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To all the queer and trans kids: Live, even if out of spite.


Your very existence is heroic.










PROLOGUE


From his office on the 225th floor, Souji val Akira could easily ignore the protesters below. But because he knows they are down there, he stands before the floor-to-ceiling windows, his desk behind him ignored, and looks at the feet of the crystalline buildings shimmering in the Cytherean dome’s azure lighting, past the verdant hanging plants naturally purifying the air, focusing on the writhing mass in the street.


He can’t make out their signs or their masks, but he can imagine them. On his way to and from the office, he’s seen them, thrusting scraps of plastiflex in his face, slogans written in shaky, childlike hands: STOP VAL AKIRA or EXPERIMENT ON HIM. His personal favorite is one that reads MAD SCIENTIST, accompanied by a cartoon of him wearing a white lab coat, his hair a wild halo about his head, cackling as if ready to flip an electric switch and create a monster of reanimated parts. At the very least, he cannot fault their creativity.


When the protests first began, it was mostly students covering their faces to avoid truancy charges from the patrolling peacekeepers, but now the masks have become a symbol of something greater: those who wear them are those who stand in solidarity with the Asters against Val Akira Labs. The protesters, no longer just students, cover their faces with whatever they can find—scraps of cloth, fleshy costume faces, even cheap carnival masks, as if his collection of Noh theater masks birthed counterfeit children en masse.


And the most maddening thought of all: One of them, he considers, shifting from foot to foot, could be Hiro.


Not that anyone has caught a single glimpse of his errant child since the Leander’s destruction six months ago. In fact, more than a few have suggested that Hiro perished alongside Souji’s eldest son, Shinya. But Souji refuses to believe that. In fact, he can feel that it isn’t true. Hiro val Akira is not dead.


Shinya val Akira, however, is, and the wound is still fresh. There’s a part of Souji that can’t focus on anything else, a constant pain that burns at the edges of everything he does. When Souji’s older brother Daisuke passed away during his military service, their father, Fuyuki val Akira, told Souji that losing one’s first child was like watching all of one’s dreams die. At the time, hearing that brought Souji a different sort of ache; now, he understands.


Over his shoulder, Souji catches the reflection of one of Shinya’s calligraphy paintings. “With My Father,” by Kobayashi Issa, the black ink brushstrokes of the characters almost playfully rendered. While the artist is no one noteworthy, Souji couldn’t bring himself to do away with it. This piece, taken from Shinya’s office in the Spire, is Souji’s one concession to sentimentality, a reminder that his son understood the meaning of legacy.


It is also a reminder. Shinya val Akira’s death was a sacrifice, and Souji will not allow it to be in vain. Unlike Fuyuki, who seemed to lose the greatest part of himself with his son and spent his remaining years mourning at the family shrine, Souji will turn the agony of losing his firstborn into a clarifying fire. Shinya understood what Souji was trying to achieve. He stayed the course until the very end. And it is only because of him that Souji has even the remotest chance of completing his work before… well, before the AEGIS tires of protest, makes its decision, and he is arrested on one trumped-up charge or another.


The problem, as always, is time.


Despite the myriad scientific advances made by Souji and Val Akira Labs, time remains something beyond the thousand gods. You cannot reason with it, cannot convince it, cannot beg it to slow down—can only seize what little you have with both hands and hang on until it either slips through your fingers or kills you.


That moment, Souji fears, is coming soon. If the AEGIS reaches a decision within the week, as they’ve promised, he will be removed as the CEO of Val Akira Labs, have his assets seized, and be placed in a correctional program with a sponsor breathing down his neck about forced community service. He will be an embarrassment to his father and his father’s father before him, sullying the val Akira name with his actions (or lack thereof), and all because he could not hold to the course mapped out and passed down through the generations. He will become Icarus instead of Daedalus, a cautionary tale for those who reach too far.


But it’s more than that, even if few know it. His failure means that the Icarii and Geans will war over a kingdom of dirt, and the Synthetics will watch silently as humanity devours itself, a serpent swallowing its own tail until it is no more. And perhaps he could live with that—if he had not lost his first child.


Now that he has lost Shinya, failure is not an option.


And so Souji val Akira has a decision to make. He must find the weak link in the chain and hammer upon it, eke out a few more weeks of work regardless of the cost. As his father taught him in that little basement room, the lab that wasn’t quite a lab: For someone in our position, choosing the best course for the greatest number of people is a necessity.


Better to maim one person than to allow a hundred to die. Better to kill a few Asters than to watch the entire human race march toward its slow but inevitable extinction.


Beron val Bellator huffs behind him, growing impatient, and Souji turns his attention from the protesters below to consider the high commander’s reflection in the glass. He was a handsome man forty years ago, but he’s begun wearing his age on his face. Not just in the scar that retired him from the field, slicing through the fat of his cheek beneath his now-prosthetic eye, but in the dullness of his grim gaze and the heaviness of the bags beneath. Since the Leander, gravity seems to have more of a hold on Beron than it used to.


“Beron,” Souji says, his voice husky, “I’ve made my decision.”


Beron’s manner, at least, is still strong. “You’re sure about this, val Akira?”


Souji’s gaze wanders from Beron to Shinya’s painting and then back to the street below. If he is to make a decision that will affect the protesters, he wishes to consider them as he chooses. A coward damns people he does not know; a man of honor at least looks them in the eye as he decides their fate.


“Proceed,” Souji says.


At his age, Beron has no neural implant, but still, Souji has known him all of his adult life—has worked with him for damn near thirty years—and can sense the concern surging up in the commander, rolling off of him in stiff waves. This would be so much easier if Souji could simply snap his fingers and demand Beron do as asked, if he didn’t have to take precious time he does not have to abide unwanted opinions on his methods.


“That’s going to end in a lot of dead bodies,” Beron says, as if Souji has not calculated the cost, as if every soul has not been weighed on the cosmic scales that only Souji seems to read. “Hundreds. Thousands, maybe.”


“What are thousands to the billions, Beron?” Souji asks in a whisper, knowing the other man can hear.


Souji can see the gears turning in Beron’s head as he considers, can feel him measuring the order and its consequences. Beron knows if Souji is to be damned, he must be as well. If Souji is to be called a monster, he, the man who carried out his orders, is just as monstrous.


But—that three-letter word, so easy to overlook—but. If Souji is right…


“We have already come this far together,” Souji reminds him. “Why should we falter now?”


At last, Beron slumps. The scales have found balance.


“Yes, sir,” he says, turning on his heel and marching from the office.


With the decision made and Beron on his way to carry out the sentence, Souji turns away from the window, the protesters all but forgotten. He looks at Shinya’s painting, each character carved into his memory. If he’s going to complete his life’s work before the AEGIS arrests him, he’ll have to seize every second he’s given.


The lives of a few protesters don’t matter when it comes to saving all of humanity.












PART I TOO CLOSE TO THE SUN














CHAPTER 1 HIRO





We at the AEGIS find the data sent by Lito sol Lucius from Ceres Satellite #19 to be authentic. Moving forward, we will turn our investigation toward those responsible for the execution and oversight of these horrific experiments. Rest assured that we will stop at nothing to hold Val Akira Labs accountable for its actions.


Rosendo val Chaz, president of the Agency for Ethical Guidance of Icarii Science
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I haven’t been this high above Cytherea since I was a child visiting my father’s floor at Val Akira Labs’ head office. Grandfather had just retired, naming my father the new CEO, and he proudly brought our little family to see where he’d be, in his words, “working to change the world.” I was so young, it has to be one of my first memories, yet I still vividly remember standing at the full window, Asuka’s hands on my shoulders and Shinya at my side, as I stared at the surrounding buildings that, to my childish eyes, looked like massive clusters of crystalline shards.


Now that spell is broken. The buildings are just buildings, their streaked, colorful glass more like solar panels than the overgrown rose quartzes and amethysts their designers wish them to evoke. Or perhaps it’s the fact that I’m alone that sucks all the magic from the view. Asuka is somewhere below, crumbling under the pressure of AEGIS inquiries, and Shinya—well, Shinya will never walk these streets again.


I balance across a slender metal catwalk, hazarding a view at the protest I left behind fifteen minutes ago. Nothing is like I pictured as Luce described the route to me. There’s no wind whipping through the narrow corridors between high-rise buildings, no peacekeepers chasing after me, just a rickety construction made out of spare metal, hastily tethered together and zigzagging like a fire escape.


From this height, I can even make out the great onyx Spire in the distance, sucking up all the light from the otherwise bright Cytherean twilight. The dome dims as night falls, casting my path in long shadows and making my mask more of a hazard than a protection. It’s the perfect hour for me to scurry up to the top of a building unseen. The perfect semidarkness for Luce and I to deploy another of our vids to the public.


I test a thin metal sheet with my boot. It bows under my weight, so I skip it, hopping to a sturdier platform. I stick as close to the building as possible. I don’t have a fear of heights, but I’d like to think that anyone this high up would be wary. A fall from here would turn me into a street crepe.


“Still disappointed I didn’t get high-tech gloves that make me stick to the building like a chameleon,” I say, recording my voice and uploading it to Hemlock’s server with a flick of my eyes. The com-lenses are especially useful since my hands are occupied, though I had to turn off all the entertainment functions so I’m not distracted by news articles and colorful ads.


Luce’s response comes after a few seconds’ delay. Her dry chuckle is the first thing I hear. “You always picture things like an action vid.” Despite the distance between us, her voice comes through as clearly as if she were standing next to me.


“Maybe it is an action vid.” I hold tight to the railing as I skirt a wobbly section. “Shadowy group that wants to kill us? Check. Sexy assistant? Check. Roguish hero? Check, by yours truly. And my father humbly accepts the role of evil wizard in his giant tower.”


Luce snorts. “ ‘Sexy assistant’? Please tell me you’re not talking about me.”


“Of course not, I’m talking about Hemlock.” My cheeks ache from grinning. “By the way, what’re you wearing?”


“Just get to the roof, roguish hero,” Luce responds, but I can hear the amusement in her tone, and I know I’ve made her smile—no easy task nowadays. “When our ‘evil wizard’ goes before the AEGIS tomorrow afternoon, I want people to remember why.”


And that means we remind them with one of Luce’s vids.


“Roger, team leader.”


The words are hardly out of my mouth when a sheet snaps beneath me.


I stumble forward, hands flailing, but my fingers slip over the closest beam. It happens so fast, just three seconds, and I’m tumbling down—


I catch the railing of the platform below, elbows and shoulders jerking taut, joints aching from catching my full weight. My mask is not so lucky, the black tactical covering fluttering to the streets below. The entire structure groans beneath me, threatening to collapse, though it’s hard to focus on that when my vision flashes red with agony.


“くそ!” My left shoulder, the one connected to my prosthetic, aches like someone slipped a blade between skin and metal. But I can’t just hang here, so I force myself to move, ignoring the groaning of both the catwalk and my body as I pull myself back onto the safety of a lower platform.


I sit there for a good minute and a half, catching my breath and rubbing my shoulder. More pressing than the current throbbing of my joints is an overwhelming fear. Thanks to Mara, the agent of the Synthetics on Autarkeia, I had a handle on my pain—but what if this accident fucks it all up? What if the daily agony returns?


I dig my fingers into my flesh biceps, nails tight enough to bruise through my jacket, and focus on my breathing. In and out. In and out.


Slowly, the pain subsides. It doesn’t depart completely, but now that I’m not hanging on for my literal life, I adjust. I’ll likely need to ice my joints later, but I’m hopeful that I didn’t undo whatever careful balance Mara granted me when she reprogrammed my prosthetics. Or if I did, that it’ll be a black hole like my leg after the duelist on the Leander ran me through with a mercurial blade. I can’t feel anything with my metal foot, but that’s way fucking better than phantom pain.


It’s only after I convince myself I need to keep moving that I realize Luce’s reply has been waiting for almost five minutes. But I don’t listen to it. Don’t respond. I disengage from Hemlock’s server, not needing any more distractions. Pretend as I might with Luce in my ear, I’m alone on Cytherea, partnerless, with no one to catch me when I fall. The words of my first commander on Ceres come back to me, unbidden: A duelist alone is nothing.


I test every plank before I put my weight on it, tug every ladder before I climb. When I finally reach the top of the building, another fifteen minutes have passed, though it shouldn’t have taken more than five. Better to be safe than sorry, I guess.


The rooftop is covered in a rainbow of graffiti. Colorful protest slogans and various images blanket every inch of space. I step across a trompe l’oeil of a hole that leads to a forest full of golden light and come to a larger-than-life nude of a bald woman in a breather mask: La Peste, Luce herself.


I have to hand it to her, this spot the Keres Truth Society found is perfect for our needs. It’s within a three-block radius of the protest at Val Akira Labs, but not so close that it’s being regularly patrolled. We can have our drone descend directly over the protesters instead of launching from the ground, where peacekeepers are sure to shoot it down before it gets high enough to project.


Of course, the more times we hazard this little stunt, the harder it is to pull off. Whatever route we use will be cut off to us the next time, and this is already our fifth vid.


I reconnect to Hemlock’s server and send Luce a voice message. “I’m on the rooftop,” I tell her, kneeling and unzipping my backpack. I pull out various pieces of the drone. It’s a big one, something that’d be banned on Cytherea because of the light pollution it would create, but this baby came from Autarkeia, so it’s a bad motherfucker ready for trouble. I start putting it together, mounting the projector and speakers below its rotor blades, easy as plug and play despite it being the size of a small child.


“Vid’s ready,” comes Luce’s response. “Test connection.”


Just to be safe, I check everything over one last time. The battery is full. Everything’s screwed on tightly. I test the projector and speakers; they work perfectly. My com-lenses read the open connection from the drone, and I see the option to download the vid it carries. “Ready to deploy,” I tell Luce.


“You ready to jump?”


After the almost-fall on that metal monstrosity? I’m not thrilled about it, but my exit strategy is probably safer than returning the way I came. I check the harness I wore up and pull the rest of my gear from my pack, preparing everything for go time.


“I always said I’d jump off a building if my life was shit.”


“Not funny.” I expect her to continue to chide me, but instead she focuses on the task at hand. “Remember your mask.”


Shit, I almost forgot, I lost my mask on the way up. I pull a scarf out of my bag, wrap it around my lower face and tie it off, then finish the look with a pair of goggles that brightens my quickly fading surroundings. Rebel chic. It’s somewhat hard to breathe through the thick scarf, but I’ll have to do as all fashion icons have before: make it work. Better than having peacekeepers spot me and plaster my face all over the news. I’ve got a nifty fake ID that Hemlock set up for me, but it won’t take much for them to figure out Yasuhiro sol Fujita fucked off to Autarkeia and I’m using his credentials. As for the goggles? They’ll help me with the other thing. The thing I’m not telling Luce about.


I press the grav-anchor to the rooftop and check that it’s well secured before threading my rope through. Rappelling from this height wasn’t covered in my Academy training, but I was lucky that Luce found me a belay machine that’ll lower me to the ground at the touch of a button, like a personal elevator—you know, except attached to the harness at my stomach above a carabiner, which I check, double-check, and triple-check once my rope is through. The machine lights up green, telling me it’s ready to go, and I have to remind myself that beginners use this thing all the time for fun, so I, a professional Dagger, can manage this.


“All right, Luce, I’m ready to go.” I’m sure my voice sounds muffled to her through the scarf, but if she has trouble understanding me, she doesn’t mention it.


“Deploying.”


I brace myself, finger on the belay machine’s button, and get into position. My heart races as I go from standing upright to parallel to the ground, and I have a single moment where my world flares white and my only thought is I’ve made a huge fucking mistake, but then I’m steady in the harness and ready to rappel down.


I’m a Dagger, I tell myself, a professional. But my guts don’t get the memo, and I feel like I’m going to shit my pants at any second.


The drone’s rotors flare to life with a high-pitched whizz, and it lifts from the rooftop as smoothly as an Icarii dropship. Passing overhead and stirring my hair with a warm wind, it flies toward its destination down the street. I shift my weight as it reaches its programmed position, hovering over the protestors, projector pointed at the smooth-faced Val Akira Labs building.


I wait, harness digging into my thighs, until Lito’s face appears a hundred meters tall. I’m hit with a force like taking a mercurial blade to the ribs. My lungs feel too small, too tight, and a black wave of dizziness rushes over me. Doesn’t matter how long it’s been; every time I see him, my surroundings fade away, and I remember how I found Lito, pale and stiff and gone, on the Leander.


A cry rises up from the street below, protestors shouting and cheering at the return of the rebel whose death sparked the protests and dragging me back to the here and now. “There are good people out there who will see what’s happening and try to change things,” their great martyr says over the crowd’s roar. “People who know what it is to suffer—or even people who don’t know what suffering is, but are empathetic enough not to want others to know it either.”


I listen to his words over the cheering, his voice as familiar as my favorite song, but I can’t watch the vid. Seeing him glaring and speaking and so very alive is too much when I held his dead body to my chest.


“Beginning descent,” I tell Luce. I brace myself with my legs and press the belay machine’s button, releasing enough slack that I can walk backward down the building’s side. After the almost-fall, I’m not tempted to do anything crazy, so I stick to the slowest setting and take baby steps.


“One day,” a message from Luce comes, “you’ll have to let me interview you for my vids.”


I swallow a self-deprecating laugh. Fat chance of me ever submitting to that torture.


As if she senses my skepticism from planets away, a second message arrives. “Have you thought any more about it?” Her voice is soft and reverent. “About letting the Icarii see what your father did to you?”


But that would require so much more than letting them look. That would require flaying myself alive; it would mean cutting myself open so they could appreciate the pieces of me and pass my organs from hand to hand like collectibles. To bathe in memories I hardly want yet fear fading away. It would require me—no longer Hiro val Akira, not quite Saito Ren—to beg them to love me in a way that no one can. To pretend that they could possibly understand, and trade in offense like a currency of social values.


I cut the connection to Hemlock’s server.


After a minute or so of Lito on the projection behind me, the subject changes to an Aster without her wraps, her big black eyes swallowing whatever light they used to shoot the vid. She pulls her hair away from a dip in her skull the size of a man’s hand, hairless, puckered skin stretched to cover the gap. “I used to have a piece of metal here,” the young Aster says. Her name is Rose, I recall, and she was one of the kindest Asters I met in the Under, curious about the Icarii despite all the abuse they’d heaped on her.


Luce’s voice answers her. “Do you know what it did?”


“No,” Rose says sadly. “I was told by the scientist at Val Akira Labs it was to monitor my brain waves, but after the trial was done, they didn’t remove it.”


“How old were you when they put it in?” Luce’s tone is calm and reassured, like a journalist at an interview, but I can tell from the way she’s forcefully enunciating that the subject upsets her.


“Seven,” Rose answers, and Luce sucks in a sharp breath. “They didn’t take the metal out, so when I started to grow, my skull started pulling away from it, and it left a gap that exposed my brain to—”


The vid cuts out, and the sharp sound of tearing metal fills the air. I release the belay machine’s button, halting my progress. Like all our other drones, this one’s been shot down. The shouts of the crowd reach me a moment later, a rush of angry voices like a Venusian metal storm.


My goggles catch the falling pieces of the drone and highlight the direction they scatter, allowing me to calculate where the peacekeeper with the long-range HEL gun is down below. I tag that section of the crowd, cursing that I’m not already on the ground to intercept them. I need that weapon.


Maybe even more than I need to survive this rappel.


“Shit.” I turn up the speed on the belay machine and move faster than before, kicking off the building and hopping two to three meters at a time. “Fuck.” With each miniature fall, my stomach flies up to join my heart. “くそ.”


A message from Luce glows in the corner of my com-lenses, but I don’t reconnect to the server. If I contact her now, she’ll have too many questions about what I’m doing, why I’m not going home, and I’m not ready to tell her about my plans with the peacekeeper’s HEL gun. Not yet.


What she doesn’t know can’t hurt her.





DESPITE SIX LONG months of protest, the crowd of people outside of Val Akira Labs is so thick that podcar traffic has been rerouted from the street. Losing myself in the swarm is all too easy, the press of bodies around me a welcome change from the feeling of falling. As soon as I reached the ground, I thought about kissing concrete but held back. Who knows what’s growing on the Cytherean streets.


Peacekeeper drones fly wildly overhead, side by side with both news outlets and personal drones in a bevy of colors. Some have been rigged to carry tiny slogans of the protest, my father’s name cursed in a dozen different languages, but those aren’t the ones I need to watch out for. I can’t risk being identified here, and I’m not exactly blending in with my scarf and goggles combo.


The peacekeepers have cordoned off the Autarkeian drone wreckage on the steps leading up to Val Akira Labs, pushing the crowd back from the scattered fragments. A triage area has been set up in a green tent off to the side, medics tending to anyone with wounds from falling pieces. Cytherean authorities care about the protesters, but they’re obviously still willing to risk protester health in order to take out our message.


I check my compad to see if, by some magic spell, the drone is still broadcasting—but of course, it’s dead. The first thing the peacekeepers would’ve done is make sure no one could download that vid. It’ll be up to Luce and luck to spread it now.


I move toward the section of the protest I’d tagged in my goggles, off to the right of the steps and across a little side street, butting up against flexglass-front restaurants closed due to the late hour. It’s not difficult to find the peacekeepers milling about in their black-and-silver uniforms, but it takes me a bit of walking back and forth before I spot the one with the sleek plastic case on his back. Only now that I’m here, I have no idea how I’m going to get it from him…


First things first, I need a mask. I look around the crowd for any extra or one cast aside and spot a fox through a gap—


In a moment, years collapse, one atop the other, until I don’t know where or when I am. I feel my mother taking my hands between hers, putting them in prayer position before the family shrine. I see Asuka slipping my handwritten paper beneath the fox statue’s soul gem. How many prayers are still there now, hidden inside the messenger to Inari? I remember the dreams of my father, the nine-tailed fox, demanding we children feed ourselves to him.


But then I calm myself with a long breath. It’s just the plastic carnival mask of a white fox, red whiskers framing its playful smile. There is no cosmic meaning to this.


I move toward the fox and slip into place at the back of the group. They elbow their way through the edge of the crowd, a bunch of kids barely shoulder-height, and I snag a mask from one of their jacket pockets as they pass by.


I can’t help but laugh when I realize the mask I’ve grabbed is that of an 鬼 with vibrant red skin, pointed horns, and yellow fangs in an open-mouthed snarl. Fitting, I suppose, after all the trollish things I’ve done tonight.


As I circle back toward the peacekeeper with the long-range HEL gun, my attention catches on a bubble in the crowd, a group standing shoulder to shoulder with their compads held between them. Passing close enough, I hear Rose’s voice followed by Luce’s, and all at once, even over the thrill of success that our vid is changing hands, a plan forms.


I needed a distraction, and now I have one.


I shoulder my way into the group as if I’m one of them. “Is that the vid from tonight?” I ask, pitching my voice lower than natural. The one with the compad pauses the vid as all masks snap up toward me. They’re wary, this group.


“I didn’t get a chance to download it before the drone was gone…” I trail off, scuffing my heel over the concrete. “Think I can snag it off of you?”


The one holding the compad sighs and offers it to me. “Sure.”


A friend of theirs looks toward the patrolling peacekeepers, including my target. “Make it quick.”


I don’t reach for my compad, the one that connects to Luce. Instead, I reach for a burner, one of the several cheap ones I have in the backpack that used to carry the Autarkeian drone. It takes only a tap of that compad to theirs to transfer the vid, but as soon as I have it, I turn up the volume as loud as it’ll go and hit play.


“Thanks,” I say just before Lito’s voice overwhelms us.


“THERE ARE GOOD PEOPLE OUT THERE—” Lito booms.


The peacekeepers turn toward us.


“Fuck!” one of the group yells.


“You idiot!” says another.


“Scatter,” the smartest hisses.


I drop the compad to the ground. We all break in different directions, though I’m the only one who walks toward the peacekeepers.


Drones, the eyes of the peacekeepers, congregate overhead, searching for the owner of the compad. I wish the group luck, but I needed them as bait. Even if they’re arrested, they’ll be slapped with a fine at worst, and I need that long-range weapon for something far more important than a bit of content swapping.


The peacekeeper with the HEL gun case passes by me without a second look. Most of the crowd has backed away from them, sensing that they’re out for blood, but many linger, their own drones hovering at their shoulders to capture what might happen. Unfortunately, that means they might also capture what comes next.


I step into the peacekeeper’s shadow, my left hand reaching while my right hand distracts. I make sure to jerk my right arm around as if hoping to record all angles with my compad—the one that contacts Luce, so I can’t lose it—as I carefully unsnap the case.


Two latches undone, and one of the peacekeepers points another in the direction my friends went. The man with the HEL gun shifts, and my heart speeds—but then he leans back into his heels, waiting for orders. I gently push the case open, only wide enough for me to reach the folded-up long-range weapon, and—


“Hey, what’re you doing!” a different peacekeeper screams.


Shit. Time to go.


I snatch the HEL gun out of the case and take off down the closest alleyway. The sounds of shouting and stomping boots follow behind, far too close for comfort, but I have enough presence of mind to use the dark of the alley to slide the HEL gun into my backpack for cover.


Above me, peacekeeping drones swarm in pursuit, and while I’m faster than the peacekeepers in an open sprint, there’s no losing a drone. But the difference between me and the machines is that I know the dark crevices of this city better than they ever could, and I know that I don’t have to make it all the way home to get out of sight.


I turn a sharp corner and, without looking, hop a concrete barrier into a stairwell that leads to the bullet trains. A few people shout in alarm, while most stumble out of my way. In the precious seconds I have before the drones recalculate and follow me down into the station, I strip off my mask and jacket and toss them in opposite directions.


But I’m not free yet: the drones have me scanned and are looking for someone with my height and weight, regardless of what I’m wearing or not.


I walk like an innocent bystander, hoping I come across someone with the same build as me, to no avail. I know from the noise alone that the drones have made it downstairs, their metallic whirr louder than the ambient sounds of the station. The swarm hovers above the crowd, scanning us. Any second, they’ll spot me.


As if I had cried out for help, a group of masked individuals with plastiflex signs on poles mob the drones, blocking their cameras with slogans like FREEDOM OF KNOWLEDGE!


“Go! Go now!” one of the protesters shouts in my direction.


“Bruv!” calls another, and a mask comes whizzing in my direction. I put it on without looking at it, slouching as I make my way to the train platforms.


Once I’ve taken the stairs deeper into the station, I risk a glance over my shoulder. The drones are trapped by the throng of people swatting at them with signs like giant flyswatters. I swallow a laugh and jump on the first train I come across, but it’s only once the doors close and the train rumbles out of the station, leaving the drones and peacekeepers behind, that my heart finally slows.


At least until I catch sight of my reflection.


Staring back at me from the flexglass is the mask of a fox.





I RETURN TO Yasuhiro sol Fujita’s apartment, affecting a nervous gait—back slouched, hands in front of my stomach, feet shuffling. As always, Yasuhiro’s neighbor, an elderly woman with nothing better to do than monitor the comings and goings of the residents on her floor, opens her door and pokes her head into the hallway. I make sure she catches a glimpse of the fox mask before I slip it off and replace it with a visor that monitors the feed, cheaper than com-lenses but not nearly as popular.


“You’re coming back so late, Yasuhiro!” Gianna sol Luca exclaims. “You’re not getting into any trouble with those masked people, are you?”


I pitch my voice higher as if embarrassed. “O-of course not, ma’am. I-I’m just interested in r-recording some of the protest… for posterity.”


She nods thoughtfully. “Good, good… We have to watch out for each other in this neighborhood.”


I nod as if I agree wholeheartedly. “Good night,” I tell her, then fumble with my bag until she bids me farewell and closes the door. She’s probably still watching from a hallway cam, so I hurry in without opening my door too wide.


Inside, I shrug off the Yasuhiro persona, taking off the feed visor and tossing the fox mask facedown on the bed so it can’t watch me. I have a dozen missed messages from Luce waiting for me when I reconnect to Hemlock’s server, and I trash them all after listening to the first—“Hiro, are you okay?”—knowing they’ll be more of the same.


“All clear,” I send her as a reply. Quick and professional. Enough to stave off worry.


The midlevel safe house, bigger than the closet Dire gave me on Autarkeia but still small by Cytherean standards, is a single long room, with a layout more like a hotel room than an apartment. I stacked the excess furniture in the corner to give myself more space, so I settle on the stained blue-and-yellow carpet, turn on the holoprojector, and listen to the news as I pull the long-range HEL gun from my backpack and begin my work of taking it apart.


Every news outlet carefully avoids talking about Luce’s vid, instead mentioning the continued protest before circling back to my father. “Tomorrow,” various anchors say in various ways, “Souji val Akira is scheduled to appear before the AEGIS.”


I force myself to look at his face, at the face of the man Shinya died for: gentle crow’s feet and an unlined mouth, black hair with a single streak of white pushed back from a high forehead, brown eyes lit with a hint of blue fox fire—or is that just in my memory?


In the brief images they show of him, he’s unconcerned even now. Untouched by stress. Utterly unrepentant. He smiles like it’s all a game he’s already won.


A message from Luce pings me. I play it before second-guessing myself.


“I know you too well to think you’ve gone to bed,” Luce says, and she sounds as tired as I feel. “So tell me… what’s really going on, Hiro?”


I look down at the long-range HEL gun scattered before me in heavy, unrecognizable pieces on the carpet. At the box with two dozen fingerprint-locked triggers, all keyed to me. At the face of my father on the holoprojector, believing he’s won a game that isn’t over.


I don’t answer Luce now, because I already answered her, all those months ago on Vesta.


I’m going to kill my father.










CHAPTER 2 THE TWINS





It is with the deepest sorrow that I announce the passing of Aunt Salomiya, leader of the Order of Virgo and member of the Agora. Mere days after we began an investigation into her connection with the former Aunts Sapphira and Genette, Aunt Salomiya ended her life at the young age of thirty-eight. She left no note.


Aunt Marshae, head of the Order of Cassiopeia





[image: ]


Lily and the Mother look nothing alike. I know they’re technically the same fucking person, but Lily’s my sister, and though she doesn’t look how she used to, I’ve gotten used to it—can even spot the shared features between the Pollux of my childhood and now—while the Mother looks like a fucking overdone wedding cake. The Aunts swamp Lily in all this white fabric and pearls and a furry white cape—which probably used to be an animal—stick a crown on her head, and parade her around like a mannequin in a fancy outfit. Then they hang fresh lilies on her, like a bouquet at a grave niche, and I can’t be the only person who sees how unoriginal that is. Lilies for Mother Lilian I? Groundbreaking.


Danmus, that dickhead who calls me a cockroach every chance he gets, elbows me out of the way to get to Lily’s side as soon as she emerges from the podcar, and Bennett’s on his ass like they’re lovers, but of course I can’t fucking appear beside the Mother when I, lowly Aster that I am, should not even presume to eat the dirt her silky white slipper graced. Honestly, their dicks would probably turn inside out if they knew we were twins.


I let the insult go and fall in behind the group of White Guards as Lily ascends the steps to the Cathedral of Olympus Mons, a public place of worship in the city proper. Even at the rear of the thirteen guards, I’m not so far away that I wouldn’t be able to reach her if shit hit the fan. Of course, part of me thinks the worst thing that could happen to my twin at a funeral would be an Aunt lobbing offensive innuendos and veiled threats at her—which is just another Tuesday in Sisterhoodland—but I can feel angry eyes on me as we pass through the open stone doors carved with the symbols of the Orders, and I have to remind myself that some of the Aunts aren’t too happy about Lily’s inclusion of an Aster among the White Guard.


They hate it when Lily does anything she doesn’t expressly ask permission for, and I’m one of those things. They think the few Asters who volunteer for service should stick to their unit, where they fight—and die—quickly and quietly. Granted, the name I wear, that of Sergeant Oleander of the Aster Regiment, did die somewhere out there in the black, but siks can’t tell the difference between one Aster and the next, and I was only too happy to take his name and rank when he was no longer using it. And thanks to Lily, “Sergeant Oleander” even snagged a promotion to White Guard. Yay, nepotism.


Our procession makes it through the entrance hall to the nave. Gotta hand it to these Gean assholes, the Cathedral’s pretty. All old Martian stone, rust red streaked through with jet black. The nave is a long stretch, filled with columns shaped like tree trunks. I think we’re supposed to be in a forest made of marble, but the symbolism doesn’t hold up with the painted glass depicting scenes of their version of history. Along one wall is the story of Marian, the first Mother, founding the Sisterhood during the settling of Mars. On the wall opposite is the rise of the first Warlord, chosen by Mother Joan I after the chaos that was the Dead Century War. Beautiful, but really just a pack of lies as sharp as a bundle of daggers.


Then a feeling comes to me like a hand laid on my shoulder, and I can tell from the ripple that passes among the White Guard that the others are feeling it too. With a nudge from Lily’s neural implant, we spread out through the aisle, three on one side of her, three on the other, me at her back, and the others staying behind to guard the entrance. But I can sense my twin in a way none of the other White Guards ever could: I can smell her pheromones going sour at having to use the tech—she hates being shackled with the implant far more than I ever have, or maybe it’s that she hates imposing her will on the White Guards. Whatever. If she knew what assholes they were when she wasn’t forcing them to be upstanding citizens, she wouldn’t feel so bad.


As we walk toward the altar, the people standing in the pews turn and bow to the Mother. Even the fancy-pants bosses at the front, the Aunts in their shawls and the military asswipes in their full dress uniforms, bend at the waist in respect. Above us, the rose window shows a lady in white and a man holding the Spear of Mars, symbol of the Warlord. The figures are nondescript; neither has identifying features, meaning this is just a reminder of the two-pronged Gean government: state and religion. But the image is still amusing, because the Mother and Warlord stand on equal footing.


More lies.


Speaking of the Warlord, that old fuck Vaughn is here, standing in the front pew on the right side of the nave. He’s looking a little more jowly than his official portrait, which hangs in every Gean office, home, and ship, but even under the receding hairline and soft layer of age, I can tell he’s got muscle aplenty. Dude’s gotta be in his late eighties at this point, which is pretty fucking old for a Gean when the majority that age are rotting in Sisterhood-run retirement homes. I don’t believe for a second he hasn’t seen some illegal geneassist somewhere to keep himself healthy.


He dips his head to the Mother, and Lily nods back—aww, isn’t that sweet, the old man doesn’t want to murder her—before turning left to find her assigned spot. She’s the last to arrive, by design, so now this carnival show can finally start. While she gracefully settles on the stone bench, which swirls like a hedge grown specifically to cradle the sitters, the White Guards scatter to take up positions around her in the shadows.


Despite wearing dress uniforms, white where Gean formal is navy, we’re not meant to be seen. I’m just to the left of Lily in the aisle so I can watch her in profile, but it’s only when I see her leaning to her right that I realize who the Aunt beside her is.


Fucking Aunt Marshae. She’s pretty in a hard-boiled-egg sort of way: shoulder-length auburn hair hard with gel, nails too sharp, skin too sallow. But she has high cheekbones and a pointed chin and a mouth that looks ready to bite, though she ruins it by being a massive bitch. She’s smiling prettily, whispering something in Lily’s ear—is that fear from my twin I smell?—and I’m instantly alert in case Lily needs me. But the scent I thought I caught is gone a second later, maybe nothing more than my imagination, leaving me trapped in the stench of cloying incense and the black hole of cleaning products and the cheap Earthen cologne evidently favored by the entire fucking officer corps.


Lily looks back to the altar, her face perfectly calm, as if Aunt Marshae said nothing. On the altar lies a coffin, and inside, a woman who could put rubies to shame. Her fiery hair is perfectly curled, her blood-red lips offensively bright against her dead white skin. They’ll bury her in the red cope, clasped on her chest with the medallion of the Order of Virgo—or will they snatch it away once the ceremony is over, only to pass it to the next Agora Aunt who inherits her position? The Sisterhood recycles its ghosts, and Aunt Salomiya is no exception.


I don’t need to know what Aunt Marshae said, because this entire farce is a warning. We knew it would be, as soon as we heard that Aunt Salomiya had hanged herself, like so many of Aunt Marshae’s opponents before her. Doesn’t matter that Lily was Aunt Margaret’s favorite at one point; that old bag can’t protect her now. If my twin fucks up, if she steps out of line, I wouldn’t put it past Aunt Marshae to frame her suicide too.


I pull my white hat lower to hide my smirk. The thing about Aunt Marshae is that she doesn’t suspect what’s right in front of her: I may be a White Guard, but I am also so much more, and I’ll eat her alive, tendons snapping between my sharp teeth, before I ever let her touch a hair on Lily’s head.


The organist finishes the current dirge, and Aunt Marshae stands to eulogize Aunt Salomiya, the woman she had killed. Just another Tuesday in Sisterhoodland.





AFTER THE FUNERAL, we return to the Temple of Mars. As I enter the building given over solely to the Mother’s use, I assign my White Guards to the hallways and doors to watch for any of Aunt Marshae’s more daring spies. With Castor on my heels, I retreat to the inner chamber that butts up against a greenhouse of climbing ivy. Like the rest of the Temple, it is beautiful gray-veined white marble, but the walls are painted a soft mint green and the furniture is plush emerald velvet. With the glass doors thrown open, the air smells of petrichor.


The two women waiting for me in the sitting room don’t snap to attention when they see me, because, while I am the Mother, they’ve known me since I was an unnamed Sister. It’s the nature of my life that no one sees past the carefully cultivated personality that is Lily, but Aunt Margaret comes closest to knowing the real me. She expects me to be silly and a little irreverent, much like her, so I offer them both my most darling smile before saying, “Get me out of this dress before I die.”


Aunt Tamar, honeyed skin and hair the color of the sky at midnight, moves to help me while Aunt Margaret snorts into her tea. “Mind hurrying it up?” she asks, mischievous green eyes peering over the rim of her cup. Despite her many wrinkles, there is something childlike about her face. “I could actually die at any moment.” Whether the joke is about Aunt Marshae or her advanced age, I frown; I do not like the idea of losing my mentor, regardless of what has happened between us.


Aunt Tamar unclasps the fur cloak from my shoulders and tosses it on the closest chair, followed by the white stole embroidered with the symbols of the Orders and the Elizabethan whisk collar. She unlaces the corset-cinched bodice and then starts on the tiny pearl buttons that march along the sleeves at my forearms. Once I’m free, I shove the whole dress around my ankles and step out of the thing, feeling like a snake shedding its skin. In only my white underdress, I gingerly settle next to Aunt Margaret and release a long, heavy breath of relief.


I’m aching from my neck to my toes, unsurprising when I woke with the pain. I always know it will be a bad day when my right foot aches, and this morning, it felt like someone had slipped a knife beneath a tendon in the arch. I lean my head against Aunt Margaret’s shoulder, and she wraps an arm around me, hugging me like a mother I never had. For the briefest moment, I close my eyes, let down my guard, and relax.


It is the only moment I allow myself.


“We don’t have long,” I say, forcing my eyes open and my head up. “I see Aunt Delilah couldn’t make it.”


Aunt Tamar settles across from Aunt Margaret and me. “Are you sure we should be having this conversation now?” she asks, and it’s her pointed refusal to look at Castor that tells me she’s talking about him.


Castor’s pheromones spike with offense, but I smile, running my thumb over the pale splotches of skin on my knuckles. The same patches that, with my sleeveless underdress stopping at my knees, anyone can see are also on my arms and legs. Patches the same color as Castor’s skin. “I handpicked my White Guard,” I say confidently. “I trust them, and besides, I control them.”


I can tell Aunt Tamar doesn’t like my answer, but unlike others, she accepts my words. Doesn’t accuse me of “eccentricities” or outright insult me for having an Aster guard. Aunt Margaret is the one who waves me off. “Yes, there’s an Aster elephant in the room. Now let’s all build a bridge and get over it.”


Aunt Tamar huffs. “You mix your metaphors so freely…”


“Lily’s not a stupid kid,” Margaret goes on, ignoring her, “so let’s trust her judgment.”


But we don’t have time to argue, so I try to focus the group. “Aunt Delilah?” I ask again.


“After Aunt Salomiya…” Tamar adjusts the shawl most Aunts wear around their shoulders over her hair. “To say Aunt Delilah is afraid is putting it mildly.”


“I understand,” I reply, and it’s the truth.


After Aunt Genette and Aunt Sapphira were arrested for their criminal activities, Aunt Marshae put forth two candidates whose flamboyant backgrounds rang as dubious to many in the know. Even more suspicious was the way they looked to Aunt Marshae for their every opinion. But when one other candidate refused her nomination and another disappeared from her abbey, leaving only Marshae’s choices, the two women were confirmed as part of the Agora.


Aunt Salomiya dared to confront Aunt Marshae about this, and we all saw how it played out. Her position didn’t spare her from an assassination barely masked as a suicide, so I can understand Aunt Delilah’s fear. Today all the women in this room have mourned Aunt Salomiya’s death, knowing it went hand in hand with our voices in the Agora. This funeral was Aunt Marshae’s coronation as its ruling voice.


Just thinking of Aunt Marshae makes me shudder. Aren’t some people more beautiful in death? she had whispered to me this afternoon, and it felt like her fingernail trailed down my spine.


“She’s already provided me with a profile of the candidate she wants me to put forward as Aunt Salomiya’s replacement,” I say so weakly that Aunt Margaret forces a cup of tea to my lips, bidding me to drink.


“And what of the admirals?” Aunt Tamar prompts.


I take a drink of bitter green tea and push the cup away. “Meeting with them tonight.” I rub my eyes—sore from the lights, but still with so much more to see before I can rest. A flicker of worry radiates from my overprotective twin, and I soothe him with my pheromones. “Warlord Vaughn has invited me to dine with him and the Admiralty tonight, and Aunt Marshae was… oh so kind as to offer to accompany me so that I’d have a voice.”


Aunt Margaret snorts, but Aunt Tamar leans forward, her stony face serious. “Be careful, then. That viper, Drucker, is sure to be among them.” For a heartbeat, her face softens. “If only they would’ve spared the poor girl…”


My hand freezes against my cheek. “Eden…” I say her name softly, because she deserves to have it spoken. Deserves to be remembered, even if she is gone. It wasn’t twenty-four hours after Aunt Tamar shared her suspicions about Aunt Marshae’s connection to Admiral Drucker, head of the Control Agency Police, that Eden was found hanging in the Temple.


Forming attachments is difficult in my line of work, but with Eden… I can truly say I’d grown to care for Eden and Astrid both, firebrands that they were. And now they’re both gone. I force myself to turn to different thoughts, because grief is a river; it can surprise you with how deep it is, and if you’re not careful, it’ll pull you under until you’re drowning in sorrow. Right now I can’t afford to be swept away.


“How should I approach tonight?” I ask, happy to play the inexperienced girl when I know both Aunts enjoy giving advice.


“Confirm what you can,” Aunt Margaret says, “but I agree with Aunt Tamar. Caution is more important than information.”


“And Admiral Kadir?” I ask. Aunt Tamar straightens at his name. She has already initiated talks with the Earthen admiral, and if she’s telling the truth, he might be the perfect foil against Aunt Marshae. His soldiers could be the muscle we need to resist the naked power grab by Admiral Drucker’s Control Agency Police.


“With Aunt Marshae acting as your voice?” Aunt Margaret rolls her eyes. “You’re not going to be able to do anything she doesn’t want you to do.”


“Try, at least,” Aunt Tamar says. “If Aunt Marshae truly does have Drucker’s backing, we could use Admiral Kadir on our side.”


I nod as the two women stand. There’s only so much time the three of us can spend together before Aunt Marshae senses something amiss.


Aunt Tamar leaves with a bow, but Aunt Margaret lingers in the doorway. “Watch yourself, Lily,” she warns softly.


“Don’t worry,” I reply, and while I never look at my twin, I call to Castor with my pheromones and he answers in kind. “I’ll have my White Guard with me.”





AUNT MARSHAE MEETS the Mother, flanked by the thirteen members of her White Guard, in the courtyard between the building that houses her alongside her guards and the one that holds the suites of the members of the Agora. In the center of the space is a tacky golden fountain in the form of a woman pouring water from an urn, surrounded by a lawn of soft green grass—all of it beyond frivolous.


Marshae’s gaze claws at Lily, assessing her simple white dress and the pearls she wears at her throat, and she nods appreciatively. She’s also dressed down in the uniform of an Aunt, a gray dress with a long skirt and a scarf around her neck. “You look beautiful, Lily,” she says. “The Warlord will be happy.”


My twin smiles as her pheromones tell Marshae to get fucked.


I feel Lily nudging my neural implant, ordering the White Guard into formation, and we move like water. Even Danmus seems too tired to start shit with me after a full day of following the Mother around Olympus Mons.


We march into the Temple, that collection of centuries-old buildings of precious stone, past speechless Sisters in gray who bow immediately. The only time Lily falters is when we pass the courtyard of statues, and even I smirk at the tarp covering the plinth that used to hold the statue called Victory. We never speak that woman’s name here, but that somehow makes her presence loom even larger. Aunt Marshae quickens her pace.


When we come to the entrance of the official dining room, two carved doors depicting a man and woman reaching for each other—another uninspired depiction of the Mother and Warlord—Aunt Marshae pauses. I can’t say exactly what I read from her body language, but it’s different from before—is she worried?


“Are you ready?” she asks softly. Lily makes her wait as she stretches, rubbing her lower back and rolling her shoulders in slow arcs. Finally she plasters a smile on her face and clasps her hands together in front of her pelvis. A little nod of affirmation is all the answer Aunt Marshae gets.


“You should leave some of them stationed outside,” Aunt Marshae says, gesturing not to me but to the other White Guards. Lily’s face is blank, but I can smell her disapproval. “It would be an insult to the Warlord and his admirals to attend with so many guards. As if saying you don’t believe they can adequately protect you.” When Lily doesn’t move, Aunt Marshae’s hand tightens on the door handle. “Certainly you don’t want to insult the Warlord?”


I can smell Lily’s pheromones, and I know she doesn’t give a flying fuck if he’s offended. But she has to play the game, so she carefully shakes her head.


“Take these two,” Aunt Marshae says, pointing to the smug asshole Danmus and the youngest of the White Guard, a blond boy named Bennett. Two strong, Mars-born Geans. Definitely not an Aster like me.


I expect Lily to put up a fight, to demand that I come with her, but instead, she pushes the rest of us through our neural implants to wait here and guard the door. Only I hesitate at her orders, and it’s with her pheromones that Lily smacks me: Don’t.


She never looks at me, but I finally give in and do as she says, stepping away from her and Aunt Marshae. I know she’s right; it would be too suspicious to demand that I come with her everywhere… but I still don’t like it.


The last sight of my twin is of her flanked by Danmus and Bennett, smiling at Aunt Marshae. Her exterior says: I am happy. I am excited. Please make me your willing slave. But I smell the truth she’s giving off in thick waves: Fuck you, fuck you, fuck you.


Give them hell, I wish her before she disappears into the dining room.





NOT A MOMENT after Aunt Marshae’s knuckles rap against the heavy wood, a Cousin opens the double doors in welcome. The conversation inside cuts off abruptly. Led by the Warlord, the Admiralty, a mix of men and women in their thirties and forties, stand from their chairs politely. I guide the only two members of my White Guard I was allowed to bring to opposite sides of the room.


“Mother Lilian I,” Warlord Vaughn says, his kind blue eyes crinkling at the corners as he steps toward me. Here is a master liar, perhaps the greatest of them all; truly, there is nothing kind about him. “Thank you for hosting us here at the Temple of Mars.” He leads the admirals in applause that filters down to the Cousins serving food and drink.


I dip my head to him, but not as low as a Sister would; we are equals, after all, in effect the Mother and Father of the Gean people. When he offers me his hand, I take it, and he leads me to the empty chair at the head of the table directly next to his.


“You look lovely, Lilian,” he whispers into my ear, and a chill runs down my spine at the closeness of his lips, as pink and fat as wriggling worms. I imagine a crow pecking at them to soothe me.


We round the head of the table, and, with my face hidden by the bulk of his body, I whisper back, “It’s good to see you, Virgil.” His eyes sparkle with a thrill when he releases my hand to pull out my chair for me, and I sit, smoothing my skirt beneath me. When he lingers behind me a second too long, I know my arrow found its mark.


Virgil Vaughn likes a challenge, and let it never be said that I don’t give people what they want. To Aunt Marshae, I am demure and obedient; to the Warlord, I am all cleverness and fire.


Once the Warlord sits, he gestures for everyone else to follow his example. Aunt Marshae, settling at my right, casts furtive glances down the table. Is she searching for Admiral Drucker?


I look for him based on what I know of him and find him in a pack of soldiers with sharp, wolfish smiles. Surrounded by muscular, powerful admirals, he’s easy to overlook. Admiral Drucker is an oddly plain man of average build with lank brown hair and eyes a bit too small.


Of course, I know not to underestimate anyone based on their looks, as so many have done to me. Admiral Drucker’s threat comes from his considerable fortune, the support of his large family across Mars, and his popularity among Gean high society. As leader of the Control Agency Police, he has agents who answer to him hidden everywhere, and the threat that he is always watching is unsettling.


He is also an extremist. Ardently anti-Icarii. Faithful to the Goddess. A traditionalist who belongs to the Disciples of Judeth, a sect within the Sisterhood that desires a return to the harsh Martian orthodoxy from centuries before. As the Cousins flit about the table, pouring clear water and wine as red as blood, Drucker keeps his beady blue eyes on me with a reverence that borders on fanatical.


As the conversation from before we arrived resumes, I keep my eyes on the admirals. Watching whom they speak with. Whom they shun. Whom they side with when an argument breaks out. And sure enough, Admiral Drucker, though his voice is gruff, commands attention when he offers an opinion.


“It is because the Icarii are in a bad position that we must turn this cease-fire into a lasting peace,” one of the admirals says to Drucker, and a few around him nod in agreement. This one is a small man in his mid- to late thirties, but he speaks with a confidence beyond his years. His skin is a dark copper, his eyes a glittering black. His hair is wavy and curls back from his ears, giving him a slightly boyish look. His beard is neatly trimmed beneath a prominent curved nose. But it’s the way he’s settled in his body that makes me take note; the expressive way he speaks with his hands, and the self-assured tilt of his shoulders.


Admiral Drucker makes a noise like a scoff, and everyone at the table, even the Warlord, turns toward him. “Admiral Kadir,” Drucker says, and my focus doubles at the name of Aunt Tamar’s ally, “if we wait for the Icarii to finish dealing with this internal crisis, they’ll come back stronger than before. With their fleet in the belt currently in tatters, now is the time to strike.” Drucker addresses the table, not Kadir, as if to convince them of his plan. “If we lock their inner fleet in battle, we could claim Spero—or at least raze it to the ground. Deny it to those cowardly body-perverters.”


No one has ever pierced one of the hermium-powered domes. Any victory would surely be pyrrhic. And that’s if we’re lucky and win.


“Mars conquers. It’s man’s duty to spill as much blood as necessary to claim what he needs,” Admiral Drucker concludes. “I’d rather resume the war on our terms.”


Admiral Kadir holds his empty hands above the table. The sleeves of his uniform fall away from his elegantly thin wrists, and I remember, suddenly, what Aunt Tamar told me about him: He grew up poor on Earth, and the hunger of his childhood left its mark on him, yet he made a name for himself as an Ironskin pilot before becoming a captain and then an admiral. Because of his humble background—or perhaps in spite of it—he’s gathered many frontline soldiers loyal to him. “If we negotiate properly, we need not resume the war at all.”


The numerous shaking heads tell me that Kadir’s opinion is shared by only a minority.


Another admiral, youthful and blond, opens his fool mouth. “Might as well end the war and rid ourselves of the need for a Warlord, then!”


Cups pause halfway to mouths. Forks fall to plates. Smirks disappear. The admirals closest to the boy, two women, shift in their chairs to lean as far away from him as possible, as if they can avoid the fallout by shifting proximity.


Warlord Vaughn leans forward to place his elbows on the table. “Are you enjoying the wine, Admiral Wagner?”


Admiral Wagner flounders, doing his best to backtrack. “I-I simply meant that Admiral Kadir’s plan is foolish. What use is a Warlord without a war?”


Admiral Drucker stands from his chair so abruptly, the only noise in the entire room is the wooden legs scraping the marble flooring. One slow step at a time, he makes his way around the table, heels clicking with the strength of a rivet gun bolting steel. When he comes to stand beside Admiral Wagner’s chair, I shift from concern to outright terror.


It feels like the entire room has drawn a breath and is holding it. Even hearts don’t dare beat too loud for fear of interrupting. Admiral Drucker waves forward a Cousin with a bottle of wine, and the Cousin, face pale and hands trembling, comes to his side.


Admiral Drucker takes the bottle and shoos the Cousin away. “Hmm,” he mutters, turning the bottle so that the table can read the label. “A good vintage.”


“Indeed, Admiral Drucker,” Wagner says, everything frantically wide—white eyes bulging, smile slashing his face in two. “Perhaps a toast? Yes, a toast! To the Warlord himself!”


No one joins him.


And Admiral Drucker, short and slight compared to the others, snatches a cloth napkin from the table with a predator’s grace and presses it so hard over Admiral Wagner’s face that his chair tips back and slams to the floor.


All at once, noise returns to the room. The admirals on the opposite side of the table stand so quickly a few chairs fall. Those who sat by Drucker move to help him, holding Admiral Wagner’s arms and legs to stop his flailing. Admiral Drucker looks down at the man splayed before him and gently shakes his head. “You know the punishment for being drunk on the job, don’t you?”


Then Admiral Drucker upends the bottle of wine onto the napkin directly over Admiral Wagner’s nose and mouth.


“ ‘But the greatest of these sins is dereliction of duty,’ ” Drucker quotes from the Canon.


Admiral Wagner screams, but only for a moment. His body bucks as he struggles, fingernails digging into the arms of his chair. I see the exact moment when he gives up—when he understands no one is going to stop this—and his body melts against the wood, defeated.


Castor. I wish my twin were here, but he’s locked outside, unable to help. Unable, even, to soothe me in my despair. I hold myself coiled and unmoving. What could I possibly do to stop this? What could I do but make it worse?


Ten seconds pass. The bottle empties. Admiral Wagner’s wet and ragged gasps fill the air. We wait for Drucker to release him, for this lesson to be over, but instead Drucker looks to the end of the table, and Warlord Vaughn, with the smile of a grandfather watching his grandson opening a birthday present, nods.


Admiral Drucker sets the empty wine bottle on the table and holds out his hand to the waiting Cousins. “Another,” he says.


By the time the third bottle is empty, Admiral Wagner has gone limp.


The Warlord releases a long breath, like an almost-romantic sigh. “Dry the drunkard out,” he commands, and Admiral Drucker salutes in obedience.


After that, dinner is absolutely unremarkable.





AS SOON AS the doors to the dining room open, I want to rush to my twin and wrap her in my arms. We all heard the scream even if we couldn’t do shit about it. The only comfort was that I knew it wasn’t her screaming; otherwise, I would’ve broken down the doors and flayed every single one of them alive. And while Lily seems unruffled on the outside, her Sisterhood mask in place, I can smell the truth: a fear that’s seeped bone-deep.


Even Aunt Marshae looks shaken as she exits beside Lily, her brows pinched together tightly and face paler than normal. I’m so caught up in worrying over Lily that I almost miss the call for the White Guard when it comes, but Danmus shoulder-checks me as he moves toward Lily, and I take my usual place at the rear of the group.


Flanked on all sides, Lily and Aunt Marshae return to their quarters through the dark, sleeping Temple. Neither says a word. If that bitch is freaked out, I can’t imagine what the rest of the little dinner party is feeling. When we reach the ugly gold fountain between the Mother’s building and the Agora’s, she stops Lily with a hand on her shoulder.


“Try to put it out of your mind,” Marshae says, as if it’s as easily said as done. Disbelief ripples through Lily’s pheromones at the childish advice. “The Warlord is stern, but Vaughn won’t always be the Warlord.”


Lily’s worry returns, chewing at already-frayed edges. “What do you mean, Auntie?” she asks, gloved fingers lacing together tightly.


It’s obvious Marshae chooses her words carefully, that she debates before speaking again. “Warlord Vaughn has… let it be known that he plans to retire soon, and I fear… all of that… was simply an attempt to impress upon him that he made the right choice.”


“The right choice?” Lily repeats.


I expect the damn woman to smirk, but there’s not a hint of gloating on her face or in her voice when she says, “Vaughn plans to name Admiral Drucker his successor.”


I could spit acid at the thought. Lily’s hands tremble. She smells of despair, and I want nothing more than to remove the problem—like Aunt Marshae’s head from her shoulders.


I’m sure we’re both thinking the same thing: If Admiral Drucker is loyal to Aunt Marshae, there’s nothing that can stop her if he’s named Warlord. Nothing that will keep her from taking over the Agora and changing the Sisterhood however she wants.


And nothing to stop her from slipping a noose around Lily’s neck.


Fuck. Fuck.


Somehow, with the power of fire-tempered steel, Lily manages to offer Aunt Marshae a smile. Manages to take the knife Marshae slides between her ribs and stay standing.


“Thank you, Auntie,” Lily says, and then she’s stumbling toward her building, and I’m right behind her, hiding her from Marshae with my bulk. The rest of the White Guard is a tight net around her, but as soon as we’re inside, Lily sends them scattering, her control over their neural implants so tight that their faces are emotionless.


They all retreat without a fight, even Danmus, disappearing into the farthest reaches of the building. All except for me. I follow Lily into her private inner rooms, where she slams and locks the doors as if a monster’s on her heels. She’s breathing heavily when she looks at me, and her name—the childhood name only I call her—is on my lips, but as I reach for her, she pulls away.


“We have to make a plan,” she says, slipping through my outstretched arms.


I follow her into the bedroom, see her struggling to move the mattress. I gently nudge her aside and pull the hidden compad out from beneath. “Can you run a message to Admiral Kadir?” Lily asks, taking the compad to check her messages.


“You want me to leave you now?”


“Time,” she says, “we don’t have time—”


“Sfonakin,” I say, but she doesn’t even look up from the screen. With hands so much larger than hers—when, at one time, they were the same size—I still her movements. I notice with a numb humor that my pale, translucent skin is the same color as the patches over her knuckles. “Pollux, stop.”


She looks up at me with her large brown eyes full of tears, and my heart crumbles to stardust. She’s afraid—downright terrified—and that makes me all the more determined to fix this.


“It’s time we take the Black Hive up on their offer,” I tell my twin.


“What about Hemlock?” she asks, but weakly. Even she knows our uncle is on the outs with the Elders, and that the majority of his agents have become Sorrel’s. If we want change, we must rely on the Shield of the Asters.


“We call on the Harbinger,” I say resolutely.


My other half nods in agreement.










CHAPTER 3 LUCE





Why the fuck can’t you see this isn’t about you vs. the Harbinger? The Elders named him the Shield of the Asters. They know about the reformed Black Hive. You wanted a rebellion, so I don’t get why you’re refusing to help. You need to join up before the Elders name you an outsider.


Message to Hemlock from Castor, unanswered
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The feed for the Keres Truth Society is buzzing from our new vid. There are over three hundred new messages since I checked it ten minutes ago, but my bots haven’t flagged anything as important, so I only do a cursory check—Did you see the drone? Peacekeepers shot it down! Here’s a place to get the vid it dropped. Vid’s gone. Reuploaded. Download it so you don’t lose it. Pass it on—then let it scroll on my leftmost screen.


I tap my middle holoscreen and, fingers on the corners, make it larger. It’s connected to Hemlock’s private server, supporting his agents throughout the various planets, and there’s a vast array of chatter on channels I don’t follow. But the one channel I keep a constant connection to? That’s the feed of the person actively ignoring me.


Sure, it’s not surprising that Hiro’s doing their own thing, but it still pisses me off. I never know whether something’s happened to them, or if they’re just taking some time to be alone with their thoughts—and they wouldn’t tell me if I asked.


Grief is a knife. Most people are cut by it once or twice when they hear the bad news or attend the funeral, but those of us who have to live with the loss, to sit with it as a gaping hole in our everyday lives, we are cut every day, and we continue bleeding while everyone else gets to forget they were wounded in the first place.


I guess that’s why Hiro and I, though we suffered the same loss, deal with it in our different ways.


Still. Don’t scare me like this, Hiro. I swallow the words down. File them away in a mental folder: things I’ll never say, though I want to. They nestle between I miss you, Castor, and You’re the only friend I have left, Hiro.


I’m sure it’s partially my fault. I pushed them too hard about appearing in one of my vids. It’s just… despite the support for the protests, I’m scared the highlevel Cythereans will be quick to forget what Souji’s done to the Asters. They’re probably even willing to ignore what he’s done to lowlevel Cythereans like me. But to people just like them with a val surname, and Souji’s own child at that? That’s something they can’t ignore. And with Souji appearing before the AEGIS to testify tomorrow… My stomach churns. We need all the luck we can get.


A bot chimes. I search the five floating screens for its ping and am surprised when it’s the leftmost one. The Keres chat—a private feed, invite-only—has found a new, interesting topic. My bot highlights the relevant text for me:




allpeacekeepersarebastards: almost got arrested


allpeacekeepersarebastards: some idiot played the vid VOLUME UP in front of pks


allpeacekeepersarebastards: pks started looking for us


allpeacekeepersarebastards: had to disappear


allpeacekeepersarebastards: but get this


allpeacekeepersarebastards: idiot snatched something off one of the pks


allpeacekeepersarebastards: i think it was a gun





I instruct the bot to give me any relevant conversation pertaining to this. It brings up a mix:




hairycryptid: NOT IDIOT


m3teor1te: jajajajajajajajajajaja


hairycryptid: LEGEND


blushinglandscape: did said idiot get away with the gun?


allpeacekeepersarebastards: yep


lostinlibrary: wwwwwwwwwwwww


m3teor1te: GRASS





With an ID that’ll route anyone who looks too closely to a midlevel apartment in Cytherea, I enter the chat.




LSL: Information request: visual of Thief





The chat instantly flares with activity.




hairycryptid: LITO LIVES!


allpeacekeepersarebastards: “we’ve flown too close to the sun, and I am the fire!”


m3teor1te: vid was fkin sauce man


blushinglandscape: when next vid????


bunnibaybee: @LSL want nudes? ;)


lostinlibrary: Search ON!





So on and so forth. Hopefully I’ll make a positive connection, but even if I don’t, I have a sinking feeling I know who was involved in the incident. I swipe the screen off my desk, and it disappears, logging me out at the same time. I’ll let my bot parse through all the mentions and crazy DMs my account gets to find what useful information people offer, if any.


My main screen lights up. My heart soars. Hiro!


“All clear,” they say. And… that’s it. No other information on what they were doing, on whether they had trouble or not. For all I know, they could’ve fallen from their harness and smashed themself into a splatter of blood and pieces like Mathieu did when he was chasing me through Cytherea to retrieve the naildrive full of Val Akira Labs data—


I slam my fists against the desk. All my screens tremble. I don’t want to think about the past.


I try to keep the anger from my tone when I respond. Try, though I sound strained. “I know you too well to think you’ve gone to bed. So tell me… what’s really going on, Hiro?”


I know there’s absolutely no chance of them responding tonight, so I swipe all my screens away, clearing my desk. After a moment of thought, I tap the smartglass desktop to open a new screen and turn on the camera to record something for Hemlock, but as soon as the image focuses on me—on my sallow, pockmarked skin and too-sharp cheekbones beneath a smooth, bald head—something shifts in the darkness of the Under tunnels behind me—


I spin in my chair. There’s no one in the doorway.


“I know you’re there!” I snap. They could run; there’s no way I’d catch them, not if they’re quick. “Show yourself!”


No one responds. No noise. Not even the sound of footsteps on the dusty stone floor.


I push myself out of the gel desk chair that, despite molding to my body to support me perfectly, has me stretching limbs stiff from disuse. How many hours have I been perched at my desk, monitoring the various feeds? Too many, if I can’t recall the exact hour I started this madness.


I grab my cane from the side of my desk and use it to brace my weaker left side as I stand. As soon as I touch it, the flexglass glows, illuminating the terrarium of spiraling, reaching plants within the body of the cane. I suspect Hemlock gave it to me for more than just the aesthetic; the flexglass converts the warmth of my hand into life for the plants within. Just by using the cane, I keep the plants alive, which does wonders to counteract my stubborn nature that wants to ignore my pain completely and sink deeper into my chair with every coming cycle.


If I don’t want to be stuck in bed with the pain, I have to listen to my body, let it tell me what it needs, whether that’s the cane or my gravchair. And today, it wants the support that the cane provides.


I start toward the hallway, certain I saw someone—when something lurches toward me out of the darkness. “Shit—” I swallow down a scream.


Lotus offers me a plastic smile from the doorway.


“Thousand gods,” I gasp, “you scared the shit out of me, Lotus.”


“I’m sorry, Lucinia,” my old captain says, the curls of her bone-white Aster hair frizzy around her heavily veined face.


“What’re you doing here?” I ask, since she doesn’t offer the information. I have an uncomfortable suspicion of the answer.


Since the Elders named Sorrel the Shield of the Asters, Hemlock’s organization has bled one agent at a time, and while Hemlock and Sorrel don’t clash openly, Sorrel’s warriors, calling themselves the Black Hive in honor of the rebellion Sorrel led two hundred years ago, are everywhere. But just because there’s relative peace now doesn’t mean it’ll be that way when Sorrel tires of our truth campaign against Souji val Akira and resorts to more… extreme measures.


A couple of months back, Sorrel sent a missive demanding Hemlock’s ships—without specifying why—and Hemlock responded that he was happy to send the few Aster craft he had access to. In the exchange that followed, it became clear Sorrel wanted the Alliance of Autarkeia to answer to him, while Hemlock stood by the fact that the Alliance’s resources were not his own. I can put you in contact with Dire of the Belt, Hemlock wrote, if you have a proposition for my allies. Sorrel stopped responding after that.


But none of us—not Hemlock, the few agents still loyal to him, or me—are foolish enough to think Sorrel won’t try to take what little we still have.


Lotus looks around my room, big black pupils contracting. My room, with its collection of electric lamps and uncovered lanterns, is the one bright island in the dark sea of the Under; everything else is long shadows along rocky walls covered in hexagonal-patterned plastic, only occasionally broken up by the hazy glow of bioluminescent moss. I have goggles to see in the dark just in case, but the light from my cane does wonders to illuminate my surroundings whenever I leave.


“I came to check on you,” she says, which makes my anxiety tighten its grip on my stomach. If she’d been sent as a runner from Hemlock, perhaps I could write off that I caught her watching me work…


I hate so much that one of the first Asters who made me feel welcome among them, who shared her music and the art of her garden with me, is now one I can’t trust. But this isn’t the first time I’ve noticed someone lurking in the tunnels, watching me.


I brush past Lotus as I exit my room and enter the winding stone corridors. “I’m going to see Hemlock.” Better to update him in person than send him a message if the Under is crawling with spies. I have no idea who does and doesn’t report to Sorrel.


Lotus falls into step beside me. “May I accompany you?”


If I were an Aster, I’d probably be able to tell how she felt by her pheromones—whether she’s genuinely curious or embarrassed that I caught her watching me. But I’m not an Aster, and that makes it all the more important for me to be careful. Asters can easily lie to me when their body language is different from a human’s.


“No,” I say, “I’d like to be alone.”


Lotus says nothing. Without even a farewell, she simply fades into the shadows, choosing a tunnel I don’t.


I cautiously maneuver up a slope that leads to the basement of Mithridatism, where Hemlock spends most of his time. When we first came to the Under of Ceres from Vesta, I never imagined I’d be able to navigate the endless tunnels, but now… now I don’t even have to think about it. It’s habit that guides me, memory ingrained in my muscles.


After the Genekey virus tore me apart from the inside out, I didn’t know what I would be capable of. But as the weeks passed and my body healed, I settled into a new equilibrium. It all depends on the day, really. Some days I wake up feeling like I can walk all of Ceres. Other days, I’m already hurting by the time I open my eyes, and I use the gravchair to get me from place to place.


Of course, there are things that will never heal: I can’t grow hair. I’ve had more colds in the past six months than I ever had in my previous twenty years. And I can’t see colors, leaving the world a constant wash of gray.


But I’m getting used to the person looking back at me in the mirror, even if she’s not the bright-eyed, glitter-cheeked, purple-haired Luce I’m accustomed to. She’s still someone who saved the lives of thousands with her—my—sacrifice. And while I can’t be on the front lines climbing buildings like Hiro, I can be here, in the shadows, helping them succeed.


I come to the highest point in the Under and find the wooden door, swollen in its frame. I don’t knock when I arrive, just push it open and enter the warmth and comfort of Hemlock’s basement. Directly above me is the bar, Mithridatism, crawling with Gean citizens. Luckily, they have little to no interest in the Asters down below.


It’s quiet when I enter. I can’t help but feel like I belong when I’m alongside all these other forgotten trinkets—mismatched furniture, glass dolls in lacy gowns, books in diverse languages, tattered posters on the walls. I’ve even started a collection of my own: the plush toys sit with their backs to the wall on a shelf, button eyes shimmering in the low lantern light. If the Asters who live in the Under bring any more from the surface for me, I’ll need a new shelf. So far I have a dozen, though my favorites are the bunny holding a strawberry; the puppet of a round bird with a long, pointed beak; and the cute cat with the big grin.


I’m adjusting the bunny’s ears when Hemlock appears.


“Luce.”


My elbow hits the wall, and I whisper a curse. “Getting really tired of people sneaking up on me today,” I grumble. But more likely he was already here and I overlooked him. He’s well practiced at going unseen in plain sight.


“Sit with me, Luce,” he says, settling himself in his throne of a wingback chair.


I dump myself into my usual spot on the sofa and lean my cane against the arm. Despite the way his quarters change in subtle ways, he never does. He’s as timeless as a classic book. When I first saw him, I thought he was hideous, skin like a melted wax candle, white hair thin and limp, black eyes like a shark’s. Now I find comfort in his appearance; he hasn’t changed at all from how he appeared before I took the Genekey virus. He’s always been a study in grayscale.


“You’re staring at me again,” he says, turning his dark eyes toward me. They flash like a cat’s, reminding me, for a moment, of Castor.


I force myself to look away. “It’s nothing.”


His lips pull into a playful smile. “If you want to paint my portrait, you only have to say so.”


I scoff; I haven’t painted since Lito died, and I have no intention of returning to it. I used to find comfort in the beauty of the world, but there’s no returning to my usual style. I can’t revel in color like I used to.


“I think it would do you some good to try,” Hemlock says in a soft voice.


“Are you my therapist now?” I snap. The words are out of my mouth before I check my tone, and I instantly feel bad. “Sh— I’m sorry, Hemlock, that wasn’t…”


He holds his empty hands up in a gesture of surrender. “Not my place,” he admits. With the smallest shift in his chair, a wall comes up between us, and I’m not sure whether I want to keep it up or tear it down. It’s safer with that barrier; we’re coworkers, not friends or family, and I’d best remember that.


“I assume you’re here about Cytherea,” Hemlock says.


“Yeah.” My eyes move to the door that leads to the Under. Would Hemlock know if someone was lurking there on the other side, ear pressed to the wood? “We lost the drone to the peacekeepers, but not before the vid got out.” It’s easier to talk this way, rattling off information like I’m reading it from one of my monitors. “It’s spreading well through the black chats, racking up hits on the channels I monitor with ninety-five percent authenticity confirmation.” There have been a couple fakes of my work, but they’re easily discounted. “Hiro made it back to the safe house, though they weren’t really forthcoming on details.”


“Good.” Hemlock taps his fingers on the arm of his chair, and I recognize the faraway look he gets in his eyes. He’s considering things at play, and I hate to interrupt his train of thought, but…


“There’s something else.” He turns his attention back to me. “I caught Lotus lurking outside my room. Listening.” Spying, I don’t say. And I certainly don’t have to point out who she’d be working for.


Hemlock doesn’t seem concerned, simply slots that file away in his much-larger mental folder. “Have you ever considered telling your story in one of your vids?”


I snort. “Me?” Of all the things we have to deal with—like Sorrel spying on our operation without our knowing why—that’s what he wants to focus on?


He turns that hard gaze on me. “Aren’t you the one they want to hear from? La Peste te vigila and all that.”


Somehow that girl—La Peste—seems so different from the me who sits in a dusty basement wearing an old, stained tank top. The only thing we share is my body. “They still get me, just in the interview vids.”


“But that’s not your story.” Hemlock’s voice is the gentle dragging of nails over my back. “They still paint you on the streets, do they not?”


I shiver. “They already saw the best of me, Hemlock. They saw what I became. They know who I am. What’s the point of showing them the worst? What more could they want to know about me?”


“It was the act of taking the Genekey virus that put you here, that made you who you are,” he says, as if I don’t think about that every second of every day.


“Yes—and now I’m trapped here.” I swallow hard, trying to tamp down my rising anger. “ ‘La Peste te vigila.’ They want me to watch, and that’s what I’m doing. I’m not meant to be the focus of this operation, so let me do what I’m good at. Let me stay behind the camera, sending vids to those who can actually change things.”


“Fine.” And just like that, he waves his hand through the air, dismissing me. He doesn’t sound upset; if anything, he sounds tired. “If you want me to deal with Lotus, find proof that she’s spying for our dear Harbinger.” He sneers at Sorrel’s title. “Or better yet, why. Without proof, there’s no reason to jump at shadows.”


“Right.” I take my cane—the room instantly brightens with its light—and push myself to my feet. Hemlock says nothing as he watches me go, and that’s the worst part of it.


I’d feel better if he told me what we both already suspect: that no matter what we do, Sorrel and the Black Hive will eventually take all of our agents and resources until we’re toothless.










CHAPTER 4 ASTRID





Is it possible for the Geans and moonborn to cohabitate? One could argue that, because of my writing this, I believe that is so. That I seek, most of all, to create an understanding between the culture I was born into and the one I found in exile. But truthfully, I don’t see the possibility. It was the moonborn’s pride that drove them to remain separate when Earth and Mars joined together under the first Warlord. That pride may be one of the only things the moonborn still have.


From Outside Earth’s Moons by Magnus Starikov
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The briny smell of the algae vats rushes up my nose to the back of my head. In this cramped space, an underwater world of dim aquarium lights bathing the world in blue, I am home. I focus on the simple task of caring for these organisms, adding a bit more saline or fresh water depending on the tank’s readout. While they are not plants, I can still drift in the pleasant harmony of preserving life instead of taking it away.


“Thought I’d find you here,” someone says behind me. When I turn, I am surprised to find that Ebba Petrova herself, my savior and jailer, has come to fetch me.


“I was at the shooting range this morning. Bruni dismissed me,” I tell her, and the side of her face that isn’t a webbed netting of scar tissue pulls taut. Have I done something to displease her? Missed a meeting in which she wished me to share my insights on the Sisterhood?


“I just want to talk before the raid,” she assures me. The room is too cramped for her to enter, the vats stacked from floor to ceiling in every available space, so she gestures for me to follow her. Her magboots click as she steps out of the doorway.


I exit, knowing whatever room she leads me to will be just as claustrophobic as this one. There are no large spaces on moonborn ships.


She leads me down a hallway so slender that I am forced to walk behind her, the walls a mix of original silver and other scavenged panels in black or white. Some panels are missing completely, displaying tubes and wiring that remind me of the Juno’s maintenance tunnels. My standard-issue magboots keep me from needing the guide rail, though I hold on to it regardless.


One would think I would be accustomed to this, growing up on Mars in a settlement with unenhanced gravity, but despite my eight weeks here with the moonborn—or perhaps I should call them Skadivolk, as they do themselves—I’m not. Skadi has less than half the gravity of Mars. Even my Sisterhood ship assignments had standard gravity. Now, taking the disgusting gravity medication that turns my stomach and makes my bones ache as if I am a growing teenager again, I think fondly of the way my feet used to confidently strike the ground and the way I never had to worry about my limbs floating away if I did not pay them close attention.


Ebba stops when we reach the habitation quarters, and she gestures to my open doorway. I enter and sit on the edge of my simple cot, leaving the single chair for her. She takes it, as I knew she would, sitting on it backward, legs splayed on either side, so that she can face me.


“Look at you,” Ebba says, eyes flicking over me, “still sitting like a princess.”


I do my best not to flinch. Her words dredge up memories of long-ago bullies at Matron Thorne’s orphanage, though now they have the added sting of reminding me that I am an outsider to the rough-living Skadivolk.


“So long as I am not destructive, I hardly think the way I conduct myself should concern you,” I reply. At least she is not pushing me to shave my head again. Her own hair, silver with age, is closely cropped, but even after everything, my vanity balked at the idea of cutting mine. Instead, Bruni showed me how to braid and twist it into a bun at the nape of my neck to keep it out of my face during work, though it does sit awkwardly in the moonborn helmets when they are necessary.


“Have I missed an item on my schedule?” I ask, thinking of the Skadivolk’s incessant need to fill every hour, with either work, training, or community time. They even schedule their rests.


“Not really,” she says, then laughs when I sigh. The leader of the Skadivolk is a frustrating woman, and nothing I do will change that. Trying to get answers out of her when she does not wish to give them is as futile as trying to coax blood from a stone.


I can feel Ringer stirring inside me with frustration. My brother the protector, the ghost haunting me, is mostly silent with the moonborn. Happy, perhaps, to be among his people. Since we fled the Juno in the Ironskin, we have moved as one body, thought as one mind. When I woke on Earth, concussed and bleeding, it was with a soldier’s determination that I fled the incoming ship—though perseverance does little when one is dying.


Ebba stares at me with ice-blue eyes. Even now, sitting in my room, she has the attitude that everything—and everyone—bends to her whims, and I am reminded of the first time I saw her, large as a statue and almost as hard.


“Take what we can salvage from the suit,” she had said, nodding to the Ironskin that had brought me to the blighted planet.


“AND HER?” Bruni had asked, in the booming voice I would later come to know as normal for him. “SHE DEAD YET?”


Not yet, I had wanted to scream, but so much of the world was slipping away from me on those gray plains under that gray sky. Even as they had landed their ship and filed out with weapons ready, I had tried to crawl away from them, determined to die before I gave up. With my last piece of strength, before the blackness swallowed me whole, I reached out and clutched Ebba’s boot.


“Not dead,” Ebba had said, darkness clouding my vision. “Salvage.”


The next time I woke, I was on a ship leaving Earth, dropped next to the scrapped heaps of what had been the Ironskin. Salvage, Ebba had called me, and I have been working every day since to prove my use to her.


“Just got word back from Máni. No one recognized you from the image we sent.” Like everything, Ebba meets bad news head-on, her words as blunt as when she commented on my posture. “But we’ll keep trying. If your parents are out there, we’ll find them.”


“No one to claim me. No records of me.” The words are bitter on my tongue. “Perhaps my face is similar to that of a moonborn, but I am no one to you all.”


Ebba holds up a hand. “Now, I didn’t say that. There are plenty of reasons we haven’t figured out who you are or where you came from.”


“Such as?”


“Our records might be incomplete. Or maybe your parents are dead.” Ebba says the words like they could not possibly be hurtful. In this harsh land, death is a grim reality. “Or maybe your parents left us and had you on Mars, or wherever you ended up.” Dishonorably, she does not add, as leaving the settlements on Skadi and Máni is akin to exile. “Maybe any record of you was destroyed in one of our clashes with the Geans.”


“Do the Geans routinely destroy information?” I say, though I should know better than to ask by now. Ebba’s face shutters, unwilling to discuss it. The Skadivolk have their secrets regarding the Geans, ones they refuse to speak of regardless of my attempts to learn more. Questions about what they have lost. Who they have lost.


I tuck the fallen strands of hair behind my ears. “Perhaps there’s a name you can look into for me…”


Ringer growls at the words. Be careful with the truth of me, he cautions.


Ebba sits up straight. “Did you remember something?”


While I have spoken of the fuzzy memories from my childhood, likely thanks to the Sisterhood’s neural implant, I have yet to admit anything about Ringer, fearing the same thing he does: if he does not exist and the only name I have from my memory is fake, just a story I told myself, that is proof of my madness. Why would the Skadivolk ever welcome me among them then?


“Hringar Grimson,” I say.


“Hmm…” Ebba shifts to her feet as she thinks. “The name’s familiar. Maybe because Grimson is a common name. I’ll look into it for you.”


“Thank you.”


“Anything else?”


I clear my throat, finally speaking the fearful words that gnaw at my edges. “If I have no claim here, no family or ancestors we can locate, will I be turned out?” It would not be the first time I was left with no place to go, but it would be the first time I truly do not want to leave. I have begun to find a place, if not peace, here among the Skadivolk.


Learning to shoot and fight from Bruni has made me feel powerful in a way I have not for years. Even the raids have given me a sense of self-control I have severely lacked throughout my life.


“No,” Ebba responds quickly. “But you wouldn’t be one of us even if we did find your parents, Astrid, not until you proved you wanted to be.”


“And I do that by working with you.”


Ebba nods, and I let my eyes wander my room. When I was first placed here, I thought this space a closet they had turned into a prison cell. Once I was allowed to wander the ship, I learned that every room is like this, that even Ebba’s captain’s quarters are this size. There is no such thing as excess on Skadi; all moonborn live in such small spaces in a desperate dance with the elements of the void.


And yet… I have grown not to mind. Here, everyone shares what they have. They give freely to those who have not. They look at each other as a community instead of as rivals. A great family, spread across the moons. Even I, outsider that I am, have been welcomed. If I am willing to work according to my ability, I am offered the same comforts, small as they might be, as everyone else.


I turn my attention back to Ebba’s scarred face. She is a hard woman but a fair one. If I prove myself to her and she allows me to truly become one of the Skadivolk, I will have a place to belong. I will be one of them. I will have a true home. A real family.


As a child, I wanted nothing more.


And there will be no more secrets. I will have a right to know about the Gean clashes with the moonborn, about the information Ebba currently hides from me. About the history of the Skadivolk, and why there are some names—some people long dead—they speak of with a strange reverence.


“Then let’s go,” I say at last.


Ebba’s grimace-smile comes easily, only the unscarred half of her lips curling upward. “Suit up, Astrid,” she commands, and I stand to obey.





EBBA LEADS ME through the Skadivolk habitat, a grounded labyrinth of spacecraft they call longships tethered together in a jumble I have yet to memorize. All the ships we pass through are similar to hers: a mishmash of parts in a variety of colors and textures, adapted, bolted together, and recycled from raids to keep them functioning. Some, like one that houses families with young children, are decorated with colorful paper as if to hide the patchwork walls beneath. Others, like this one that stores the raiding gear on the outer perimeter of Skadi, bares its messy decor proudly.


We come upon the group preparing for the planetside raid, and Ebba splits from me to greet the warriors. Bruni, Ebba’s closest conspirator and a pilot without measure, watches me with a wide grin.


Bruni is an imposing man in the same way that Ebba is an imposing woman—tall, sturdy, muscular, thick in shoulders and legs—but he takes more care with his appearance than she does hers. His long gray hair is styled in the usual braid-bun, but he also braids his red beard to keep it out of his way, and his jumpsuit is cut to bare his heavily tattooed arms.


“LITTLE ASTRID!” he says as if he hadn’t just seen me at the shooting range for morning practice. With my height, only among the Skadivolk would someone call me little. All of them are tall, likely thanks to whatever else they ingest as children alongside the gravity medication to help them survive these harsh settlements. “GOOD OF YOU TO JOIN US!” Everything Bruni says is an observation turned into an exclamation.


“I am happy to help when needed,” I tell him.


Bruni claps me on the shoulder, almost knocking me into the wall. “YOU’LL HELP US WITH THOSE SISTERHOOD GALS?”


“Indeed,” I allow, hoping he does not hear my frustration. I do not mind proving myself to the Skadivolk by helping on their raids; it is simply the constant reminder that the Sisterhood lurks just outside these walls that upsets me.


“She doesn’t need your mothering, Bruni,” Ebba says. “Get your suit on, Astrid.”


I leave them to make their plans.


I walk to the nearest unclaimed locker—no name on it, because the members of the raid may change and there are not enough materials for everyone to claim their own—and pull a baggy space suit out. Sitting on the bench that runs down the middle of the room, I remove my magboots and begin to dress.


This is the fourth raid I will attend in person, but even more than with my presence, I have helped them with information, things only a Sister would know: Where cathedrals hide their items of value. Which abbeys are worth targeting. And of course, I can teach them the hand language only Sisters, Aunts, and Cousins know by law.


They hesitated to believe me at first, but once my information was verified—once I proved myself a willing asset—Ebba and her team plied me with questions. I answered them all truthfully. “You don’t seem exceedingly loyal to them,” Ebba had said then, and I had laughed until tears had pricked my eyes.


How could I still be loyal to them? They had used me, then tossed me aside when I no longer served their purpose. They had polluted the Goddess’s teachings, groomed children to abuse, and killed anyone who questioned their ways. I had lost and lost and lost, time and again—all because of them.


It was only when Ebba asked that question that I realized the icy truth of my situation: I was finally free of the Sisterhood, something I had only dreamed about in my younger years. And so I chose, then and there, to have nothing more to do with them.


Of course, it is not so easy as saying I am done when forgetting is impossible. I clench my eyes tightly, trying to shut out the images of Eden hanging from the ceiling at the Temple, the mottling of her neck, the faded color of her body.


Focus on your hands, Ringer tells me in my mind, on your body in this space.


I ball my hands into fists. Open my eyes and look at the Skadivolk around me. This is my path, my immediate future. And once I prove myself as one of them, I will finally have my home. My family.


I push my legs through the large silver ring at the neck and slip into the suit. My arms follow, reaching inside and pulling it up over my shoulders. I take a moment to smooth my jumpsuit, an ugly faded blue but still worlds better than the gray dress I am accustomed to wearing, so that it is not rumpled underneath. Once I am comfortable, I adjust the silver ring until it is snug against my own neck, then I press a button so that the suit reconfigures to my size, much like the plugsuits used in the Ironskins, tightening through the torso and limbs. After that, I slip my magboots back on and am ready to leave.


I am the last one finished, and though I burn with embarrassment at how slow I am compared to the others, no one comments. “Helmets,” Ebba says, and I take the one from the same locker as the suit, pulling it down over my head until I hear the sharp click of it connecting with the neck ring. “Testing.” Her voice comes to me over the comms, and I give her a thumbs-up alongside the other raiders.


“Let’s move.” Ebba leads the way through the longship to the shuttle we will take to Earth, exactly like the one that brought me here. The group looks as disparate as only raiders can. My suit is white and gray, while others are patched with Icarii black or Gean navy. Bruni is dressed in a vibrant bloody red, but Ebba is as plain as I am.


The longship dock is, like everything moonborn, small by Gean standards. It fits a mere four shuttles nose-to-end. We descend the catwalks above them for the ship Ebba gestures to, a craft that might once have been an Icarii podship but is now a patchwork creation.


I am the last to file onto the shuttle, but Ebba has saved a spot for me next to her on the benches that line both sides of the ship. Bruni drops into the pilot’s seat, his chuckles coming over the comms like static. I am sure the other five Skadivolk show their nervousness or excitement in their own ways, but I cannot tell what they feel behind their faceless helmets.


I am a mix of uneasy dread. The shuttle trembles as the engines kick in and Bruni maneuvers us into the airlock. Everything other than the memory of my time in the Ironskin falls away. I close my eyes in the helmet and touch my shoulder—beneath the suit is the scar that a bullet left after it clipped me on the Juno. I thought I would die out there, launched into the burning black of space, bleeding out into the Ironskin. The only thing I could hear was my heavy breathing and my racing heartbeat. Now is exactly the same, and the world around me shrinks.


“HERE WE GO!” Bruni yells, but even his loud voice is lost in my panic. A moment later, I am pressed into the bench and wall of the ship. At least I remembered to lean back this time, instead of forcing the seat belt to bear my weight, digging into my chest.


For a time, we travel like this, breaking away from Skadi for the black of space. There I can relax a bit, listening to the chatter of the raiders over the comms. But I cannot take part in the discussion, because fear has stolen my tongue. The worst is yet to come.


As we close in on Earth’s surface, faded blue and green mixed with gray, the ship bucks and jolts, striking the detritus of old ships and satellites that threaten to knock us off course. Bruni holds us steady with his years of practice. It is only once we hit the atmosphere that the struggle becomes more than I can bear.


The ship grows hotter. Sweat beads on my forehead. My throat aches, thin and dry. I feel a hand against my knee—Ringer’s? No, Ebba’s—and I grab it and hold. I grit my teeth, jaw cramping, muscles aching as I hold myself against the wall, head back. Goddess, oh Goddess, oh Goddess, I pray, more a plea than an invocation, out of habit instead of belief. The moment is an hour and a day and a second all at once.


And then the ship’s flight smoothes out. The heat breaks, cool air rushing from vents to replace it. The pressure leaves me, lets me breathe easier. I release Ebba’s hand. Now that the danger is past, embarrassment rushes in. This, if anything, is proof I do not belong among the Skadivolk.


“You’ll get used to it,” Ebba says on a private comm channel to me. But I know that is not true. Every time I will remember the Ironskin, and every time I will fear myself a breath away from death, whether I really am or not.


“CHECK OUT THAT OCEAN!” Bruni says as he maneuvers us through the clouds, and though I flinch at the strength of his voice, I look to the screens regardless.


The white-capped seas stretch, restless and gray, beneath us.


I have returned to Earth once more.





BECAUSE EARTH IS where the majority of Gean soldiers are prepared for duty—the standard gravity makes it ideal for such work, and the harsh climate contributes to survival training—we enter the atmosphere as close to our destination as possible. After an hour of easy travel, we land, and the Skadivolk break into frantic movement, checking weapons, gathering supplies, preparing for their assigned roles. The map puts us on an archipelago, each island a shimmering gem on a necklace, off the west coast of the African Multinational Territory. It is not terribly far from where I fell in the Ironskin, I note.


“Shake a leg, Astrid.” Ebba nudges me with the toe of her boot.


It is always in my first steps that I feel the full threat of Earth’s gravity. I haven’t been in standard gravity since the last raid and I am weak from Skadi’s loose hold. My heart beats heavily, thudding like stones dropped from a height. My vision spins as I pull off my helmet and suck in great lungfuls of cool air. Thanks to the gravity medication I have been taking, my body adjusts after a minute or so.


The others are already out of the shuttle, waiting for me. I exit after them, pulling down the bun-braid as I go. The sky above stretches as far as the eye can see, a dizzying prospect. The Skadivolk carry guns in a variety of shapes and sizes, some great Gean railguns but others of a type I have only practiced with, long and slender energy weapons from the Icarii. I do not arm myself; as I step past the other moonborn, my hair tumbling down my back in a golden sheet, I become the banner of our peace.


Bruni walks a step behind me at the head of the raiding party. Ebba blends into the pack. One would hardly know she is our leader unless they learned the inner workings of the Skadivolk like I have.


As we approach the abbey, Bruni and the others slow, allowing me to break apart from them. Now only Ringer accompanies me along the steep cliffs. The abbey sits on a jut of rock above a sharp decline. Below, the restless sea roars, clawing at volcanic black sand, waves like great fists crashing with fingers of water grasping. The smell of salt hits me, reminding me of the algae vats but far stranger.


Ebba has told me stories of the rising of the seas, how whole cities were lost to the warming of the world. How people retreated to lands like this one with high plateaus and slumbering volcanoes, close to the Earth’s equator so that the eventual cooling of the climate would not be so harsh on them.


Still, this is a small island, peaceful in its lack of bustling humanity. It must be fully claimed by the Sisterhood for conservation efforts. While the Warlord holds his seat of power on Earth and soldiers are plentiful here, Bruni would not have chosen a place with a heavy military presence for our raid.


But compared to Mars, everything is leached of color. The sky is a cloudless gray, the sun nothing more than a white disk, so unlike the colorful Martian atmosphere with its halo of blood at the horizon. While the vegetation here is stark—hard, spiky plants, flowerless and toothed—the Sisters at the abbey have done their work well, and the surrounding area of the island flourishes in a mix of greens.


The abbey itself is a series of buildings gone gray with age along a winding dirt path. The main building, used as a chapel, is set apart from the others and situated closest to the cliffs. It is perfectly spherical with a great silver dome and shining scales that can retract to allow nightly viewing of the stars. The telescope inside, once used to monitor the heavens, is now a sleeping cyclops, antiquated but not without its use. It was common in the early years of the Sisterhood to seize scientific buildings as chapels. To the Skadivolk, the lenses of the telescope alone are worth the cost of the raid.


I pass through an opening in the low stone wall that surrounds the chapel. Three Sisters wait before the simple single-story building attached to the chapel, watching our approach. All of them are past the years they would normally spend on a spaceship serving soldiers; two are in their forties, and one is in her fifties, old enough to retire from Sister to Cousin. Still, she wears the dress of the Sisterhood beneath a gray cloak to shelter her from the cold wind coming in off the ocean. She is the one who steps forward to greet me.


You are the one they call the Unchained? she signs.


I shudder despite being blocked from the wind in the shadow of the abbey. I have not been called the Unchained since Ceres, when I took it as an epithet of pride. Now the title fits me better than ever, but I want nothing to do with it, or my past in the Sisterhood.


I am, I sign regardless; it is far easier for me to accept the identification than debate with her, and it is obvious my reputation has preceded me. I come ahead of the soldiers to seek a peaceful resolution. There need not be a fight.


I look to the two women by her side and miss what she says next. Something isn’t quite right, Ringer’s instincts tell me. As Bruni would say, there are owls in the moss here.


Where are the rest of the Sisters? I ask, ignoring whatever she was signing. I do not miss the look that the two younger women exchange, confirming my suspicions. This is far too large an abbey for just the three of you. Bring forth the others, or the soldiers will be forced to enter and drag them out.


Something like a smile appears on the eldest Sister’s face before it swiftly disappears. What is she planning? If she has heard of us, she knows what we are after, and I know that the Skadivolk would not hesitate to fight to get what they want. The Sisters are not trained for that, and I would not see them hurt if I can manage it.


If you wish to take our instruments and supplies, you must seize them with your own hands, she signs, not quite answering my question about more Sisters inside. We will not simply give you what is necessary to our survival.


“ALL WELL, LITTLE ASTRID?” Bruni’s voice carries across the yard. He and the others have caught up with me, their presence just outside the wall making their threat clear.


I hold up a hand to instruct him to wait. Again, I see the younger Sisters exchange a nervous glance.


Do not act as if you will not receive more supplies if you request them, I respond.


You’re missing something, Ringer says, but it is not helpful because I know that.


And if I command these men to enter the abbey and harm the Sisters in your care? I sign. It is a test, not a thing I would do, but the eldest Sister’s face grows hard. No fear. No anxiety at the idea of armed invaders.


Almost as if she…


“ASTRID?” Bruni enters through the same break in the wall I took, and the eldest Sister’s eyes jump to him.


“Now!” the Sister—not a Sister, she cannot be—screams. “Fire!”


The doors behind her fly open. Four men in plain clothes step from the dark entry hall, railguns in their hands. A fifth stands behind them, his long navy coat similar to the Gean military uniform but just different enough that I realize what is happening: the Control Agency Police are here.


“BLOODY CAPPOS!” I hear Bruni scream behind me, using the abbreviated slang name for the CAPs.


I turn to flee the way I came, only to see Bruni go down with a bullet. My ears ring from the shots. Something sharp strikes me in the back of the head, my vision flashes white with pain, and arms encircle me so that I cannot retreat.


Only six seconds have passed, and everything is in chaos.


I am dragged into the foyer of the abbey, past the line of four soldiers using the doors for cover. I struggle against my captor, but they burrow a hand into my hair and hold so tightly that my scalp protests.


“Do not harm the Heretic!” the eldest woman says—an Aunt, she must be an Aunt. “They want her alive!”


The hand releases me, and I look up at the man in the long coat. I have never had cause to deal with the Control Agency Police; by their very nature, they avoid Sisters and anyone else who would reveal their true identity during their investigations. Fear overtakes me as I recall what Aunts whisper about them: that they are master torturers, ice-blooded sadists, who know how to hurt without even drawing blood. I fear what he means to do with me, but after a quick pat-down to check me for weapons, finding none, he steps over me to focus on the Skadivolk.


The Aunt grabs my hair, but her strength is not equal to the man’s. “Come with me,” she commands. I do not know where she means to take me, but I know that following would be a death sentence; I have no doubt who it is that wants me alive, who would have the power to command the cappos, and it is for that reason I sink deeper into myself. I do not have a gun, but that does not mean I am unarmed.


Unbidden, memories rise within me. “If you are to live with us, you will learn from us,” Ebba says, the first law of my new life. I train my energy pistol on the target and squeeze the trigger. I twist my wrist from Bruni’s grip and kick him in self-defense. I use a larger opponent’s weight against him as Ringer settles along my bones and flexes my limbs. “You don’t lack skills, you just need refinement. So practice, Astrid. You need to practice until the knowledge lies in your muscles instead of your head.”


My boot finds the top of the Aunt’s foot, my elbow sinking into her midsection. Her grip on me and my hair loosens, and I spin, driving the heel of my hand into her nose. Blood spurts, red and warm. She screams as she falls, but the sound is drowned out in a hail of gunfire.


I look to the soldiers to see if they noticed, but all of them are focused on the Skadivolk who have taken cover behind the hip-high wall. Bullets chip away at the stone and kick plumes of dust into the air; I do not have much time if I want to save them. Behind the soldiers, the two Sisters—true Sisters, who do not speak aloud—cower.


I consider taking one of them hostage, using her to ensure the safety of the moonborn. But even as I think it, something within me recoils. How much have these poor women already suffered? What would I be, to cause them even more pain?


I lean down next to them, and they hold tight to each other, their faces wan with fear of me. They do not cry out, because they cannot, so I speak for them. “Go hide with your fellow Sisters,” I say. “Run.”


I do not have to tell them twice. The smaller of the two pulls at the taller, tugging her deeper into the building. I lose track of them in the shadows.


Now there are only the five soldiers between me and the Skadivolk—and the Aunt, who lies weeping on the ground, tears mixing with the blood of her broken nose.


With Ringer’s eyes, I see the path forward.


From my left sleeve, I pull a short blade, no more than two inches in length. It is not meant to be a weapon, not meant to be anything more than a way to cut oneself free if tangled in space detritus—the opposite sleeve holds suit sealant for a similar emergency—but with the right pressure, it can do life-ending damage. We humans are exceedingly fragile, nourishing veins just beneath the surface of our skin.


I crouch by the Aunt and push the blade to her neck. She did not see it, but stiffens all the same when she feels the sharp point. “Get up,” I say. I do not have the strength to pull her to her feet; I need her cooperation if any of this is to work, and this is merely the first step, a test as to whether she is willing to do as I say. I am operating on the belief that she will aid me in order to save her own skin.


She stares at me with wide red eyes as if she does not comprehend, as if I am speaking a different language than she does. “Stand!” I say, more forcefully than before. That pierces her malaise, and she dips her chin in assent. With my hand on her arm, she stands, swaying slightly, perhaps from the loss of blood. But she does not put up a fight, does not spit on me, all things I have no doubt Aunt Marshae would do. Good; I need her pliant.


“What is your name?” I ask her.


She hesitates before answering. “Aunt Doris,” she says, perhaps hoping the name will humanize her in my eyes.
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