” she said, “I feel the same. I am so lucky to have found all of you.”

  She snuggled against him. The smell of her skin was electric, straight to his brain. She looked soft, fragile, but beneath her thin skin, her muscles were surprisingly strong. He’d never known anyone like her.

  Things might be complicated once they all got back on the Veracity. Haoun hoped he hadn’t broken anything that he would regret later, but for now, he was glad of her company.

  “What do you want to do today?” she asked.

  “I need to pick up some souvenirs for my kids,” Haoun said.

  “How many kids do you have?”

  “Two boys and a girl.”

  “What are they like?”

  “The boys are just boys. They like sports. We play a ball game on my homeworld that they’re really good at. Jexxie, the youngest, is really smart. She will rule the world some day.”

  “Is it hard to be away from them?”

  “It would be harder to be there.”

  Raena didn’t argue. “What do you want to buy for them?”

  “I thought I’d start on the toy street, see what they have to offer.”

  “I’ll come with you, if you’ll help me find a swimsuit afterward. I haven’t been swimming since I left Kai.”

  “Me, either,” Haoun realized.

  She looked down at the remains of her sandwich. “This defeated me,” she admitted.

  “Never eat anything bigger than your head,” Haoun advised. “It’s one of the first things we teach our young.”

  Raena laughed. “I will keep that in mind.”

  Haoun heaved himself to his feet and reached a hand down to her. As they walked, he asked, “Did you ever want kids?”

  Raena shook her head. “Can’t have them, at least not the natural way. Thallian had me sterilized.”

  “What?” Haoun jerked to a halt, stunned by the casual way she said it.

  Raena linked her hands around his arm. “No one knows this, unless they’ve run a medical scan on me. On the Arbiter, before I ran, Thallian had my ovaries removed. He was a clone, you know, and all his family were clones. I’m not sure if he was planning ahead to after the War, when we’d retire to his planet and clone ourselves some offspring, or if he was simply trying to control me. It doesn’t matter now.”

  “Weren’t you angry about it?”

  “The galaxy was different back then.” She was people-watching now, her head tracking from side to side. She didn’t appear emotionally invested in something that seemed so enormous to Haoun. He tried to remember that it had happened to her a long time ago. Still, it was difficult to believe she had accepted being mutilated by the madman like that.

  Raena changed the subject. “Jain Thallian was probably as close to a child as I’ll ever have. And really, he was more like a brother to me than a son.”

  Jain was the Thallian clone who had traveled on the Veracity, although he had been a prisoner rather than a guest. Haoun had never spoken to the boy, but—alongside Mykah and Coni—Haoun had watched Raena telling her life story to the kid. Jain had been barely more than a child, but he’d committed at least one vicious murder before Raena caught him.

  Not at all sure he wanted to know, Haoun asked, “What happened to Jain after you took him home?”

  “He died.” Anger made her voice tight.

  “You didn’t—?”

  “No, I didn’t kill him. His family put a noose around his neck and left him standing on a parapet. Jain hung himself.”

  Raena stared into the distance, seeing it again. “I thought about letting him go,” she confessed, “but I couldn’t figure out how he could survive. Thallian broke Jain—broke all his sons, for that matter—the way he’d broken me. But I got twenty years locked away from him in which to heal. I wasn’t about to subject anyone else to that kind of a sentence. Loose in the galaxy, Jain was going to become a serial killer like his father. He wasn’t old enough or smart enough to restrain himself. At the very least, if I’d let Jain go, he would have spent the rest of his life hunting me down for what I did to his family.”

  Haoun didn’t know the details of what had happened on the Thallian homeworld, other than the Thallians died and Raena did not. When they finally turned onto the street of toy shops, he was relieved to change the subject.

  *   *   *

  Jim toed out of his boots and aligned them precisely beside the door. It had been a long day, climbing and crawling inside an expensive new spaceship, replacing its barely used tesseract drive with a secondhand, refurbished drive. Although his muscles ached, Jim was satisfied with the day’s work, happily exhausted.

  He switched on the screen to keep him company as he assembled a frugal dinner. When the computer spoke to him, it had a voice similar to Raena Zacari’s, low and musical. It read out the messages his mother had sent today. She’d been easy to find, once he looked for her: staying with the family who had owned Raena when she’d been enslaved before the War. Eilif didn’t seem to be a slave. Instead, she worked for a charity that bought human children out of slavery and found them homes. Eilif seemed content there. Jim was glad.

  “News from Drusingyi,” the computer said. Jim dropped the knife in his hand. Luckily, it missed his stockinged foot when it landed point-down in the floor.

  “The secondary dome has been cleared of water. Emergency power is restored.”

  Trembling, Jim played the message again. Once more the computer said, “The secondary dome has been cleared of water. Emergency power is restored.”

  Nothing more.

  “Show me.” Jim’s voice squeaked up into a higher register. He swallowed hard and repeated himself.

  One of the family’s surveillance cameras came online. This one looked from the barracks where the crew of the Arbiter had lived under the sea. The camera pointed toward the blackened hulk of the castle. Its breached dome yawned open. On the extreme edge of the field of view, an unhealthy greenish glow lit the hospital dome. Inside that dome, the family’s cloning lab once stood.

  Jim typed in the command to swivel the camera as far as it would go. From what he could see, the cloning lab’s dome did seem to have been repaired. Shadows moved inside it, impossible to identify.

  “Maybe it’s nothing,” he whispered. Maybe they were thrill seekers, gawkers who’d come to gloat over the relics of the Thallians. Maybe they were looters or salvagers. But if they wanted to steal his family’s belongings, wouldn’t they concentrate on the castle? Why would the cloning facility interest them at all? Why would they trouble to repair the dome?

  Despite his attempts at logic, it felt like ice clogged his heart. What if Raena hadn’t destroyed the family’s elderly medical robot? Dr. Poe had cloned generations of Thallians. If he survived, if he could have found any viable DNA, he might have begun the process of bringing the Thallians back from the dead.

  It was too soon for clones to have become old enough to cast the shadows Jim could see inside the dome.

  Still, someone prowled around his homeworld. Whatever they wanted, it couldn’t be good.

  Jim finished making his sandwich. Then he sank onto his bed to choke his dinner down. What was he going to do? He had sworn that he would never, ever go back home. He was out, he was gone, and he didn’t want anyone to ever connect him with the Thallians again.

  If he could get a message to Raena Zacari, she would want to investigate. He kept her warning in mind, though. For the first time in his life, Jim loved his situation. He did not want to die.

  Someone, he thought. He had to tell someone. Who could he warn without confiding why he monitored the mass murderer’s home? How could he tell anyone without revealing himself as the lunatic’s son?

  *   *   *

  Outfitted with smoked goggles that cast everything into artificial shades of blue, Raena felt much more comfortable. After all the years she’d spent imprisoned in darkness, her eyes were still sensitive to bright light.

  She’d changed into the new swimsuit she’d purchased, then left her clothes and gun in a public locker. When she returned to the beachside table where Haoun ate little crabs by the handful, Mykah and Coni had joined him.

  “Do you swim?” Raena asked Coni.

  “No, but I drink by the ocean,” the blue-furred girl joked. “When I get wet, I have to keep moving or I sink. Drinking is much less exhausting.”

  “That’s often true,” Raena agreed.

  Vezali slid toward them. She deftly slipped her tentacles between the stools and other tourists, pulling herself along as smoothly as gliding. “I wouldn’t have recognized you,” she confided to Raena, “without your entourage.” She lifted a tentacle to indicate the goggles.

  Raena guessed that was fair enough. Of the whole Dagat people, Raena had only ever seen Vezali, who changed in color from a deep blackish green to fiery orange as emotion took her. Raena couldn’t guess how Vezali’s people told each other apart.

  “Mykah, would you keep my translator for me?” Vezali asked.

  “Coni will. I’m going in the water, too.”

  “You swim?” Raena asked.

  “No, I wade. And look at shiny rocks. I never learned to swim.”

  Vezali unbuckled the braided gold belt she wore around her midriff and set it on the table amidst the glasses. Raena realized she’d never seen Vezali without it before. She’d also never heard the squid creature’s natural voice. Unlike Haoun’s voice, which spoke a second ahead of his translator, Vezali’s translator provided the only sound Raena had ever heard her make.

  Haoun nudged a glass toward Raena.

  “What is it?”

  “The bartender said it’s a kind of cider.”

  “Earther cider?” she asked.

  “Be adventurous,” he teased.

  “Careful what you wish for,” she told him.

  Coni and Mykah traded a glance. Raena almost choked on her first sip. Clearly, the gossip had already started. She should have known there would be no secrets amongst the Veracity’s crew.

  *   *   *

  Mykah let the waves play against his ankles as he gazed out at the horizon. It felt good to be on a planet again, even if the gravity of Lautan was slightly heavier than he preferred and its steamy air less pleasant than Kai’s desert heat. The air smelled alive here. Birds sang in the jungle that surrounded the city. A winged lizard skimmed above the water, fishing.
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