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IT DIDN’T feel like coming home.


The Phoenix broke into the upper atmosphere of Sekoia, flying nose down, and for a moment the desert plateau flashed into view through the glass windscreen of the pilot’s cabin, dizzyingly far below, patched with tan and ocher and the bleached yellow of dead grass.


The pull of the ship’s artificial gravity, of what felt like down, didn’t correspond with the actual ground, and Elissa, harnessed into her seat in the front passenger row, just behind the copilot’s seat, had one of the moments she didn’t think she’d ever get used to, when ears and eyes and mind all disagreed, creating the momentary illusion that the ground they were going to land on was rising up like a wall in front of them.


The Phoenix’s wings had swung out the moment they breached the atmosphere, and now Cadan adjusted the flight angle so they were flying parallel to the desert plateau. Sunlit sky blazed through the glass above Elissa’s head, a wash of color that seemed, after the darkness of space, impossibly bright. A long way off, a line, a joining of land and sky, of dusty ocher and flawless blue, showed her the horizon.


Some hours before they entered Sekoia’s orbit, Cadan had set the Phoenix into what he called amphibious mode, able to go seamlessly from traveling through space to flying within the atmosphere of a planet. The main flight deck and most of the body of the ship had been sealed off, and Cadan was piloting it from a secondary cabin tucked in the side of the ship beneath the flight-deck floor.


The first time Elissa had seen the ship, it had looked like a giant silver squid, head pointing toward the sky it would launch itself into, the impression strengthened by the surrounding tentacle-like landing gear. Now she thought that with the ship’s wings out, flying belly-down, it would seem more like a wide-finned fish, the little pilot’s cabin a bulging eye on its smooth silver head.


Cadan set them on a course toward the Central Canyon City spaceport while he called ahead to initiate landing protocol. Between the ship and the far-off horizon, the upper levels of the city glinted, the sunlight bouncing off what, much closer, would reveal itself to be an eye-wateringly bright tangle of steel walkways and glass-domed roofs.


Elissa had lived there her whole life, traveling the slidewalks, using the beetle-cars, walking under the shining expanse of roofs that kept the city’s precious water from evaporating into the baked-dry desert air.


And now she found herself looking at it with alien eyes.


It wasn’t like she’d never descended toward the city from the upper atmosphere before; she’d done so twice, once returning from a school outing and once from a family vacation, and both times this view had come with a rush of familiarity, a feeling of being back where she belonged. Not this time.


But then, I don’t belong here anymore.


She’d known that, really, six weeks ago, standing on this same ship, surrounded by black, endless space, watching Sekoia dwindle to a silvery sphere of cloud and ocean. Back then, though, she’d thought she was leaving for good. That she’d never see it again.


Now, descending toward the city where she’d lived her whole life, and yet somehow looking at it as if she’d been away, not for a few weeks, but for a lifetime, she was realizing that, whatever Sekoia was to her, it was no longer home.


Elissa gave her head a little shake, refusing to be morbid. Sekoia was a whole different place than it had been some weeks ago, even for the people who still lived there. The Phoenix was Elissa’s home now. And if it was a little weird to think of a spaceship that way, well, what over the last few weeks hadn’t been weird?


Finding out three years’ worth of hallucinations were actually her telepathic link with the identical twin—Lin—she’d never known she had, discovering that Lin had escaped from the secret government-run facility where she’d been brought up, then turning fugitive with her to prevent the authorities from taking Lin back to imprisonment and torture . . . it would take a whole lot of weird to top that.


Cadan eased the Phoenix into a lower speed, angling the ship down to skirt the city itself, bringing them into a careful descent toward the spaceport.


The secondary cabin was set up, like the bridge, with a copilot’s seat next to the pilot’s, and two short rows of passenger seats behind them. Now Lin began to lean sideways from the copilot’s seat to get a better view of the main screen, then caught herself and sat back upright with a look of such conscious virtue that Elissa had to stop herself laughing out loud.


Lin was endlessly fascinated by spaceflight and determined to learn everything Cadan could teach her, but it had taken weeks of him snapping at her for Lin to finally grasp how very much he didn’t appreciate her craning over his shoulder.


Elissa thought he wouldn’t have snapped if it hadn’t been supremely obvious that Lin was only a slow learner with the things that didn’t interest her. Everything to do with actually flying the ship, she’d picked up so fast it didn’t seem possible.


Even after all these weeks, Elissa sometimes found herself taken aback by how easily her twin could work out anything technological—and how difficult she found it to remember the social norms that came instinctively to everyone else on the crew.


But then, when you’d grown up in a secret government-run facility, when you’d been taught that you weren’t even human, but a “nonhuman human-sourced entity”—a Spare—how could you end up like a normal person?


The Phoenix banked, sharply, as Cadan pulled her out of her glide.


“What are you doing?” said Lin, still—just—managing not to lean over, sitting determinedly upright in her seat. “I thought we were going down to the spaceport.”


Cadan pulled the Phoenix away from even the perimeter of the city, the desert plateau swooping below them. “They’ve made it a no-fly zone.”


“You mean because there’s no space to land?” Lin said.


Cadan shook his head. “No. That wouldn’t warrant a no-fly order.” He made a noise of irritation at his own mistake, pulling up an info-screen. “I thought air-traffic control was slow in responding. Turns out it’s because they’re not intending to respond. They’ve closed off airspace over the whole city. The spaceport’s shut down.”


“We saw no orbital patrols on the way in,” Markus, the head—and now the only—technician, said quietly from his seat next to Elissa. He was one of the three crew members who’d remained when Cadan had discovered that Elissa and Lin were fugitives from the Sekoian authorities, when he’d made the decision to help them escape his own government, when he’d given the whole crew the opportunity to leave.


Cadan didn’t look around, but his head came up a little, alert. “You think that’s why?”


“We could already guess they were overstretched. It makes sense, don’t you think?”


“Unfortunately, yes.”


No orbital patrols. Something inside Elissa tightened. When she and Lin had fled Sekoia, the authorities had pursued them, forcing them eventually to seek refuge on the planet Sanctuary, the headquarters of the Interplanetary League. There, Lin had been given full human status, and the Sekoian government’s treatment of her—and of the other Spares—had been judged illegal under interplanetary law. The Interplanetary League had deposed the Sekoian government and instituted a planetary takeover.


Elissa had already known they were coming back to a planet with a disrupted social order, a planet with military law imposed on it. A planet that, when it had lost the ability to use the Spares’ psychokinetic powers, had also lost the top secret superfuel that had powered its ships into hyperspeed. A planet that no longer had a long-distance spaceflight industry of its own. It was why she and Lin were returning, to offer Lin’s electrokinesis, enhanced by their telepathic link, to support the spaceflight industry, to try to stem the slide toward planetary disaster.


But no orbital patrols? All her life had been lived in the safety that orbital patrols brought to the planet, the defense measure that meant people could go about their business without the threat of attack or abduction by space pirates. You heard awful stories sometimes, of isolated settlements on unguarded planets. . . .


Now Sekoia was one of those unguarded planets, able to institute only such protections as closing off airspace, so that any unauthorized craft could be instantly identified and repelled.


The idea of space pirates descending into Sekoia’s residential canyons made her go cold all over. If shutting down air travel would prevent that, she understood why the IPL authorities had done it, it made sense. But all the same . . .


She’d grown up within earshot of that spaceport, built on the plateau at the top of the canyon, above the residential shelf where her family’s house stood. She’d only needed to look out of her bedroom window to see the fiery streaks of ships, night and day, rising or descending against the sky.


Sekoia’s whole society had been built on their spaceflight industry. She already knew that, she knew that was why it was so catastrophic that it had been shut down. But she hadn’t expected to feel it like this, to feel the knowledge of catastrophe like a physical blow, so strongly she couldn’t speak.


“But we’ve come to help,” said Lin. “They’ll be IPL people, won’t they? They’ll know who we are.” There was a slightly arrogant tilt to her head. Interplanetary League personnel would indeed know who she was: the fugitive Spare who’d precipitated a whole-planet takeover. “Why don’t you just land, and then we can explain?”


In the seat next to Elissa, Felicia, the forty-two-year-old light-skinned woman who’d been part of the security team on the Phoenix’s original crew, smothered a laugh. Cadan slanted a half-exasperated look toward Lin. “Because no-fly zones are enforced. I don’t know about you, but I’ve had enough of being shot at for the moment. But if I can land just outside the perimeter—” He tapped the screen. “Ah. Damn it.”


“What?”


Elissa and Lin spoke at the same time, but while Elissa’s voice came out sharp with sudden fright, Lin’s was full of nothing but curiosity.


Cadan spared a quick smile over his shoulder to Elissa. “The no-fly zone extends a lot farther than I thought it would, that’s all.”


“We can’t land near the city? Not at all?”


“That’s right.” His hand moved on the controls and, with a roar of its engines, the Phoenix swung right away from the city, out over the desert.


“But then where are we going to go?” Elissa asked.


“We’ll have to land outside the no-fly zone.”


“But how will we get back to the city?” She was trying to hold her voice steady, but couldn’t keep it free of an edge of anxiety. “If it’s a no-fly zone, we won’t be able to even use the shuttlebug, will we? But we can’t walk for hours across the desert—people die trying to do that!” Memories of news stories flashed across her brain—drunken college boys, schoolkids taking dares.


“Not necessarily,” said Cadan calmly. “But it’s okay, I don’t think it’ll come to that.”


“But then what are we going to do? You and Felicia have to find your families, Lin and I have to find some kind of central IPL command so we can find out where we can offer help—”


“It’s okay. We will.”


His voice was still calm, but now she could hear that it was deliberately so. She stopped, her cheeks heating.


Weeks ago she’d gone to Cadan Greythorn to get her and Lin off Sekoia. She had gone unwillingly, driven by desperation, hating to have to be indebted to her older brother’s arrogant best friend and fellow high-flying Space Flight Initiative trainee pilot.


And she’d lied to him, and cheated him, paying him with a stolen credit card, with phantom credit that didn’t really exist. Drawn danger—although she hadn’t meant to—after him and his ship and his crew. The Sekoian government had sent bounty hunters, intending to recapture Lin and destroy the link between her brain and Elissa’s. Because of her, Cadan’s ship had been damaged, most of his crew had resigned, and they’d all come closer to death than she liked to think about.


It had been the most terrifying time of her life. And probably his as well. And yet through it all, they’d come to know each other as something other than Bruce’s arrogant best friend and Bruce’s spoiled little sister. And despite all the trouble she’d brought after him, he’d fallen in love with her.


And she . . . Well, she’d found out what she should have realized ages ago, that she’d been in love with him since she was thirteen years old.


Knowing that he loved her should mean she no longer felt like a little girl around him, ignorant and inferior, without any of the intense work and training that had made him able to command a spaceship, fight off pirates, have knowledge of things like the Humane Treatment Act that had eventually helped save Lin. It should mean that. But somehow it didn’t. And she no longer had the defense of pretending she didn’t care.


“There’s a training base we used to use,” he said now, in possession, as always, of all the most useful information. “SFI owned it, of course, although I’m guessing it’s technically IPL property now. I can’t imagine IPL will have commandeered all the land vehicles we used to keep there. We might even be able to use the facilities there to refuel the Phoenix.”


“For free?” Lin said, eager and interested.


Cadan laughed. “Wouldn’t that be nice? Let’s see when we get there. Do me a quick scan of this route, okay, Lin? Let’s just check that there aren’t any other unexpected blocks.”


Lin bounced into action, throwing open a screen and tapping in a line of commands.


Knowing the best thing she could do was not distract either of them, Elissa sat still, a well-behaved passenger, watching while Cadan dealt with everything and Lin did everything else. He’d been teaching Elissa some of what it took to fly the Phoenix over the last few weeks, but she couldn’t hope to match Lin’s lightning speed at picking up all the skills required, and it would be a long time before she’d be able to act as copilot for him—or as anything else useful.


Weeks ago she’d joined with Lin in saving them all, linking telepathically with her twin and using their joined minds to throw the ship into hyperspeed, escaping that last attack by SFI ships. If it hadn’t been for her, her link with Lin providing the extra power and steadiness that Lin needed, they wouldn’t have made it. Lin would have killed herself trying to do it by herself, and the rest of them—herself and Cadan and the three crew members—would have been blasted to pieces under the bombardment from the SFI ship.


But all she’d done was helped. It had been Lin’s power—and Lin’s willingness to sacrifice herself—that had really saved them.


Elissa bit the edge of her thumbnail as Cadan took the Phoenix out over the desert.


She had paid for half the refueling of the ship, too. And—obviously—if she hadn’t helped her twin in the first place, Lin would never have escaped Sekoia.


Elissa shifted in her seat, feeling as if the straps were digging into her. It wasn’t like she’d done nothing over the last few weeks, it was just that, compared to everything Lin and Cadan had done, that was how it seemed.


It was weird. She’d spent so much of the last few years just surviving, wanting to fit in, to be ordinary. Now, compared to the others she was sharing the ship with, she was too ordinary.


The three crew members were all specialists in several different fields—you didn’t get a place on an SFI ship without attaining excellence in a whole bunch of disciplines. Cadan had aced every test he’d ever taken and had been fast-tracked to captain duty even before he’d graduated. Lin was the superpowered version of Elissa. Among them all, Elissa was the most normal, the most ordinary.


It didn’t feel as good as she’d thought it would.


After all, when you’re with a guy like Cadan . . .


Having your big brother’s best friend, the person you’d adored since you were seven years old, fall in love with you—it still felt too amazing to be real. Amazing in a good way, obviously, but also, sometimes . . .


It wasn’t so much that she was younger than him, but that she was so far behind in terms of everything else. Going on the run with Lin meant that she hadn’t quite completed high school. But even if she had, it would have been with a bare handful of passing grades, scraped together during those years made a nightmare by attacks of pain and disorienting flashes of a life that wasn’t hers. And before that, back when her life had been flawless, easy—well, he’d said himself he’d thought she was . . . The word still hurt, and she tried not to think it, but all the same it came floating inexorably into her mind. Shallow. She’d thought he was amazing, had hero-worshipped him, glowed whenever he spoke to her. And he’d thought she was shallow.


“All clear,” said Lin, calm and competent at the controls. Cadan turned his head a little to smile at her, and something stabbed through Elissa. Something she tried to push away before she needed to acknowledge what it was.


Lin was her sister. Her twin, who over the time since they’d met had become more important than anything, more important than Elissa’s home or family. She might be struggling with jab after nasty jab of insecurity, but she was not going to start feeling jealous of her own sister.


“And we’re there,” said Cadan.


Elissa dragged her thoughts back under control as the Phoenix banked again. The straps tightened against her body. They’d been in Sekoia’s atmosphere long enough for the ship’s gravity to switch off; it was Sekoia’s own gravitational field she was feeling now.


The Phoenix skimmed downward, circling as she lost height, and under them the desert floor swooped and slid away. Then a complex of buildings rose up beneath them: stone-built, squat and utilitarian, connected by steel tunnels.


“Hang tight for landing,” said Cadan, and, as sand rose in clouds and rocket-fuel smoke billowed up around the ship, enveloping the glass and filling, for a moment, the viewscreens with a blur of yellow-tinged smog, the Phoenix touched down on Sekoian soil.


Lin turned slightly in her chair. The lit-up look she got whenever she did anything to do with flying the ship had dimmed. She was biting her lip, her face tight, and Elissa instantly forgot all other preoccupations.


If it was weird for her to return to Sekoia, what must it be like for Lin, being back on the planet where she’d been trapped and tortured?


Elissa unsnapped her harness, wriggled out from the tangle of straps and leaned forward to put her hand on Lin’s shoulder. Lin reached her own hand up to clasp Elissa’s.


“They’re gone,” said Elissa. “The facility staff, the people who ordered what they did to you—they’ll be in prison by now.”


Lin’s head moved a tiny bit. “Not all of them.”


“Yeah, okay, not all. But most. And any of them who haven’t been arrested yet—they’ll be keeping a completely low profile. They’re not going to want to come near us.”


Behind them, Ivan the chef, huge and gorilla armed, added, “And they’d be sorry if they did. No one’s going to be touching you girls without your permission, not anymore.”


Markus laughed, a wordless acknowledgment of what they’d seen Lin do, of what they knew her electrokinesis could accomplish.


Under Elissa’s hand, Lin’s fingers relaxed a little.


The sand and smoke cleared. Blue sky and brilliant sun blazed once again through the glass. Cadan ran a quick hand over the controls, turning everything down to maintenance level, a standby setting that would save fuel without shutting the ship down entirely. They’d all learned over the last few weeks not to make any premature assumptions about safety.


Which was just as well, because when they’d gone through the dilating door that led from the cabin, climbed down the narrow staircase, then through two more safety doors and an external air lock, and emerged into bright, dusty sunlight, they found themselves surrounded by an armed crowd.
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CADAN’S, MARKUS’S, and Felicia’s hands flashed to their own weapons, but the crowd’s leader was quicker. There was a gun in his hand, a real gun, steel-loaded, not the short-range blasters spaceship crews carried. He held it leveled at Cadan’s face.


“Drop your weapons.”


The crew obeyed. Next to Elissa, Lin went tense. Elissa didn’t dare make any movement that could be construed as a move for a weapon—like she’d have one—or she’d have stretched out a hand to clasp her twin’s. How did they get here so fast? The crowd must have come from the buildings, of course, but she would never have expected them to move so quickly—or to react like this.


“We’re not a threat,” said Cadan steadily, straightening from laying his blaster on the sand. “Look at the ship. It’s one of SFI’s. You can see we’re not pirates.”


The man gave a bark of laughter. “Like pirates are all we’ve got to worry about? Do you even know what planet you’ve landed on?”


Cadan kept his hands up and open, an unthreatening posture. “I can see it’s not the same planet I left a few weeks ago.”


“A few weeks? And you’ve chosen to come back now?” The man’s lips curled into what was nearly a smile, although the gun stayed pointed at them. He was about Elissa’s father’s age. He looked rough edged, unshaven and not altogether clean, like she’d always imagined criminals, illegal immigrants, but he couldn’t be either—his accent was that of the upper sections of Sekoian society, and his manner seemed one accustomed to authority. “This must be quite the homecoming.”


Cadan grinned a little. “You could say that.”


“Do they know, out there? Do they know anything of what’s going on in our world?” Grim lines drew themselves into his face.


“They did about a month ago,” said Cadan. “I have no way of knowing what the coverage is like now.”


A stir, a low-level angry mutter, came from the crowd. Elissa caught scraps of speech. “. . . betting they don’t.” “. . . think that’s all? I’m betting they know and they just don’t care.”


“So what are you doing here?” the man asked. “Your ship’s SFI, and you’ve got the SFI look so I’m inclined to believe it—what the hell are you doing coming back here?”


“My family’s here,” said Cadan. It was the truth, but only part of the truth, and he made sure not to look at either of the twins as he said it. Tension hummed within Elissa. These people—they were armed, and pretty hostile so far. If they found out who she and Lin were, that they were the twins who’d precipitated the whole situation, what would their reaction be? Elissa’s family had accepted IPL’s offer of relocation within days of the takeover, getting them out of the reach of possible reprisals from a furious population. And they’d been at risk just for being related to her and Lin. If discovered, she and Lin would be at a whole lot more of a risk.


They’d talked about it—she and Lin, Cadan and the crew—before they made the final decision to return. If the twins’ names or faces had ever actually appeared on the newcasts that had gone out all over the star system, Elissa wasn’t sure she’d have dared to come back.


Given the supersensitive nature of the situation, though, as well as Elissa and Lin’s underage status, interplanetary protection agreements had come into effect, agreements that had extended to the whole of the crew. In all the newscasts Elissa had seen before they left Sanctuary, the Phoenix had been referred to only as an “SFI-owned ship,” and Cadan as a “young SFI pilot.” Sometimes, depending on the channel, “a young maverick pilot”—and once, “a young heroic pilot.”


Elissa knew she couldn’t count on their identities staying secret forever—at some point there was bound to be an information leak—but at least they weren’t returning to Sekoia as instant celebrities. And they’d taken their own precautions. Lin had kept her fake tan and had rebleached her hair, continuing to wear it swinging sleek and straightened around her face, a contrast to Elissa’s tumble of dark waves. It was impossible to conceal all the things that made them identical, but they’d done their best to ensure they didn’t betray themselves by being mirror images.


“Your family? So you’ve come to get them out?” the man asked Cadan.


Elissa sensed Cadan stiffen, and as his tension reached her, she saw the Phoenix how this crowd must see it—as an escape route from a world tearing itself apart. If they forced Cadan to take them on board, forced him off the planet, and if in the meantime the authorities shut off airspace over the whole of Sekoia, then they might never get back. They might never find out what was happening to Cadan’s family, they might never be able to help avert their world unraveling into chaos.


“Not exactly,” said Cadan.


“Then what? No—forget it.” The man made a gesture so impatient it hovered on the edge of anger. “I’m done playing Twenty Questions. Where’s your ID?”


Cadan hesitated—only for a moment, but the man’s grip shifted very slightly on his gun, a silent message.


“Inner jacket pocket,” said Cadan. Elissa’s throat tightened. They hadn’t planned on this, hadn’t planned on having to give up their identities to anyone other than the IPL authorities.


“Fine,” said the man. “Undo your jacket and pull it fully open before you reach in, all right? And don’t think we won’t shoot.”


“I don’t.” Cadan’s voice was dry as he reached for the zip on his dark blue SFI jacket. It crossed Elissa’s mind to wonder why he still wore his uniform, now that SFI was no more. Was it just for situations like this, to give an immediate indication that he wasn’t a pirate? Or was it because, despite everything, despite what SFI had done, he could not yet let go of them, did not know how to see himself as someone other than an SFI employee? He has to. He can’t hold on to something that was false, wrong; he can’t keep feeling he owes them for his training, for his job—not after what they did to Lin.


But when you’d defined yourself as part of SFI since you were eleven, how long would it take you to let go?


Cadan flipped the jacket open.


The man nodded toward him. “Okay, Bryn. Get his ID.” His eyes focused, unblinking, on Cadan’s. “Try anything and I’ll—”


“Shoot,” said Cadan with a snap. “Yes, I know.”


Another man—Bryn—stepped forward, keeping to the side, out of the way of the gun, slid two fingers into Cadan’s pocket and pulled out his ID card, then stepped carefully back.


The first man took it, flipped it over. His eyebrows shot up. He tilted the card away from himself, then sideways, checking the tiny holograms that appeared at different angles, tokens that the card wasn’t a fake, then held it up, shutting one eye to check the glinting edge of the tissue-thin metal sheet within it.


He gave a sharp look back at Cadan, eyebrows slanting into a frown. “Seriously? Bright young cadet, with the luck to have sole command of a ship and to be safely off-planet for the whole of this crisis? You decided to come back?”


Cadan watched him, still tense, wary. “Like I said, my family’s here.”


“You didn’t have strings to pull to get them out?”


Cadan’s mouth twisted. “You’ll find that off-planet, SFI strings don’t work as well as they used to.”


The man gave a short laugh. “You’ll find they don’t work too well on Sekoia, either. We have ex-SFI people here, Captain, taking refuge from a city that used to damn well worship them. Here.” He flipped the card back to Cadan, who caught it. The man holstered his gun and threw a glance toward the crowd. “No danger. He’s SFI, all right. Rising star among the cadets, if you can believe it.”


There was nothing but some wry amusement in his tone. But the other man, Bryn, jerked his head up, staring at Cadan. “Which rising star?”


“Greythorn,” the first man said, shrugging.


“Cadan Greythorn? The pilot who went off-grid forty-five days ago? The information-blackout one?”


The first man frowned. “Yeah, you’re right, that’s the one, isn’t it? Bryn, what—”


But Bryn’s eyes had left Cadan and swept straight to Elissa and Lin. Elissa saw the second it happened, the second the realization hit him. His gaze flicked from her to her twin, taking in all the similarities that their different hairstyles and clothes had obscured to start with, then he turned to the other man. “It’s him. He’s that pilot. No wonder SFI wanted a blackout on him! He didn’t just go off-grid, he went to IPL. And those two—Miguel, for God’s sake, no danger?”


For a moment Miguel stared at him. Then his expression changed too, going from realization to shock, and then to horror. He looked back at Cadan. “Tell me you haven’t,” he said.


“What?” In contrast to the horror in the faces of the other men, Cadan’s expression remained blank. But Elissa knew it was deliberate, a mask over his own emotions.


Anyone else, if we’d met anyone else, they’d have had no idea which pilot Cadan was. We had to run into SFI people, people who heard about Cadan taking the ship off-grid, people who’d be able to put two and two together. . . .


“Tell me you haven’t brought them back to Sekoia,” said Miguel. “That runaway girl and her clone. Tell me you haven’t brought them to my camp.”


Anger scalded through Elissa, eclipsing—for an instant—everything else. Don’t call her a clone!


“I did bring them,” said Cadan, his voice flat and calm. “Tell me the problem.”


That stir came again, a ripple of anger, of tension, running through the crowd.


“The problem?” Miguel made an exasperated sound almost like a laugh. “God, you have no idea, do you?”


“Like I said, deep space for about a month.” This time a slight snap came though Cadan’s words. “The last newscasts we got were back on Sanctuary. So tell me. We’ve come back to help—tell me what’s been going on.”


“Help?” Miguel gave that laugh that wasn’t a laugh. “I’d say we’re pretty much beyond help at this point—and when I say ‘we,’ I mean you as well. The best chance you have is to get back on your ship and get back into space. Unless that one ship is the forerunner of a fully functioning fleet, you don’t have anything to offer that’s going to help anyone.”


“You’d be surprised,” Cadan said. Apprehension prickled up Elissa’s spine. He was talking about her and Lin. Which made sense—that was why they’d returned, to offer their combined power to Sekoia’s space force, to help stop Sekoia sliding into poverty and chaos. But she’d never expected to be offering it under these circumstances, to someone who seemed so sure that by coming back they’d done everything wrong. And although their combined power had saved them before . . . we still don’t understand it. Not properly. We’ve tried to practice, but we didn’t dare do much on board the ship, and the link still comes and goes—it’s not there all the time, and it doesn’t always seem to work the same way. . . .


“Surprised? Really? You sure it’s not you who’s going to be surprised?” Miguel jabbed his finger toward Elissa and Lin. “You think you’re going to be able to help us? You don’t get back on your ship, you’ll have enough to do trying to keep those kids alive for the next twenty-four hours.”


Elissa’s stomach dropped. She reached for Lin’s hand and felt her twin’s fingers close tightly around her own.


“So tell me,” repeated Cadan. His voice had flattened back to calmness. If Elissa hadn’t heard that note in his voice before, if she hadn’t known it was a deliberate closing off of his emotions, she’d have thought he hadn’t heard what the other man had said. He flicked a look toward Elissa and Lin. “They’re in danger? Who from? Most people don’t have SFI inside knowledge—they’re not going to work out their identity as quickly as you did.”


“She’s a Spare, isn’t she?” Miguel said. “Who isn’t she in danger from?”


All over Elissa’s back, her skin tightened.


“There are at least three groups who’ve made it their stated mission to wipe out all Spares,” Miguel continued. “And if the Spares hadn’t been rushed into safe houses, they’d be well on their way there.”


Cadan made as if to ask something else, but Elissa was ahead of him. The man hadn’t said specifically that anything had happened to Spares yet, but those words—they’d be well on their way there—clanged, a warning bell, in her head.


“Have they managed it?” she said. “Have they managed to kill any Spares?”


Cadan took a step closer to her, and his hand settled, warm and steady, on her back.


Miguel’s expression flickered, suddenly uncertain, as if he were deciding how—or whether—to answer her. Her throat closed, and for a few long, horrible seconds all she could do was wait, speechless, hoping he’d tell her the truth straight out and she wouldn’t have to argue and demand with this awful weight of dread inside her.


“Some,” Miguel said.


“How?” Her throat was still frozen shut. The question came out as scarcely more than a silent movement of her lips.


“Some were shot. By snipers, we assume, when the Spares were on their way out of the facility where they’d been kept. And some of the flyers taking them to the safe houses have been attacked. Not all of them went down, but . . .” He lifted a shoulder, a gesture that would have looked careless if it hadn’t been for the grim cast of his mouth.


Falling, trapped, safety programming and parachutes and defenses all useless, all of them going down with you. For a moment Elissa had to screw her eyes shut, concentrate on just breathing. It didn’t do any good to let herself think about it.


“In—” She had to stop, swallow, start again. “Here? In this city?”


Miguel shook his head. “Attacks, yes. No deaths.” Then, heavily, “Not so far.”


Not so far. Oh God, and I agreed to Lin coming back. I agreed to her coming back here, where there are people who want to kill her. They’d known there could be danger, they’d known it, but there was a difference between knowing it as a possibility and hearing—oh God—that people were dying.


“Why?” came Lin’s voice from beside her, her voice holding all the calm Elissa had tried for and hadn’t been able to manage. “Why are people killing Spares? And who are they?”


Still cold with shock, Elissa turned her head to look at her sister. Lin looked straight-backed and alert, as if she’d just asked a question to which there was sure to be an interesting answer. How does she do that? She’s just heard that people like her are being murdered, and you’d think she’d found out only that they’re being—oh, given, like, haircuts.


Out of place though Lin’s reaction seemed, the fact that she, at least, didn’t seem frightened had its effect on Elissa, too. The tightness in her throat eased.


It was Bryn who answered her. “God knows who they are. Well, God and IPL, we guess, but no one’s telling us. And as for why . . .” He shrugged. “If it weren’t for Spares, we wouldn’t be in this mess, would we?”


“If it wasn’t for SFI, you wouldn’t be in this mess!” Elissa burst out, but Miguel interrupted. “There’s no time for this now. We have to get underground. Even if you”—he nodded toward Cadan—“get away immediately, if you’ve been tracked, if someone thinks you’ve left the clones with us, thinks we’re harboring them, we’re dead ourselves.”


His voice was urgent, and something close to panic showed in his face. In that one moment, Elissa saw clearly what she hadn’t picked up on before. She’d gotten it wrong: Miguel wasn’t accustomed to exercising authority. He’d taken authority, maybe because he was the most competent, but he had no practice in it. And now he was trying to handle a situation for which he not only had no experience, but also no skills that had prepared him for dealing with it.


But he said they had SFI people here. If there are other SFI personnel around, then how come it’s him acting as leader? Okay, so SFI doesn’t exist anymore, but still—where are the officers? Where’s the structure all gone to? If any of these people are SFI, they’ll have been working there for years—all that organization can’t just melt into chaos like that, not this quickly. They need to take responsibility for what’s been done to Spares—they need to make sure it doesn’t happen again!


Cadan’s voice remained calm. “Okay, so there’re groups—several groups—targeting Spares? Because they blame them for the current situation. And those sheltering them too?”


Bryn gave him a bitter look. “Should have stayed off-planet, right?”


When Cadan glanced at him, his eyes were like blue steel. “Cut the posturing. You’re saying we’re in danger here—and we’ve put you in danger too?” His gaze swept the crowd. “Then what are they doing standing here? This is an SFI base—it’s equipped with underground shelters. Get these people into them!”


As if that was all it took, Miguel jerked into action. He snapped an order to Bryn, who swung away to relay instructions to a handful of official-looking people—mostly the ones, Elissa realized, who were holding weapons.


Had been holding weapons. They weren’t bothering now, tucking guns back into belt holsters and inside jackets, focusing instead on shepherding sections of the crowds in different directions, back inside the buildings.


Miguel looked back at Cadan. “You need to go,” he said. “They’ll have clocked the ship entering the atmosphere—it’s likely they’ll have tracked it here. You could come in the shelters with us, but if they break through this time . . .” There was despair in his face. “Captain, listen to me. I have to keep these people alive. If they break into our shelter but neither you nor the clones are with us, at least—”


Cadan interrupted him. “This time? The base has been attacked before? How many times?”


“Since I got here? Six. Not all from the same group, though, as far as we can work out.”


“You can tell? How?”


Miguel shrugged. “Firepower. Some of them are using SFI craft. Some of them have nothing more than target-practice guns strapped to souped-up beetle-cars.”


Markus gave an unexpected choke of laughter. “Seriously?”


Miguel looked at him, bleak. “It’s funny when you’re not living it. We’ve got the shelters, and the aboveground buildings are pretty well fortified, but if they get a direct hit on our solar cells, or the purifier . . .” He nodded toward the familiar shape of the half-buried water-recycling station.


Up until this point Elissa hadn’t thought about that—she was still struggling to deal with the impact of finding out that people were killing Spares—but of course. This far out in the desert, the base would have to operate independently of the city’s resources: power, water, medical supplies. When things had been running normally, they’d have been able to rely on deliveries, but now, out here, more than a day’s walk from the city, if they ran out of water, or the power that kept their perishable food and medicines refrigerated—how long would they last?


And then, selfishly: If we end up stuck out here, how long will we last? I knew we were taking a risk coming back to Sekoia, but I didn’t plan on not surviving my first day back!


“Why are they attacking you, though?” Cadan was saying. “If you think they’re after Spares, why have you come under attack anyway?”


“We’ve got ex-SFI personnel with us,” said Miguel. “And some government officials who swear they never knew what was going on but who got chased from their homes anyway, and a few immigrant families—legal ones, but people are saying if we’d closed to immigration years ago, Sekoia would never have come under so much pressure that the government was forced into using clones—”


“Spares,” snapped Elissa, shock and fear making her careless, almost before she was aware she’d opened her mouth to speak. “They’re not clones, they’re Spares.”


Miguel shrugged without looking at her. “Whatever. The mood in the city . . . it’s not a good place to stay for anyone who could take any of the blame. A connection with SFI, or the government, or Spares . . . People are here because they were afraid to stay, Captain. And if we can manage to go even farther away, we’ll take it. Right now we’re stuck within easy attack range. We haven’t come under serious fire, not so far. It’s more of a harassment—angry people looking for scapegoats. I don’t think anyone is intent on actually destroying our camp—no one here is liked, but we’re not hated like the clones.”


“Spares.” Heat rose behind Elissa’s eyes, momentarily erasing the fear.


This time Miguel did throw her a glance. “Do I look like I have time to argue semantics? Whatever you and she are, you’re hated. And you’re in danger.”


Calling them clones isn’t just semantics! If everyone keeps calling them clones then everyone keeps seeing them as nonhuman and when people attack them it won’t be a big deal because it won’t matter like the way an attack against ordinary people matters. It does matter. It matters what you call them.


“You must have some SFI craft here, though?” Cadan said. “When I was last here, we had flyers, and small amphibious craft for practicing air/space maneuvers. They weren’t cleared out at the takeover?”


“No. IPL requisitioned most of the pilots, but only to fly large craft, not the little two-mans. They’re still here.”


“Fueled?”


“Yes.”


“IPL took the pilots. Do you have anyone who can pilot them, then?”


“Ten qualified pilots—they arrived well after the takeover, and IPL haven’t come back yet to recruit more. And yes, Captain, we’re not completely inept. We’ve been using them to defend the base as best we can. They’ll be suiting up now.”


“Any cadets? Once they’re past their first year, they’ll be good enough to defend the base. I can vouch for that, if you need—”


“No.” Miguel’s voice sounded wry. “Trust me, we can’t afford to fetishize rank right now—we’d use them if we had them. All the SFI personnel here are mostly maintenance—it’s pure luck we’ve ended up with any pilots at all.” His mouth twisted. “We have a hundred people who can fix the ships, just hardly anyone who can fly them.”


“The ships, are they armed? Last time we were using blanks.”


“We fixed that, first thing. We’ve got real firepower.”


“Okay. I can take one ship. If you’d introduce me to the pilot in charge, he can get me up to speed on his defense plan?”


Miguel stared at Cadan. “You’re staying? You’re joining our defense crew?”


“Well, not permanently. But yes. We brought this trouble on you. I can’t offer to evacuate you all—well, at least not until I’ve spoken to IPL—but I can help you defend against any attack that follows us.”


Miguel stared at him a moment longer. “Okay. I get you. I’ll take you to the docking bays.”


“Thanks.”


“You’re thanking me? ” There was dry amusement in Miguel’s voice. “And what about those kids? Was getting them caught up in this part of your plan?”


Next to Elissa, Lin quivered, indignant. “We’re not kids. And we can help—”


“No,” said Cadan.


“I can! I don’t want to go in the shelters—”


“You’re not. The base shelters are good, but I defy any air- or ground-based attack to get through the Phoenix’s defenses.” His glance swept from Lin over Elissa and the rest of the crew. “You—all of you—you’re getting back on board now.”


It was his crisis-management voice, one of automatic command, and Elissa responded to it, turning back toward the Phoenix, fear making her cold all over again, a little clumsy, her feet numb enough that they didn’t seem to be quite connecting with the ground.


All around her, the crew were doing the same, albeit a whole lot more smoothly. If I end up staying with the ship as long as some of them have trained, will I ever learn to be that calm in the face of danger—more danger, yet again?


She forced her breathing to slow down. A million years ago, at school, she’d been taught yoga, and Felicia had encouraged her and Lin to join in her daily routine on board ship, but right now Elissa had no hope of gaining the steady, focused breathing she should be able to achieve in any situation. The best she could do was to not completely freak out and hyperventilate.


If they’re not freaking out, I don’t need to. The Phoenix is super-safe. And Cadan’s in charge. . . .


She didn’t want to be feeble enough to reach for his hand, to need him to reassure her before she left him out here. She’d done without it before they were dating, for goodness’ sake; she wasn’t going to collapse into a stupid needy girlfriend now. But all the same, she couldn’t help wishing he’d, just quickly, give her a look that wasn’t the look of a captain speaking to his crew.


Of course he didn’t. She was looking at Cadan in full crisis-management mode, triaging the whole situation in his head. Irrelevantly, she wondered if it was pure SFI training coming to the fore. Faced with this, would Bruce, too, react with the same steel-cold efficiency?


As if in proof that this version of Cadan could scan all the complications before they entered anyone else’s thoughts, he glanced toward Markus. “I won’t be there to activate the Phoenix’s shields. You and Lin know how to run the codes. The moment you’re on board, get them up to full strength.”


“Yes sir.”


Ivan was already standing by the open door of the ship, waiting for the others to go through, and even as Markus answered Cadan, he turned too, to go on board.


Felicia held back for a second. “Captain?” she said. “Am I best used on the Phoenix? Do you want me to stay on the ground?”


Cadan hesitated. “No. I need you on the Phoenix too. If you’re left without anyone who can fly her, you’ll need to find a way of getting the girls to the city. They’ll have to seek sanctuary from IPL, and they’ll need your protection to get them there.”


Cold sank through Elissa. He hadn’t said it in so many words, but she’d have to be stupid not to know what if you’re left without anyone who can fly her meant. Cadan was making contingency plans. Plans for . . . She’d known he was staying out here, known he was going to fly one of the defense ships, but now all at once it washed through her, a multitude of horrible images flashing into her brain. The little ship he was planning to fly coming under fire, the windscreen cracking to pieces, the ship falling in a ball of flames. Cadan . . .


Don’t. Don’t do it. Come to safety. Don’t make me leave you out here.


But she couldn’t say it. He was right: By coming here, they had unknowingly brought danger—even more danger—on the refugees living in the base. They owed them anything they could offer in terms of protection.


Unbidden, her hand went out to him, a movement as if she would hold on to his arm. A stupid movement, given that he was out of reach, and that she’d already told herself she couldn’t expect anything from him.


But he saw, and looked at her. Their eyes met. For a moment there was no one else there. “I know,” he said. “But I have to.”


“Yes.” Surprisingly, her voice stayed steady. She let her arm drop. “We’re going.”


He smiled at her, the moment stretching out, holding them both.


Then Elissa set her teeth and walked past him to where Ivan waited. Her legs felt numb now as well, as if her body were shrinking in on itself, trying to avoid awareness of the approaching danger.


Behind her, Cadan said, “Markus, I’ll keep in touch.” He twisted the little com-unit on his wrist. “Keep my channel open, okay?”


“Got you, Captain. Lin, you coming?”


Elissa was at the door, a step behind Markus, before she realized Lin hadn’t followed her.


She turned. Lin wasn’t moving. She stood still, arms folded, eyes fixed on Cadan.


“Lin,” said Elissa, “we have to go.”


Lin didn’t glance at her. “What am I supposed to be doing?” she said to Cadan. “You know I can be useful. You know I can do stuff. You don’t mean for me to go sit in the Phoenix as well?”


“Lin, there’s nothing for you to do out here. Go in the Phoenix, get the shields up—”


“Markus can do that. You already said so. I could do a million better things.”


“No.” Cadan’s voice had a no-argument tone in it. But Lin had never been good at picking up that sort of cue.


“Why not? We came back to help, didn’t we? You know what I can do. I can fly ships too—”


“Not by yourself. Not safely. Not yet. Lin, no one has time for this. Get on board.”


“I don’t need to do it by myself! I can come as your copilot. You know I can do that! You know I can.”


“Lin.” The word came out with a snap like the crack of a whip. “I’m not using a copilot. I don’t need you.” Lin opened her mouth and he cut across her, not letting her get a word in. “And I don’t want you. You’re not up to this kind of fight, if that’s what it comes to, and I don’t need the distraction. What I need”—she started to speak and he raised his voice, speaking over her—“what I need is for you to keep out of the way and keep your sister safe. Now go and do it instead of delaying me and keeping her here in danger.”


Lin shut her mouth, then marched over to where Elissa waited. Her face was flushed, her eyes glinting and narrowed. When she unfolded her arms to shove her hands into her pockets, Elissa saw her hands were balled into fists.


But at least she wasn’t resisting, or arguing. She followed Elissa through the door and into the coolness of the air lock in silence, then up the stairs and into the flight cabin.
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ELISSA FLICKERED a look at Lin as the door snapped shut behind them. Her twin’s face was still flushed, her jaw set. Despite the terror flaring in her mind whenever she thought of Lin being caught, hurt . . . imprisoned again, impatience prickled at Elissa. Oh, for God’s sake. All those people we’re leaving in danger, and you’re angry because you want to be in danger too? It’s not like we came back to Sekoia to fight off attacks—that’s not the help we wanted to offer.


Was that what it was, just Lin wanting to be involved, or was there something else going on? Elissa’s shoulders slumped. Just as there were so many finer points of normal social interaction that Lin didn’t get, there were probably a whole bunch of things about Lin that Elissa didn’t get. Sometimes you got tired of trying to work them out.


“Lin,” said Markus, in the pilot’s seat, flipping up switches one after another. “We’re getting the shields up, okay?”


Lin marched across to the front seats. “You don’t need me for that. You can do it yourself.”


Lights sprang awake along the control panel. Screens woke, flashing code. Markus’s voice remained steady. “I can, but I’m not as conversant with the code as the captain is. If you double-check it for me—”


Lin flung herself into the seat next to him. “You don’t need to call him the captain when he’s not even here.”


Elissa’s chest clenched. That wasn’t just anger in Lin’s voice, it sounded like . . . but no, it couldn’t be hatred, not for Cadan.


“You’re right.” Markus tapped out a sequence on the keyboard, hesitated, backspaced, then tapped out the rest. He nodded toward one of the screens. “Check that for me, would you?” Then, in the same steady tone, “I don’t need to call him that. But nonetheless, we do.”


Lin scrolled through the code. “It’s fine. First shield ready.” The words were bland, but her voice was still dark with anger. “I don’t see why. It was one thing when he was in charge, when you were all being paid to do what he said. . . .”


“Second sequence coming through. He’s still in charge. The SFI going down—it doesn’t affect anything. This is his ship.”


“Oh it’s so not. He was only put in charge of it temporarily—”


“It is. He was given charge of it. That makes it his. That’s not a pleasant fiction to make the pilots feel good, Lin, it’s legal fact. It was meant to be a fixed-term ownership, sure, but now SFI’s gone, and it’s only IPL who has the authority to terminate his ownership. If they do . . . well, they do. But unless—and until—that happens, it’s Cadan’s word that matters on board the Phoenix. And the crew—either we obey his orders or we resign.” He nodded at the screen again. “And that’s why he gets called captain whether he’s present or not.”


“Code’s fine.” Now Lin’s voice sounded more sulky than anything. “Second shield ready.”


“Third sequence.”


“I just . . .” She shot a sideways look at Markus. “He’s been teaching me how to be his copilot. He knows I can do more than this, and he’s all rules and ‘you’re not up to it’ and ‘look after your sister.’ Like I need him to tell me to look after Lissa!”


“There’s more to being a pilot than flying,” Markus said mildly. “Lin? Are you checking that code for me?”


“Yes. It’s fine.”


Markus’s eyes went to the screen. He waited. After a second Lin followed the direction of his gaze. “What are you doing? I— Oh.”


From where Elissa stood she couldn’t see which bit they were looking at, nor could she understand the code that Lin had picked up so easily, but the arrested tone in Lin’s voice told her all she needed to know.


Markus tapped out a correction. Lin scrolled through it, slowly, then back. “It’s fine,” she said again, her voice filled with resentment.


“Thank you.” Markus activated the sequences, and around them the Phoenix seemed to come alive, humming awake as the shields—the enhanced force fields that, in space, protected them from meteorites and other space debris as well as from attack—built themselves around the ship.


Markus leaned away from the controls, angling screens to get the best view of outside. His voice kept exactly the same quiet tone as he said, “And that’s why you’re not ready to fly a ship.”


Elissa saw Lin’s head snap back as if he’d hit her. “That’s not fair. You did that on purpose—”


“And you didn’t pick it up. Because you were angry, and you let it distract you.”


“Yeah, well, it’s not like Cadan never gets angry.” There was that tone in her voice again, an edge like the edge of an electro-whip. Not just anger, but something more like resentment.


“But he doesn’t let it interfere with how he flies the Phoenix.”


Lin didn’t answer. She got up with an irritated, jerky movement and went over to grab a chocograin bar from the little nutri-machine set on the back wall of the cabin. Markus turned enough in his seat to meet Elissa’s eyes. He gave her the merest flicker of a smile.


She was smiling back before she knew it, grateful that he’d had the argument with Lin so Elissa didn’t have to. Then guilt needled her. It’s not fair. She only wants to help—and she has so much ability, so much power, it must be driving her crazy not being able to do anything with it.


Outside the Phoenix, it had felt like they were on the very brink of being attacked. Even now that they were safe, tension seemed to hang, buzzing in the air, and Elissa, all nerves, chewed the edge of her thumbnail until it was sore. But when the first twenty minutes had passed and nothing happened, the atmosphere relaxed a little.


Over the next twenty minutes, outside the ship, the sun dropped lower, sinking toward the horizon, staining the sand red. Inside the ship, they waited.


There was no reason, really, why at least some of them couldn’t leave the cabin to go find something to do in another part of the ship, but, as if none of them wanted to leave the view of the base afforded by the cabin windscreen, no one made a move.


Lin ate a second chocograin bar leaning against the wall next to the windscreen, looking up and out at the empty sky. At the controls, Ivan, sitting sideways on the copilot’s seat, told Markus the best ways to thicken soup, and Markus at least appeared to listen, and Felicia lowered herself to sit cross-legged on the floor and reached both arms over her head in what Elissa recognized as the start of one of her many yoga routines.


Elissa sat still, clasping her knees, her gaze on the darkening sky. She’d taken her thumbnail away from her mouth and tucked her thumb safely inside her folded hand, but her insides remained knotted. Her thoughts knotted too. Back on Sanctuary, everything had seemed so clear. But now, within hours of landing on Sekoia, she was swamped with anxieties and fears.


People were still referring to Spares as clones. Oh, she could see why. Before Spares had become public knowledge, most people on Sekoia hadn’t known it was even possible for them to exist. The birth of identical babies, born from a single fertilized egg, had ceased thousands of years ago—even the term twin, an archaic word meaning “double,” had fallen out of existence. She remembered Lin explaining it to her, saying that some kind of spontaneous mutation had caused the phenomenon to re-emerge forty or so years ago.


That’s impossible, Elissa had said at the time. She’d known, of course, that sometimes a pregnancy produced two babies—it was the only way couples ended up with a second child without applying for a license—but she’d known, or thought she’d known, that it only happened when two eggs were simultaneously fertilized, and that the babies might be alike, in the way siblings often were, but they wouldn’t be identical.


When she’d first met Lin, one of the first things she’d thought of was cloning; she couldn’t blame other people for initially thinking the same, even though science had not yet developed a full-body clone. But they’ve been told now. They know what she is, they know she’s her own person, not just a copy of me. If they still keep insisting that she’s a clone, how are they ever going to let her fit into society, lead a normal life?


Except—everything Miguel had told them came back into her mind, overwhelming her—was life on Sekoia ever going to be normal again? And was Lin—oh God please no—going to get killed before they even had a chance to find out?


And now Cadan’s out there, putting himself in danger. And it’s selfish to even be thinking it, but I’m still scared he thinks more of Lin than he does of me. And our identity isn’t anywhere near as safe as we thought it was going to be. And . . .


Elissa let her forehead drop onto her knees.


Lin pushed away from the windscreen. “Nothing’s happening. There isn’t any attack. We don’t even need to be here. We could be at the city already, actually doing something useful.”


“Cool your jets, would you?” Ivan interrupted what he was saying about bread crumbs and glanced over at her. “You’ll get there. Dig deep. Find some patience.”


“But why can’t we go there now? We have room for lots of those people. It would only take a few trips to take them to somewhere else on Sekoia. There must be other places they could use. And then we could stop worrying about the base being attacked, and we could stop hanging around here.”


Felicia had finished her exercises. Now she lay, stretched and supine, on the floor, her eyes shut and her breathing relaxed.


“Where would you take them?” she said. “This is their home—the only home left to them. If they don’t defend it, what will they end up with?”


Lin narrowed her eyes at Felicia. “We took weeks just getting back to Sekoia. I want to do something—”


She broke off. Her eyes went suddenly blank, as if she were looking at something not physically in front of her. “There are engines,” she said. “Two . . . three . . . coming really fast.”


Elissa jerked her head up to scan the sky she could see through the windscreen. Empty. She couldn’t hear anything either. Aside from the gentle hum of the instruments on the control panel, the far-off buzz of the shields, the world seemed to lie silent, waiting.


“Lin, are you sure?” Lin’s ability to understand the ship’s controls was one of the most impressive things Elissa had ever seen, and before, she’d seemed to pick up when the hyperdrive was malfunctioning. But Elissa had thought that was mostly to do with sensing the imprisoned Spare powering it—did Lin really sense electronics? And had her abilities developed to such a point that she could pick up approaching aircraft?


Lin gave a tiny, half-distracted nod.


“Then where are they coming from? Which direction?” Elissa looked back and forth, checking the empty sky for any signs of movement, for the glints that would be the last light of the setting sun reflecting from metal wings.


“I don’t . . . I can’t tell. Above us . . .” Lin shook her head as if trying to clear water from her ears.


Markus, hand already on the communications unit, looked past Lin to Elissa. “Is she right?”


Elissa stared at him.


“Lissa. I’m running a scan, but if she’s right, I’ll alert Cadan now—”


“I don’t know.” Harassed, she looked at her sister. Lin’s hand had gone to her head, cupping her temple as if trying to shut something out. She turned her head to meet Elissa’s eyes, and her own were wide with panic.


“Lissa, I can’t tell where they’re coming from. They’re so fast, and if they don’t slow down they’ll—”


Elissa scrambled to her feet, hurried across to clasp her twin’s hands. They curled around hers, a tight, desperate grip. “It’s okay. We’re safe. We’re safe here.”


“Lissa,” said Markus, behind her.


She didn’t turn her head, all at once sure beyond all doubt. “Yes, she’s right. Call him. Lin, it’s okay. It’s okay.”


Lin dropped Elissa’s fingers and clamped both hands over her head. “They’re here. They’re here. I feel them—”


And as she cowered, shaking, the sky was torn apart.


Flyers exploded out of nowhere, screaming down over the desert, hurtling so low over the Phoenix that the roar of their engines killed every sound. Three of them, sleek silver craft flashing the color of fire in the dying light.


Then real fire, as flames spat from their engines, as they whipped around to come screaming down again. And then the sound of gunfire, pounding onto the desert floor in clouds of dust, sweeping across the roofs of the base, spitting sparks and chips of broken masonry.


Bullets thundered across the Phoenix’s shields in a glittering rain, then a blast of fire came, sliding like water off the impenetrable surface of the force field. Elissa’s hands shot to her ears. They’d weathered other attacks in the Phoenix, but that had been in space. Nothing had prepared her for the noise of an on-planet attack: the shrieking rattling roar of engines and weapons that seemed to get inside her brain, vibrating in her bones, thumping nausea into the pit of her stomach.


Outside, shots screamed through the air, up rather than down. Flames burst against the shields of the attacking ships. Then, almost faster than her eyes could see, faster than her brain could register, flyers shot up from the base. They looked tiny against the attacking ships, a little swarm of two-man crafts. Cadan and Bruce had trained in ships like them. Cadan was in one now. That one, racing up to what seemed like the zenith of the sky, boosters flaring? Or that one, diving between two of the attack ships, blasting them as it went? Or one of the ones that shot straight over to the Phoenix?


Cadan. Fighting to keep her and Lin safe. Risking his life. And both things not for the first time.


Something shrieked overhead, so loud that the sound stabbed Elissa’s ears. She shrank, hands pressing harder against her ears, wanting to shut her eyes but not being able to, not while Cadan was out there, not while if she stopped looking, if she lost concentration, somehow he might lose concentration too, make the mistake that would send him plummeting out of the sky, craft in flames, escape hatch fused shut, trapped and—


Oh God. Bullets sprayed across one of the little ships. If it had possessed a shield at all, it was gone now, blown to nothing by the relentless onslaught. Elissa saw the dark holes pierced all over its flank, saw the attacking ship rake it with another blast, saw the flames swell, a fireburst of igniting fuel. It fell, tumbling from the sky, tracing a fiery trail in the dark air behind it, over and over, out of control, a fireball falling to earth.


Cadan! Then, as her mind refused to accept it: No. It’s not Cadan. It must be someone else, it must be.


It was a terrible thing to think. She didn’t care. As long as it’s not Cadan, as long as I don’t lose him.


Beside her, Lin lifted her head. “They’re going to win.” Her voice was raised to a shriek to battle with the noise, but it had gone from outright panic to nothing more than indignation.


“No. Don’t say that. We have more ships. They can’t win. They can’t.” Thoughts jumbled in her head. And win what? Who are they? What do they want? To wipe out the whole camp? Because they think we’re in there? How can people be like this?


And then, again, shot with terror, with a feeling like the bottom falling out of the world: Cadan. He can’t be dead. He can’t.


“Their weapons are way better,” shouted Lin over the noise pounding against the ship. “Those little ships—their shields are no good against this! Cadan should have used the Phoenix.”


All at once that was worse than anything, that Lin should criticize Cadan—again—when it might have been him in that—No, I won’t think it. I won’t.


“He can’t,” she shouted back. “You know he can’t. It won’t maneuver fast enough. He explained that to you weeks ago—”


“But she has tons of firepower.” All the fear had cleared from Lin’s face. Her eyes were bright with a look Elissa had come to dread. “Lissa, I could use her.”


“You can’t fly! Cadan said you’re nowhere near ready!”


“I don’t need to fly! All I need is to get her high enough to use the weapons. Cadan should have done it himself—”


“No. No. You can’t do takeoff by yourself. You’ve never done that. If you were ready to try Cadan would have told you. You’ll get everyone killed! And you don’t know what you’re talking about—if Cadan had thought that would work, he’d have done it. You can’t—”


“Then what am I going to do?” Lin flung a hand up toward the Armageddon of fire above them. “Because your boyfriend says I’m not ready, I just wait here and let them all die? Is that what we came back to Sekoia for?”


The words hit Elissa as hard as the rain of bullets against the ship’s shields. She felt herself recoil, body tightening as if that would protect her from what Lin was saying. “Stop it. Don’t. If there was anything you could do, you know I’d—”


She broke off. Lin was all at once not even listening. The bright look had spread all over her face. It was hard, blazing with sudden triumphant realization. “There is.” She grinned. “I should have thought of it hours ago. I can. I can.”


She tilted her face toward the curve of glass above them, her teeth clenching so hard Elissa saw her jaw lock.


Fear swept Elissa. She’d seen that look on her sister’s face before. Back when she’d been terrified she was helping a sociopath escape, someone who needed to be shut away, imprisoned. She hadn’t thought she’d see it again.


“Lin, what are you—”


Lin didn’t answer. Her eyes widened, dark and blank.


“Lin.”


“What’s going on over here?” Ivan was on his feet, striding toward them. “What’s she doing?”


“She says she’s helping. I don’t know. I don’t know.” Elissa flung a frantic look at the control panel, watching for more lights to jump awake, for the throttle to move by itself. If Lin really did decide to take them into the air, it was too late to stop her, too late to do anything.


“Lin.” Ivan put a hand out. “You do something weird, you’re going to hinder, not help. If you distract the pilots defending the—”


In the sky above them, with an ear-shattering thunder-crash, something exploded. Fire rained down all over the Phoenix, enveloping the ship momentarily in sheets of flame. Elissa felt her throat open in a scream she couldn’t hear, saw Ivan duck, arms instinctively going up to protect his head.


The flames cleared, sliding down the shields. But smoke followed, smoke everywhere, oily and black, swirling and thick with sparks. Elissa couldn’t see beyond the walls of the Phoenix, couldn’t see what had happened, whether any craft were left in the sky, whether anyone was still alive out there.


Lin’s mouth moved, saying something. There was no chance of hearing her—Elissa’s ears had gone dead—but after a few seconds she managed to make sense of the movement of her sister’s lips. One down.


The attacking ships. Lin had used her electrokinetic power—the ability to control electrical currents—to explode one of the attacking ships.


She’d threatened to do something like that once before, when they were on the run from Sekoia’s security forces, but it had just been a threat to get Elissa moving—she hadn’t actually intended to do it.


This time—this time she had.


It was as if Elissa’s mind, as well as her ears, had stopped functioning. She couldn’t think further than the realization of what Lin had done, couldn’t produce a reaction to it.


Around the Phoenix, the smoke thinned enough to reveal the continuing battle outside. Another of the defending crafts was down, burning in blackened wreckage on the desert floor. It was impossible to tell if the pilot had managed to escape, or if there’d been no time. Impossible, too, to tell if Cadan . . .


Way above them, one of the attacking craft seemed to judder, its trajectory checked for a half second. As if a connection had ceased momentarily to work—


Lin.


Elissa’s head whipped back toward her twin. Lin’s hands and teeth had clenched again. Her eyes were screwed shut, and her whole body was shaking as if she were under a weight too heavy to bear. One down, she’d said. Two to go?


But she can’t. The power it must have taken to do that to one ship—she can’t do it to all of them.


As if she’d had the same thought at the exact same time, Lin’s eyes shot open. Her gaze went straight to Elissa. She put out a hand.


She can’t do it by herself. It’s too much. But linked, we moved a spaceship. If I help her, if I do what we did before, we can do this, too.


All she needed to do was take Lin’s hand, let the physical touch strengthen the link that was always there between them, give herself—as she had before—to act as combined anchor and catalyst for Lin’s electrokinetic power.


She didn’t move. The explosion sounded again in her head, flames filled her vision. What Lin had just done wasn’t just moving a spaceship, it wasn’t just getting them out of danger. Whoever had been in that craft—Lin had killed them.


They came here to kill us. They’ve shot down two of the pilots already. They wouldn’t hesitate to shoot Cadan down too, or kill me and Lin, or take us both away for experiments that are no better than torture.


She should reach out to take Lin’s hand. She could help save them all. Could help save Cadan, and the other pilots, and maybe all the refugees.


I can’t. I can’t kill people. I can’t help her do that.


Lin shook her hand impatiently toward Elissa. Her face was tight with strain, she couldn’t waste energy speaking, but it was more than obvious what she was asking, what she needed from Elissa.


She was willing to die to save my life. To save all our lives. I owe her forever. And I love her. There shouldn’t be anything you wouldn’t do for someone you owe your life to, for someone you love.


“I can’t,” said Elissa, knowing Lin couldn’t hear her, hoping she could read her lips, her gestures. She shook her head, stepping back. “I can’t. I’m sorry.”


Incredulity swept over Lin’s face. Then a look of such betrayal Elissa felt it go through her like an electrical shock. Lin’s lips moved. You have to.


Elissa backed farther away. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry.”


Lin opened her hands, staring at Elissa, a gesture of helplessness and blame. Then her fingers curled into her palms, and she lifted her face back to the fiery slashes of the ships dogfighting above them.


One of the attacking ships jerked, its flight path disrupted. It dipped, seemed to pull back. Within it, was the pilot fighting to keep hold of it, not knowing why his instruments were going mad, why the controls were no longer responding to his touch? Was the control panel smoking as Lin overloaded the circuits? Was fire licking out from beneath it? Was he already snatching his hands away, terrified, panicking, not knowing what was going on?


They came to kill us. They don’t deserve mercy.


It didn’t make any difference. Elissa realized her face was wet; she could taste salt on her lips. At some point in the last few minutes she’d started crying.


Lin staggered. Her legs shook, and she grabbed at a seat to support herself. When her eyes met Elissa’s, they were bloodshot. Elissa had seen that before: When Lin was at the end of her stamina, when she’d expended too much energy, blood vessels began to burst in her skin, her eyes. If she keeps trying, if I don’t help her, what else will happen to her? What else will I let happen?


Elissa’s nose was running. She wiped her sleeve across it. “I’m sorry,” she repeated, wretched and helpless, knowing she could take the burden away from her sister but unable to bring herself to do it.


Lin’s lips moved again, so slightly that it took Elissa a couple of seconds to read what she’d said. So am I.


What? It made no sense. What was Lin sorry for?


Then, as Lin made a lunge toward her and grabbed her hand in a death grip, Elissa knew.


“No! I said no!” She tried to wrench her hand away, but Lin had hold of it with more strength than Elissa would have thought she could spare. She swung around, pulling Elissa with her, to look back up at the sky, to find the ship.


No. I won’t let it happen. I won’t make the link. I won’t—


A jerk. Too late. Just like before, the link clicked into place. She was looking through Lin’s eyes, experiencing the world in Lin’s body.
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