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CHAPTER 1
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Something caught Raena Zacari’s attention. She glanced over at Ariel and Gavin, but they were engrossed in feeding each other pieces of some bright yellow alien fruit. Nothing strange there, except that they were being nice to each other.

Shoppers filled the souk today. Even though they ranged from humanoid to feathered to she didn’t know what, they were all acting like privileged rich people at a mall, haggling unnecessarily with the shopkeepers. Nothing seemed out of place, but adrenaline poured into Raena’s blood. She clenched her fists, ready for the fight to begin.

Something stung her thigh. Raena glanced down at her leg, bare in the slit of her parrot-blue dress. A tiny dart, fletched with silver foil, pierced her skin.

The drug hit her so fast she couldn’t call for help. Gavin saw her going down and lunged forward to catch her. She saw her terror reflected in his expression. Then his head came apart. She couldn’t even reach up to wipe his blood away.

Screaming people fled into the maze of the old Templar city. Kai was supposed to be a weapons-free world. Everyone paid enough to guarantee their safety here.

Ariel knelt beside Raena, staring at Gavin’s corpse, trying to figure out what had happened.

A second Gavin fought his way through the panicked crowd. He knocked Ariel aside and pulled Raena up over his shoulder. Then he dodged away through the souk.

This Gavin turned a corner to charge down a narrow street. He didn’t see the teenaged boy hiding there. Jain Thallian stepped out from a doorway to fling a shock net over Gavin and Raena both. Its initial jolt knocked Gavin from his feet. Raena fell to the dirt with him. With the drug in her system, she couldn’t raise her hands to break her fall.

Raena fought her way awake from the dream before the Thallians could take her prisoner. Then she lay on her back in her bunk, trying to slow her hammering heart. She breathed deeply, concentrating on the sounds of the Veracity around her. Its engines hummed with a steady, reassuring sound. She could hear the hiss of its air exchangers and the gurgle of water in its pipes. All appeared to be right in the galaxy.

Except for this dream. It felt wrong. Its weight—if that was the word she wanted for it—was too great for a soap bubble created from her subconscious. Rather than a mere nightmare, it felt more solid, almost like a memory: a memory of something that hadn’t really happened to her.

She scrubbed the tears from her eyes with her fists. There hadn’t been two Gavins. There had been only one. And on that day on Kai, he’d gotten knocked out as soon as Thallian’s soldiers attacked. Raena had killed as many of the attack team as she could, disabled the rest, and kidnapped Jain. Then she’d left Gavin and Ariel behind, stolen the Veracity, and assassinated the rest of the Thallian family. She was free now.

Suddenly Raena needed to get out of her cabin, into the company of people. It had been a month since she’d felt that way—and Jonan Thallian, the man who had been hunting her then, was dead. She’d watched his body burn.

Still jittery, Raena climbed off her bunk. She pulled a clean catsuit from the locker and shimmied into it. This one was poisonous magenta. She hoped the color would lift her mood.

She rubbed some static into her short black hair to make it ray out from her head. Then she strapped on her high-heeled boots like she was putting on her armor.

Ariel Shaad woke up herself by reaching for the gun that should have been holstered on her thigh—except that Ariel herself was worlds away from the events on Kai, safe in bed in her villa on Callixtos.

Shivering, Ariel examined the vestiges of the nightmare still fogging her head. There had been two Gavins. The new one murdered the Gavin she had been traveling with and ran off with Raena flung over his shoulder. One of Thallian’s sons had thrown a shock net over Gavin and her sister. Raena, paralyzed, was weeping in fear.

Ariel rolled over in bed, seeking coolness in sheets that were soft as water, but her thoughts were still entangled in the dream. That hadn’t been how things really happened. True, Thallian’s soldiers had attacked the three of them in the souk, but Gavin hadn’t died there. He’d merely gone down after his hard head met someone else’s even harder fist. One of Thallian’s men had grabbed Ariel’s arm. She’d lost precious time reaching after her nonexistent gun on the weapons-free pleasure planet. Raena stepped up, going on the attack, barehanded and in heels, taking down the kidnappers with a fluid poetry of motion that neutralized the threat until only one teenaged boy and his uncle were left. Then remorseless as an angel, Raena killed the uncle, squashing him like a bug. The boy fled, the only sensible course of action left to him. And Raena ran after him, legs flashing in the parrot-blue sheath dress. She’d been laughing.

That was real. It was over. Raena was safe and all the Thallians were dead.

A shudder crawled over Ariel’s flesh and impelled her to get up. She would get no more sleep today.

She switched on the screen by her bed and checked messages, but saw nothing from Raena. Ariel told herself that the silence signified nothing. It had been only a nightmare.

Two Gavins, Ariel’s thoughts repeated, circling back to the weirdest part of the dream. The second Gavin had seemed—what? Older? More focused? He reminded Ariel of the era when Gavin had been using the Dart, a Templar drug that focused his personality into something so hateful that Ariel had broken off with him and hidden. In those days, she’d slept with a Stinger under her pillow, just in case.

Somehow, in the dream, Ariel felt that the second Gavin had been the one to drug Raena, just so he could steal her away. It didn’t make sense. In real life, in those final days on Kai, Ariel and Gavin had tried to hide Raena, to keep her safe from the Thallians. Luckily, the outcome had been the best anyone could hope for. Anyone who wasn’t a Thallian, of course.

Or, Ariel supposed with a wry twist of her mouth, anyone who wasn’t Gavin Sloane.

She sighed, glad to be rid of her ex at last. She scrolled through her messages again, but saw no more word from him. It had been a couple of weeks since Gavin left his last haranguing message. Did that mean he’d found a new obsession? Not bloody likely. Maybe he had checked himself in somewhere, gotten the help he so desperately needed. Taken some time out to rebuild his life without Ariel or her sister in it.

Probably he had been arrested again. Ariel tried to decide if she cared enough to check the news. In the end, she signed off the computer and went in search of breakfast. Business wasn’t going to do itself today.

Raena came out of her cabin into the Veracity’s passageway. She paused, as always, listening to establish the locations of the rest of the crew.

Something smelled good. Mykah, the human captain, must be busy in the galley. Raena had never eaten as well as she did in Mykah Chen’s crew. Before her imprisonment, when she’d served in the diplomatic service of humanity’s Empire, military rations had always been provided by the lowest bidder. Mykah, who’d worked in food service on Kai before Raena tempted him to become a pirate, insisted on fresh ingredients when he could get them—and knew how to combine them to best effect to please the spectrum of palates on the Veracity. Raena counted herself lucky to be serving with him.

She’d asked Mykah once why the others let him become the Veracity’s captain. At the time, Mykah laughed. “I’m an excellent cook and an apprentice journalist. Everyone else has useful skills.” Besides, captaining the Veracity wasn’t time-consuming. Mostly, Mykah’s job was a matter of entertaining himself with minor media hacks.

At this moment, Haoun, the pilot, and Coni, the resident hacker, were on duty in the cockpit, chatting about a solar wind race, critiquing the media coverage. Neither of them seemed to have placed any bets.

A faint tang of solder burned Raena’s nose. Somewhere toward the back end of the Veracity, Vezali must be tinkering. Upgrading the antique diplomatic transport ship—registered as the Raptor, before Raena stole it—seemed to fascinate Vezali endlessly. Raena supposed that had to do with the sheer amount of cobbling together Vezali was called on to do.

Galley first, Raena decided. She started in that direction, moving down the passageway silently, just to keep in practice.

When Mykah saw her reflection in the coffee pot he was filling, he smiled. He’d reshaped his beard again. Today he’d twisted it into two coils under his chin.

“Morning,” he wished amicably, even though it wasn’t morning any longer. Mykah didn’t seem to mind whatever hours Raena kept. He grasped that sleep was elusive for her, that she only captured it after hours of stalking it. He always wished her good morning the first time he saw her for the day, no matter the Galactic Standard hour.

“Is it almost lunchtime, Captain? That smells wonderful.”

“I was just about to call the crew. You want to eat first?”

Raena appreciated that he tried to accommodate her, but really, she had to start trying to fit in or else she needed to move on. The longer she held herself apart, the harder it was going to be to settle in—and nowhere else was likely to be a whole lot better than the cushy gig she had now. This crew was small and the work wasn’t demanding. And she had the largest cabin, since she’d been the one to provide the ship.

“No,” she said quietly, picking an apple out of the crisper. “I’ll join you, if you think it won’t put Coni off her food.”

“Nah, czyk is her favorite,” he teased. “Nothing will stop her from eating it.” He pressed the intercom chime.

Raena chose the corner of the table where she could get her back against the wall. Once the crew settled in around the table, she’d be penned in, but they posed no real physical threat to her. Well, maybe Haoun did. The big lizard was strong and could move faster than one might expect, if only for short bursts. He had a calm temperament and quick reflexes, which made him a stellar pilot, but he also calculated for safety rather than excitement. He wouldn’t stir anything up.

Raena watched them all come in, note her presence in the galley, then pick their seats at the table. Coni sat diagonally from her, holding a spot at her side for Mykah. Haoun settled on Raena’s left, easing himself onto a stool designed for a smaller, more humanoid, creature. Vezali slipped into the banquette at Raena’s right, arranging her tentacles under the table. Raena meant to watch to see if the same tentacles always served Vezali as hands, but it was hard to keep track. The tentacles seemed to be in constant flux, changing from feet to hands as Vezali required.

“There’s been a new request to interview you,” Coni said. The blue-furred girl didn’t raise her gaze from the plate Mykah set in front of her. Nothing was stopping her from eating the czyk, Raena was amused to note.

“How was the interview request addressed?” Raena asked.

“They didn’t know your name.”

One of the earliest requests had called her by name. Others had addressed her as Fiana, her mother’s name, which she’d used on Kai while hiding out with Gavin and Ariel. Ariel wouldn’t contact her so obliquely, wouldn’t ever do anything more than leave a message on the Shaad family’s private channel for Raena to retrieve at her leisure. Anyone who called her by name or the Fiana alias knew or was working for Gavin Sloane. Raena didn’t respond to those calls.

“I don’t do interviews,” Raena repeated, same as she always did. She thought Coni must hate acting as her secretary, but she also expected that was the least of her behavior that freaked the blue girl out.

“Is it from a legitimate news outlet?” Mykah asked. Since everyone had been served lunch now, he joined them at the table.

Raena looked down at the plate he’d placed in front of her. Today they were having a slab of some kind of meat glistening in a rich yellow sauce. Ever since she’d come back into the galaxy after her long imprisonment, it amazed her that people still ate meat. With creatures whose heritage looked saurian, octopoid, and some weird pastel-shaded vaguely feline mammal, Raena wondered how the Veracity’s crew found any flesh safe or appropriate to eat, unless it was some form of avian creature. Wasn’t everything else someone’s distant relative? Was there a galactic measure of sentience that edible creatures had to fail before they were fit for the table? Raena might be able to ask Mykah, who was continually entertained by her naiveté, but she wouldn’t risk offending any of the others.

On her plate, beside the meat, sat a cluster of roasted grain, garnished with some kind of fancy leaf, and a blue vegetable they’d eaten before. Apparently that was czyk, Coni’s favorite. To Raena, it tasted like tree sap. Not unpleasant, really, just not what she expected when she put a blue stalk of vegetation into her mouth.

She ate her apple first. It was probably the most expensive thing on the table, but since the Veracity had collected the Thallian bounty, the crew could afford a few luxuries. Anyway, Raena always tried to ease her stomach into eating with something that passed for human food.

The others tucked into their meals with gusto.

“The interview request seems legitimate,” Coni said between dainty bites. “They asked to talk to the human responsible for hunting down the terrorists who spread the Templar plague. No names were mentioned, other than the Thallians’.”

Mykah was watching Raena when she glanced up.

“You’re the press agent,” Raena told him. “Talk to them only if you want to. Feel free to tell them the same thing you told the others. Keep me out of it.”

“Do you think that smuggler is still looking for you?” Vezali asked.

“Maybe,” Raena said in such a way that it sounded like yes. Gavin Sloane was just as obsessed with her as Jonan Thallian had ever been, without the added fun of psychosis. “Maybe Gavin’s gotten himself a new girlfriend,” she added, but, really, she didn’t think that was likely.

“We need some other work,” Haoun said. The translator around his neck made him sound very urbane, while the actual sound of his sibilant voice still raised the hairs on the back of Raena’s neck. It was some kind of uncomfortable vestigial reaction, completely unconnected with the affable lizard’s presence. Raena refrained from reaching up to rub her neck. “We can’t just hang around,” the big lizard continued. “We can’t just keep living off the last big score.”

Raena had headed up the Veracity’s last two big jobs: assassinating the Thallians and revealing the looting of the Templar cemetery world, but she had run out of wrongs she felt morally responsible for righting in the galaxy. Her old scores were, for the most part, settled. The only one that remained she was content to let slide.

“Since the last two jobs were human malfeasance,” Mykah said, “I’d like to uncover someone else’s responsibility for a change.”

“Even humans have rights,” Haoun said. Everyone laughed, save for Raena. The phrase was the punch line to an almost twenty-year-old joke that had circulated the galaxy after the Templar plague and the consequent destruction of the human Empire. Mykah had tried to explain the joke to Raena, had even played her several recordings of it, but as far as Raena could tell, everyone laughed at the punch line because they found it so improbable. Humanity had really screwed things up in the galaxy; many felt that, after the Templar plague was revealed, it was quite likely that the purges hadn’t gone far enough. Human rights were a polite fiction, granted by the rest of the galaxy, but continually subject to reconsideration.

Still, whether she understood the humor or not, she’d chosen the seat with her back to the wall, so Raena knew she had to ride the laughter out. It wasn’t directed at her personally—and Mykah joined in, anyway. Raena inclined her head over her plate and ate in silence.

Then a thought occurred to her. “I don’t suppose there’s anything we can do about the Viridian slave trade,” she asked casually.

“That’s bigger than we are, unfortunately,” Mykah said apologetically. “Slavery has been outlawed on a system by system basis, but even the Council of Worlds hasn’t had any luck wiping it out galaxy-wide.”

“For the future, then,” Raena said. “For now, the four of you will have to decide what work to take. I don’t even know which wrongs can be righted. Just let me know if you find anything that requires some security.”

Ariel walked from her bedroom to the office, where Eilif was already at work for the day. From the back, the woman looked alarmingly like Raena: same shape to her head, same sharp alignment of her shoulders, same ramrod-straight spine. Although she was much younger than Ariel, Eilif had gone gray prematurely, her formerly black hair now pure white. She wore her hair long and loose, flowing down her back as Raena once did. These days, Raena wore her black hair short. She’d whacked it off with a knife last time Ariel had seen her.

“Morning,” Ariel wished.

Eilif jumped, even though she must have heard Ariel come into the room. Poor thing. The widow’s life had been a hell that Ariel struggled not to imagine.

“Good morning,” Eilif answered cheerfully. She got up from her screen to fix Ariel a cup of coffee, something she did every morning without being asked. Even though Ariel told her often how unnecessary the gesture was, Eilif did it anyway. It seemed to make her happy. She’d had so little happiness in her life that Ariel indulged her in this.

“How are things today?” Ariel asked.

“I found a home for the twins,” Eilif said. “Can I give them the news at lunchtime?”

“Tell me about it first,” Ariel said, but she was sure the placement would be secure for the boys. Eilif treated each child as if he or she was one of her own. She wouldn’t send the kids anywhere that might endanger them. Once Ariel had showed her how to search, Eilif was more determined and vigilant than Ariel had ever been when looking into the backgrounds of potential parents.

Ariel wondered if any of Eilif’s own sons had survived Raena’s attack on their father. She knew she would never, ever ask.

Since they’d made the Veracity their home, the crew had set about customizing it. It had started life as a troop transport carried aboard the Arbiter, an Imperial warship that had masqueraded as a diplomatic courier. After Jonan Thallian and his family followed the Emperor’s command and spread the Templar plague, Thallian had taken the Arbiter and its crew into hiding with his family. All through the dissolution of the Empire and the hunt for the plague’s disseminator, the warship and its complement of transports rested beneath the ocean on Thallian’s homeworld. One of Thallian’s brothers commanded the Veracity in its middle age, when it served to carry private soldiers on the family’s errands—mostly supply runs, Raena understood, until they’d been ordered to come after her.

The ship’s larger hold had served as a barracks for Thallian’s soldiers. Once the Veracity’s crew had settled into their stolen ship, they had dismantled the bunks, added walls, and converted the hold into several nice-sized cabins: one for Haoun—too tall to fit into a human-scale room—and another for Vezali, who preferred to sleep in a tank of water. The others they used as storerooms.

Raena had taken over the smaller secondary hold for her gymnasium, which Vezali helped her to construct and stock. Mostly Raena did resistance training, working against the increased gravity in that room, practicing cartwheels and flips, climbing the walls or hanging from the ceiling, anything to strain her muscles and help her sleep.

And sleep never came easily any more. Raena suspected that was because she’d slept away so much of her imprisonment. During the years of lying in total blackness, she hadn’t noticed much difference between sleeping and waking anyway. Perhaps her body felt it had stored up all the rest she would ever need. Or perhaps some part of her feared to drift away and release its grip on wakefulness, lest she find herself imprisoned again.

Still, she needed rest to recharge. She knew her reflexes got dangerously hair-trigger if she didn’t sleep. Raena had spent enough time drugged against her will that she had a horror of doping herself. The odds of anything creeping up on her while she was vulnerable were slim now—she’d killed most of the creeps herself—but the years of vigilance made relaxing difficult.

To Raena’s way of thinking, a spaceship was all too similar to a prison, whether the lights were on or not. Sometimes, if the Veracity wasn’t going anywhere, she’d suit up and go explore the outer hull, just to get out. Space might not have air or gravity, but it didn’t make her feel penned in, either.

The only problem with that kind of escape—other than the inability to use it when the ship was traveling—was that she’d inherited her spacesuit from Jain Thallian. No matter what she did to sanitize it, the spacesuit continued to smell like teenaged boy inside.

Today Raena retreated to her gymnasium, to hang from her hands and see just how many times she could raise her feet over her head. The exercise was tedious, but she hoped it would also prove exhausting.

Someone rapped on the hold’s door, metal against metal. Raena looked up to see Mykah peering through the hatch. He grinned.

“Come in,” she called.

“Want some company?”

“I’d be glad for it.” She let go of the chin-up bar and flexed her fingers.

“Wanna spar?”

“Sure.”

He toed out of his deck shoes and stepped barefoot into the room. “Wow,” he grunted. “How high have you got the gravity dialed up today?”

Raena turned a handspring. “Just trying to keep things interesting,” she explained. One of the things she liked about the old Earther ship was its location-specific gravity system. “You want me to set it back to Earth Normal?”

“It’s kind of hard to breathe in here.”

He let her walk past him, her back to him as she adjusted the gravity, before he attacked. She heard him coming, big bare feet slapping the deck, but she didn’t turn. He almost had her before she dodged right, using a grip on his forearm as a pivot point.

He’d gotten too close to the wall to swing his left hand to grab her. Raena continued on around and released him, dancing back.

“Heard me coming?” Mykah asked.

“Like a loader.”

“You’ll have to teach me how to move quieter.”

She stuck out one booted foot. “The higher the heels, the stealthier the step.”

“I doubt that.” He struck out with one leg, trying to catch her off balance. Raena kicked up higher and used the momentum to pull herself over into a walkover. She followed that with a handspring, twisting in midair so that she landed on both feet somewhere to his left, far from where he expected to find her when she came up.

He spun to face her, found her in a crouch. “I’d be dead, wouldn’t I?”

“Depends on what I was armed with,” Raena said.

“Gun? Knife? Bad language?”

Raena laughed. “I’ve never killed anyone with bad language yet. You’ll have to teach me the words first.”

“Nah. It may be my only advantage.”

She launched herself forward as Mykah charged again. This time she aimed for his waist. If she’d gone high and caught his head, even on accident, she could have snapped his neck when she changed trajectory.

He managed to close one hand on the neckline of her catsuit. She heard it tear as she twisted her body. Still, she got behind him, used his moment of surprise and embarrassment and the corner of the wall and got her shoulder against his back. It was a matter of leverage. He’d leaned too far forward and couldn’t get his long legs under him to correct.

She rode him to the ground, then rolled away before he could turn over and grab her.

Mykah flopped over to look at her, breathing hard, winded by the fall. He’d remembered not to put his arms out to break the drop, which risked a broken bone, but he hadn’t curled up or relaxed into the fall as she’d tried to teach him.

“Are you okay?” Raena asked. “If I broke you, Coni will kill me.”

“Okay,” Mykah wheezed. “Good lesson.”

Raena looked at him on the floor. She had plenty of time to move in, pin him, feel his body warm and lithe beneath hers. She wanted to do it. Wanted it bad enough that her mouth watered. So she didn’t. Instead, she folded her legs in the middle of the room and joined him on the floor, more than one of his arm’s lengths away.

Mykah was Coni’s. Until the blue girl said he wasn’t, Raena wasn’t going to step in, no matter what her body might think it wanted. Shipboard life was complex enough for Raena without getting into the middle of someone else’s relationship, especially when she actually liked one of the members. She wanted to do him the favor of not complicating things. Besides, whether Coni liked Raena or not, Coni was a very good hacker, equally adept at teasing things out of the Veracity’s elderly computers or from the galactic news grid. Raena respected her. She wouldn’t want Coni for an enemy.

It made Raena a little melancholy, though, to think that this might be her last sparring round with Mykah for a while. Maybe she could redirect him into kendo or something where they could wear armor and not actually touch—or even meet each other’s eyes.

Mykah pushed himself into sitting up, his back against the wall. He was rubbing his ribs, which was a good sign. It meant that nothing was broken. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be able to stand touching them. “I almost got you this time,” he panted, nodding at her.

Raena glanced down to assess the damage to her clothes. Good thing she’d slept in the exercise band. He’d ripped her neckline down past her shoulder, revealing the starburst scar from her assassination of Thallian. She lifted the flap of her torn neckline and wondered if the catsuit could be repaired. Maybe Vezali could sew, in addition to everything else she could do.

“You may have killed my catsuit,” Raena conceded. “One of these days, you’re gonna catch me.”

“Then you’ll be in trouble,” Mykah teased.

No doubt, she thought. Raena glanced down at the deck and let the silence be awkward all on its own. She didn’t trust her voice to come out as anything other than flirty.

He belongs to someone else, she reminded herself firmly, but loneliness was clearly not doing her any favors.

Raena unwound herself from the floor. “Will you excuse me, Captain?” she asked, holding the torn catsuit in place. “I think we’ve done enough damage for today.”

Coni sat back from the screen, flexing and retracting her claws. It still shocked her how extensive the surveillance system was aboard the Veracity. Despite the work Vezali had done putting up new cabin walls, there seemed to be no corner of the former diplomatic transport that couldn’t be spied upon. The ship’s previous owners had eyes everywhere.

Coni had just unlocked the cameras in Raena’s makeshift gym. It was fascinating to watch her boyfriend working out with the little assassin. Mykah was practically half again the little woman’s height. His skin was a deep brown, still warmed in color from working on Kai, while Raena’s skin hadn’t lost its dusty grayish tone from her imprisonment. Coni would have called Raena stone-colored. That was one of the subtle things that had attracted her to humans in the first place: the variety and changeability of their hues.

Coni had grown up feeling sorry for the fragile underdogs of the galaxy. She studied humans at school, with a life plan to become a social worker and make certain that humans had safe places to live, safer jobs to work, and healthcare that took their delicacy physiology into consideration. Her job on Kai had been meant to be a stepping-stone. There hadn’t been many humans on Kai—most couldn’t afford the pleasure planet, so it didn’t require much in the way of human staff to serve them—but the job led her to Mykah. He changed her life.

After Mykah’s mother’s died during the War, his father had shipped out on any freighter that would have him. In consequence, Mykah had grown up in a group home. He hadn’t spent a lot of time around his own kind.

Coni wasn’t jealous of Raena, because she saw Mykah’s curiosity as just that. But she didn’t trust the human woman not to take advantage of it, all the same.

Coni told herself that she wasn’t really spying. She trusted Mykah. She only wanted to make certain he wouldn’t get hurt. She wanted to be able to step in before Raena did anything they would all regret.

The Thallians probably had a master password to control all the cameras, but Coni was having to unlock them one at a time. Some, like the one in her cabin, she disconnected at the source. She left Haoun and Vezali their privacy as well. But Raena’s cabin had the most extensive set-up. Jonan Thallian apparently had not trusted his older brother and had monitored him whenever Revan was sent off on a mission. That made Coni’s fur ruffle uncomfortably, but she didn’t disconnect the cameras to Raena’s cabin. Just in case.


CHAPTER 2

[image: image]

Tarik Kavanaugh swallowed his smirk. The kid wasn’t nearly as smart as he thought he was. That description might have applied to Kavanaugh himself for so much of his life that he was amused to be on the other side of it. Now Kavanaugh was older, experienced, and he’d seen what came of trusting your friends to watch your back.

He set his cards down carefully on the tabletop and listened to the happy chime as the computer declared him the winner. Still blank-faced, he leaned forward to collect the heap of credit chits from the center of the table.

“Dammit, Zhon!” The kid directly across the table flung his own worthless cards down. “I thought you had it figured.”

Kavanaugh swept the pile of chits into his pouch, cinched it tightly, and tucked it inside his jacket. These kids just couldn’t count as fast as he could, especially after all the xyshin they’d sucked down. Tolerance—and grown-up liquor—would come in time.

If they didn’t get themselves killed first. Zhon reached for his gun, some kind of shiny model that Daddy probably bought him when he went away to some expensive business academy.

Kavanaugh smoothly drew his own pistol—a Stinger, hot off the factory floor, courtesy of Ariel Shaad—and leveled it at the featherboy’s shoulder. Kavanaugh’s hand didn’t waver. The kid froze.

“Drop it back in your holster,” Kavanaugh advised. “You don’t want to get into it with me, kid.”

Defeated before he began, the bird boy let his gun drop home again.

Kavanaugh eased the bottle of xyshin from the tabletop with his free hand. Really, the liquor was so sweet it made his teeth hurt. It was a lot like something college kids would drink, but the boys certainly didn’t need any more of it, if they were going to make it back to school alive. Kavanaugh thought he probably still had some of Ariel’s bourbon to cut it with. This bottle would make the good stuff she’d left him stretch a little further.

He nodded to the boys and left the bar. Once outside, he melted into the crowd and ambled back to the Sundog. He kept one eye on the shopping displays as he passed. He had no interest in this year’s frocks, but it never hurt to keep an eye peeled in case someone with a few more years under his belt tried to follow Kavanaugh to his ship and help himself to some of Kavanaugh’s winnings—or less likely, if the college boys managed to grow a pair between the set of them and decided to try to get their money back.

Time to be moving on, Kavanaugh thought. Winning a card game here and there kept food on the table, but it didn’t net enough to keep his ship in the air. He’d need to find some paying work soon.

Raena was headed back to her cabin for a nap when she heard Mykah’s voice coming loudly from the cockpit. “No, we had no contact with any of them before we reached the solar system,” he lied.

There was a pause, during which Raena couldn’t hear the question. She stopped to listen to Mykah’s answer: “That’s right. The crew of the Arbiter was on the planet’s surface when we found them. They had very little in the way of supplies, not even shelter from the elements, so we dropped everything we could spare for them and amplified their distress call. As you remember, the planet’s surface was destroyed after Jonan Thallian was found guilty of the spreading the Templar plague.”

Raena stayed carefully out of range of the cockpit recorders, eavesdropping as Mykah did yet another interview about finding the Thallian hideout. He’d told the story so many times now that it sounded completely honest. And he was a good enough actor that it sounded unrehearsed.

Too bad that it wasn’t what really happened. She’d taken one of Thallian’s clones hostage on Kai, stolen the shuttle he’d hunted her in, and turned them both into weapons against her former commander. The adventure hadn’t worked out entirely the way she’d intended, but Mykah and his crew had, in fact, been responsible for the rescue of the Arbiter’s survivors, whom they’d really found unprotected in the nuclear winter on the planet’s surface. In that sense, the crew of the Veracity were honestly heroes.

Not that it mattered. Raena had no desire to set the record straight. It was enough that the galaxy knew there had been a saboteur amongst the Thallians, someone who cracked their sea domes and let the ocean swallow them. Some of the interviewers suspected the saboteur had been part of the Veracity’s crew—why else had the ship been in a position in the backwater corner of the galaxy to hear the distress call when it came? Even though Raena hadn’t been the one to drown the city, she planned to protect Eilif as long as they both lived.

Anyway, Mykah had made himself an expert on the Thallians, capable of reeling off every possible statistic, every death for which Jonan Thallian bore responsibility, every step of his journey to disseminate the Templar plague. Mykah sounded just like the truth-and-justice-obsessed kid that he was. His enthusiasm and outrage made it easy to believe that he had just happened to be headed to explore the Thallians’ supposedly abandoned homeworld when the destruction took place.

Mykah seemed to adore the attention. Raena counted herself lucky to have met the one man on Kai who would love every minute of pranking the media.

It didn’t hurt that he always arranged to have Coni, Haoun, or Vezali in the cockpit with him when he recorded an interview, so that the nonhuman majority of the galaxy could be vicariously represented by the nonhuman majority of the crew. The three other crewmembers drew lots so that everyone got their turn on camera.

Unlike the rest of the crew, however, Raena had no desire for fame. She was content that the universe should continue to take no notice of her. Having her likeness immortalized on a twenty-year-old Imperial wanted poster had been notoriety enough.

She hadn’t reckoned with the fascination the Thallians and their evil would continue to hold over the galaxy. After she’d killed the man and his clones, she’d allowed Mykah to break the news to the rest of the galaxy, thinking that would expedite the rescue of the Arbiter’s hundreds of survivors. They could tell the tale of the madman’s exile under the sea, the ancient mystery could be solved, and everyone would be ready to let the past be past and move on into the future. Instead, different news organizations kept picking over the story like they were sifting the bones.

Raena was certain that at least some of the media figureheads had worked for Gavin Sloane. That was why she’d released the footage of the avalanche on the Templar tombworld: as a warning for Gavin to back off. She’d left the clear implication that the Thallians were responsible for the looting of the Templar tombs—and who but a handful of people could say that they were not? Any of the others, especially Gavin, would incriminate himself if he spoke up.

She knew Gavin would understand the threat: leave me alone, or I’ll pull the final curtain back.

After she’d released the recordings, the interview requests hadn’t slackened, but their tenor changed. Raena felt like she was safe for the moment. She didn’t trust Gavin not to look for another way to reach her, but she’d checked him for now.

The current interview moved on to the looting of the Templar tombworld. “What did the Thallians want with the things they stole from the Templar tombs?” the interviewer asked.

Mykah deflected it deftly. “That’s a better question for the survivors of the Arbiter.”

“How did you know that the Thallians had been there?”

“Old Imperial footage showed Marchan had visited the Templar tombs before the Plague began. We were curious to know what had interested him there.”

“Did you visit the tombs yourself?”

“All of them were sealed except for the one you see in the avalanche footage.”

“And what did the Thallians find there?”

“It’s impossible to guess,” Mykah said.

Raena grinned to herself. That was the tomb in which she’d been imprisoned. Thanks to Kavanaugh and Sloane, she’d been out for nearly a week before the Thallians came to look for her.

Coni rounded the corner out of the galley and stopped short at the sight of Raena just standing in the passage outside the cockpit. “What are you doing?” she blurted, surprised.

Raena waved Coni to follow her back into the galley. “I was eavesdropping on the interview,” she said. “I guess I’ve never listened to one before.”

“They all tend to ask the same questions,” Coni admitted. The sight of the little assassin standing so still in the hallway had really startled her, although she wasn’t sure why. Maybe it was the sense of seeing Raena working.

Before Coni could puzzle it out, the little woman surprised her by asking, “Coni, could you help me with something?”

Coni knew Mykah was openhearted enough to say “Sure” to anything anyone asked. She was more cautious by nature. “What do you need?”

“If we take work on any civilized world, I’m going to need a new identity record. I don’t even know what all I’ll need. Could you help me figure it out?”

“Yes.” Coni found she was relieved by the request, but couldn’t name what it was she had feared to be asked.

“I’d like to keep my own name,” Raena said. “Since I’m genetically identical to the person in the old Imperial databases, does it make sense to claim to be my own daughter?”

“I think we could do that.”

“Good.” Raena sighed as if honestly relieved. “Any idea where I could have been born that there wouldn’t be a record of a hospital birth? Even my mother, crazy as she was, recorded my real birthday.”

“I’ll see what I can turn up as a likely possibility.” Coni’s thoughts were already ticking ahead on the problem. It sounded like an intriguing puzzle. “Who would you like to claim as your father?”

Raena poured herself a glass of water and had a long swallow. “Thallian would be the obvious candidate, except that I don’t want to be linked to him. If I claimed Gavin Sloane—another reasonable possibility—maybe I could get a court to award me some support.” She grinned as if the idea amused her, but then shook her head. “I don’t really want or need Gavin’s help, though. I guess it’s better if I’m just orphaned.”

Then she grinned again. “How about this? What if the old Raena—the Raena of the Imperial era, the one on the run from Thallian—had a child while she tried to hide from the Empire? Maybe she got pregnant on the Arbiter, some torrid affair with one of her shipmates under Thallian’s nose, and ran away in order to protect her unborn child?”

“All right,” Coni agreed. Clearly, Raena enjoyed the idea of the fictional romance. “If that was the case, where could you have been left behind on your mother’s flight?”

“I don’t know. I’m not sure I even remember all the places I ran through. I really only remember the places I was captured—and I don’t see how that can help us now.”

Coni slipped the handheld from her jacket pocket and made some notes.

“Whatever else we do,” Raena said thoughtfully, “I hate to think that this imaginary self grew up a slave, so let’s make sure that doesn’t happen to her. I spent three years legally enslaved myself. They were probably the safest, most secure years of my childhood, but I always understood that my purpose was to do whatever was necessary, even die if I had to, in order to allow Ariel time to escape. I wouldn’t wish that pressure on even a made-up person.”

“I understand.” Coni’s attention was already absorbed with the problem. The trick was to fill in the intervening years—the years when Raena had been imprisoned—with plausible occurrences.

She turned the question of Raena’s past around a different way. Where could she have been educated? It had to have been somewhere that would explain why no one had ever heard of her, why no schoolmates would argue with her schooling: some dumping ground for human orphans that the Empire would have ignored in its death throes and no do-gooders like the Human Safety Commission would have disrupted.

Really, though, since Raena wasn’t likely to ever apply for any sort of legitimate work, Coni didn’t feel the need to force any accreditation. She just didn’t want it to look like the woman had sprung, fully formed, from a hole in the ground—even if that was exactly what had happened.

“Thanks, Coni,” Raena said softly.

Coni glanced up, saw that Raena was already withdrawing. “My pleasure,” she said, using one of Mykah’s favorite phrases, but her attention didn’t stray far from the puzzle at hand.

Kavanaugh wove through the docking area on Tacauqe, which was mostly deserted at this hour of night. Everyone must either be off in town, enjoying being on the ground, or locked in their ships already, headed for bed. He checked the time. In another hour or so, the commonways would be hopping as everyone stumbled home from the bars.

He checked over his shoulder one last time. No one trailed him as he ducked into his own docking slip.

The Sundog was a little human-made hauler, perfect for a man alone to handle. He’d fallen in love with her retro-futurist style as a young man, purchased her with a loan from Doc when he was ready to start out on his own. The hold was a nice size, easy enough to fill without big equipment to shift things and simple to reconfigure for passengers if he decided to take them on. Generally Kavanaugh preferred to haul freight and to travel alone. Fewer complications that way.

He stepped inside and turned by reflex to lock the door. Then he didn’t bother to turn on the lights as he moved through the little ship. The running lights were enough to guide him, although really he could have moved through the familiar ship in complete darkness. The Sundog was the only home he had known in his adult life.

Kavanaugh entered his cabin and locked that door after himself, too, as he did every night. Even though the Thallians were gone and Kavanaugh didn’t have anything to fear from them any longer, he still didn’t want to discount force of habit. He remembered what they’d done to Lim, Kavanaugh’s engineer from the grave robbing team on the Templar tombworld. A locked door wouldn’t have stopped them, but it might have given Lim enough time to arm himself before they came in to cut him apart.

Kavanaugh turned on the news in order to have some voices for company as he brushed his teeth and tried to amp down from the day. He told the computer to scan programs in Galactic Standard, switching every minute or so. In this media-saturated galaxy, millions of channels broadcast constantly, but at this hour, celebrity gossip dominated the news. Kavanaugh never paid enough attention to know whom they were gossiping about.

Just as he was going to shut the screen off, footage of sheer black cliffs scoured by gritty winds caught his eye. He sank down onto his bunk, captured. He didn’t feel homesickness so much—who could feel homesick for that?—but he had spent a couple of months in that nightmare of wind and obsidian sand. Why, he wondered, would anyone be interested in the Templar tombworld now?

The cameras panned over the bunkers he and his crew had left behind when Sloane broke down the “archaeological dig” and paid the grave robbers off. Kavanaugh had been only too glad to get off that rock.

The next video showed a grainy surveillance recording of some human men, dressed in black livery that harkened back to the Imperial days, exploring the bunkers. Kavanaugh had never seen Thallian in person, for which he thanked the stars. The commentator identified the soldiers’ commander as Revan Thallian, older brother of the infamous Jonan, the Imperial diplomat who’d been convicted in absentia of disseminating the Templar plague. Apparently no one knew for certain if Revan had also been involved in the creation or spread of the plague, but he seemed implicated in the genocide as he ordered his men to explore the Templar graves. It was assumed he had also overseen the looting of them.

Kavanaugh knew the truth of that.

More grainy surveillance footage followed. Directed by a boy who was obviously yet another Thallian, two soldiers attempted to open one of the tombs. The avalanche that followed was almost too quick to comprehend: first there was a mountain. The men were placing charges to shift the slab that sealed its entryway. Then the men, the slab, and the mountain’s face were gone, buried in a rubbish pile of broken stone.

Kavanaugh fumbled the bottle of xyshin out of his coat pocket and knocked back a hefty swallow. His hands shook. Then he set the footage to play again.

While working for Sloane, Kavanaugh and his team had opened more than a dozen Templar tombs. Nothing had ever been booby-trapped. Kavanaugh shuddered at the sight of the death that might have been his.

The third time he watched the avalanche footage—slowed down as much as he could make it—he recognized the dimly colored Templar characters painted above the tomb’s doorway. The voiceover said it labeled this as the Templar Master’s tomb, the grave of the leader of the Templars at the time of their genocide.

The tomb was empty, the narrator said. More recent—less grainy—footage showed the plundered tomb as it stood now. The fallen stone had been cleared away, piled neatly on either side of the entryway. The camera moved past the silent heaps of rock and entered the tomb itself, empty save for the lone catafalque in its center.

The video crew had set fire to a collection of pots around the edges of the room, highlighting the massive tomb’s interior dimensions. The cave was much larger than Kavanaugh had suspected. Its ceiling soared upward inside the mountain, easily twice as high as its diameter.

“What was here?” the narrator wanted to know. He raised an antique hand torch. Kavanaugh recognized it as the Imperial-issue torch he’d tripped over the day his men had opened the tomb. Revan’s men hadn’t left it behind; the Emperor’s had, when they imprisoned Raena Zacari there.
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