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  CHAPTER 1
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  Kavanaugh had serious qualms about robbing graves. It was bad enough that the rest of the galaxy blamed humans for exterminating the Templars. If it were discovered that a human team was now looting Templar graves, the galaxy would feel justified in its low opinions of humanity. He didn’t like to think where that would lead.

  Still, as Sloane said, it wasn’t as if the bugs inside the tombs were using the weapons and armor and grave goods buried with them. And it wasn’t as if Sloane hadn’t paid off every official in the quadrant who might be intrigued by what the “archaeological” team was doing. And, yeah, Kavanaugh himself hadn’t known anyone responsible for the Templar genocide: that didn’t keep him from feeling bad about it. It sickened him that he was part of a species who could conceive of wiping another people out of the galaxy, if those people stood in the way of humanity’s expansionist dreams. Kavanaugh didn’t think about it much, but when he did, he supposed that the kind of humans who could unleash such genocide probably didn’t think of Templars—or the other sentient species of the galaxy—as “people.”

  That Sloane could loot the Templar tombs without a second thought saddened Kavanaugh. And yet here Kavanaugh found himself, leading the team, wondering how the hell he’d volunteered for this.

  The Templars chose these caves for their tombs because the stone was impossibly difficult to cut. They meant for their graves to be sealed for all time. It took Kavanaugh’s team hours to calculate how to open each cavern. Unfortunately, Sloane didn’t accept facts as excuses. The grave robbers had a quota; Kavanaugh’s job was to see they met it.

  At least the impossibly hard stone kept the caves’ contents incorrupt. The metal was as polished as the day it had been entombed, corpses as fresh. In the past couple of weeks, Kavanaugh had seen more than he wanted of dead bugs contorted by the plague.

  Nothing indicated that this cavern would be different from the others. If it had been up to Kavanaugh, he’d have let the men close down the machinery for the night and sent them back to the bunker to get out of the knifing, granular wind. Unfortunately, the boss had made it clear to him that not meeting the quota would cost Kavanaugh his job. He was on the verge of saying, “Fine, I quit,” but the boss, long ago, had been a friend.

  Lim, the team’s engineer, checked input of the measurements once again as they all huddled in the lee of the loader to wait for the calculations to be done. Kavanaugh thought longingly of the flask inside his jacket, but he wasn’t about to lift his face screen to sip from it. It wasn’t worth losing an eye to the obsidian grit in the wind.

  The men were too tired to grumble. They’d already opened one tomb today, stripping it of grave goods and packing the antiques carefully to be shipped off-world.

  Sloane had warned Kavanaugh to watch the men closely to prevent pilferage. The memory made Kavanaugh snort. So far they hadn’t come across anything to tempt the men. Anything that got stolen wasn’t leaving, except on one of the boss’s ships. Nobody was stupid enough to risk crossing Sloane.

  The computer chimed as calculations scrolled across its screen. “Back to work,” Kavanaugh translated.

  Lim called out coordinates for Curcovic and Taki to place the charges around the huge stone slab sealing the tomb’s mouth. Kavanaugh fingered the flask again, mouth watering, hoping that the tomb would be empty so they could be done for the day and get out of the wind sooner. It wasn’t like he was going to sleep tonight, but at least in the bunker he could lie down and rest. The tension of taking these risks for Sloane was killing him.

  The men sprinted back toward the loader. The four of them huddled together against the big machine as Taki pressed the switch.

  A huge explosion dropped the ground from beneath their feet. Then the blast wave knocked them back against the loader, holding them in place for a moment, air crushed from their lungs, as it boomed through the stone valley. When it released them, Kavanaugh counted the seconds until the echo rolled back down the valley to them.

  “Think you used too much,” Kavanaugh commented.

  “Don’t tell Sloane,” Curcovic drawled.

  “I used just enough,” Taki huffed. “Take a look.”

  The slab had shifted sufficiently that the men could get levers around it and roll it back enough to squeeze past. Lim pulled the levers from the loader and handed them around.

  As he bent to work, Curcovic said, as he always did, “Hope there’s something good in this one. I’m bored with dead bugs in shiny armor.”

  “It’s not like they’re gonna have left dancing girls in any of them,” Taki complained. “That’s the only thing I wanna find.” He turned to Kavanaugh to ask, “When do we get off this rock again?”

  “Not soon enough,” Kavanaugh answered again. Curcovic laughed, as he always did.

  According to plan, they’d wriggle into the tomb one at a time. Kavanaugh always went first. He was the crew boss, hence the most expendable if they tripped a booby-trap. It was a point of honor for him that he didn’t ask the men to do anything he wouldn’t volunteer for himself. It made him better than Sloane. Besides, Curcovic always joked, Kavanaugh would need the others to figure out how to free him if the slab slipped.

  Kavanaugh always had a moment, as he slithered past the edge of a slab, when he feared it would rock back into place and crush him. Or worse, it would rock back after he’d passed it, trapping him inside the tomb. No telling how long it would take someone to die inside one of those graves, how long before the air ran out or dehydration made breathing cease to matter. It wasn’t as if Sloane would feel he had enough invested in the team to rescue anyone. Kavanaugh wouldn’t put it past the boss to decide it was more cost effective simply to hire new men, leaving the originals behind as a warning to be more careful.

  Most of the tombs they’d entered had warehoused whole companies of bugs, the dead warriors of a single campaign buried together. Kavanaugh played his light around the inside this cavern but found only a single catafalque, an uncarved slab of obsidian in the rough center of the room. Whoever lay atop it must be important, he thought. Shouldn’t take too long to loot one body. Maybe there would actually be something worth stealing this time.

  Kavanaugh peeled off his face shield and lifted the flask, sucking down the last half of its contents. His boot knocked something over. When he bent down to retrieve it, he found a human-made electric torch. Damn. Had someone beat them to this one?

  He raised the torch, toggling its switch, but it remained dark.

  “What’s a human girl doing in here?” Taki asked.

  Kavanaugh stopped fiddling with the torch to see his team converge around the catafalque. He couldn’t make sense of what they were saying. Why would there be a human girl inside a Templar tomb?

  “There’s your dancing girl,” Curcovic teased. “Maybe you can wake her with a kiss.”

  “’Cept for the dust,” Lim commented.

  “Well, yeah, ’cept for the dust, Lim. Damn, man, don’t you have any imagination?”

  “Just what did you have in mind?” Lim asked skeptically.

  Kavanaugh started toward them, to see what they were talking about. “Are you sure she’s human?”

  “I think she’s just a kid,” Curcovic answered. “No armor. You think she was somebody important’s kid?”

  “She’s the best thing I’ve seen on this rock so far,” Taki pointed out. His hand wiped some of the dust from her chest.

  Kavanaugh was halfway across the uneven floor to join them when a low female voice said clearly, “No.”

  Curcovic stumbled backward, dropping his torch to fumble at the gun at his hip. The corpse sat up, straight-arming her fist into Taki’s face. Stunned, he cracked his head on the stone floor when he went down. He lay still at the foot of the catafalque.

  Lim backed away, light trained on the figure rising in the middle of the tomb. It was hard for Kavanaugh to make her out in the unsteady light: a slip of a girl dressed in gray with a cloak of dusty black hair that fell past her knees.

  Curcovic finally succeeded in drawing his gun. The girl darted sideways faster than Kavanaugh could follow in the half-light. A red bolt flashed out, blinding in the darkness. Lim collapsed to the floor, cursing Curcovic’s friendly fire.

  The girl rounded on Curcovic, turning a one-handed cartwheel that left her in range to kick the gun from his hand. She twisted around, nearly too quick to see, and cracked her fist hard into his chest. Curcovic fell as if poleaxed. Lim groaned from the floor, hands clasped over his belly.

  None of the men were dead yet, Kavanaugh noticed. She could have killed them as if they’d been standing still, but she’d disabled them instead. He suspected that was because they posed no real threat to her. Maybe she needed them alive. He hoped that was true.

  Cold sweat ran into Kavanaugh’s eyes. He held the flask in his gun hand. He’d have to drop it to draw his weapon. If the noise caught her attention, he’d be headed for the ground before his gun barrel cleared his holster.

  “We didn’t mean you any harm,” he said gently as he let go of the flask.

  She wheeled toward him and crouched like an animal. He wondered if she was crazy. How had she gotten into this tomb? Had she been imprisoned here? How had she possibly survived?

  “I know you.” Her voice was rusty. “Switch on your light. I want to see your face.”

  With his left hand, Kavanaugh pulled his torch out of its loop. He heard her move, dodging away from where he saw her last, so that he couldn’t blind her with the light. Instead, he turned the beam on and held it to illuminate the left side of his face. He closed his right eye, hoping to retain some night vision in case she attacked him . . . not that there was much he could do against her speed.

  “No,” she said, her voice desolate. “You only remind me of someone I used to know.” She was moving toward the mouth of the tomb. Kavanaugh shivered at the thought that she might knock the chocks aside and seal them in. At least the loader was parked outside—unless she stole it—so that Sloane would know where to start looking for them.

  If he cared enough to look for them . . .

  “Where will you go out there?” Kavanaugh asked desperately. “It’s a rock. Barren. You can’t get off-world without our help.”

  Somewhere in the darkness, she laughed. The sound wasn’t entirely sane. “You’re grave robbers. You’re going to help me?”

  “We’re archaeologists,” Kavanaugh lied. “We work for Gavin Sloane.”

  Her response was completely unexpected. “Gavin? Still alive?”

  “You know him?” Kavanaugh asked.

  She ignored the question. “Is he here?”

  “He’s on a moon orbiting the planet. I need to report back to him this evening. Why don’t you come back to the bunker with us, get cleaned up, and you can speak to him when I check in?”

  She paused, just out of reach of the slice of grainy light falling through the entryway. “I do know you. Your voice . . . I used to know you.” There was a pause before she asked plaintively, “How long have I been in here?”

  “Can I look at you?” Kavanaugh asked. “Maybe I’d recognize you.”

  “Your men are wounded. Take them to your bunker, patch them up, and we’ll catch up later.” She laughed again. “I want out of this hole in the ground.”

  “Understood. Do you need something to wrap your face? The sand is like slivers of glass out there.”

  When he shined the light toward the entry, she had gone.

  * * *

  The dream was so vivid that Jonan Thallian woke shaking. He roused Eilif, sleeping beside him, and sent her to bring him a carafe of coffee. He intended to sit vigil through the remainder of the night.

  In the dream, he’d stood in the throne room at the heart of Earth. Stood and did not pace. Stood at attention, as the Emperor catalogued the expense Raena Zacari had put the Empire to: officers and soldiers killed, ships destroyed or disabled, an Imperial mining prison in ruins. That was in addition to the time Thallian himself had wasted pursuing the girl. Clearly, Thallian was not to be trusted in matters concerning her. The Emperor was deeply disappointed.

  Thallian remembered the boom of the Emperor’s voice, the conversational way he detailed Thallian’s failure.

  Eilif pulled Thallian out of his memories when she returned, carrying a carafe of fragrant coffee. She poured a cup, blew across its surface, and then sipped from it. Thallian watched her. When nothing happened, he took the cup from her and drank.

  His wife didn’t ask what had woken him. She sat on the floor at his feet, leaned her back against his chair. Thallian stroked her graying hair.

  Sipping his coffee, he sank back into memories. The video transmission had been poor quality, but the Emperor had watched it avidly. A squadron of human engineers used a sophisticated anti-grav feedback system to roll back the large wheel of black stone that sealed a tomb. When the grave’s maw finally gaped open, Marchan emerged from his shuttle. He carried Raena’s slight body down the ship’s ramp toward the tomb. Her limbs dangled. She was unconscious or drugged.

  Thallian remembered how he’d studied her, instead of his rival. Her face was turned toward Marchan’s chest, so that Thallian saw only the white column of her throat. He remembered its warm strength under his fingers. Locks of her long black hair thrashed like tentacles in the wind. Her tiny feet in their absurdly high-heeled boots were alternately hidden and revealed by the flapping edge of her cape. One hand had fallen out away from her body, its palm just visible behind her unconsciously curled fingers. That seemed so childlike, so innocent, it tore at Thallian to remind himself she had betrayed the Empire. She had betrayed Thallian himself.

  Turning away from the playback, the Emperor had said, “As a favor to you, my friend, I am not condemning her to death.”

  Thallian understood exactly what the Emperor left unspoken. If Thallian proved his loyalty to the Emperor’s satisfaction and beyond, perhaps one day Raena would be set free. As if she would be sane then. As if she would thank anyone for sparing her life.

  Thallian finished the cup of coffee. Eilif roused herself and poured him another. They repeated the tasting ritual. Then Thallian said, “Go back to bed.”

  “I don’t mind sitting up with you, my lord.”

  “Go,” Thallian repeated. “You’ll be no use to me tomorrow if you’re exhausted.”

  “As you wish, my lord.”

  The dream had called the memories back full force. Thallian remembered the sour, medicinal smell of the old Emperor. He remembered the tearing ache he’d felt in his chest as he watched Marchan walk alone out of the tomb and give the order for the engineers to replace the stone slab.

  He’d heard Raena scream, “No!” Felt it.

  Then he’d fallen on his knees at the old man’s feet and swore once more, “I live only to serve you and the Empire, my lord. I beg you to command me.”

  That was when he agreed to commit genocide in the name of Humanity.

  What else could he have done? Any other action meant death.

  If he was lucky.

  If he was luckier than Raena had been.

  He sipped the synthetic coffee, savoring its artificial bitterness and remembered every inch of Raena’s flesh. He knew which of her scars he had inflicted. He knew the stories she told about the others, how she had really come by them. He knew the smell of her, the taste, the sound of her breathing. Twenty years had done nothing to dim the memory.

  Even so, he was surprised to see her in his dreams tonight. It had been a while since he’d thought of her, longer since he’d missed her as intensely as he did now. The ache returned to his chest, the hollowness, as if something had been torn out. He’d thought he had finally outlived all that.

  If she had survived very long in her tomb—and Thallian honestly did not know—she would have been emaciated, frail, and quite, quite mad by the time she finally died. He wondered if he would recognize her corpse.

  Kindness was a gesture Thallian seldom considered. However, in Raena’s case, it would have been a kindness to end her misery once the War was over and the Emperor executed.

  Nothing had prevented him from doing just that, except—and this was difficult to admit even in his own thoughts—fear. He had been afraid of what time and captivity and claustrophobia had wrought. He feared seeing Raena twisted and broken. He could not bear the thought of contaminating his memories with the horrible truth.

  The unattainable perfection of the past mocked him. He would desire her always, and she would never, ever, be his.

  As always before, Thallian resolved to let the past remain buried.

  He finished his coffee and returned to bed to wake Eilif once more.

  * * *

  When Taki came around, his pupils were uneven. Curcovic was still out cold. Lim was bleeding, but it didn’t look too bad, more a flesh wound than anything else. Lim was lucky: if Curcovic had caught him in a kidney, Sloane would be looking for a new engineer. Kavanaugh wondered if they would have buried Lim here, amidst the looted tombs. He never mentioned any family that might claim his body.

  Then again, none of them had anyone who cared about them, or they wouldn’t be working for Gavin Sloane.

  Kavanaugh shifted the men out of the tomb and settled them on the loader. He drove to the bunker, carried everyone inside, and set about doctoring them as best he could. Seven Earth years on a tramp medical ship as a kid had taught him everything he needed to know about battlefield medicine.

  Thinking about the past made him suspect who it was they had just rescued. He hadn’t thought about Raena Zacari since he’d seen her walk away from a bounty hunter twenty-some years ago. But what she was doing here on this gods-forsaken world, locked in a tomb? And why did she still look the same as she had twenty years ago?

  * * *

  Across the galaxy, the comm beeped as soon as the hour could be considered decent. Eilif’s hand dropped on it, stifling the second beep. She said softly, “Yes?”

  “I must see my lord at his earliest convenience, regarding the long-range scan he commanded.”

  Thallian reached down to the comm and covered Eilif’s hand with his own. Hollow sickness twisted in his stomach. “Five minutes. My office. Bring Revan and Jain.”

  Releasing the comm, Thallian stepped out of bed and pulled on a robe. Eilif glanced over her shoulder at him, then hastily tugged on the leggings she had worn last evening.

  Thallian took her chin in his hand. “This information isn’t for you. Yet.”

  She froze at his touch, except to turn her eyes up to him. “How long-range was this scan?” she wondered.

  “Outside the system.”

  Eilif frowned. “Are we at war?”

  Thallian smiled at her, but his heart wasn’t in it enough to make it truly menacing. “Not yet. Perhaps not at all.”

  He swooped down to kiss her, purposefully cutting her lip on his teeth. The familiar taste of her blood steadied him a little.

  “Bring breakfast to my office,” he ordered as he stepped through the door into the internal corridor.

  Eilif left his thoughts before the door closed behind him. So someone had tampered with Raena’s tomb. The thought made his eyes feel strange, as if he might cry.

  In the solitude of his office, Thallian reconsidered the haste of calling this meeting before he had properly dressed. Would they read his eagerness as weakness? Was it weakness, sentimentality, paranoia? If the dream hadn’t woken him in the middle of the night, his feelings would be clearer now.

  He settled into his chair and keyed in the command to unlock the door.

  Thallian’s oldest brother entered first and took the comfortable chair. Revan ran his fingers through graying hair still tousled from sleep. His clothing was rumpled, but at least he’d dressed. He smiled at Thallian and said nothing.

  Fourteen-year-old Jain quivered with barely contained energy. He was Thallian’s favorite son, the fiercest. He wore loose black exercise clothing and the sidearm Thallian had helped him to build. He’d teased his blue-black hair into standing straight up this morning and his gray eyes shone with excitement. It always pleased Thallian to recognize his own facial structure and coloring echoed in his sons.

  The scanner tech came last. Nerves drew his mouth into a grimace. He stepped forward to place a handscreen on the edge of the desk, then retreated behind Revan’s chair.

  Thallian didn’t move forward to retrieve the screen yet. “When did this information come in?” Galaxy-wide FTL communications might be commonplace, but the flow of information still slowed and bunched up around the shoals of Humanity’s limited capacity to examine and act on it.

  “My lord, as you know, the Templars’ tombworld is not under constant surveillance. We spot-check the data once each month. Last night, during the scan you requested, I noticed that the scanner had gone offline.”

  “When?”

  “I estimate that it cannot have been more than three weeks, my lord.”

  Jain repeated, “Three weeks!”

  Thallian silenced the boy with a glance. “Revan, take Jain and a well-armed escort to the Templars’ tombworld. I want to know what happened to my scanning equipment. I want to know if anyone dared meddle with the Templar Master’s tomb.”

  Revan pushed himself to his feet. “At your command, my lord.”

  “Are we going to war?” Jain demanded exuberantly.

  The scanner tech protested, “It may be only a malfunction, my lord. The equipment was antiquated and due for replacement.”

  “Perhaps,” Thallian agreed smoothly. The speed at which he’d convened this meeting demonstrated that he thought not. To Revan, he added, “I want to know if anyone has been on that planet. I want to know if anyone has opened that tomb. I want to know if they removed anything. I want to know where they’ve gone. I expect your report in four days.”

  Revan bowed. Jain echoed him. With less grace, the scanner tech jerked down to follow them. Thallian opened the door, but did not watch them leave. Instead, he turned his attention to the data screen.


  CHAPTER 2

  [image: image]

  Night was drawing in when Raena appeared outside the bunker’s hatch. Kavanaugh couldn’t guess where she had been in the intervening hours—other than checking to see if she could steal their formerly operational hopper. Sloane had wrecked the little ship in a fury when he decided the men were likely to steal from him. Luckily, Kavanaugh had been able to salvage enough parts to build a backup transmitter, in case Sloane left them behind when he hauled his loot away. Which assumed, of course, that Sloane left them alive when he abandoned them.

  No wonder he couldn’t sleep, Kavanaugh thought. Maybe Raena would let him come with her when she ran away this time.

  She stood outside the hatch, black rags tied around her face against the gritty wind. Kavanaugh recognized her stance, her slight angular body, and the heeled boots she wore to give herself some height. She was thinner than he remembered—she’d been pretty thin then—but that could be expected. They hadn’t found much to eat in any of the Templar tombs. Which begged the question: how she could possibly still be alive?

  The Raena he had known had been fleeing an Imperial special envoy, who had sent a string of bounty hunters after her. It was a safe bet that he hadn’t gotten a hold of her. Whatever Raena had thought Thallian wanted do to her, she expected it to be worse than being buried alive.

  Or maybe there wasn’t anything worse than that.

  As he palmed open the lock, Kavanaugh thought about all the night creatures and tomb denizens he’d heard about across the galaxy: things that survived on flesh, on brains, on creatures slower and weaker than themselves. Kavanaugh checked to make sure his gun was charged before he opened the hatch, for all the good that would do him.

  She halted in the doorway, looking both directions down the hallway to the cabins and the galley. Then she began to peel the rags from her face, dropping them to the deck. Kavanaugh watched the unveiling with curiosity. What would the fragile, high-strung girl look like now?

  Her black eyes met his gaze. She looked sane, more serene than she ever had, but weary. As the bunker’s harsh lighting revealed her arched black brows, Kavanaugh remembered the scar that ran between them, where, save for luck, Raena would have lost an eye. Above the scar, her forehead was still surprisingly unlined. No crow’s feet surrounded her eyes. When at last she unwrapped her mouth, she looked exactly like the girl of his memory, twenty-odd years in the past.

  Kavanaugh gasped. “You haven’t changed a bit, Raena. I mean, you haven’t aged a day.”

  She raised her hands to her face, slowly exploring her features like a woman woken from a coma. Her hands were smudged and raw from being out in the wind. Her knuckles stood out beneath the skin. Then she focused on him again. “Who are you?” she asked. “How do you know me?

  “I’m Tarik Kavanaugh. I use to be on the Panacea with Doc and Skyler. We rescued you from a bounty hunter’s ship, more than twenty years ago.”

  “Twenty years,” she echoed.

  After a pause, he asked, “Are you dead?”

  “I don’t think so. Being dead wouldn’t hurt so much.” She held her hand out. After a moment, Kavanaugh took it. Her skin felt cool and dry, but it seemed alive.

  “We should run the med scan over you anyway,” he said.

  “What do you expect to see, other than malnutrition and dehydration?”

  Whatever the hell had kept you alive, unaging, for twenty long years. Instead of saying that, though, Kavanaugh asked, “Want some stew? I made it a couple of days ago. It’ll warm you up inside.”

  “That sounds good. It’s been a long time since I felt warm.”

  Rubbing at the grit that always seemed to find its way into his beard, Kavanaugh led the way to the galley. He noticed she hadn’t commented on his name or their shared history. He had a moment of doubt. If this was Raena, wouldn’t she recognize him? Acknowledge him somehow? Maybe it wasn’t her after all. How could it be? But if it wasn’t her, it was a damn good facsimile. Why would anyone bother to make an android that looked like Raena Zacari? Why would they shut it in a tomb? Why would they whittle the weight off of it so that it looked starved half to death? It had to be Raena. Unaging or not, she looked like hell.

  Kavanaugh’s first thought was that this was a problem that he’d be relieved to turn over to Sloane. Then, horrified at himself, he hoped he could think of a way to smuggle her off-world without Sloane ever finding out about her. That would be a favor worth thanking him for.

  “Are your men all right?” she asked.

  Kavanaugh glanced back at her, wondering that he was so comfortable with her behind him. “They’ve had worse hangovers.”

  She smiled. That made him certain this truly was Raena. There had always been something sad about her smile, something apologetic for who she was and what she felt forced to do to survive. For the briefest instant, Kavanaugh felt like the tongue-tied adolescent he had been all those years ago, awed by the mysterious drifter.

  He busied himself with taking the pan of stew out of the fridge and setting it on the burner to warm. That didn’t fill enough time, so he asked, “Want some coffee?”

  Kavanaugh swirled the murky liquid around the bottom of the coffee pot, frowned, and dumped it down the drain. While he busied himself with making a fresh pot, Raena lit on the corner of the mess table, arms wrapped around her ribs. She didn’t look too good in the harsh artificial light.

  “No, thanks.” She gestured at a swivel chair, its stuffing leaking out. “Come talk to me, Tarik. You can’t imagine how starved I am for the sound of someone else’s voice.”

  He took the chair. “I used to work for your sister.”

  “Sister?” She seemed surprised.

  He frowned. He hadn’t realized she had more than one sister. Ariel never mentioned that. Brushing it off, he said, “The War dragged out for a long time. Ariel did what she could, shipping materiel for the Coalition, trying to change the balance of power. I ran deliveries for her for a while.”

  “Do you keep in touch?” Raena asked. “How is she?”

  “She’s good. She’s got a swarm of kids now. . . .”

  “And how many husbands?”

  Kavanaugh laughed as he got up to pour the coffee. When he returned with two mugs, he said, “No, they’re all adopted. There were a lot of orphans after the War. Ariel bought them out of slavery, like her family did you.”

  Raena’s smile was more enigmatic than usual. She held her coffee in front of her heart, gratefully inhaling the steam.

  “Drink it. It’ll warm you up while the stew is heating.”

  She shook her head. “I’m enjoying it just like this. Hope you don’t mind.”

  “Nah. I woulda made a pot anyway.”

  “Where are your people?” she asked.

  Kavanaugh shrugged. “Around here someplace. They’re all on the mend. Thank you for going easy on us in there.”

  “No, I’m sorry about that. If I’d been paying more attention, it wouldn’t have been necessary to hurt anyone. Believe it or not, you startled me.”

  Kavanaugh didn’t know what to say to that. He looked down into his coffee, around at the jumble of equipment on every flat surface, at the rusting, slapped-together walls of the converted cargo container. Avoided looking at her, because she could’ve come out of that tomb like a caged animal and killed them all.

  Raena asked, “What do you need to tell me about Gavin Sloane?”

  Caught off guard, Kavanaugh looked straight at her. He’d never been certain if Raena could read minds, or if she just found it effective to act as if she could. Her gaze was level and non-threatening. Something about her—her stillness, her calm—was so out of character for the Raena he remembered, the hairs crept up on the back of his neck.

  “It’s just—” Kavanaugh started “—well, you knew Sloane a long time ago.” How to say this? He finished lamely, “Sloane’s changed. He’s not like he was during the War.”

  “Changed how?”

  Kavanaugh shook his head, unprepared to say more.

  Raena set her coffee on the tabletop and leaned forward. “Tarik, I appreciate your discretion, but I owe Sloane my life now. I need to know what sort of bargain I’ve made.”

  Sipping his coffee, Kavanaugh tried to frame years of disappointment into one careful phrase.

  Not content to wait, Raena said, “Tarik, you and I both know that I can make you tell me. I’d much rather you’d simply be honest with me, as a friend who needs your help.”

  He stared at her, amazed at how easily the threat passed her lips. He didn’t doubt that she could force him to do anything she wanted. “It’s just that . . . a long time ago, I thought of Sloane like a brother. I was just a kid, and he was just a smuggler, a pirate—space trash—but I felt like I could rely on him. Probably it was just luck, but he was always there when I needed help. I thought he was a good friend. . . .”

  “And then?”

  “I thought working for him would be fun. But he’s not Sloane any more. Everything I liked has been systematically replaced by this businessman I don’t know. And I don’t want to know. He’s cutthroat now. Dangerous to cross. And he doesn’t have any friends left.”

  “What changed him?”

  “I don’t know. Ariel warned me not to take the job an’ she was right. It’s like he thinks money will make me forget the past.” He looked up at her, finally realizing what it was he needed to say. “You’d be safer if I didn’t tell him you were here.”

  She gave him that sad smile again. “No,” she said firmly, “I need to see him. We have some things to work out.”

  Kavanaugh gulped his coffee and went to stir the stew. After a pause, he said as seriously as possible, “Get away from him as quick as you can.”

  Raena nodded. “Thank you, Tarik. I’ll try.”

  The comm beeped. Kavanaugh sighed. He’d been expecting it. He got up to answer, taking his coffee with him.

  A young woman on the comm screen asked, “How’d things go today?”

  Kavanaugh drank deeply before answering. “We found something.”

  “You’re supposed to find things,” the voice on the monitor teased. “It’s your job.”

  “Yeah,” Kavanaugh drawled. “This is something special. I’d like to bring it up to show him.”

  “Can I see it?”

  Kavanaugh turned toward Raena. “Are you sure?”

  She nodded and presented herself before the comm.

  The young woman on the monitor was blond and hazel-eyed, absurdly pretty like a doll. She always reminded Kavanaugh vaguely of Ariel. He wondered if Raena saw the resemblance, too.

  Zilla gazed at Raena appraisingly and said, “Welcome back.”

  Kavanaugh watched Raena standing before the monitor. He’d used to think he had a crush on her, but he didn’t feel any of that any more. He recognized that a lot of what he’d felt had been envy. Raena was quick and lethal. Remorseless. Kavanaugh had been awed by her ability not to care who she killed. As a scared kid in the middle of a war, he had found that inspiring. Now as an adult, he was horrified by her callousness.

  He wondered what had happened to Raena back then that made her so broken. He didn’t expect he’d ever know. Those who had been closer to her—Ariel, Sloane—didn’t seem to know. Or care, for that matter.

  Raena smiled at something Zilla said. “I’m looking forward to seeing your boss again.”

  Kavanaugh touched her shoulder gently and Raena faded back out of his way. “Send a shuttle down, would ja, Zilla?”

  “All right, Kavanaugh. Give me fifteen to get things arranged up here. You okay down there?”

  “We’ll keep.”

  * * *

  After she signed off with Kavanaugh, Zilla Olangey commed her boss. “Kavanaugh’s coming up.”

  “I don’t fuckin’ want to be bothered,” Sloane growled back.

  “You want to be bothered by this.” Zilla waited while her boss scrolled through the comm record she’d made. She wished she could see his face, but as usual he hadn’t turned on the screen. “That’s the girl you’re looking for, isn’t it?” she asked.

  “The girl I’m looking for,” Sloane growled bitterly, “would be old enough to be that girl’s mother. I don’t know who this impostor is, but I’m sure as hell going to find out who put her up to it. Send them in as soon as they land.”

  Sloane turned back to the spreadsheet on his monitor. This whole boondoggle had been extremely expensive: hauling the equipment out to this rock, buying his employees’ silence, bribing the right galactic officials to look the other way as his crew looted the Templar tombs. Sloane had hoped to find enough collectibles to subsidize the excursion, but two decades hadn’t been enough to make Templar mementos very rare. If he could have afforded to hang onto things another lifetime or so, he might have made a killing.

  Still, bankrupting himself would have been meaningful if he’d solved Raena’s disappearance. He’d tracked her, in the years since the War. The decades-old trail, while intermittent and icy cold, eventually led to the Templar tombs. The most he’d really expected to find was a corpse he could lay to rest somewhere less desolate. Raena deserved that. And Sloane anticipated that seeing her dead would break the chokehold her ghost had on him.

  He punched some numbers into the computer and scowled at the calculations. A few more keystrokes and he had readied a series of bank transfers. He’d take a look at this impostor, cut his losses, and dismantle the whole fiasco. If the men had figured out whom he was looking for and had gone so far as to set him up, it was time to dump them. And probably time to realize his obsession couldn’t be trusted to anyone else. He would have to find her alone.

  * * *

  The muscle never fit the décor, Kavanaugh thought. This time their props were carefully chosen: the thermal blanket draped over a bulging forearm to conceal an automatic, the medical box undoubtedly packed with sleep grenades. Sloane’s bodyguards looked pricey, professional, and out of place in the dusty “archaeological” encampment.

  Kavanaugh watched Raena clock them as they entered the bunker. The goons scrutinized her, too. Her face gave nothing away, but between her small stature and the gray in her pallor, she could not have looked less threatening. Kavanaugh remembered the bounty hunter who’d been holding her the last time he’d rescued her, back when they were kids. She hit the man once, hard enough to shatter his skull. Kavanaugh had few illusions about what Raena could do when pushed.

  At least the muscle seemed well-trained. They’d wait for her to make the first move, before they took her down. Kavanaugh wondered if they’d heard about her single-handedly disarming his whole team. He hadn’t reported it, but someone else might have.

  Raena stood to follow her escort. The bodyguards fell into step, one in front of her and one behind, spacing themselves to present two targets. The economy of their movements said more than the size of their shoulders. Disarmament wouldn’t slow them down. They wouldn’t be bullied into dropping their weapons. These two she would have to kill. Kavanaugh guessed she would kill the one behind them first, then take the sleep grenades from the other. He’d have to be careful not to get caught in the crossfire.

  Instead of attacking the bodyguards and stealing the shuttle, as Kavanaugh fully expected, Raena leaned against him as they left the bunker. The incessant wind whipped her tangled hair into Kavanaugh’s face. In apology, she slipped her small hand into his as they crossed a moment of wasteland to Sloane’s sleek yacht. A rush of affection flooded him, followed by pity. Had Raena lived her whole life in the wrong place at the wrong time?

  * * *

  Every morning, Eilif got up, saw that Jonan’s food was safe for him to eat, got the boys up and dressed, checked their food, and then went down to swim.

  Mostly, she went by herself. No one wanted to join her in the gelid water very often. She actually treasured her time alone. It was the best part of her day: when no one shouted at her, no one struck her, and she didn’t have to taste anyone else’s favorite food to check it for poison.

  The water flowed in from the ocean outside the city. Its current was fast as it flooded into the city’s circulation system. The concrete basin hadn’t been meant for a swimming pool, but Jonan insisted that Eilif exercise every morning in order to keep herself strong.

  She could have done fight training with the boys—or on her own—but Jonan preferred it if she couldn’t fight back. So Eilif swam every day and watched the fight practices, when she thought she’d be unnoticed.

  Eilif rounded the catchment basin to the outer wall and dove into the flow. For a second, as always, the cold stole her breath. She felt the current wash her toward the culvert into the city. If she had the luxury of drowning, she might have been tempted. Being shredded through the grill was less appealing.

  She gulped in a breath and forced her legs to kick.

  * * *

  While Sloane daydreamed, time slipped. Before he was prepared, Zilla commed him again. “They’re here.”

  “Send them in.”

  The new girl followed Kavanaugh through the office door. She wore an old black jumpsuit, practically threadbare with age. The exhaustion in her expression pinched the beauty from her face. Black hair hung in dusty tangles past her knees, echoing the cape she used to wear. The hair looked real, not like extensions, and unloved, as though she endured it rather than cherishing it.

  Beyond those superficial differences, the likeness to the girl in his memory was uncanny. Sloane shut down the balance sheet and rubbed his face. This girl’s dark skin looked as hard and opaque as stone, with an underlying silvery tone that was completely unnatural. Her eyes remained as black as he remembered, but the sharpness of her gaze was blunted. He remembered the fierce girl, fast as lightning and twice as lethal, that he had tried to rescue so many years ago. She hadn’t aged a day; yet, looking into her eyes, he saw that the years had passed for her, too. Excruciatingly so.

  The half-smile he remembered, the smile that had disturbed his sleep a thousand times, the faint scimitar curve of her sweet soft mouth, warmed her eyes as she acknowledged his scrutiny. “I knew you’d come someday, Gavin.”

  He had far too many questions, so many things he wanted to tell her . . . He didn’t know where to start.

  She preempted him. “Could I have some water?”

  Laughter burst out of Sloane’s chest, loosening the tension of too many hours of work, too many hours of worry. “If you’re really Raena Zacari,” he promised, “you can have a feast.”

  “Just a drink of water, for now.”

  Sloane got up from behind his desk to open the refrigeration unit in the wall. As soon as his back had turned, doubts overwhelmed him. It couldn’t be Raena. In the unlikely event she had survived the War’s end, she would have aged. Time was inescapable. This girl had to be an impostor.

  At least her story might be amusing. He broke the seal on a bottle of water. “Where have you been all this time?”

  “In that tomb, waiting for someone to let me out.”

  “It’s been, what?” Sloane asked casually as he poured her a tall glass of water. “Twenty years? What’d you do for entertainment?”

  “The claustrophobia burned itself out after a while. Thank the Stars for that. After that, I had my memories for company.”

  She appeared at his side. Her hand brushed his on the glass. Startled, Gavin sloshed water onto the chrome bar and the fur carpet below. She caught the half-empty glass and drained it, eyes closed, savoring the feel of the water across her tongue.

  “You’re first-class,” Sloane snapped, taking the glass away. “Who put you up to this? One of my competitors? One of my ex-wives? Kavanaugh? Ariel?”

  The shadow of pain passed over the girl’s face, wrinkling her perfect, unlined forehead. Raena had been twenty when the galaxy swallowed her. This girl, whoever she was, could scarcely be more than that.

  She looked up at him. “I relived the memory of our first kiss a million times,” she said. “It helped me to stay sane. You hauled me into your lap in that sleazy bar on Nizarrh. You crushed me in your arms. You kissed me like you’d known me forever, Gavin. You fixed something in me that was broken.”

  She dropped her gaze, dismissing him. “Your life has gone on.” She waved at his ludicrously spacious office, implying the entire base around them, the encampment below. “How could I have expected you to recognize me?”

  Some nobility kept her shoulders square as she turned back toward Kavanaugh and Zilla. Zilla’s hand was on her gun, just as Sloane would have ordered it to be.

  Kavanaugh, though, stared at the waif with the long black hair, his hand half-extended toward her. Something in Kavanaugh’s guileless brown eyes surprised Sloane. Kavanaugh accepted the girl’s impossible story. His certainty was more persuasive than anything the girl might have said.

  If you let her go this time, Sloane thought, you won’t find her again.

  It’s not her, he told himself. It can’t be. Raena must be dead. And Kavanaugh had always been a credulous kid.

  Even so, Sloane pursued her. Years of dust dimmed the black shimmer of her hair. When he reached for her, her arm felt warm and solid beneath his fingers, a young woman’s muscles hard beneath the tattered black jumpsuit.

  She turned back toward him. Her face tilted up, lips parted as if she wanted to lean toward him, kiss him once before she vanished forever.

  Sloane engulfed her in an embrace.

  She smelled like the passage of time, like a body grown cold in the grave. She was real, solid and strong, warm and alive. Sloane wanted desperately to kiss her, but their whole glorious romance had existed in his imagination for so long, he wasn’t sure how to initiate the real thing.

  Raena twisted in his arms until she could look up at him. With a smile, she rose up on tiptoe. Sloane found himself bending down. Their lips met so softly Sloane thought he’d imagined it.

  Then she pressed against him. She was shorter than he remembered. He lifted her feet from the floor without really intending to. Her small hands held the back of his neck like a vise. He felt her smile against his lips.

  Eventually they separated a fraction, enough to look wonderingly at each other. Raena made a long exhalation that might have been a sigh. She stroked his beard with the palm of her hand, traced the lines that creased his face, pushed a lock of dirty blond hair back toward his bald spot. “I’ve lost so many years.”

  Sloane gazed at her. Tears sparkled in her eyes. The crystalline shimmer against the black depths of her eyes was possibly the most beautiful thing he had ever seen, in a lifetime of coveting beautiful things. How could he have ever doubted this was Raena herself? Then he remembered to put his thoughts into words: “I can’t believe I’ve found you again.”

  “Let’s go,” Zilla said, herding Kavanaugh out of the room.

  “I knew you’d come,” Raena repeated. “I didn’t know it would be so long.” Then she forced a smile and asked, “Could I have a little more water?”

  Sloane picked up the bottle, tilted it against her glass. “I am serious about the feast,” he said. “Not on this base, of course. What would you like to eat? Anything in the galaxy . . .”

  “You know what I’d like?” Raena asked. Sloane found himself eager to guess, but she surprised him by saying, “A bath. A bubble bath. I don’t suppose your base has a tub.”

  Sloane frowned. “A shower won’t do?”

  “I can wait ’til we make planetfall.”

  The thought that she would have to wait for anything was intolerable. Sloane mentally ran through the base’s stock, trying to think what might be large enough to use as a bathtub. He remembered an old rocket casing. With some spot-welding, it should be watertight. If they cycled the coolant to the reactors and rationed washing up, there should be enough water for a satisfactory soak. He commed Kavanaugh and got him sealing up the tub.

  “Tell me everything that happened since I saw the soldiers overwhelm you,” Sloane demanded.

  “Ancient history,” Raena said dismissively. “I’m not interested in the past anymore. You can’t imagine how many times I relived it, just to have something to think about.”

  Another twinge of doubt stung Sloane. Why would she duck the question? He went at it from a different direction. “Who locked you in the tomb?”

  “Marchan. He did it on the Emperor’s orders, to spite Thallian. I think it was a test of Thallian’s loyalty, to see if he’d come rescue me. Of course, I always knew where Thallian’s loyalties lay. He left me to rot.”

  She circled the desk and sank into one of the leather chairs facing it. She looked so very tired, as if drawing each breath drained her strength. Sloane wondered why she wasn’t more ecstatic at her release.

  “He’ll come after me, you know.”

  Sloane shook his head, trying to follow her train of thought. “Who? Marchan is dead.”

  “Thallian.”

  The name drove a cold shudder up Sloane’s spine. He counted himself lucky that he’d never met Raena’s former boss, but over the years, he’d done enough reading to loathe the man. Sloane forced a jovial tone and said, “Thallian must be dead now, too. You don’t know how it was. After the War was finally over, there were reprisals, tribunals . . . It seemed like the accusations would never end. If anyone deserved to be caught up in all that, it was Thallian.”

  “Jonan would have hidden out somewhere. Too many people were loyal to him to let him be captured. He’s out there. He’ll come for me.”

  Sloane didn’t have any answer for that. On the face of it, it sounded like paranoia. But Raena sounded so resigned in the face of her certainty that he couldn’t come up with any plausible denials. No wonder she wasn’t thrilled about being out in the galaxy once more, if she thought she’d have to face Thallian again.

  If there were any sort of justice in the galaxy—which Sloane seriously doubted—he’d get a clear shot at Thallian’s head before the monster laid another hand on Raena.
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