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  Synopsis



  Following the Advance team, the Exodus ship heads toward a new homeworld. Here they will build a future without the threat of mutated changers. Chief Engineer Adina Vantressa, responsible for keeping the Exodus vessel operational, stays far away from her vast family. She doesn’t trust them. Nurse Briar Lindemay shares a secret with her younger sister Caya, an unregistered changer whom Briar has unlawfully brought with her aboard Exodus.


  


  Adina and Briar meet, and their attraction grows despite their attempts to stay apart. Briar fears that acting on her feelings will take her focus from Caya. Adina’s emotional scars hinder her, but she can’t ignore how Briar makes her feel.


  


  When disaster strikes and the only way to save the Exodus is to trust what the people aboard fear most, will the authorities listen? Or is the journey over and everything lost?
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  Fierce Overture


  


  “Gun Brooke creates memorable characters, and Noelle and Helena are no exception. Each woman is “more than meets the eye” as each exhibits depth, fears, and longings. And the sexual tension between them is real, hot, and raw.”—Just About Write


  


  


  Coffee Sonata


  


  “In Coffee Sonata, the lives of these four women become intertwined. In forming friendships and love, closets and disabilities are discussed, along with differences in age and backgrounds. Love and friendship are areas filled with complexity and nuances. Brooke takes her time to savor the complexities while her main characters savor their excellent cups of coffee. If you enjoy a good love story, a great setting, and wonderful characters, look for Coffee Sonata at your favorite gay and lesbian bookstore.”—Family & Friends Magazine


  


  


  Sheridan’s Fate


  


  “Sheridan’s fire and Lark’s warm embers are enough to make this book sizzle. Brooke, however, has gone beyond the wonderful emotional explorations of these characters to tell the story of those who, for various reasons, become differently-abled. Whether it is a bullet, an illness, or a problem at birth, many women and men find themselves in Sheridan’s situation. Her courage and Lark’s gentleness and determination send this romance into a ‘must read.’”—Just About Write


  


  


  Course of Action


  


  “Brooke’s words capture the intensity of their growing relationship. Her prose throughout the book is breathtaking and heart-stopping. Where have you been hiding, Gun Brooke? I, for one, would like to see more romances from this author.”—Independent Gay Writer


  


  


  September Canvas


  


  In this character-driven story, trust is earned and secrets are uncovered. Deanna and Faythe are fully fleshed out and prove to the reader each has much depth, talent, wit and problem-solving abilities. September Canvas is a good read with a thoroughly satisfying conclusion.—Just About Write


  


  


  The Supreme Constellations Series


  


  “Protector of the Realm has it all; sabotage, corruption, erotic love, and exhilarating space fights. Gun Brooke’s second novel is forceful with a winning combination of solid characters and a brilliant plot. The book exemplifies her growth as inventive storyteller and is sure to garner multiple awards in the coming year.”—Just About Write


  


  “Brooke is an amazing author, and has written in other genres. Never have I read a book where I started at the top of the page and don’t know what will happen two paragraphs later. She keeps the excitement going, and the pages turning.”—MegaScene
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  Prologue



  “Commander Vantressa! Behind you!”


  Adina Vantressa pivoted, her tall, lithe body in perfect balance as she kept her rifle at eye level. Several more changers approached, two of them bouncing what looked like balls of plasma between their hands, getting ready to throw. A strange, burned odor emanated from the crackling phenomenon.


  “Stay back,” Adina said, her low alto voice carrying through the turmoil. The street along the park of the capital’s most prestigious area looked like a war zone. Overturned vehicles, injured civilians, and burning structures had transformed the beautiful area into something unrecognizable. “If you don’t stand down, I have no choice but to open fire.” She didn’t want to shoot any of her fellow countrymen. Cursing the president’s idea to arrange a “unity” parade, Adina held her ground as the changers advanced.


  During the last few decades, the security issues regarding the Oconodians who carried the previously dormant genetic markers that, when activated, gave them powers beyond what anyone could ever have dreamed up had escalated out of control. Poor political decisions served to make matters worse as the changers were treated less than humanely, some subjected to preemptive incarceration on sketchy grounds. Skirmishes with the authorities had led to deaths among the changers, and other changers had retaliated with even more deaths as a result. Families, torn apart when children or parents failed the screenings, sustained a heartache they would never recover from.


  “She’s going for it, sir.” Lieutenant Dodgmer, her next in command, a burly man who’d sat behind her in the damn parade vehicle, spoke behind her. Stepping up next to her, he kept his crossbow armed with stun-arrows trained on the closest changer. The woman, tall, in her early thirties, and with long white hair, let the plasma-ball hover above her palm. She smiled as she approached them.


  “That’s far enough. Take her out, Lieutenant.” Adina would rather he’d shoot with his non-lethal ammunition.


  The arrow penetrated the woman’s shoulder but had no effect. Adina changed the setting on her rifle. So, this would get uglier yet. “My ammo isn’t as benevolent. Stand down.” One final warning, which the changer ignored. She tossed her head, making her long hair billow in the wind. Raising her uninjured hand, the changer looked ready to throw the ball. Adina’s rifle was set to take out a life form three times the woman’s size. She fired. The changer staggered back and sank to her knees. Her smile changed into an ugly frown. With a growl, she tossed the ball at them before she tumbled onto her back and remained still. The rest of her gang pulled back when they saw their leader fall.


  Adina looked down at herself. Her left shoulder burned with a fizzing sound. Numbly she waited for the pain she knew was coming, but when the substance in the plasma-ball burned through Adina’s dress uniform, it was still worse than she’d expected.


  “Ahhh!” Sinking to her knees, unable to work past the pain despite her training, Adina clutched her shoulder. This was a mistake, as it emphasized the agony.


  “Sir!” Dodgmer was at her side. “Medic! I need a medic over here.”


  “Just get me to the base.” Adina didn’t trust the civilian hospitals. Their security measures were hardly prioritized now when most people counted the days to the commencement of the Exodus operation. Over two million Oconodians were leaving to make a new home free of changers on another planet. An advance fleet had gone forward and secured a suitable world for them, and people were packed and ready to go.


  As Adina’s lieutenant half carried, half dragged her along the park fence line, she thought how ironic it would be if the Exodus ship lost its chief engineer before the journey even began. For the last fifteen years she had worked alongside the creator of the twenty-some cube-shaped vessels that could maneuver independently or be docked in several patterns as one. The designer, Admiral Korrian Heigel, had handpicked Adina, and together with Meija Solimar, the social anthropologist who was also Korrian’s wife, she’d reveled in the task of working toward a solution to save their people…


  “Sir! Stay alert, Commander. We’re almost at the end of the street. There’s a checkpoint with hovercraft and they’ll get you to the base in no time.” Her lieutenant’s voice sounded as if it came through bubbling water.


  “Good.” Slurring her words now and barely able to breathe, Adina couldn’t see through the haze surrounding her. Voices cried out, and the acrid odor from the burn on her shoulder made her sick. She tried to blink and clear her vision, but the dark became impenetrable. Adina thought she heard the telltale sound of a hovercraft nearby. She had to close her eyes despite Dodgmer’s frantic words. So tired, she needed to rest for a moment. She slumped at Dodgmer’s side, her legs giving in.


  “Sir, just a few more steps. We’re nearly there.” Dodgmer dragged her, her numb legs refusing to cooperate, toward the fluttering sound. “You can do it, sir. We need you aboard the Exodus ships. Don’t you dare die on me.”


  “Not dead yet.” Adina forced her eyes open, groaning against the blinding light as she did. “Get me on the damn hovercraft. That’s an order.”


  “Aye, sir.”


  The last thing Adina knew was how she slammed into a hard, vibrating surface. It smelled of singed metal.


  Finally, the hovercraft. She might just stand a chance.


  Chapter One



  “I can’t believe we made it, Briar. If you hadn’t risked everything, I’d have been left behind.” Caya Lindemay stood in the midst of their quarters, regarding her sister with huge turquoise eyes.


  Briar pulled her young sister close as she turned her attention to the large screen showing the view of the space dock and, behind that, Oconodos, their home planet. Former home planet. She kissed the top of Caya’s head. “You’re wrong. If we hadn’t been able to fake our records, I would’ve stayed behind with you. No matter what.”


  Teary-eyed now, Caya only nodded. She was a petite, deceptively fragile-looking nineteen-year-old possessing an ethereal beauty. Normally quite headstrong and willful, Caya had changed during these last months. Briar prayed their being safely aboard Pathfinder would restore her personality. She never thought she’d miss their butting heads over trivial matters, but she did.


  “Why don’t we go to the closest common area and experience the launch with the rest of our neighbors?” Briar smiled encouragingly. “I’m on duty in six hours, and by then we’ll be well under way.”


  “All right.” Perking up, Caya gazed down at herself. “What should I wear?”


  Briar laughed, delighted, as this was such a normal question for Caya. “You’re fine. Just do something about that mane of yours. You’ll catch people with those wild curls.” Briar thought Caya looked otherworldly, and she always had, with her waist-long golden-blond hair and transparent turquoise eyes. Now Caya tied her hair into a high ponytail.


  “How about me?” Briar turned and held out her arms. She knew she couldn’t even compare to Caya. Where Caya’s hair was a golden hue, Briar’s was copper red and only reached her shoulders. Briar’s eyes, transparent light green, were the only of her own features that pleased her whenever she had a rare moment to examine her appearance. Caya claimed Briar’s pink freckles were cute, but having been teased about them as a young girl, Briar disagreed.


  “You look awesome. That aqua trouser suit fits you perfectly. Aren’t you glad I persuaded you to buy it?”


  “Well, I suppose.” Briar nodded. “I admit I found it an unnecessary expense then, but you were right.”


  Caya brightened. “See?” She checked her reflection in the mirror just inside the door. “Let’s go then.”


  They weaved their way through the crowded corridor. People were either trying to find their quarters or on their way to the common area.


  “It’s so big,” Caya said, sounding breathless. She clung to Briar’s hand. “I’ll never find my way around here!”


  “I’ve studied the blueprints, and once we become familiar with our part of the ship, we’ll be able to apply that knowledge to all the other areas.” The Pathfinder consisted of twenty-three units, cube-shaped, that were able to move by changing the polarity of powerful magnets. It could also be divided up in twenty-three separate ships if need be. Each cube could host 100,000 individuals, which Briar thought was an unfathomable number. Some units held hospitals, and others hosted vital functions like engineering, the bridge, and law enforcement. The ship designers had thought of everything: schools, universities, places for worship, and parks. The passengers also enjoyed stores, factories, restaurants, libraries, and recreational areas within a close distance.


  Briar, a neonatal intensive-care-unit nurse, was assigned to work at the main hospital, geared toward specialized care, four cubes from theirs. Each cube had its own standard medical unit, but the main hospital would deal with the critically ill or the most difficult traumas. Briar had seen information videos explaining how the transportation system worked and knew it would take her about thirty minutes to get to her duty station, depending on the demand for jumpers.


  They reached the common area, where Caya lit up considerably when she saw the trees and grass in the center of the square. This was one of many and, as it was close to their quarters, was no doubt going to be a familiar spot in the future. Briar spotted a free table at the café to their right. Sprinting through the crowd, she secured it for herself and Caya. Briar ordered some herbal tea for them and gratefully relaxed against the backrest. She would soon be on her feet for twelve hours straight during the night, and knowing how intense her shifts usually became, she would have very little rest.


  “It looks like a real sky, almost,” Caya said and peered up at the ceiling. “How did they do that?”


  “With some special paint that absorbs the brightness from the light sources, I think.” Briar had worked so hard on studying everything required of them before the Exodus, and even gone beyond what was mandatory. To keep Caya safe, she couldn’t allow major surprises. “It will follow our normal rhythm to not confuse our sense of time.”


  “That’s great,” Caya said, tilting her head and making her ponytail fall onto her shoulder. “I’d hate to get the hours all jumbled.”


  “Me too.” Sipping her tea, Briar tried to grasp the fact they were actually aboard and nobody had suspected Caya was anything but a regular teenage girl. At nineteen, she looked several years younger. No one, not even the lab tech who’d performed the genetic scan, knew the truth about Caya. When Briar had discovered Caya’s abilities several years ago, she’d thrown herself into planning their deceit. The authorities mustn’t find out about Caya’s gift. The punishment for concealing and hiding a changer was severe. For the changer it was even worse. If anyone found out about Caya before they reached their new home planet, she would no doubt be put into an escape pod and jettisoned. Briar would be incarcerated for a very long time.


  Shaking off her onset of nerves at such prospects, Briar regarded the crowd around them. She had delayed coming aboard until the very last minute, thinking the guards would be less diligent in their scans and probing questions with launch time only hours away. Her plan had worked splendidly. A weary ensign had waved them in and confirmed their quarters and status among the population. Now, two hours later, all two million passengers and crew were aboard. Briar tried not to think of the people left behind, either voluntarily or because their genetic makeup disqualified them. They would soon launch into march speed. Everything was carried out remotely since the space dock was now deserted.


  Speakers crackled briefly and a huge holographic screen appeared across the square. A tall, distinguished-looking man in uniform came into view, flanked by one man and one woman, also in uniform.


  “Greetings, Oconodians. My name is Fleet Admiral Orien Vayand. I’m the military commander for this mission of taking our people to our new home, so far called P-105, but that designation will change, of course. We’re about to release the docking clamps and begin the journey for which we’ve prepared for decades. Some of you have already lived aboard Pathfinder for months as you embarked first; some of you arrived only hours ago. You may or may not have family or friends left behind on Oconodos, and I recognize this is a bittersweet moment. On one hand, it’s filled with promise for a safer future, and on the other, it’s a farewell to our world, our past, most likely forever.” Vayand cleared his throat, his deep baritone emphasizing the emotional moment for all of them. “No matter what, we’re on our way and will make a stop at the Loghia homeworld to collect the 100,000-some Gemosians who are joining us.”


  Briar had closely followed the disastrous event two years ago, when the advance team from Oconodos had come upon the destroyed Gemosian homeworld. The use of garnet oil in a mining endeavor on one of Gemosis’s moons had caused the moon to explode, which in turn created natural catastrophes all over Gemosis. Only a little more than 100,000 Gemosians survived and had to take refuge on their closest neighboring planet, Loghia. Ironically, it was the same world where garnet oil originated. Now, most of the Gemosians, including those of their cabinet of ministers who had survived, had arranged to join the Exodus fleet.


  “We heard from Admiral Caydoc and her interim government on P-105 only hours ago. She assures me they’ll be ready for us to arrive approximately two years from now. As you know, it took the advance team a little more than a year to reach P-105, but as our vessel is so much more intricate and larger, we can’t travel as fast as they did by magnetar drive.” Vayand smiled. “With me to my left is my next in command, Commodore Numeyo, and on my right, my chief engineer, Commander Adina Vantressa. They are in charge of day-to-day business when it comes to getting us all to our goal safely.” Nodding briskly, Vayand motioned for someone not yet in sight. “Now I will let President Gassinthea de Mila Tylio take over. Madam President?” He gestured toward the transmitter and a white-haired woman in her fifties stepped into view.


  “Greetings on this historic day, my fellow Oconodians.” President Tylio went on with her speech, but Briar wasn’t listening anymore. She focused on the woman standing to Vayand’s right, the chief engineer. Brown hair, short and wavy, framed a strong face and widely set brown eyes. No, not brown, more like liquid amber. She stood at attention slightly behind her superior officers but looked completely confident.


  “Imagine being on the same ship as the president.” Caya interrupted Briar’s thoughts. “I never realized she’s so beautiful. Just look at her.”


  “A ship with more than two million individuals. I daresay the chance of you ever even spotting Tylio at a distance is miniscule. Let’s keep it that way.” She raised her eyebrow deliberately at her dreamy-eyed sister. “And don’t give me your ‘let’s just see about that, shall we’ look.”


  “Yeah, yeah.” Caya crinkled her nose. “No matter what…” She stopped talking and paled. Her hands began shaking, and she dropped her tea mug, which made a loud clatter as it hit the deck. People around them paid hardly any attention, but Briar trembled from anxiety as she rounded the table quickly.


  “Sweetheart. What’s wrong?”


  “Dark…dark and no air.” Stuttering, her lips tense, Caya was losing all color as the blood drained from her face. Her voice was slow, and she spoke with a slur Briar recognized only too well.


  Damn it, this couldn’t happen now. Not in public. Briar hauled her sister up and wrapped a steady arm around her. “Let’s get you out of here. Must be something you ate before we came aboard.” Briar spoke the latter in a louder voice for the sake of potential onlookers. She knew all too well what was happening to Caya.


  Helping Caya back to their quarters, Briar managed to remember the lock combination despite her fear of meeting someone who’d realize what was really going on. Inside, she helped Caya lie down in her alcove. “There. We’re alone. You’re fine.”


  “It’s not clear.” Caya sobbed. “So strange. It isn’t clear when it’s going to happen or where, but everything is dark and lives are lost. So much pain comes from that darkness and…you’re there.” She looked up at Briar with turquoise eyes framed by wet lashes. “You need to be very careful.”


  “Of course I’ll be careful.” Briar knew better than to doubt Caya’s premonitions. Her accuracy in seeing details about what would happen in the very near future was uncanny. Usually, Caya’s visions stretched only one or two days forward. They came to her at any given time, and her physical response ranged from mild surprise to violent convulsions, depending on the subject matter. This wasn’t the worst reaction Briar had witnessed, but strong enough for her to feel unsettled.


  “I—I need to sleep now.” Caya squeezed her eyes shut. As Briar pulled a blanket over her still-shivering body, Caya snapped them open again, panic radiating from her. “Did anyone see me? Did anyone—”


  “No. I mean, I don’t think anyone saw anything but a girl getting overwhelmed and perhaps a bit sick. Everyone was watching President Tylio.”


  “You sure?” Gripping Briar’s wrist with strong, ice-cold fingers, Caya flicked her eyes back and forth, as if trying to read the truth in her older sister’s.


  “I am. Rest now. I’ll make us something to eat later before I have to report for duty. I can’t be late for my first shift.” Briar smiled wryly. “No doubt the chief nurse would have my head. I’ve met her only briefly, but I bet she can be scary.”


  “Ha. She’ll love you, like all your previous bosses have.” Sounding calmer now, Caya yawned and turned on her side. “Wake me in time to help you set the table.”


  “All right.” Briar sat on the side of the bed until Caya fell asleep. She tenderly stroked the long tresses from Caya’s face. Her little sister did look like a fairy-tale creature with her long hair and transparent, all-seeing eyes. Even as a baby, she had drawn people in. Fascinated by her delicate features and strong presence, all their parents’ friends and family had worshipped Caya. Briar, in turn, was never envious of her sister. She never sought the attention Caya always attracted, nor did she begrudge her sister the way she always remained center stage. Instead, Briar took it upon herself to protect Caya against those of her young peers who were jealous.


  Briar sighed as she stood. She found it impossible to avoid the painful memories of the unforeseen events that had taken their parents from them. First their mother became ill with the Garazabian plague when Caya was five and Briar eighteen. She died in the hospital within a week. She was gone so fast and it broke their father, who left them to fend for themselves during long periods of time when he worked off-planet. It was as if he couldn’t bear to be around his daughters, especially Caya, who strongly resembled her mother. Briar had just finished her training as a nurse when she learned their father had died in a mining accident on the Hosoni asteroid belt. Caya was eight and Briar twenty-one. Apart from a few elderly, distant relatives, they were on their own.


  Pushing away the memories of how she’d struggled to keep Caya with her, Briar switched the screen from the exterior viewfinders to the president’s broadcast. Tylio had finished, and now the tall, dark-haired woman, the chief engineer, spoke.


  “Once we are safely away from the space dock, we’ll go to magnetar drive, which we’ll maintain for a little more than thirty days. We’ll slow down to march drive as we approach Loghia. There, we’ll evacuate the Gemosians, which will take approximately six days.”


  Briar had never heard such a vibrant alto voice with such a dark timbre and obvious strength. Briar easily imagined her in command. What was her name again? Oh, that’s right. Adina Vantressa. Forceful, and…there was something arrogant, even disdainful around her.


  “Once they’re all installed and the cabinet approves a final passenger manifest, we’ll be on our way to P-105. I’m in charge of engineering, and if you have technical issues of any kind, you will talk to my subordinates. We have a hundred engineers on each cube. We don’t expect anything serious to come up, but we all enjoy our recycled hot water for our showers, don’t we?” She smiled, and this expression altered her severe features altogether. Her amber eyes sparkled, and stepping closer to the screen, Briar saw the fine lines around them. Perfect white teeth glimmered between her full lips. “I’ll give the floor back to Fleet Admiral Vayand now.” She turned with military precision and resumed her place behind Vayand.


  “As you can tell, we’re in the best of hands. I know you’ve all read this in the information package you received, but it bears repeating. When you hear the signal and order to strap yourselves in, including the children, do so immediately. Going to magnetar drive is a dizzying experience, even for those of us who have been through it before. Our new life is about to begin. I wish for us all to go in peace and splendor.”


  “Peace and splendor,” Briar muttered under her breath and turned the screen back to exterior viewfinders. Oconodos sparkled like a blue-green pearl in the upper left corner. Once they engaged magnetar drive, she would never see her home planet again. She and Caya were headed for a new home, a new world, and nothing was going to happen to her sister. As long as Caya never gave anyone a reason to doubt her genetic makeup, they were home free.


  Starting to prepare some of the food available through the automatic system hooked up to all quarters, Briar found herself gripping the dicing tool so hard, her hand hurt. Who was she trying to fool?


  A lot could still go wrong.


  Chapter Two



  **Adina Vantressa**


  **Commander and Chief Engineer**


  **Day 1**


  **Exodus Operation**


  **Personal log**


  


  One day and my family is already breathing down my neck and demanding things of me. They should know better. Correction. They do know better. Mother is only doing this to reestablish herself as the ultimate matriarch. My stepfather #4 uses his proverbial blinders, and I swear he’s getting increasingly out of touch with reality each time I see them. Then there are the siblings, nieces, nephews, aunts, uncles, and the grandparents, and…I honestly could have gone on this mission alone, without one single member of my family aboard the Pathfinder, and never missed them for a second. No matter how easy it is for them to weasel their way into people’s lives and minds, they’re not getting anywhere near me. As chief engineer I rarely have to interact with the passengers, no matter the size of the vessel—this ought to make it easier for me to stay clear of the Vantressa clan.


  


  A chirping sound from her communicator automatically put Adina’s log entry on pause. “Vantressa here.” She impatiently tapped the surface of her desk.


  “We have a major power loss in sector eleven, sir,” a stress-filled voice gushed at the other end.


  “Backup?”


  “For some reason, several of the generators aren’t kicking in. Most power sources are off-line.”


  Adina stood and pulled on her jacket. “I’m on my way over there. Have the team on standby in main engineering.” Thundering in her chest, Adina’s heart felt like it was about to trip and fall. Sector eleven. That was the main hospital cube. A power loss on a space ship was always serious, but when it affected a medical facility, it could be disastrous. If she didn’t fix this problem instantly, and on day one of their journey to a new and safer world, her reputation would become seriously dented. Not to mention her own self-confidence.


  The jumper shuttle system took her to the tenth sector, which didn’t appear affected by the power cut. Tapping her communicator, Adina barked her orders. “I’m on the threshold to sector eleven.” She peered through the dark tunnel. No jumper cars appeared. The power outage was affecting the main grid as well. That wasn’t exactly good news.


  “The power cut is to a defined area in sector eleven. The starboard part of the hospital and the shuttle system.”


  “All right. When can you reach the department heads in the hospital cube, sector eleven—”


  “Hello? Nurse Lindemay, NICU unit, university hospital cube eleven here. Hello?” The clear, young-sounding voice broke through the channel assigned to engineering. “We have no power. This is an emergency, as the backup system hasn’t kicked in. Our incubators have no power! Can anyone hear me?”


  Adina frowned. “You’re on the official engineering channel, Nurse…eh…Lindemay,” Adina said curtly. “I suggest you check your manual and find the nearest—”


  “Check my manual? Are you joking? It’s pitch-black in here, my premature babies are on oxygen, or I should say, they were on oxygen, but now we have no power. And no backup power.”


  “This is being dealt with. I suggest your return to you duty station—”


  “I heard you before. You’re Vantressa, from the broadcast this morning?”


  “Yes, but—”


  “You need to come here and figure this out. I have my entire staff hand-ventilating twenty-six babies who can’t saturate themselves on their own.”


  “As I said—”


  “Not good enough,” Lindemay snapped. “My babies will die. The future generation of our people. These are someone else’s beloved children, and without the technology available to keep them alive, they won’t make it. That will be on your head since you refuse to come here.”


  Adina’s mind whirled. Children. Tiny, premature babies struggling for air. Damn it. “All right. I’m on my way. Keep the kids alive until I’ve solved the problem.”


  “You’re handling this yourself?” Lindemay sounded hesitant.


  “Yes. Get off the official channel system. Vantressa out.” Adina climbed onto the magnetic track where the jumpers normally ran continuously. She tugged at a lever and a large hatch opened, deploying a two-seated mini-jumper, which utilized hover technology instead of relying on the track. She entered and was about to head into the black tunnel when a male voice stopped her.


  “Commander! Glad I caught up with you.” Lieutenant Dodgmer climbed into the mini-jumper. “My team’s meeting at the hospital entrance.”


  “Good.” She lowered the bubble around them that would protect them in case of an atmosphere leak in the tunnel system. “What the hell could be wrong? I surveyed the systems over the last week and everything functioned perfectly.” Adina shook her head in dismay. “And now, of course, little babies, the future of our people, are in danger of asphyxiating.”


  “Oh, Creator of Oconodos, that’s just too much.” Dodgmer, usually stoicism personified, looked ill at ease. “My youngest was in a NICU ward on Oconodos for six weeks.”


  Adina had forgotten that about Dodgmer’s twelve-year-old son. Now she remembered how as a lieutenant commander she had visited the Dodgmer family in the hospital, and how impossibly tiny the little boy had been. “We’re going to fix it,” she said through gritted teeth.


  The mini-jumper hummed through the tunnel system, not as fast as the regular ones, but at enough speed for Dodgmer to actually strap himself in. “Nobody’s going to help anyone if we crash into a tunnel wall,” he muttered as Adina barely scraped along the left side. “Creator, I’d already forgotten how you drive.”


  “Ah, come on. We’re almost at the hospital’s jumper gate.” The lights alerting them about the gate flickered erratically. Slowing down, Adina pulled the mini-jumper to the side and let it hover a few moments near the exit while checking out the situation around the gate. The crowd gathered there was not agitated, but it was obvious that the blackout and subsequent transportation malfunction was having a direct effect. “Let’s go,” Adina said, and grabbed her tool kit. “Keep your sidearm ready.” While they stepped out of the mini-jumper, Adina opened a channel to security, requesting extra personnel. “People have become used to riots the last few years. Let’s make sure we don’t have one here.”


  The hospital gate was heavily guarded. Adina and Dodgmer merely nodded at the ensigns flanking it. Hoping the guards weren’t the trigger-happy kind, Adina took in the scene in the lobby. Information staff had their hands full, and everywhere, extra lanterns cast a golden glow, so different from the bright, crisp light in the hospital.


  “My team’s here.” Dodgmer waved the engineers over.


  “Excellent. I have two other teams deployed throughout the hospital. We’re going to focus mainly on the children’s wards, the NICU in particular.”


  “Aye, sir.” Dodgmer handed out assignments to his team, consisting of five men and three women, all in uniform.


  “Using the elevators is bound to get us stuck in a shaft,” Adina said. “I’ll join my crew on the NICU floor.” She nodded toward the stairwell.


  “My team’s already on its way up the stairs,” Dodgmer said. As he spoke, the voices outside became increasingly louder, and Adina hoped the added security details would arrive quickly. If concerned relatives decided to force the entrance, the guards in place wouldn’t stand a chance unless they began shooting. For any Oconodian soldier or law-enforcement officer to fire on their own kind was traumatizing. Adina knew of many who’d left their chosen profession after having to perform such a task.


  “We better get going.” Adina strode toward the stairwell. No matter what took place on the first floor, her duty was to restore power and safety to the NICU units.


  


  *


  


  Nurse Lindemay hadn’t exaggerated. Apart from the handheld lights, the NICU wards were completely dark. Still, most of the occupants seemed calm and spoke in low voices, with the exception of a few people who called out in worry and fear. Judging from their echoing words, they were parents of the children cared for in these wards.


  “Are you from engineering?” a firm voice asked, and a light shone in Adina’s eyes. “Commander Vantressa. I recognize you.”


  Assuming this might be the nurse she had spoken to before, Adina held her hand up. “Mind pointing that somewhere else, Nurse Lindemay?” The light shifted instantly.


  “Yes. Sorry. Do you know your way to the control consoles?” Lindemay flicked her light to the left side of the corridor.


  “Yes.” Adina could distinguish the nurse now. Automatically she registered her average height, slight build, and reddish hair kept back with a broad headband. She wore the usual scrubs of indeterminable color. “Additional security officers will arrive shortly. From now on, each of the wards, individually, is on lockdown.”


  “Lockdown? For a power outage?” Lindemay said, but seemed to change her mind. “All right. Sure. Just hurry up, all right?” She held up her other hand, demonstrating the oxygen tanks she was carrying. “These won’t last forever.”


  “Got it.” Adina hurried toward the consoles kept in a small room. Everything in there was off-line. “How the hell did this happen?” she muttered as she began to rip off the plating to the circuitry and crystals placed there.


  “No clue, sir.” Dodgmer was busy erecting work beams to give them enough light to see what they were doing.


  Adina lifted off the tray holding the guiding crystals that ran every single calculation and operation of Pathfinder’s systems and gazed behind it. “What the hell?” She directed the beams toward the area farther into the console.


  “Damn it. That’s not just any malfunction. Creator of Oconodos.” Dodgmer leaned in to feel one of the almost-liquefied circuits.


  “Don’t. This is…something I haven’t seen in years.” Adina tapped her communicator. “Vantressa to Admiral Heigel.” She was about to repeat her hail when a somber voice replied.


  “Heigel here, Commander. What are you doing to my ship?”


  “Not much, sir. Yet. I need your input into what’s going on at the NICU wards on cube eleven. It’s bad, sir.”


  “We’re on our way,” Heigel said, her voice as commanding and stern as it’d been when Adina had first met her twenty years ago. The word “we” hadn’t escaped her. It was clear Heigel was going to bring her spouse, Chief Anthropologist Meija Solimar. The two women had worked tirelessly together for the better part of their lives. Admiral Heigel was now close to seventy-five years old and Solimar a few years younger.


  “We’re in trouble, aren’t we?” Dodgmer said gravely. “As you’re calling in the woman who made this possible on the first day.”


  “If I didn’t, it’d be a dereliction of duty on my part. This,” Adina said, gesturing toward the still-melting mess, “can destroy the entire cube unless it’s contained. And we need to double security. If I’m right, this is manmade.”


  “Fuck.” Dodgmer engaged his communicator and ordered more security to the hospital and also to checkpoints at the open airlock to the surrounding cubes.


  Adina donned protective gloves. Pulling out her scanner, she ran it from a distance. The readings turned out to be all over the place. “This doesn’t make sense, Lieutenant,” she said, tapping the screen. “I’m reading components that couldn’t possibly end up in there, unless…” She broke off and scanned closer to the melted circuits. “Unless this indeed is sabotage.” Adina stared at the readings. “I don’t believe this. Dodgmer, have your people evacuate the ward. We have to open every damn system console in the entire unit, but for now, we’ll work with this as unit zero.”


  “On it, sir.”


  Adina was headlong into the console when a loud exchange of voices reached her. “What the hell…?” She stood and strode into the corridor. Right in front of her, Dodgmer and Nurse Lindemay stood, toe to toe, the feisty nurse actually pressing a fingertip into Dodgmer’s vest.


  “What about ‘it can’t be done’ don’t you understand, Lieutenant?” Lindemay said. “Some of the wall units are just that. Wall units. As in attached and unable to move around.”


  “You need to evacuate the ward.” Dodgmer pointed toward the exit. “The area’s not safe.”


  “What am I supposed to do? Put the premature babies in my pockets and run?” Lindemay flung her hands in the air, and from Adina’s point of view it was smart of the woman to stop poking Dodgmer.


  “Move your staff and the children that aren’t attached to the wall.” Adina glared at the other two. “Ask for volunteers to help care for the remaining babies.”


  “Actually, only two are fragile enough to require the non-mobile units. I’ll stay behind and ventilate one and—”


  “Show me and I’ll take one,” Dodgmer said brusquely. “That way you free staff members to help out at the other units.”


  Lindemay blinked. “Eh, all right. It’s pretty easy. Come on.” She motioned for Dodgmer to accompany her, and Adina returned to the console room. Approaching steps made her glance over her shoulder, and she was relieved when she spotted Admiral Heigel and Meija Solimar.


  The former immediately knelt next to Adina. “Report.”


  “I’ve completed two different readings.” Adina handed over her scanner. “It’s bad, sir. We’re looking at some sort of white-garnet compound.”


  Heigel didn’t flinch, but her eyes snapped to meet Adina’s. “So. Sabotage.”


  “Yes. There’s no way anyone would place anything so volatile anywhere in a hospital. White garnet is used as a lubricant around the magnetic tracks on the outside of the cubes. Well, I don’t have to tell you that, but—” Adina stopped, knowing she was stating the obvious to the woman who was in charge of designing these vessels.


  “But it couldn’t possibly end up in here unless someone deliberately put it there.” Heigel looked up at her wife. “We need to bring the top brass into this. You’re the best person I know to be the liaison.”


  “By that you mean my body count is lower than yours,” Meija Solimar said with a wry smile. “I’ll page the fleet admiral’s office and let him break the news to the president.”


  “Thank you.” Heigel returned her gaze to Adina. “I suppose we’ve evacuated this ward?”


  “All but two very fragile premature babies. A nurse and my next in command are tending to them. The rest of the patients and staff have moved into another unit. My teams are scanning every system console in this ward and will extend their search once they make sure they’re clear.”


  “Instruct them to set their scanner to high sensitivity for white garnet.” Heigel sighed as she studied the hot mess inside the console. “And I don’t have to tell you how volatile this is. Nobody can touch it.”


  Adina tugged at her communicator and relayed Heigel’s orders. “Mark anything you find and seal the plates in question so nobody opens them accidentally.” A steady fizzing sound interrupted Adina and she pivoted to glance at the molten components. Behind them, a light flickered steadily. “What the hell?” She leaned in further, vaguely registering Heigel’s words of caution. Somewhere in the back, a small row of tiny lights flickered rhythmically, and the sound was louder.


  “Commander?” Heigel sounded concerned.


  “You have to get out of here. Take the nurse and Dodgmer in the next room with you.” Swallowing against the sudden dryness in her throat, Adina forced herself to remain calm. “If the nurse gives you trouble, tell her I said it’s time to put the preemies in her pockets and run. We have an explosive device, and if I can’t disarm it—well, you know.”


  “I do. I’ll be right back.” Heigel left before Adina had time to object. Again, she heard loud voices from the next room, but they quieted much faster this time, and as Adina scanned the device in the back of the console, Heigel returned.


  “The nurse wasn’t happy, but she’s showing the lieutenant how to wrap the little shrimp of a baby he was ventilating in a blanket. She wasn’t sure they’d make it to the next ward, but they’re going to try.”


  “All right. Now, sir, you need to follow them—”


  “I’m not leaving. Let me have a look.” Heigel crawled forward and poked her head in next to Adina’s. “Damn, this is bad.” She flipped open a mini-scanner, clearly a prototype of some sort. “Let’s use this. It has some handy settings.”


  “One of yours.” It wasn’t a question. Adina ran the scanner, keeping her gloved hand well away from the white-garnet meltdown. As she pulled it back, it began to beep. “Now what?”


  Heigel looked at the readings as well. “If we don’t stop this, we’ll lose more than this ward. We could lose the entire NICU unit.” She donned protective gloves. “Visors on.”


  Adina knew better than to waste time by trying to persuade the older admiral to leave, so she handed one visor to Heigel and put one on herself. “We’re going to have to use a double set of laser spanners. If the timing’s off by even a fraction of a sec, we’ll spend the last of our days as space dust.”


  “I have no intention of widowing my wife.” Grabbing a laser spanner, Heigel switched it on. “Come on, Adina. Let’s do this.”


  Adina nodded solemnly, knowing the success of the mission rested on their shoulders. She leaned into the console, adjusted the spanner, and set it to synchronize with Heigel’s. When the spanners began the countdown sequences, she counted her breathing at the same pace. As the last tone ended, Adina engaged the spanner and extended it toward the connection buds on the device. A clicking sound emanated as she and Heigel maneuvered it and, one by one, turned off the flickering lights. Once it was completely dark, they began to pull it out in the open.


  Now, when it wasn’t attached near the white-garnet mess, Adina drew a deep breath. As they passed just above the melted components, another fizzing sound startled Adina and she flinched. Her lower arm rubbed briefly against the melted white garnet, and it permeated the glove within a moment.


  “Oh!” The pain made Adina give a rare moan. “I’m going to drop it, sir. Take over!” The garnet was already burrowing through her skin and would soon hit her blood vessels. It might even burn her hand completely off. Either way, it would lead to a painful death.


  Chapter Three



  Briar stopped at the last intensive-care unit equipped on the ward. Her infant wasn’t breathing. “In here. We can’t go any farther.”


  The burly man behind her didn’t respond. In fact, he was breathing into the tiny mouth and nose of the small boy he was cradling in his large hands.


  “We’ll put them into the same incubator over here. If we stack as much of the equipment as we can between them and the explosives, we might stand a chance.”


  Dodgmer and Briar pushed the listless babies into the incubator. To Briar’s relief, she saw several portable ventilator units sitting by the door. Grabbing them, she placed them over the faces of the children. Pressing the sensor that would determine the size and needs of each respective baby, she prayed to the Creator they weren’t depleted.


  “Look. They’re working,” Dodgmer said, gasping.


  Briar had already seen the sensor light turn blue, and her heart rate slowed marginally.


  “Come on. Your idea wasn’t bad.” Dodgmer rushed toward the area holding cots and chairs, dragging them with him. Together they stacked the loose inventories around the incubator. At least the items wouldn’t fly against the children if Vantressa was unsuccessful.


  “She’s quite something, your boss,” Briar said, pushing small mattresses in between the furniture and the incubator.


  “We go way back,” Dodgmer said shortly. “If anyone can fix this, it’s her. Her and Admiral Heigel.”


  “Heigel. I never thought I’d ever see her in person. She’s a legend.”


  “Rightfully so.” Dodgmer stood with his back to the incubator. “Without her, I believe we’d still be on Oconodos.”


  “Yeah.” Briar waited, expecting the blast to hit any sec. How much time had passed? What was going on?


  Another minute passed, feeling like an hour. Then a cry of pain pierced the air. It was a female voice, and whoever it belonged to was in agony.


  “All clear, but we need medical staff,” another female voice shouted.


  “That’s the admiral calling. I should—”


  “No. Watch the babies,” Briar said and ran toward the door. “You’re not medical personnel. I am. Stay with them. They’re all right as long as the light on the ventilators remains blue. Call for medical backup for them and for your boss.”


  She didn’t wait to confirm. Running through the corridor, she had to slow down to allow her eyes to adjust to her flickering wrist light. She cursed the fact she wasn’t familiar with the layout of this unit. Briar looked frantically for an EM-kit. Just as she reached the door leading into the console room, she saw one attached to the wall right beside it. Snatching it into her arms, she dived into the room.


  Curled up in a fetal position, Commander Vantressa was moaning and tears ran down her cheeks. Heigel was holding some strange-looking device and dipping into even weirder-looking green goo over and over.


  “I can’t let go of this or it’ll detonate, but she needs help. She’s got white garnet on her arm.”


  “Fuck.” Briar tore open the EM-kit. It held most things she might need in small quantities, and she hoped there was enough to neutralize the garnet. If it reached a major artery or, even worse, the commander’s bone marrow, it would be the end of their chief engineer. “I’ve got you, sir.” Briar flicked the lid of a can and reached for the arm Vantressa cradled against her chest. “Give me your arm. Quickly.”


  “I can’t let go.” Vantressa’s voice, husky from pain, was barely audible.


  Briar leaned forward and now saw what was happening. Vantressa wasn’t just clutching her arm because of the searing pain, but she was twisting the shirtsleeve to create a makeshift tourniquet. “All right. I understand. Just let me get in between there to pour this.” She rolled Vantressa a little more onto her back, steeling herself against the deep groan of pain her actions created. “I need to find where it hit you.” It didn’t take her long to locate the finger-long gash, growing deeper and darker by the sec. Careful not to waste any of the neutralizer fluid, Briar grabbed Vantressa’s hand and pulled it toward her. She poured the thick fluid into the blackening gash, not daring to take her eyes off the woman beneath her.


  The cry emanating from Vantressa was barely human. It finally stopped, and a quick glance proved the commander had fainted. Briar hoped that was all it was. When the can was empty, Briar removed Vantressa’s grip on the shirtsleeve and made sure the blood flowed. She hoped there was enough neutralizer fluid in the gash to travel through Vantressa’s body. If the garnet had pierced a major artery or the lymphatic system, the commander would face an agonizing death.


  “How is she?” Admiral Heigel asked, out of breath as she kept dipping the device into the solution before her. “Damn woman. She risked her life by doing what she did, but she saved the entire ward.”


  Briar was busy attaching portable monitoring sensors to Adina’s chest. “If it didn’t penetrate too far, she’ll end up with an ugly scar. If it did…You know?”


  “I do. Creator, she didn’t even hesitate to stick her hands into it and pull.”


  Studying the unconscious woman, Briar had to admit Vantressa possessed remarkable courage. She seemed hard-nosed and dismissive, but that was the military for you. The fact that Vantressa had saved all of Briar’s beloved little patients gave her a whole page of plus points. Briar inspected the wound and saw no sign of further penetration.


  “This has to be sabotage, right?” Briar glanced at Heigel.


  “So it would seem, yes.” Looking grim, the admiral sighed. “And it’s only our first day after switching to magnetar drive. Fantastic.”


  Caya’s words hit Briar. So dark, no air, so much pain, and lives are lost… She’d been right. Again. Caya’s visions were becoming increasingly accurate. But nobody had died. Not yet. Her eyes darting to the monitor convinced Briar that Vantressa was doing all right. As a matter of fact, her eyelids fluttered and then opened to reveal her amber-colored eyes.


  “What are you doing?” she asked huskily, trying to move. Before Briar could warn her to stay still, the pain in Vantressa’s arm made her slump back with a moan. “What the hell?”


  “You’ve sustained injuries to your left lower arm after coming in contact with white-garnet oil. I’ve neutralized it, and I think I reached you in time, but it’ll be painful until we can get you to the vascular unit. I simply can’t give you anything, as it might interact with white garnet and perhaps make it worse.”


  “Understood,” Vantressa said through gritted teeth. “I’m grateful you could assist, although I don’t understand how you got here so fast.”


  “Because she’s the stubborn and courageous type, sir,” Dodgmer said from the doorway. He knelt next to Vantressa and patted the shoulder of her uninjured arm. “You hanging in there, sir?”


  “I am.”


  “The children?” Briar asked but somehow knew the man would never leave them unattended.


  “Your colleagues from the other unit came to get them. They’re fine. I sent word to security, engineering, and command about the situation.” He looked over at the admiral. “Sir? Want me to take over?”


  “No, Lieutenant. I don’t dare let go until they get a safety canister here. Shouldn’t be long.”


  “Damn straight.” Meija Solimar stepped inside, pushing a bullet-shaped canister on a hover cart. “Let’s get that thing off your hands before you end up like the commander.”


  “It’s good to see you.” Heigel smiled at her spouse. “I’ve dipped it two hundred times, if not more. It should be stable enough to move.”


  “Canister’s open.” Meija lowered the container as far as it would go, and the inside shone with a strong, turquoise light.


  Heigel placed the white-garnet explosive into the canister and slammed it shut, securing it. Then she slumped sideways, now trembling all over.


  Meija wrapped her arms around her wife. “It’s all right. It’s just adrenaline. You’re fine.”


  “We hoped for adventure, didn’t we?” Heigel chuckled as she gasped for air. “I’d forgotten just how unpleasant sabotage and explosives can be.”


  “No kidding.” Meija shuddered as she glanced at Briar and Dodgmer. “We’ll tell you the whole story about what went on at the space dock when Korrian and I were still at the blueprint stage.”


  Briar was intrigued. “We’ve read about the first sabotage of the Exodus operation in school. I’d love to hear from the source though.”


  Dodgmer looked like he agreed.


  “I need to sit up.” Vantressa shifted impatiently.


  “All right, let me help.” Briar motioned for Dodgmer to hold on to the uninjured arm. “On three. One, two, three.” They hoisted Vantressa into a sitting position, but this turned out to be almost too much for her. Tilting sideways, she ended up curled against Briar’s shoulder.


  “I’m sorry,” Vantressa said, trying to sit up.


  “Hey. Don’t aggravate your arm. Just relax. As Ms. Solimar said, you’re fine. I’m no expert on garnet, white or red, but if anything was going to happen via your veins or lymphatic system, it should’ve happened by now. Just stay where you are. I hear boots approaching. I’d say it’s security and so on.”


  Briar kept her arm protectively around Vantressa’s sinewy and muscular shoulders. She wasn’t sure why she felt so protective of the chief engineer, but she did. Perhaps because the woman had selflessly saved the entire unit and its innocent occupants, but there was something else. She held such a high position and had the ear of the fleet admiral and the president. It was amazing how this woman wasn’t above getting her hands dirty, or injured, as it were.


  Soon security and vascular experts swarmed throughout the small room. Heigel and Meija left to file their reports. Vantressa spent a few more minutes on Briar’s shoulder before the medics lifted her onto a hover gurney. Just as they pushed her out the door, the power returned to the unit, blinding them when all the lights snapped on at the same time.


  “Nurse. Nurse Lindemay?” Commander Vantressa called out, her voice stronger now.


  “I’m here. And my name is Briar, sir.” Briar leaned over the gurney.


  “Briar. Call me Adina.” Adina smiled faintly. “Thank you. You saved my arm and—most likely—my life.”


  Embarrassed at receiving praise and gratitude, Briar shrugged. “It’s my job.” She twisted her fingers into the hem of her shirt. “I’m glad I wasn’t too late.”


  “Me too.” Adina closed her eyes briefly. “My team will make sure all the other consoles are clear. They’ll give you the go-ahead when it’s safe—”


  Briar patted her shoulder. “We’re on it. You just focus on getting better, sir…Adina.”


  “All right. Thank you.”


  The emergency medics hurried the gurney through the corridor, the vascular team already by the doors.


  Briar gazed around her workplace. This afternoon it had been new and uncharted territory in so many ways. Now, after everything that had happened, she felt it was her turf. This was her unit and she was here to keep her little patients safe. She had done that today, with the help of her coworkers and Adina Vantressa’s bravery. Whoever could find it in their heart to sabotage a unit caring for prematurely born children, the most vulnerable of all Oconodians, would not cease their attempts.


  A deep, trembling breath later, Briar realized it was time to start secretly documenting Caya’s visions, as her ability to see future events might help save people’s lives.


  


  *


  


  Adina heard the familiar voices and groaned. “Not now.” It was, however, too late to stop the Vantressa clan from entering her room. The head of vascular surgery had insisted on keeping her for at least two nights. There was a miniscule risk of white garnet dislodging from a joint or muscle tissue and poisoning her system on a smaller scale. How her family had found out about her situation she didn’t understand—but she wasn’t surprised.


  “Child!” Shabina Vantressa called out, her voice high-pitched and concerned. “You’re so pale.” She bent over Adina’s bed and peppered her face with kisses. “I’m here. We’re here now. We’ll take care of everything.”


  “Thank you, Mother, but—”


  “Ah, don’t mention it. What are families for?” Shabina sat down on a visitor’s chair, as did Mailo, her stepfather, on the opposite side. The rest of the family—three siblings with their spouses, two aunts and uncles, one grandmother, and two great-uncles and their wives—stood in a semicircle around Adina’s bed. In front of them children of all ages looked at her with wonder.


  “You’re famous, Aunt Adina,” little Unsio said, his eyes glowing with interest. “They showed you again on the main screens. All the other kids in our block will know you’re our aunt.” He was bursting with delight.


  “Oh, Creator,” Adina said with a sigh. She hadn’t even been properly debriefed yet.


  “He’s not exaggerating,” the boy’s father, one of her brothers, said. “You’re forever deemed the hero who saved the Exodus mission from failing on the first day.”


  Adina knew better than to argue. Her family had a way of collectively deciding on what was the truth. Usually they were in consensus when the issue at hand coincided with what was in the family’s best interest. Right now, it was good for the family to bask in whatever fame the screens rendered her. She had learned firsthand how coldly they could turn away if they decided what happened placed them in a bad light. The Vantressas would be an excellent case of collective sociopathic mindset to study. Having lived among them until she was eighteen, Adina was aware that her absence while at the military academy and, later, the university, was why she had escaped their clutches. When the Exodus operation had approached, her respite came to an end. It was hardly surprising they’d track her down among the two million passengers, but she hadn’t thought she’d have to deal with them on the first day.


  “I’m sorry. I need to rest,” Adina said, making her voice short. “Thank you for coming.”


  “But we’re here to take you home to our quarters. It has to be better for you to be around family than—”


  “No.” Her vehemence stirring beneath the surface, Adina cradled her injured arm. “I need to be under the supervision of specialists.”


  “What’s going on here?” a bright voice said from behind the Vantressas. “The commander cannot have this many visitors at once.”


  Adina stared at Briar, who still wore her nurse’s uniform. Of course, her family had no way of knowing which unit Briar worked at.


  “I want to nurse her back to health in our quarters. We live in a larger setting as a family cooperative,” Shabina said, waving dismissively at Adina’s protests. “We have plenty of space.”


  “I’m sure you mean well,” Briar said before Adina could snap at her mother. “However, in this case, it’s a matter of having specialists monitor your daughter so she doesn’t lose her hand…or her life. She’s doing much better, but she’s not quite in the clear yet. Why don’t you let her get some rest and come back to visit tomorrow? Perhaps just a few of your lovely family? The commander tires easily after her ordeal.”


  “Hmm.” Shabina exchanged a glance with her latest husband. “Well, if you say so, Nurse…”


  “Lindemay.” Briar pointed merrily at her nametag. “I just knew you’d understand what’s best for the commander.”


  Shabina looked like she’d object again, but Briar took her hand between both of hers. “As a mother you’re hardwired to protect your child. I truly understand that, but the best thing for the commander, for Adina, is to rest here where she has specialists to tend to her. You understand, right?”


  Adina stared at how her willful and manipulative mother swallowed everything Briar said, and her reaction set the tone for the rest of the family. They waved good-bye to Adina, and after her mother subjected her to another storm of pecks on her forehead, the Vantressas departed as noisily as they had arrived.


  Exhaling, Adina closed her eyes. “Oh, thank the Creator.” She opened them and looked at the petite woman at the foot of her bed. Briar’s strawberry-blond hair was down and lay in large curls around her shoulders. “I apologize for my family barging in. They can be a bit…much.”


  “They worry about you.” Briar shrugged. “Then again, a lot of them were here. Too overwhelming for you.”


  “You could say that,” Adina murmured.


  “Well, I’ll let you get your rest—”


  “Wait. Don’t go yet.” Adina wasn’t sure why she didn’t want Briar to leave, because she was exhausted. “Sit down for a moment, unless you need to be somewhere.”


  Briar hesitated for a moment but then sat down on the chair Shabina had just vacated. “I can stay a few minutes.”


  “Thank you. Is the ward operational again?”


  Briar smiled. “Yes. When I left, the children were asleep in their own incubators and cots. They’re all remarkably unaffected.”


  Relieved, Adina returned the smile. “Any casualties somewhere else?”


  A dark shadow traveled across Briar’s fair skin. For the first time, Adina noticed the pink band of freckles across her nose. “Not on the children’s unit. However, a jumper with four people—two men and two women—sat in a tunnel for hours without being able to alert anyone. One of the men suffered a heart attack and died in his wife’s arms while they waited for help.” Briar drew a trembling breath. “They ran out of oxygen just before an engineering crew happened upon them.”


  “Oh, for the love of the Creator.” Adina winced. “And?”


  “They’re alive, but two of them are in a coma.” Briar shoved her hand through her locks, disheveling them thoroughly. “Why the hell would someone do this when we’ve just started out?”


  Adina unclenched her fists. “Destroy morale, for political or religious reasons. Undermine the whole Exodus operation, if possible.” She’d seen a long list of protesters who had reasons to do something like this. “The thing is, using white garnet the way these people did requires a lot of knowledge and, I suppose, guts. One false move and they would’ve fared much worse than I did.” She smiled wryly. “And trust me, it hurt.”


  “I could tell.” Briar pulled a leg up and hugged it to her. “I could also see how it pained the admiral not to be able to help you. She had to keep dipping that thing or we all would’ve died. I couldn’t make it out of the ward since both my babies stopped breathing as we ran. Have to say, your guy there, he’s quite something.”


  “Dodgmer?” Adina thought of how he’d dragged her from the mayhem in the capital a while back. “He’s the best. I trust him with my life and then some.” She tilted her head on the pillow and regarded Briar. “Seems I can trust you the same way. Thank you.”


  “All medical staff would know what to do with such a burn.” Briar colored enough to set her freckles ablaze.


  “Not all medical staff would run toward a room containing a dangerous explosive device like that.” Adina could tell the praise didn’t sit well with Briar and wondered why. Most people, even if they became embarrassed, liked hearing when they did something well.


  “Maybe.” Briar stood. “I should let you rest. I’ve got to go home and make sure my sister gets off to school. If I don’t, she might think it’s not entirely necessary the second day of our journey.”


  “You have a sister? Is it just the two of you?” Adina wasn’t sure why she asked or why she was keeping Briar from leaving.


  “Yes. Her name is Caya and she’s nineteen. Last year of basic school.” Briar rocked back and forth on her feet as she shoved her hands into her pockets. “And yes, it’s just us. Been like that for a while.”


  “I see. Well, you saw what a family I’m blessed with.” Grimacing, Adina lowered the head of the bed.


  “Does it hurt? Let me.” Briar leaned over her and pressed the sensor to lower the bed. “There? Better?” She gazed down at Adina, and it was as if time slowed for several moments. Despite Adina’s fatigue and the pain in her arm, she missed the warmth radiating from Briar when the other woman stepped back and resumed her stance, hands in pockets. “I hope you sleep well,” Briar said. “I’ll look in on you tomorrow after work, if that’s okay.”


  “That’d be nice.” Adina took herself by surprise again, as she rarely socialized with anyone except her peers in the military. For her to willingly agree to spend any time with a civilian was…unheard of. “Bring your sister if you like.”


  Briar hesitated. “All right. I might do that.” She nodded and hurried out the door.


  Adina wondered if the white garnet had reached her brain after all. Why did she respond so powerfully to this woman? Briar wasn’t her type in any way or form. The first time she’d seen her earlier that day in the flickering lights, she’d thought her small and weak looking. Recanting the latter impression, though Briar was indeed on the short side, Adina conceded she’d have to revise most of her preconceived ideas about this nurse. She was tough, strong, and perceptive. Granted, she hadn’t seen through her family’s mode of operation, but given time, she would. People usually did.


  Adina had almost dozed off when turquoise eyes appeared before her. Somehow she found their gaze comforting. She tried to make sense of this highly unusual dream…or was she awake? If she was, she really should go to sleep.


  She was so tired.


  Chapter Four



  “Is that all you’re having?” Briar motioned toward the e-bar in front of Caya. “I came up early so I could cook if—”


  “Too nervous.” Caya bit into the energy bar. “Ew. I don’t have these often and now I remember why.”


  “I could’ve reminded you.” Shaking her head, Briar scanned her sister’s school uniform. Her long hair in a severe ponytail, she looked impeccable. “You all set?”


  “Yes. Today’s just orientation. I’m in the group of latecomers.” She sighed and hid her face behind her hands. “Isn’t that just awesome? Latecomers. It’s not like that epithet won’t linger forever.”


  “There was a reason for not going on board until the last minute,” Briar reminded her. “A very good reason, so just keep your focus on what’s important.”


  “Making friends and not being a total loser matter too.” Caya pushed out her lower lip, which made her look outrageously cute.


  “I know, sweetheart, and you’ll make a lot of new friends. We’re in the same cube as many from our hometown. You’ll be able to find some of your old friends via the registry.”


  “What old friends? I was only outside of our home when I attended what few classes I ever had at school. You were so afraid my genes would overload or something in case I ran into a changer, I never went anywhere. And then, years of homeschooling.” Caya folded her arms over her chest. “Now when I’m finally allowed to leave our quarters, you think I’ll be voted Miss Popular or something?” Glaring at Briar, she looked like she was only moments from stomping her foot the way she used to when she was little. “I’ll probably come off as an awkward idiot.”


  “Don’t fault me for wanting you to be safe,” Briar said quietly, stepping closer to her. “You’re all I have, after all” She caressed the flawless skin on Caya’s cheek. “And don’t joke about being a changer. If you slip, even as a joke, you’ll face disastrous consequences.” If anyone took Caya away from her, Briar wasn’t sure what she’d do. Go berserk, no doubt.


  “This isn’t exactly news.” Still sounding peeved, Caya flung her arms around Briar. “Don’t talk to me like I’m a complete fool. I know all this.” Her trembling body contradicted her bravado and arrogant words. Briar actually felt better since Caya’s response showed that she did understand and was sufficiently alarmed at the risk of being discovered.


  “Besides, you can relax about your latest vision,” Briar whispered into Caya’s hair. “It already took place, and the babies are safe and so am I.”


  “Really?” Caya pulled back and looked into her Briar’s eyes. “That power outage they mentioned in passing on the news this morning?”


  “Yes. One of the engineers was hurt, but I managed to help her and she’s going to be all right too. I’ll visit her later this afternoon. She said you could come too. If you want.” In fact, Briar found it infuriating how casually the authorities had covered up what could have delayed Pathfinder for a long time and potentially killed an entire NICU ward. If they did this so easily, what else were they lying about? Briar pushed the anger back. She was one to talk, the ultimate fraud.


  “Why would she invite me? Do I know her?” Looking puzzled, Caya reached for her bag.


  “No, not per se. You know of her. She’s the woman we saw on the big screen. Chief Engineer Vantressa. And no, you can’t tell anyone.”


  “Again, Briar, I do realize these things. I’m not a child.”


  “All right, all right. Just making sure.” No, Caya wasn’t a child anymore, and in many ways she never had been. Her genetic makeup provided her with insights worthy of an Oracle of the Creator. But she had led a sheltered upbringing, which hadn’t made her street-smart. Caya could be the brightest person in the room and the most naive one, at the same time. “Now, keep an open mind regarding your classmates, all right?”


  “Yeah. Fine.” Caya pressed a quick kiss on Briar’s cheek and left.


  Briar drew a deep breath as she programmed a fast breakfast for herself. It would take time getting used to living in such a technologically advanced environment. She had raised Caya in their childhood home, a very old house where their traditionalist parents had installed only a very few modern conveniences. Briar and Caya were used to the old-fashioned ways. While having recyclers, food automats, and so on was crucial on deep-space travels, especially one that could last years, such gadgets were still alien to them.


  Briar watched as the matte-gray opening in the wall pulled in the items and heard the faint hum as the dematerializer’s beams dissolved them into atoms. The process was in a strange way unsettling, and Briar made sure she kept a certain distance. She had an eerie feeling her fingertips would be demolecularized as well if she stood too close.


  A melodic signal made her jump before she realized someone was calling her on the in-ship comm band. Briar turned and ordered the computer to put the call through. Surprised, she found herself staring at Admiral Heigel.


  “Good morning, Nurse Lindemay,” Heigel said. “I apologize for disturbing you this early in the morning.”


  “Ha. You wanted to call an hour ago,” a female voice said in the background, which made Heigel glare to the left before she returned her focus to Briar.


  “It’s all right, sir. I’ve not gone to bed yet.”


  “To bed? Oh, right. I should’ve realized your sleep schedule after night shifts.” The admiral actually looked chastised for a moment, but her expression changed when Meija Solimar came into view.


  “I told her that too, but does she listen? I mean, ever?” She smiled at Briar. “You did a great job last night, Ms. Lindemay.”


  “Please. Just call me Briar.” Hoping the two women would get to the point so she could finally get some sleep, she regarded them politely.


  “Of course. Do call me Meija. My wife’s name is Korrian. There. That makes things easier, right?” Meija patted the admiral’s shoulder. “I’ll let the two of you talk while I get ready for work.” She nodded and briefly cupped the back of Korrian’s neck, a gesture that seemed like a well-practiced, automatic caress.


  “Now that we’re on a first-name basis,” Korrian said dryly, “I’ll get right down to business. I like what I saw of you last night. You think on your feet, Briar, and you’re suitably irreverent when it comes to rank and orders.”


  Those were surprising words coming from a high-ranking officer. Korrian was not only an admiral in the fleet engineering corps but also a legend, as she had designed the Exodus ships.


  “I did what any medical professional should do in a crisis,” Briar said calmly. “As for being irreverent—that comes from being a child in a traditionalist family. One of our parents’ golden rules was to never follow a leader blindly.”


  “Excellent.” Korrian’s face, stunning with its dark skin and brown eyes, lit up as she smiled. “I’ll let you get your well-deserved rest now, but I want to set up a meeting with a group of people where I’m certain you’ll fit right in.”


  “What kind of group?”


  “Let’s just say, it’s made up of people from a wide range of professions and backgrounds. I’m sure you’re familiar with several of them. Our next meeting is in ten days.” She gave Briar the necessary information regarding time and location.


  “Cube One?” Briar gaped. “That’s where all the cabinet and the brass stay!”


  Chuckling, Korrian nodded. “It sure is. See you then, Briar. Sleep well.”


  Briar barely had time to answer before the Oconodian Crest began to twirl on her screen, showing Korrian had ended the call.


  “What the hell was that about? And why me?” True to her habit of talking to herself, something Caya mercilessly teased her about, Briar walked into her part of the small area of their quarters. She placed her robe on its hook and crawled into bed. Tugging on the pillow, she found it hard to get comfortable, which was common for her after a night shift. She would be on again for a short stint, a four-hour shift, which made it extra important to get some sleep now.


  Closing her eyes hard, she forced herself to breathe in, hold her breath, exhale, and hold her breath again. This pattern sometimes worked. As she breathed deliberately, scattered images of the previous night played behind her eyelids. Pale infants, flickering handheld lights, the deep wound on Adina’s wrist. The scent of burned garnet oil and skin.


  Half sitting up, Briar tugged the robe toward her from its hook and bunched it into a ball, which she hugged close to her. The robe still smelled of the homemade cleaning solution from their home planet, and she hoped the familiar scent would help her sleep.


  The last images in her mind before she did nod off were not of explosives or wounds, but for some reason just as disturbingly, of Adina Vantressa’s amber eyes.


  


  *


  


  Adina found herself staring. Dressed in tan trousers and a crisp white shirt, Briar turned out to be a stunning woman. Adina’s mind had been elsewhere the day before, and dressed in scrubs, everyone looked more or less the same. Now she took in the sight of the strawberry-blond woman who sauntered toward her, sex appeal oozing from her like a broken plasma coupling.


  Then there was the young woman accompanying Briar. Caya was a golden-blond beauty, an otherworldly creature who in turn radiated a sense of being…untouchable? She moved with a special grace as she crossed the floor to greet Adina.


  Briar looked tired. Faint circles under her eyes spoke of too little sleep, which was hardly surprising after having pulled yet another shift after a mere few hours’ rest. Adina had asked the chief nurse about Briar’s duty roster. It was brutal on some days. The chief nurse explained about their shortage of licensed NICU nurses. It wasn’t Adina’s place to suggest they immediately start a training program, but she would make a point of mentioning it to the right person when she was back on duty.


  “Hello there.” Adina greeted Briar and Caya, motioning for them to approach where she sat in a chair at a small table holding her computer tablet and the ship-wide screen transmissions.


  “Nice to see you. Again,” she added, looking at Briar.


  “Commander Vantressa,” Briar said, resorting back to using Adina’s rank. “This is my younger sister Caya. She’s in the last year of basic school.”


  “Hello, Caya.” Adina nodded. “I owe your sister the use of my arm. According to the doctors, I’m expected to make a full recovery. If a bit scarred.”


  “Briar’s pretty good to have around when something’s going on,” Caya said. “She never loses her head. Unlike me. I’m such a coward.” She shrugged, sending waves billowing through her long, thick hair.


  “I can testify to the former and I doubt the latter.” Adina motioned for them to sit at the table across from her. “So, first day of school after takeoff. Anything special taking place?”


  Caya lit up. “Actually, yes. Our main teacher had us record thoughts, or poems, or even songs, to be put in a special time-capsule container. Some made 2D drawings, and one boy even went around yanking individual strands of people’s hairs out to save for the future.”


  “What?” Briar snapped her head around, staring at Caya. “Did he do that to you?” She’d paled considerably.


  “No. I stayed away from him. I contributed a data-stick. That’s it.”


  Adina watched the color return to Briar’s face. What was that all about? Sure, Caya had long and stunningly beautiful hair, but one strand? “Should prove exciting to bring that out when we’ve reached our destination. And for future generations on our new homeworld to study when they learn of the Exodus.”


  “Yes.” Briar smiled and changed the subject. “What’s your news? How long are they going to keep you here?”


  “Oh, that. As it turns out, I get to leave this place tomorrow morning.” She sat in a chair where she could comfortably access her computer tablet and watch the ship-wide screen transmissions.


  “That soon?” Briar frowned. “Oh, don’t tell me. You’ve talked yourself out of here against medical advice, using your rank.”


  “Exactly,” Adina said, not about to apologize. It had been quite the effort on her part, as the doctors had been far too grateful and awestruck by her actions with the white garnet. They’d wanted to give her a full workup, ordering tests that had nothing to do with her burned wrist, something she put a stop to immediately. Not only did she resent being in the hospital to begin with, but she would not let anyone squander valuable resources. She had made pertinent points in no uncertain terms.


  “Well, as long as you don’t forget—” Briar looked over her shoulder. “What the…?”


  Two security officers entered the room, both armed, but their weapons remained in their belts. “Identification,” the older of the two men said to Briar and Caya.


  The two women produced their bracelets, which together with their subcutaneous chips held all their information. “We’re just visiting. Should we—?”


  “No, stay. I think you’ll be glad you did.” Adina looked pointedly at Briar and then Caya.


  “Commander Vantressa!” A woman approached the table where an additional chair seemed to appear out of nowhere. She wore a light-blue long skirt with a crisp white jacket. Around her neck, at least ten rows of small Ilitorian beads, a one-of-a-kind piece of jewelry most people on Oconodos would recognize, glimmered mutedly.


  “President Tylio,” Adina said and straightened in her chair.


  “Commander. Once I was fully briefed of this latest turn of disturbing events, I had to see you in person. Admiral Heigel assured me you were doing much better than what we initially feared.”


  Pity the admiral hadn’t downplayed her wound even more. Adina rather liked the president, but she also hated drawing attention. And having a visit from their highest commander did just that. Hoping to divert the president’s attention, Adina introduced her two visitors.


  “I’m Gassinthea Mila Tylio.” She tilted her head, her eyes narrow. “I remember your name from the after-action report, Nurse Lindemay. I believe the commander owes you the use of her arm.”


  Adina hid a smile as Briar looked at her with panic in her eyes. “Madam President,” Briar said, her voice husky, “I only did what any medical professional—”


  “I don’t believe that,” President Tylio said. “You rescued the tiny creatures in your care first, and when nobody would ever have judged you for remaining outside the safety perimeter, you ran back when you learned someone was in trouble. Lieutenant Dodgmer’s report was very detailed.”


  “Oh.” Briar took her sister’s hand. “Then I’m glad my efforts had the intended outcome, sir.”


  “As is Commander Vantressa, I’m sure.” Tylio extended her hand to the closest of her staff that were lined up behind her. He produced a computer tablet. “I’ve made sure you have extended resources to safeguard the power consoles at all vulnerable junctions, Commander. If you run into any bureaucratic nonsense, I want to know about it.”


  “Yes, Madam President. Thank you.” Adina knew the president wasn’t saying a lot because other civilians were present. Law-enforcement and security officers were going to go after the saboteur on a massive scale.


  “I wish I could do something for you on a personal level,” Tylio said.


  “Actually, sir, you might be able to.” Adina thought fast. “When it comes to resources, sir, I have some information I consider important for the future of the Oconodian people.”


  “Oh?” Tylio had begun to get up but sat down again, her legs folded neatly to the side.


  “During the short time I’ve been so expertly taken care of at this hospital unit, I’ve also learned how grossly understaffed the NICU units are throughout the ship. And, no, I didn’t hear this from Briar Lindemay. I’m well aware this is not my area of expertise, but to safeguard also the tiniest among us, the ones who will inherit our new world at one point, I think having more trained NICU personnel is essential.”


  The president lowered her gaze for a moment, as if deep in thought. Returning her focus to Adina, she nodded slowly. “You’re correct. We have limited resources, but we also have many people who cannot function in their old occupations while we’re in deep space. I’ll give this some thought and consult with my cabinet minister of health. I will get back to you.” She stood and nodded her farewell.


  As she was almost out the door, she stopped, nearly making her closest security guard stumble into her. Tylio turned and looked at Caya. Her light-blue eyes, intelligent and unwavering as she scanned the young woman, didn’t blink. “I wasn’t going to say anything, but something about you is so compelling…I have to. Perhaps it’s those remarkably transparent aqua eyes. Your sister has them too,” the president said, glancing briefly at Briar, “but yours are amazing. I wonder, have we met before?”


  “No, Madam President,” Caya said, standing up. “Thank you for the compliment though.”


  Briar, now pale again, stood as well. “Caya was homeschooled as her health was weak from a young age. Pathfinder’s controlled environment benefits her greatly.”


  “Excellent. Good to hear.” Tylio gave Caya yet another long look. “Well, now, I’ll be in touch.”


  The silence after the president and her entourage left was palpable. Briar and Caya exchanged glances saturated with unspoken words.


  “That—that was amazing,” Briar said, finally. “Explaining about our strained staffing situation, I mean. How did you know?”


  “She needed to be informed. As I said, I heard it from the staff in this unit.” Adina shrugged. She was exhausted now and would’ve given anything to be back in her quarters. Not that they were any cozier than the hospital room, but at least she’d be among her things.


  “You need rest,” Briar said, reading her accurately again. “Caya and I will leave you now. I hope you’re at least planning to take time off and rest in your quarters.”


  “I might.” It all depended on how many crisis situations they threw her way. “Thanks for dropping by. Having you here when Tylio showed up actually took the heat off me a bit.”


  “Creator, that was incredible,” Caya said. Her eyes glowing, she looked imploringly at Adina. “Is it all right if I tell some new friends I saw the president up close? I mean, I won’t tell them about you or your arm. Just her. She’s—she’s amazing!”


  “Talk about being starstruck.” Briar groaned.


  “It’s all right. This was hardly a confidential meeting. You can tell.”


  “Thank you!” Caya looked like she might hug Adina, but Briar’s steady grip of her sister’s arm kept her from actually trying.


  “Rest well, Commander.”


  “Adina, remember?” Adina smiled.


  “You sure?” Maybe Briar had thought being on a first-name basis was a temporary thing in the heat of the crisis.


  “I’m always sure.”


  “All right.” Briar looked over at the bed. “Will you be able to manage getting back to bed to rest?”


  “I’m fine.” Adina knew her stubbornness bordered on the ridiculous but stood and crossed the deck to the bed. She wobbled but made it with her pride intact.


  “Just barely,” Briar said and grinned. “Take care, Adina.”


  “You too.”


  The two women left and Adina curled up on the bed, cradling her throbbing arm. For some reason, the room seemed even bleaker than before. Those two, there was something special about them. Briar radiated warmth and strength, not to mention she was hot enough to cause trouble. Caya, in turn, young and innocent looking, seemed quite mysterious. The president was right. Their eyes were remarkable.


  Closing her eyes, Adina hoped the last hours in the hospital unit would fly by. She wanted to return to her meticulously guarded quarters because she disliked hospitals as much as the next person. Also, the Vantressa clan didn’t have high enough security clearance to enter her residential cube since she was a senior officer and chief of engineering. Everyone in her corridor had a level-eight security rating. Adina wasn’t ashamed that she’d personally made sure none of her family members had clearance above level six.


  It was better for everyone that way.


  Chapter Five



  **Briar Lindemay**


  **NICU Nurse**


  **Day 12**


  **Exodus Operation**


  **Personal log**


  **Security algorithm Alpha-1-4-4-3-Lind**


  


  Today I was ready to lock up Caya in our quarters and place security outside. Not that I have the authority to order security officers around, but that girl is driving me insane. I suppose that after having been homeschooled and sheltered, she’s now acting as if she’s been given the code to the city gates. This whole ship is her new world; it’s massive, and she’s been riding the jumpers into all our surrounding cubes. When I asked her about her adventures, trying to be reasonable, she merely stated she wanted to familiarize herself with the ship since we’re going to be here “forever.”


  Two years is probably forever to a young person, but I still tried to tell her how important it is for her to keep a low profile. Caya’s reaction was unexpected, to say the least. She stopped folding her bedding and turned slowly toward me. “I’ve been a prisoner ever since the damn gene manifested itself. You’ve sacrificed a lot and put both of us in danger by bringing me on this journey. What was it all for, if you expect me to remain in seclusion, hidden from all human contact, from life?”


  She sounded so grown-up all of a sudden, and I couldn’t think of anything to say that would convince her. “You know what might happen if you’re discovered. If they figure it out. The very least is incarceration.”


  “Exactly.” Caya sat down on the bed and hugged her knees to her chest. Her hair lay around her like an iridescent cloak. Her beauty never stops to amaze me. “From one prison to the next.”


  “But I’d be in prison too if they knew,” I tried, desperate now to make her see reason.


  “Just like before. You and I in our house. Very cozy. Very safe.” Caya blinked at the tears in her eyelashes, and I felt like a total bully.


  “Are you saying I should’ve let it become common knowledge that you carry the gene? That we should’ve stayed on Oconodos and taken our chances? Well, it’s a bit late if you are.” Now I was crying too.


  Caya flew up and threw herself toward me, hugging me close. “No. No! Of course not. This was the right move, but staying in seclusion isn’t the answer. I’m going to have to be just like all the other young people my age, or my isolation will raise suspicions. Don’t you see?” She looked imploringly at me, and as much as I wanted to hold her close and keep her with me at all times, part of what she said had merit. Locking my sister away in our quarters would attract unwanted attention.


  “All right,” I muttered reluctantly. “Can you promise to keep me posted where you are and what you’re up to? It’s not easy for me to let go just like that.”


  “Aw, you’re such a worrier.” Caya smiled with youthful carelessness. “But I do promise. I’ll wear my communicator always, and you can ping the computer and ask my location. That all right?”


  I had to agree or we would’ve still been arguing, and then she wouldn’t have complied with anything. It’s really funny. Caya has our father’s coloration but our mother’s personality, and I’m the image of our mother but have Father’s temper and serious nature. Mother would often drive him crazy by inviting neighbors on the spur of the moment and holding a party without checking with him first. He enjoyed the quiet family evenings, and Mother loved crowds, parties, and socializing in general. Of course Caya would turn out to be just like her.


  My shift starts soon, but I’m not working at the NICU ward this afternoon. I’m going to assist with the Gemosian population, as it’s estimated that at least 1,200 of them are pregnant. The charts put together by the Gemosian health-care system have been sketchy, to say the least, as all their documentation was lost when their homeworld Gemosis was destroyed. The people we’re taking with us to P-105 have spent the last two years in refugee camps on Loghia, which is an unwelcoming place to begin with. Loghian culture puts profit and credit before anything else, and they were maneuvered into accepting the refugees only because they sold the red garnet that destroyed the Gemosian moon to the mining company responsible. To avoid any liability claims, they offered to take care of the “poor victims.” I don’t think we’ll hear many happy stories from their stay. Damn it, I’m going to be late. Forgot I’m riding through six cubes to get to the Gemosians.


  


  **Close document, using rotating algorithm Alpha-1-4-4-3-Lind**


  


  Briar stepped on the jumper, having had to stand for the last two stops as the cart filled up with Gemosians carrying bags full of different items. Curious, Briar peered into the open tote next to the elderly woman she’d just given up her seat for.


  “Yarn.” The white-haired woman smiled cautiously. Her olive-tinted skin held a strange paleness, and Briar guessed the woman hadn’t been outdoors a lot during her time in the Loghian refugee camp. Ever the nurse, she returned the smile and offered unsolicited advice. “I’m not sure how good the information exchange has been, madam, but all the outdoor areas, especially the parks, have health light built in that will mimic the sun’s, but without the skin hazards.”


  The woman regarded Briar with kind eyes. “Then I’ll do my knitting outside. I’ve been cooped up for too long. A lot of us have.” She extended her hand, palm down, the Gemosian way. “I’m Diantia.”


  “Good to meet you, Diantia. I’m Briar.” Briar placed the back of her hand on top of Diantia’s, as was their way of greeting.


  “You’re visiting in the Gemosian cube?”


  “Yes, in a manner of speaking. I’m a nurse and specialize in premature babies and newborns.”


  “Then you might run into two of my granddaughters-in-law. They’re both expecting. One of them any day now. We were all so relieved when we made it onto the Exodus ship before she had the baby.” Shadows flickered across Diantia’s face. “We’ve lost so many babies and mothers in the camps. Conditions were less than ideal.” Sadness colored her voice. “We should be grateful, but a lot went on that just wasn’t right.”


  Briar had kept herself informed of some of it, but once the Gemosian population started interacting with the Oconodians, she’d learn a lot more.


  Her gateway came up, and she bid Diantia farewell after quickly exchanging communicator IDs. Walking along the corridor leading to the main outdoor area, Briar made sure to appear welcoming and friendly. It wasn’t hard, as most of the Gemosians looked relieved to finally be on board. As she reached the larger square, she found a large crowd gathered. A young man used a table as a makeshift podium and spoke in the Gemosian language, his voice urgent as he gazed determinedly at the people gathered around him. Most of them were young like him, late teens or twenties, and some were drumming faintly on empty buckets or canisters.


  Tapping her communicator, Briar entered the command for real-time translation. As the young man’s voice boomed from a large speaker, the communicator was able to pick up most of it.


  “This might look like heaven, my friend,” the young man said, “but we need to keep our wits about us. Remember when we went to Loghia, to the camps, how grateful we were. We’d lost everything, damn it, we’d lost a whole world, and they offered us refuge. I don’t know about you, but it’ll be a long time before I forget how cold we were, how we starved, and how the guards treated us. Even set those furry monsters, their hayados, on us. My sister was bitten several times when she was in line for our daily allotment of food. She’s thirteen, and she’ll never go near one of those animals again.”


  “But this is different,” a young woman called out. “The Oconodians are as much refugees as we are, aren’t they? They’re escaping those monsters on their homeworld.”


  Briar flinched. So the changers had been upgraded to monsters now? She was relieved Caya wasn’t hearing this discussion. She would hear something similar at some point, though. Briar hoped she would be there to protect and reassure—or restrain—her sister if that happened.


  “They’re not refugees like we are. This is their ship, their technology, and their initiative. They’ve paid for all of this. We get a free ride because of their benevolence, but sooner or later it’ll be time to pay up.” The man placed both hands on his hips. “You know as well as I do, nothing’s free. And don’t get me wrong. I don’t want a free ride either. We need to pull our weight and contribute all we can for the greater good. Everyone needs to do their part.


  “But I still maintain we shouldn’t accept being treated as second-rate passengers onboard the Exodus ships. The Gemosian cube shouldn’t become the ghetto where they also place the Oconodians who may cause trouble where they are now. That’s what happened at our camp. It was all right, despite the cold and the food shortage, until the Loghians started using it as a place they could dump their so-called rehabilitated criminals.”


  “We had those at our camp too,” another young woman called out. “We had to keep guards as soon as it was dark, in two-hour shifts.”


  “That’s why I maintain, no, I demand, we keep our guard up and also form a committee, separate from the Gemosian parliament or any of the old and tired systems that did nothing to keep us safe while in the camps. We need new, young blood, as the old regime was rendered helpless when Tegia was destroyed.”


  Tegia was the moon that had exploded after a mining company used red garnet as a cheap way to shift the bedrock. Briar wanted to hear more from this angry young man but was late enough as it was. She made a note to search the database for him later; perhaps he was well known enough to make the internal broadcasting system?


  The local women’s clinic was full when Briar gently made her way through the crowd of women and children.


  “Finally, Lindemay. Another minute and the Gemosian matron would’ve had you air-locked for being late.” Rydlon, Briar’s colleague, grinned as he motioned behind him with his thumb. “Dr. Shilet is in ex-1 with a Gemosian obstetrician. Why don’t you join them and I’ll take care of the mom in ex-2.”


  “How many rooms do we have at our disposal?” Briar locked her bag in a cabinet under the counter.


  “Four. Gemosian midwives are busy in the other two. They’ll come get us if there’s an issue. They’re really good at what they do.” Rydlon wasn’t easily impressed, so Briar believed him.


  “All right. See you later.” Briar ran a wand over her clothes before donning a protective apron, then sanitized her hands before she entered ex-1. “Hello. I’m Nurse Lindemay.”


  “Ah, yes. Excellent.” Shilet, who worked in Briar’s ward normally, turned and greeted her. “This is Dr. Nilla Moteno, obstetrician.” As Dr. Shilet spoke in the Oconodian language, Briar surmised that either the other doctor spoke their language or they used the real-time translator.


  “Nice to meet you, Dr. Moteno,” Briar said, holding her hand out, palm down.


  Moteno looked surprised but accepted the greeting. “Please, call me Nilla—or Moteno, as I’ve noticed you call each other by surnames a lot among colleagues.” Nilla Moteno was about Briar’s height, had long, dark hair that she kept in an intricate braid down her back, and dark-brown eyes. She looked as pale as her fellow Gemosians; no doubt she’d spent her time in the camps working. How hard it must have been to lose mothers and babies due to the circumstances.


  “Then call me Briar. I’m getting sick of being called Lindemay for sure. Should I get our next patient?”


  “Not necessary. We have Gemosian sub-nurses in charge of registering and triaging,” Nilla said. A knock on the door proved her right.


  Briar opened it, letting in a pale woman. Glancing at the screen on the wall, Briar noted the basics quickly and set her communicator to translate her words to Gemosian. “Mrs. Gloyme, I’m Nurse Lindemay. Welcome to cube twenty-three. Please, take a seat over here while the doctors review your charts. I’m going to draw some blood and scan both you and the baby. The scanner is completely safe to use. All right?”


  The woman nodded shyly. “Thank you.”


  Briar smiled encouragingly as she placed a blood-sample absorber in the crease of Mrs. Gloyme’s arm. Once this was done, she noted the results and was ready to inform her patient. Just as she started talking to Mrs. Gloyme, Nilla interrupted her.


  “What do you think you’re doing?” Her formerly friendly demeanor was now frosty.


  “Informing Mrs. Gloyme of—”


  “I don’t know how you do it on Oconodos, but on Gemosis, the doctor informs the patient of any measures.”


  “I see.” Briar carefully donned a neutral expression and turned to Dr. Shilet. “Doctor?”


  “In our medical culture, the nurses are the experts on nutritional and metabolic issues. Reading the results from blood work regarding this procedure is routine.”


  “I see. And as your charity passengers, we should just conform. Is that what you mean?” Nilla looked ready to do battle.


  Briar realized this wasn’t just about questioning her skill or professionalism. It was about drawing a line in the sand. Some Gemosians were bound to use any excuse to do so. After two years in Loghian camps, the 100,000 Gemosians would vary from extremely relieved and grateful for getting out, to hell-bent on fighting for every single part of their people’s way of life. Compromise could be hard to obtain, especially as some of the two million Oconodians thought harboring the Gemosians was a waste of resources since they hadn’t contributed or sacrificed anything to be part of the Exodus operation.


  “I’d be happy to discuss the area of my expertise to reassure you, Nilla, as I’m sure your apprehension stems from concern for your patient’s well-being.” Briar awaited Nilla’s decision on how to proceed, pretty sure it wasn’t just about the patient for the doctor. No, this woman was a proud Gemosian who wouldn’t let anyone roll right over her. Still, now that Briar had called her on her motives, her response would be interesting. Briar saw Dr. Shilet regard them with interest. Mrs. Gloyme looked like she was at a felo-ball match, the way her wide eyes darted between them.


  Nilla gazed at Dr. Shilet and back at Briar. She made a wry face and looked like she’d made an inner promise to be better prepared next time. “Fine. Let’s look at the blood work.”


  Oh, wasn’t this woman a bundle of joy when she allowed her pride and temper to rule? Briar sighed inwardly. She hoped time would show the Gemosians that most of the people from Oconodos were in fact so glad to be under way that their benevolence toward the newcomers was genuine.


  After recommending the correct vitamins and supplements to Mrs. Gloyme, and congratulating the bewildered woman on having twins, Briar left to go to ex-3. Nilla joined her, as Dr. Shilet had another patient. Before they entered ex-3, Briar did what she had to do and stopped Nilla from entering.


  “Listen, Dr. eh…Nilla. I know we work differently. I’m fine with that. I’m prepared to compromise a great deal as long as it doesn’t put patients in any danger or embarrass them. If you’d rather do all of the blood-work readings, even administer medication, and all the other hundreds of procedures on the list of things I trained to do, that’s fine as well. Just don’t corner me in front of a patient ever again. I don’t say that for my own sake, but for theirs. They need medical teams that are in consensus for them to feel safe and cared for. I understand that’s something no Gemosian living in Loghian camps has felt in two years. Let’s give them the feeling of having entered their new home and not yet another disaster area, all right?”


  She drew a deep breath and hoped she hadn’t made things worse. Caya would’ve called this one of Briar’s podium speeches. She was known to lecture when passionate about the subject.


  Nilla seemed to mull her words over for a moment. A faint, crooked smile curled the left side of her mouth. “You’re one of those people who are right where they’re supposed to be in life, aren’t you?”


  “I—I don’t know. I love my job, if that’s what you mean.”


  “I do. And no doubt you’re good at it.”


  “I am.” Briar wasn’t boasting. She was good at her job, even an acknowledged expert in some areas. “I’m usually stationed at the NICU where I handle babies after birth, but I try to keep current in prenatal care when I can. As Gemosian women are mostly identical to Oconodians, but not entirely, I figured I might learn and be useful at the same time.”


  “With that attitude, I’m sure you will be. Now, should we meet, eh, Ms. Tosimy as a team?” Nilla looked like she was really trying to remain cooperative, and Briar had to hand it to her. Even if she wasn’t buying what Briar said in full, she was trying.


  “Ms? Does that mean she’s not partnered with anyone while having the child?” Briar thought she better ask instead of assuming.


  “Yes. Unless she’s met another partner, this young woman—she’s only eighteen—is indeed alone.” Looking angry again as she read more from Ms. Tosimy’s file, Nilla shook her head. “Poor child. She’s one of the many who were abandoned by her Loghian lover. Or worse.”


  Worse? Briar blinked. “Oh, fuck. Of course. The Loghian guards or camp staff.” She nodded briskly at Nilla before they stepped into ex-3.


  The young woman on the gurney didn’t look a day over fourteen. Her pale complexion, the dark semicircles under her eyes that looked like bruises, and her thin, almost emaciated body forced Briar to dig deep for her professionalism. As empathy was one of her strongest traits, she merely went over and sat down next to the girl. “Hello, Ms. Tosimy. I’m Nurse Lindemay and this is Dr. Moteno. How are you today?”


  “Please, call me Gella. The ‘Ms. Tosimy’ is like holding up a flare saying ‘that traitor.’” Gella looked discouraged. “It’s bad enough as it is.”


  “And how is that?” Nilla pulled up a stool and joined them. She took one of Gella’s hands between hers.


  “My baby has no father. He never will. And my former family and friends will never let me forget how he came to be. I fell in love with a camp guard and thought he loved me back. How old and tired is that story? He said he would register our union and take me to live with him in the capital of Loghia, away from the diseases and violence of the camps. He never did. Once my family and friends realized I was pregnant, he had already been transferred. And here I am. Rescued…but alone and found guilty of being a traitor by the people who used to love me.” Gella shrugged, looking jaded. “If you’d rather I not come to the clinic—”


  “Stop right there.” Briar wrapped her arm around Gella’s shoulders, which made the young woman flinch. Her reaction made Briar wonder if someone had hurt her or if it had been so long since anyone showed her any friendliness, she was taken aback by it. “We’re going to examine you, treat what needs treating, and set you up with a schedule for future visits. First, what’s your living arrangement on board?”


  Gella squeezed Nilla’s hand so tight, the doctor actually winced. “Really? Oh. Oh!” Her lips trembled as tears began to form in her eyes. “I—um—I live in one-person quarters on the first level. I’m glad I don’t have stairs, as I often get dizzy.”


  “Dizzy?” Briar made a note on the wall screen. “Did you suffer from the food shortage in the camp?”


  “I did. Everyone did, but I believe my allotment often went to others who decided I needed to be taught a lesson.”


  “I thought as much,” Briar murmured. “You’re very thin, and we’re going to need to get your weight up before your due date. If we run into trouble, and we might, I’ll transfer you to my unit in cube eleven. With your doctor’s permission,” Briar added belatedly.


  “I agree with everything Nurse Lindemay says. I will no doubt add some nutri-extra to your diet, which particular kind I’ll know once the nurse has drawn some blood.”


  “All right.” Gella slumped sideways, as if her defensiveness had been the only thing holding her up. Briar caught her and helped her lie down.


  “Easy now. Let’s get an external monitor on your baby. So you know it’s a boy?”


  “Yes. One of the midwives at the camp scanned him even though I couldn’t pay. I just needed to know. It made him…more real to me.” Tears kept leaking and running along her temples and into her hair. “He’ll be disliked for his genetic makeup, but his mother will love him.”


  “And we’ll be with you, every step of the way, Gella.” Nilla grabbed a monitor and placed it on Gella’s stomach. “And there he is. You’re six months pregnant, give or take ten days. You have four more to go.”


  “A long time.” Gella hugged herself. “But not long enough.”


  Briar worked fast, automatically carrying out her tasks while her thoughts were with this young girl. So very young looking. “Gella. How old are you really?”


  “Eighteen! Look at the chart.” Gella sat up, grimacing.


  Nilla had clearly caught on and now examined Gella’s joints and the outer parts of her ears, and shone light into her eyes. “Gella, you’re sixteen. At the most.”


  Gella looked like she was going to object but then sighed and slumped back. “Fine. All right. I’m sixteen.” She paused and studied her nails. “Almost.”


  Briar was ready to strangle the man who’d abused this…this child. “It’s better this way,” she managed to say. “Keeping us informed of the truth will help us help you.” She pushed the hair from Gella’s face, just like she did with Caya’s when her sister was upset.


  “All right,” Gella said, sounding unconvinced. She must’ve thought there was a catch to their kindness. “And when I’ve given birth, do you expect me to put him up for some childless couple to raise?”


  “No. Absolutely not. Should that be what you want, we have proper programs in place to deal with it. What happens with your child once he’s born is your decision and nobody else’s.” Briar prayed no bored politician was tinkering with the laws just to have something to do.


  “I guess we’ll see.” Gella still didn’t appear convinced, but she relaxed enough for them to finish the examination.


  “Briar, we’re going to have to admit Gella to your hospital.” Nilla looked concerned. “She’s dilated too much for her gestational period. Gella, do you understand? You’re going to have to stay at the maternity ward until your baby is doing better. I’m sure you realize this.”


  “Is he going to be a premature child?” Gella sat up again, this time clinging to Briar. “Please don’t let that happen!”


  “We’ll do our best. I’ll oversee your transfer to cube eleven. I’m due back there in two hours. It should take the bureaucrats about that long to make it happen.” Briar let the girl cling to her. “This also means you may have to move to a cube closer to eleven in case of an emergency.” Briar knew the planner had thought of medical emergencies like this and created ways to deal with them. Moving people from their original cube to another wasn’t anything they did lightly, but in Gella’s case, it might actually improve her situation.


  As she sat there with the trembling young woman weeping soundlessly against her shoulder, Briar dwelled on the similarities between this girl and Caya. If the Oconodian public found out about Caya, they’d react even worse than the Gemosians had toward Gella.


  Looking at Nilla, busy filling in the information on the wall screen, Briar had to hand it to her; she hadn’t showed any of the animosity her people had toward Gella. On the contrary, Nilla had proved herself to be a good person behind all the prickliness from earlier.


  When Briar let go of Gella and guided her into a comfortable position that helped her relax while waiting for transfer, she thought of the group she belonged to, led by Korrian Heigel. Their first meeting had been postponed twice, but it was scheduled for tomorrow. Now she had something that really mattered to bring to the table. Briar hoped Meija Solimar would be there. She would see things Briar’s way, she was certain.


  Chapter Six



  “On this thirty-second day of the Exodus operation, I declare this meeting open.” A thin man, dressed in a blue robe and wearing the white crinkled collar that showed he was an official negotiator and arbitrator, tapped the oval table with his square. The ornamented piece of janomo wood was commonly used as a sign of matters being settled in court or by legal arbitration.


  Adina heard someone mutter, “Well, about damn time,” and glanced at the individual two seats down from her. Admiral Heigel. Of course. She was right, though. This meeting had been postponed ever since the white-garnet incident a week ago. The thought of the dangerous substance made her wiggle her fingers and roll her wrist. It was healed, but the skin still felt tight in some spots. As long as it didn’t hinder her in doing her job, she didn’t really care, but a few times the tightness gave her flashbacks. It could be about the searing pain from the white garnet eating away at her or, and this was better, about Briar risking her life to save Adina’s.


  “First, we must establish the order of the issues brought to the—” The arbitrator stopped in midsentence as Korrian Heigel stood. “Admiral?” He looked mildly affronted.


  “Revered Arbitrator Sir, I apologize for interrupting, but I don’t want to waste your time. This meeting has been a long time coming, and as this gathering of different people, representing different categories of people aboard Pathfinder, was my idea, my initiative, we’re not going to waste half of our valuable time that should be dedicated to reviewing the issues listening to the old-fashioned Oconodian bureaucratic nonsense.”


  “Oh, for the love of…Korrian!” Meija whispered from where she sat next to her wife. “No need to be insulting.”


  Adina hid a smile as Korrian replied, “I’m not. Our revered arbitrator isn’t responsible for the impenetrable system we’ve upheld in absurdum for centuries.”


  “Still.” Meija’s gentle word, and possibly the firm kindness in her eyes, must have done something. Korrian laced her fingers and turned to the arbitrator again. “We may feel we have a very long journey ahead of us, somewhere around two years, but it’s really not long enough. So much needs to happen during the time we’re in transit. Leaving Oconodos doesn’t have to mean we leave all our traditions behind, but we must abandon the ways that put us on this journey to begin with. And not to put undue pressure on either of us, but the president is well aware of our impromptu group and has sanctioned us taking time away from our duties to brainstorm for the sake of Pathfinder and its passengers.”


  “And liberating ourselves from the old-fashioned Oconodian bureaucratic nonsense is a first step, Admiral?” the arbitrator asked, his severe features changing into an unexpected smile. “I’m not sure you believe me when I say that nobody is more thrilled to hear that than I.”


  Adina was stunned. This was the first time she’d heard an arbitrator speak like a genuine person. The times she’d been involved with any legal mess, she’d been ready to throttle the individual sitting at the podium with their janomo block as if they were closer to the Creator than anyone else. This man, whose eyes glittered mischievously, looked more like somebody’s favorite uncle having pulled a successful prank.


  “Revered Arbitrator—” Korrian said.


  “Please, if we’re going to be informal, call me Edgram.”


  “Oh. All right. Thank you.” Korrian glanced at Meija. “You were right. Happy?”


  “Very.” Leaning back in her chair, Meija winked at Adina, who couldn’t help but smile. How could anyone not fall in love with Meija Solimar? As if her mind made a connection that was totally unintentional and obviously misfiring, Adina looked across the table at Briar. They had said a polite hello as they entered the conference room, but Adina had avoided looking at Briar since she was concerned about her flashbacks. She completely blamed the one she’d just gone through on Briar’s presence. And how was it she hadn’t known Briar would be part of this group?


  “Some of us have met a few times before, in less formal settings, but now that our group consists of fourteen members—”


  “We should have at least two more.” Briar was clearly not afraid of speaking her mind or interrupting Korrian. “While we’re on the subject of members in this group, I mean. Shouldn’t at least two of us be Gemosian? For relevant representation.”


  “This is hardly a political gathering,” Adina heard herself say. Why she was objecting, she wasn’t quite certain. Perhaps it was about Briar being so damn fearless among a group it had taken Adina years to get used to dealing with.


  “As I understand it, we’re a think tank, put together to anticipate, solve, discuss, and acknowledge problems that can and will arise while in transit to our new home. We have just over 100,000 Gemosians on board the Pathfinder. There’s a lot we don’t know about them, and I find it rather arrogant for us to think we can anticipate anything regarding their culture, or any issue when it comes to them. And arrogance is a well-known Oconodian trait that I for one had hoped we’d leave behind too.” Briar’s transparent eyes didn’t waver as she held them locked on Adina’s.


  “Well said.” Korrian sat down again. “And you’re right. We should find two people who can give us their point of view.”


  “I know many of them by now as I work in their cube once every fifth day. I can put you in touch with someone who can help select who’d be a good fit.” Briar smiled broadly.


  “No. You pick two. That’ll save time and it’ll keep bureaucracy at a minimum,” Meija said.


  Adina was starting to realize this group wasn’t just Korrian’s idea. This approach, working from different angles and sort of outside of sensor range, was more Meija’s thing than her wife’s.


  “Me?” Briar’s smile vanished. “You sure, Meija?”


  “I am. I’m convinced you’ll be aware of just who might have a lot to offer.”


  “I think I know exactly who to bring. It’s just…I’d really like to bring three people.”


  Korrian gazed around the table. Adina did the same, curious if anyone would openly disagree. Either Korrian had chosen open-minded people or she intimidated them enough that they kept their mouths shut. “Good. We’re in agreement. Edgram, you’ll be in charge of entering them into our logs?”


  “Certainly.” Edgram was already noting something on his tablet. “I do have a few notes from our previous meeting before we left Oconodos. I’d like to hear what our newer members have to say about it.”


  “Good idea,” Korrian said. “Recap, please, Edgram?” She seemed pleased to use the arbiter’s name, articulating its rolling r meticulously.


  “Before we left Oconodos, we worried about the class differences and how they’d translate when on board the cubes. Here, no matter how wealthy you were before, everyone is living in the same type of quarters. Only the size differs, depending on the size of your family. We worried that new class differences would manifest themselves in other ways. Would you explain, Meija? You do it so much better.”


  Clearly charmed by Edgram’s brand-new smile, Meija nodded. “Sure. Credits are no longer a viable means of payment, so anyone who was wealthy that way isn’t anymore. Nor landowners, who capitalized on renting farmland, forests, or even water rights. The only thing people could bring with them that could be considered of monetary value is jewelry. Gold, silver, gemstones. That sort of thing. Granted, it’s the formerly wealthy who usually possess such treasures. Has anyone seen any signs of anyone using them to garner privileges or special treatment?”


  Adina raised her hand. “I have. I’ve been offered gold if I personally could come to people’s quarters and add features to their food dispensers. Same with clothing dispensers, recyclers, and so on. When I turn them down, I hear rumors of them going down the chain of command until they find someone ready to do it. I haven’t found the individual among my subordinates accepting such bribes, but when I do…” She shrugged and could guess her eyes had gone almost black. She detested anyone selling out, no matter the consequences. Here they were all literally in the same boat.


  “I have too,” Briar said, sounding more sad than outraged. “Not so much with the formerly wealthy, but among the poorest and most destitute. They offer to give what little they have if I will come to their quarters and examine their baby or the new mother.”


  “Why?” Adina blurted out. “All clinic rounds are free. Anyone can just show up and be seen by doctors, nurses, counselors.”


  “Yes. And no.” Briar shook her head. “Among the Gemosians, some subgroups don’t want to, or can’t, leave their quarters. Some are girls either raped or seduced by Loghian guards in the camps and now pregnant with their babies. Both they and their babies are considered traitors or spawns of such. Others who have appointment in cubes occupied mainly by Oconodians don’t feel safe when riding the public jumpers since not all Oconodians approve of us bringing the Gemosians with us to P-105. So they try to persuade my colleagues and me to do house calls. I have done a few—”


  “What?” Adina said. Briar was sitting right there admitting that she accepted bribes? No matter how profoundly sad the circumstances were, this was wrong on so many levels.


  “But I refused any payment. Naturally.” Glittering with anger now, Briar’s turquoise eyes turned into narrow slits. “House calls take more than four times as long, even more, depending on where the patient resides, and the nursing staff is stretched so very thin as it is. It’ll take more than five months before the first assistant nurses, on the lowest level, are fully trained. Twice that with licensed nurses like me.”


  “This is becoming a problem.” Korrian nodded thoughtfully. “These examples show it. I’m sure there are other areas where this system of bribery is becoming problematic as well. When the authorities gave the go-ahead for the Gemosians to come with us, Meija and I advocated for not placing them farthest out on the ship. They should have their cube among the Oconodians.”


  “Unless that would make them feel surrounded.” A young man sitting on Meija’s other side spoke up. “You know. Boxed in.”


  “A valid point.” Meija nodded.


  “Why don’t we take this question to the Gemosian leaders?” Briar asked, her voice soft and hesitant.


  “They’re pretty busy trying to negotiate, still, their position in the Oconodian parliament. You can imagine they’re insisting on a lot of seats, and our politicians are nervous they might lose some. They need to solve this dilemma before we have the election that needs to take place before we reach P-105. Once we’re there, the new leaders need to have gained momentum.” Korrian’s solemn voice didn’t show much faith in the politicians’ ability to reach consensus on very many issues, least of all their own presence on the political scene.


  “Can you talk to some of your Gemosian peers?” Adina suggested to Korrian.


  “They don’t have many admirals or any ranking military members left for me to talk to. As you may know, their military has been reduced to only a few units, as most of them lost their lives on Gemosis, trying to save their people. Most of the surviving soldiers are the pilots who weren’t planetside when the catastrophe began.” She lowered her gaze for a moment, and Adina regretted asking. “But it’s a good idea. They’d have a good handle on the currents among the population. And they’d know what challenges this would entail.”


  “Let’s not forget a traumatized people were just recently more or less liberated from camps where they suffered greatly, and they’re trying to establish roots aboard a vast spaceship belonging to yet another people.” Meija gestured emphatically. “If we just move their cube to another position…I don’t know. But I certainly know it won’t go well if we do it without consulting them. We might even have to put it to an all-public vote.”


  “The whole ship? So, the Oconodians get to decide if the Gemosians are worthy to live among them? That doesn’t sound right.” Briar frowned. “Just remember, we’re all homeless at this point. We’re all refugees, regardless of origin.”


  “I second that,” a middle-aged woman said. “If they’re going to vote, it should only be the Gemosians. If we allow the whole ship to have a say, we’d be right back in the whole death-by-bureaucracy scenario. Or, as my late husband used to say, bureau-crazy.”


  Everyone chuckled and the tension eased some. “Let’s ask the ones who Briar is bringing,” Meija said. “All right?”


  They agreed and continued to discuss their issues, old and new. Adina was starting to get a headache when the meeting went into its third hour. When Edgram finally slapped the table with his square and declared the meeting over, she sighed in relief and stood immediately. Her injured arm stung, and her shoulder was stiff from being inactive for hours. Good thing she planned to hit the gym after her shift was over.


  “You don’t think much of me, do you?” Briar was suddenly at her side. Her slightly freckled face looked somber.


  “What do you mean? You saved my life.” Adina tugged at her bag containing workout clothes that sat under the table.


  “You know what I mean. You clearly assumed I’d take bribes, from people I care for and am supposed to help and heal. Thanks a lot.” The acidity in her voice and frost in her eyes made it clear how offended Briar was.


  “I didn’t assume. I didn’t know!” Yanking the shoulder strap of her bag over her shoulder, Adina grew angry as well. Her head pounded, and she didn’t need to have Briar confront her like that right now.


  “I was thrilled to finally get to meet you again, as this meeting was postponed forever. So we’re here and I’m excited about working together to make everything better for the people on this ship, and you just had to do your best to ruin it.” Briar sucked her lower lip in, and Adina thought for a crazy moment she was trying to stop it from trembling.


  Adina groaned inwardly at how one word, her blurting out “What?”—which Briar had interpreted as “What did you do?”—could create such…drama. She didn’t have time, or energy, for drama. Her family had turned this type of behavior into an art, which created a whole set of other flashbacks for Adina.


  “I apologize,” she said stiffly. Moving around Briar as if she were made of white garnet and about to explode into a slew of accusations and criticisms, she tried to make a quick exit. “I spoke without thinking. It will not happen again.”


  Briar frowned, which probably meant she wasn’t about to accept any sort of apology. What else was new? Adina thought of how her mother had made her grovel for days on end at any perceived misstep on Adina’s part. No excuse was ever good enough; no asking for forgiveness had ever made her mother take her back into her good graces. Only when Shabina Vantressa, the tyrant matriarch, deemed Adina had groveled enough did the ostracism end, though not the pain of her bruised heart. “Tell Caya I said hello.” Hoisting her bag, Adina was hurrying to the door when she felt a small hand on her arm. Rounding on Briar with fire in her belly, she hissed, “I said I was sorry.”


  “And you didn’t wait for me to respond.” Briar’s eyes were softer now, if a bit guarded. “I accept your apology. I realize you don’t know me. Not really. I’m flawed like all people, but I’m not preying on those in a weaker position than my own. Honestly.” She smiled carefully. “What do you think?”


  “About what?” Adina asked, dazed now. The headache drumming behind her eyes and Briar’s readiness to accept her apology added to her confusion.


  “About calling a truce. Caya has asked about you several times.”


  How did this happen? Briar had been so upset, and now she was talking about her sister like everything was suddenly all right. Normal. “Is she well?” Adina asked, knowing she sounded far too polite and rigid.


  “She’s enjoying school. Almost a little too much.” Briar shrugged and managed to smile and look worried at the same time. “I hardly see her. Guess I should’ve known this would happen. All the new friends…you know?”


  “Yes.” That was a lie. As a young woman, Adina had never had many friends as her large family didn’t let any outsiders into their midst that Shabina didn’t approve of. And most of the time, she didn’t. Even worse was when she seemed to like one of Adina’s friends—and just when everything was looking brighter and going so well, Shabina would change her mind. “Don’t make her stop seeing them,” Adina heard herself say, her voice hollow. The room was empty now, which was a blessing as Adina felt her command mask slipping.


  “I wouldn’t. She’s so happy and they’re not doing anything bad. No intoxication, but a whole lot of dancing, discussing, and jumper cruising.”


  “Excuse me? Jumper cruising?” This term was new to Adina. Then again, she didn’t socialize with young people. Or people of any age. She had somehow hoped her habit of self-isolation would change when they left Oconodos.


  “They use the jumper system to travel the different cubes, getting on and off at different gates, exploring. I double-checked. It’s not against the rules, as long as they’re being safe…” Briar shrugged. “I’m keeping you. Guess I’ll see you at our next meeting? Hopefully we won’t have to wait another thirty-some days again.”


  “Let’s hope not.” Adina thought she should say something else but came up short. As Briar nodded and turned to leave, Adina spoke without thinking, “There’s a concert in Caydoc Park next week. Classical music. I have an extra ticket. Maybe you would like—”


  “Yes, thank you. I love music. Especially classical. Do you want to meet up at the jumper gate, or…” Enthusiastically, Briar hauled her tablet from her bag. “Let me just check that I’m not on the evening shift.” She tapped with quick fingers. “Oh, good. I actually have two days off. Finally. I’ve had one day off at a time at the most up till now.”


  Somehow while listening to the words coming from Briar like a waterfall, Adina lost sight of the fact she had only intended to offer the ticket to Briar—not actually ask her to join her. And now she couldn’t very well embarrass her, especially as Briar looked so happy and surprised. Perhaps it was only Caya who had time to socialize and make friends? Briar worked a lot, Adina already knew this. Could Briar feel as lonely at times as Adina did?


  “The jumper gate at Caydoc Park, day thirty-eight, 1800 hours.” Loathing herself for sounding so harsh, Adina was amazed at how genuine Briar’s smile was.


  “Looking forward to it. I haven’t been to Caydoc Park yet. I hear it’s wonderful.”


  Named after Admiral Dael Caydoc, who had found P-105 with her advance team, the park had been advertised several times over the screens. It was located in cube one, which also hosted the parliament and high-level security quarters, and its 32,400 square meters covered the center of the deck ten and reached all the way up to deck two. That location made it possible for trees up to seventy-five meters tall to grow there, in theory.


  “It is. You’ll like it.” Adina could hardly breathe. She felt as if water was closing over her head, and she had to leave the conference room before Briar caught on to her looming panic attack. It was ironic that someone like her, so easily in command while working with her engineers or when heading up an away team, would feel so weak in private. No wonder she was married to her job. It was the only place she functioned without any of this nonsense going on. She’d even participated in extensive advance programs for combat officers and knew how to pilot everything from a hovercraft to a deep-space cruiser. Here, facing a woman with an open expression, seemingly guileless and so very, very pretty, Adina was ready to strap on her survival gear and run.


  She did the next best thing. Faking confidence worked too. Gently cupping Briar’s elbow as a farewell gesture, she said good-bye—and fled. As she hurried through the corridors leading to the closest jumper gate, Adina tried to keep her breathing even. Instead, her heart went crazy. Thundering in her chest, it fought to provide her system with much-needed oxygen.


  What had she gotten herself into?


  Chapter Seven



  Briar stopped at the gate leading into Caydoc Park and adjusted the wide gold belt that went with her knee-long white dress. Unable to quite take in how grand the park area was, she tipped her head back and gazed at the tall trees brought up from Oconodos years ago. Thriving just inside the gates, they formed an alley toward the large open lawn in the center. She could hear the musicians tuning their instruments and scattered strings of melodies. People entered the park with anticipation on their faces, which wasn’t hard to understand, as this was the first major music event since the launch.


  “There you are.” Adina’s husky voice startled Briar out of her reverie. She turned and—stared. Having seen Adina only in her uniform, she barely recognized the woman in civilian clothes. She wore a dark-blue flowing caftan that reached below her knees, over black, loose-fitting trousers. The caftan was adorned with silk threads in a multitude of colors. The pattern was floral—not the cute kind that Caya loved to wear on her tops, but bold and striking. Adina’s hair, normally brushed in a sleek short hairdo, was actually wavy and full and feathery—and Briar had to harness a sudden, and unwelcome, desire to run her fingers through it.


  “You look amazing,” Briar said before she had time to edit herself.


  “Thank you.” Adina smiled briefly. “As do you.”


  Briar waved her hand dismissively. “Anything but my scrubs is a step up.”


  “Same goes for my uniform.” Adina motioned toward the gate. “Time to find our seats, I believe.”


  Briar nodded, even if she didn’t agree with Adina’s comment about her uniform. In her opinion, the fleet uniform looked very fetching on the tall woman next to her.


  As they made their way over to the large lawn where seats had been placed in the center, Briar saw families and other constellations of people sitting on blankets and makeshift boxes at the perimeter. She guessed the tickets Adina had procured were the pricier ones for the seats. Most of the people resorting to blankets and boxes were young or with children, but just below a large tree, Briar spotted an elderly couple that seemed to be struggling with their blanket.


  Reaching the tenth row of chairs, Adina checked her tablet for their numbers.


  “Wait.” Briar briefly touched Adina’s arm. “What do you say we give your tickets to the couple over there and ask if we can borrow their blanket?” She pointed at the elderly couple where a man using canes tried to maneuver himself down onto the ground.


  Adina looked up from her tablet. “What? Oh.” She hesitated a moment but then nodded. “Of course. Good idea.” As soon as she agreed, Briar walked resolutely over to the couple and made it in time to stop the man from lowering his trembling limbs onto the ground.


  “Sir? Madam? Why don’t you use the seats eight and nine, in row ten over there?” Briar motioned toward the white chairs.


  “Oh, no. We don’t have tickets for those.” The woman blushed. “I’ll just help my husband—”


  “Please, madam.” Briar took the woman’s hand. “Adina and I are young and healthy. We don’t mind sitting here if we can borrow your blanket for the duration of the concert. In the meantime, you’d make us very happy if you’d accept this offer. We’ll enjoy the music so much more if we know you’re comfortable.”


  The woman looked back and forth between Briar and Adina. She then focused on Briar, her eyes clear and very kind. “Aren’t you the one they call Red Angel?”


  What? Briar blinked and sent a glance at Adina, who stood nearby. “No. I don’t think so. I’m sure you’re mistaking me for someone else.”


  “I’m sure I’m right. This random act of kindness is just like something Red Angel would do.” The woman squeezed Briar’s hands. “We gladly accept the offer of your chairs. This is so very nice of you. We won’t forget.”


  Adina escorted the couple to the assigned seats, helping the man stow his canes. Briar smoothed out the blanket and sat leaning against the even trunk of the tree. Above her, the branches moved in the artificial wind, but it was done so well, she could imagine this really being outdoors in a park on Oconodos.


  Adina sat down next to her. “Red Angel? What’s that about?”


  “Honestly, I have no idea. I’ve never heard the expression before, and nobody has ever used it around me. It sounds a bit farfetched. Sure, I have reddish hair, but angel? Hardly.” She snorted and shook her head.


  “Hmm. I’m not so sure. When you spoke to that couple just now, there was…something.”


  Just as Briar was about to question Adina about what she meant, the conductor entered and loud applause filled the park area. Briar clapped too and tried to remember when she’d been to such an event last. Normally, she and Caya used the screen to listen to music and watch performances. Caya, being younger and completely set on staying current when it came to popular music, would sometimes play it so loud on her transmitter, Briar had to flee into her part of their quarters and close the door. Racking her brain, she vaguely remembered being at a concert with their parents before they were orphaned. Her father had loved classical music, and her mother had been more about the popular songs and theatrical music.


  “Don’t know if you recognize her, but that’s Bim Hyiel.” Adina pointed at the conductor.


  “Yes. Oh, goodness. It is. I thought someone else I’d never heard of was going to be here. Wonder what happened?”


  “Perhaps they persuaded her at the last moment?” Adina shrugged, but her eyes glowed. “I’ve seen her lead an orchestra only once before. Live, I mean. Only fitting she’s the conductor for the first concert since we launched.”


  “I agree.” Wiggling a bit to get comfortable, Briar ended up sitting closer to her…companion. Her brain had almost insisted on the word “date,” but that was really taking it too far. They weren’t even friends, no matter what Briar had told the old couple. Not colleagues either. She wasn’t sure what they were.


  Adina didn’t move. She sat resting her head against the tree trunk, no doubt ready to immerse herself in the music.


  Bim Hyiel tapped her glowing stick against the music stand on the podium. The musicians held their instruments and focused solely on the conductor. She was dressed in a long, silver, shimmering dress, and her black hair reached her waist. After she raised her arms and then lowered them so quickly Briar jumped, the musicians started playing in complete harmony, a passionate piece of music that demanded everything of them. The pace was murderous and the tones climbed and fell across the lawn, in between the trees and onward.


  Sighing, Briar let the music fill her senses, letting go of everything she normally worried about. Right now, she was simply enjoying this beautiful setting and listening to devastatingly amazing music, as she sat next to the woman whom she just couldn’t quite figure out.


  


  *


  


  Adina was surrounded by the music, but not so into it she didn’t notice Briar’s presence and the soft scent emanating from her skin. Briar’s white dress, cut to emphasize her petite form, revealed that Briar was curvier than she appeared in her scrubs.


  And what was that about a Red Angel? If the elderly woman was right and the term described Briar—what was she up to? Had she gained this moniker while on duty or what? As Briar shifted closer, Adina struggled to breathe normally. This woman, hardworking and responsible for her younger sister, had a way of peeling back Adina’s protective layers. She didn’t mind being so close to her physically, but it was unwise.


  Not usually the type who sought company for casual sex, Adina didn’t know how to do anything else but stay aloof. The last time she’d had sex, it had been about fulfilling a need but had left her feeling empty and more unfulfilled than before. At one point, she’d kept trying, searching, but coming up short every fucking time. Adina loathed thinking about what she regarded as failures on her part, especially now, but something in this situation unlocked otherwise closely guarded doors inside her.


  The music, Briar’s close proximity, not to mention her scent—something sweet and fresh permeated the air around them without being overwhelming. Almost afraid to inhale, Adina chastised herself for being so dramatic. Briar wore some perfume or lotion. It wasn’t some secret pheromone that would forever poison anyone sitting too close.


  About to chuckle at herself for reading too much into the situation, Adina nearly bit the tip of her tongue as Briar leaned closer and murmured, “Doesn’t she look amazing when she’s so into the music, her hair floating around her without ever landing?” She pointed at Bim Hyiel. “See?”


  Adina looked, and she did see what Briar meant. The passionate, intense conductor moved with such grace and fervor, her hair did take on a life of its own around her lithe body. As beautiful and special as this sight was, Adina could only focus on Briar’s presence and that scent. “She’s something.” Adina frowned at how choked up she sounded.


  Briar tipped her head back to look up at her. “Thank you for bringing me.”


  Adina felt guilty that she hadn’t intended to invite Briar at all. Why the hell hadn’t she just set the record straight when Briar misunderstood? Easy. Because of the openness in those transparent turquoise eyes. Briar looked at her like no one had ever done before, as if she really saw her. Not just her appearance or the superficial details, but her. From the moment Briar had insisted on staying by her side while saving her arm and her life from the white-garnet oil, Adina had been able to conjure up the image of those eyes at any given time.


  The first piece of music was over and Briar rose on her knees and applauded energetically. Adina remained where she was while clapping.


  “Amazing!” Briar called out, beaming. She turned to Adina, her strawberry-blond locks jumping around her face. “So amazing.”


  “Utterly.” Adina kept looking at Briar. She wasn’t referring only to the music.


  


  *


  


  The jumper was filled with elated people still discussing the evening’s music event in Caydoc Park. Briar held on to a handle, as there were no empty seats, and she stood virtually pressed up against Adina. As the jumper came to a stop, people pushed to get off and nearly took Briar with them, as they clearly didn’t pay attention.


  “Watch where you’re going,” Adina growled and leveled a most effective glare at three young men. “We have regulations for how you conduct yourself on the jumpers. They’re there for a reason.”


  Two of the young men muttered apologies, but the third, handsome and in his early twenties, sneered at them. “You sure she wasn’t coming with us voluntarily?” His innuendo was obvious.


  “Name and cube number.” Adina pushed Briar in behind her and held her hand out to stop the doors from closing, which in turn prevented the jumper from leaving the gate.


  “What’s that to you?” the young man said, but his friends nudged him.


  “You crazy? Don’t you recognize her?”


  Briar thought they’d recognized Adina and hoped they’d be intimidated enough not to face off with the Pathfinder’s chief engineer.


  “What do you mean?” the offensive man asked his friend.


  “The redhead. She’s Red Angel. Don’t mess around with them anymore.”


  Briar gasped. Again, that weird moniker. What the hell was that about?


  The young man in Adina’s sight paled. “What? You sure?”


  “Hell, yes.”


  “I’m sorry, madam. Won’t happen again. Can I go now?” The man looked more like a boy now, and Briar tapped Adina’s shoulder.


  “Just let him go, Adina.”


  “Fine. For now.” Adina withdrew her hand, and turning to Briar, she shifted and used her body as a shield between Briar and the crowd around them that had begun murmuring.


  Briar heard several of the people in the jumper mention “Red Angel” and hoped they were just curious and wouldn’t assume the name referred to her. Somewhere another redhead was doing something that had earned her the title. Briar knew it couldn’t be her.


  “Twice now,” Adina said and looked down at Briar. “What are you thinking?”


  “That it’s not me. That somewhere, a redhead is being all angelic or something, and the Creator knows that can’t be me. Ask Caya. She wanted to go to a party at a friend’s quarters, but I told her it’s not a smart thing in the middle of the week. She has so much homework to catch up with, as we couldn’t teach some things at home. No parties when it’s a school day. We agreed on that.”


  “So, this is your way of telling to tell me you’re not Red Angel?” Adina tilted her head. “I got the feeling they meant something else. Those boys were even a bit intimidated by this angel.”


  Briar had to laugh. “Again. Not me. Not at all. Intimidating.” She snorted. “So not me.”


  Adina looked at Briar as if she didn’t believe her. This was interesting. In the park, Adina had regarded Briar with a mix of apprehension and something else, something basic and fervent—even passionate. Her eyes had gone from a more amber brown to something golden, like honey. From any other person, man or woman, Briar would’ve guessed it was sexual attraction, but this was Adina. Severe and standoffish, and certainly not attracted to Briar.


  For some reason, this thought depressed her. Trying to figure out why, Briar kept gazing up at Adina. There it was again. That molten, magma-like glow in Adina’s eyes. “You’re looking at me like…like a lover.” Oh, sweet Creator, did she just say that? Briar sucked her lower lip in. If she ever learned to edit herself just a tad, that’d be great. How was it that all her thoughts and what was generally on her mind just leaped out of her mouth—especially at the most inopportune moments?


  Adina’s eyes closed hard for a moment. When she opened them again, they were opaque and dark brown. Whatever emotion had brought out the gold, it was gone now. “I apologize,” Adina said. “I wasn’t aware I was making you uncomfortable.”


  Oh, no. None of that. Briar had the urgent notion she had to make this right. Now. “I’m not uncomfortable now and I wasn’t earlier either. You don’t have to put up that wall with me.”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” Just as Adina spoke, the jumper lurched and lifted from the tracks.


  Briar cried out and hung on to the handle, wrapping her free arm around Adina. “What’s going on?”


  “We’ve bounced off the track. The computer should right this problem any moment now. Hold on.” Adina mimicked Briar’s grip and held on to her.


  The cart jolted and swayed back and forth, sending people to their knees when they lost their grip or slid off the seats. Children cried for their parents, and Briar could sense their fear and anguish wash over her in wave after wave. So much fear in one small area, no wonder she could sense it. Nobody was immune to such strong emotions.


  The cart slowly righted itself and came to a stop at the next gate. A computerized voice stopped them and told all the people aboard the jumper to disembark. Briar gripped Adina’s hand without really considering if this was all right with her companion. At this point, Adina was already in chief-engineer mode and barking orders into her communicator that she had produced from the small case attached to her belt.


  “I’ll make sure you’re escorted home. I’ve been called back in to engineering.” She leaned closer. “There’s been another incident.”


  “Damn.” Gazing around at the shocked people, some bleeding from minor cuts, Briar knew she couldn’t go home yet. “Go do your thing, Adina. I’ll stick around here for a bit and do mine.”


  “I see. Be safe.” Adina hesitated and her ears colored a faint pink. “It might get intense out in the public areas when the rumors of the origin of this start to fly. Please let me know when you’re safe at home?”


  “Sure.” She was beaming now, despite the somber nature of the issue at hand. “And you too, please.” She rose on her toes and kissed Adina’s cheek. “Bye.”


  Adina blinked, looking astonished. Then she pivoted and moved toward the area where Briar knew they kept the two- and four-seat military jumpers. Briar watched in awe how deftly Adina maneuvered the small jumper onto the other set of magnetic tracks. She moved with such control and agility it was hard to imagine Adina could ever come across as rigid.


  Briar tore her gaze from Adina and assessed the situation around her. No one seemed to have any serious physical injuries, but the air was thick with fear and frayed nerves. Practically at her feet, a young woman and a girl around eight held on to each other. The woman’s legs buckled underneath her. “Hey,” she said and knelt beside them. “I’m Briar and I’m a nurse. Let me help you and all will be fine.”


  The little girl looked up at Briar, who could easily read the fear in her eyes. “Can you help my mother?”


  “I’ll do my best.” Briar lifted the little girl up on a bench over by the bulkhead. Returning to the mother, she managed to get her on her feet. “One step at a time. Let’s join your daughter over there.”


  “Thank you,” the woman said, her voice broken. “You’re such an angel.”


  Chapter Eight



  “Sir, we have had yet another white-garnet explosion,” Lieutenant Dodgmer said as soon as Adina entered engineering, still dressed in her civilian clothes. Located two cubes away from the one she’d just left, the vast area of pipes, manifolds, propulsion guiding systems, and computers was more familiar to her than her own quarters. In fact, Korrian and she had designed these bright-white walls, light-gray floor, light-blue pipes and manifolds, and every single computer console consisting of glass-aluminum and super-conductive metal alloy. This was what Adina considered her true home.


  “I know,” she now growled and took her station. The enormous computer console surrounded her on all sides, with only a narrow gap for her to enter and take her seat. The chair was more a stool with a narrow, low backrest. Never was she more comfortable than when she had the ship at her fingertips. “Have we located it?” If it was the hospital again, she was going to demand the beheading of the security officers in charge.


  “Yes. Cube Sixteen. The main gate.”


  “Oh, Creator,” Adina whispered. “Casualties?”


  “No deaths reported, but some burns and contusions. I’m getting updates continuously. Seems the garnet took out something in the tunnel rather than exactly at the gate. That probably saved some lives.”


  “Unless this was just a warning and they’ve added more of that shit somewhere else.” Adina punched in commands, making her screens come to life. Dodgmer always said she played this like an instrument, and he wasn’t wrong. The twelve screens surrounding her with information and video feeds would’ve made most people dizzy, but Adina was used to this console, having been in on the design with Korrian Heigel. She obtained a few more readings and slapped her communicator.


  “Commander Vantressa to Admiral Heigel.”


  “Heigel here. Report.” Korrian’s stern face appeared on the center screen.


  Adina told her what they knew. “I’ve deployed my teams, as have security and law enforcement. If anyone there looks dodgy, or if they’ve left traces, we’ll find them.”


  “White garnet again? Where the hell do they get the stuff? You can’t exactly carry it around in your pocket.”


  “Do we need to set up checkpoints to have people’s bags searched? This is starting to look like Oconodos—creating suspects out of just about anyone.” Adina shook her head.


  “I don’t think we need to go that far. I’ve been working on some changes we can make to internal sensors. I’ll join you. If we engage your entire team, we should be able to implement the changes shortly.”


  “All right, sir. We’re ready for you.” Disconnecting, Adina stood, raising her voice. “Listen up. Admiral Heigel is on her way, and she’s going to need all hands on deck. Ready your stations and get rid of anything that’s got nothing to do with this particular mayhem. I want to see ready stations in five.”


  Fifty stations resembling Adina’s, but semicircular in shape, created a full circle around her elevated console. Fifty engineers now tapped away at their computers, the idea of Korrian relying on them igniting even the most exhausted among them. Adina had trained them, gotten them acquainted with the cutting-edge technology Pathfinder possessed, and now they would need their collective knowledge to get them through this latest crisis.


  Korrian strode into engineering, her assistant in tow along with security officers. Meija wasn’t with her; no doubt the chief social-anthropologist was busy at her own headquarters, trying to figure out what was going on from the angle of her expertise.


  “Admiral on deck.” A young ensign stood, hand to chin, saluting the admiral arriving with her assistant and a security officer.


  “As you were,” Korrian said briskly. “Commander Vantressa.” She motioned toward the security officer. “This is Lieutenant Toplan. My assistant you already know. May I use your station?” It was a polite question but none Adina would ever consider saying no to. She would only surrender her station to the officer in charge when she wasn’t there. To stand idly by when someone else sat in her chair wasn’t something she enjoyed.


  “Don’t worry, Commander, I won’t be there for more than a minute or two. I just need to start a cascade effect down to your crew’s stations.”


  “Certainly, sir.” Adina stepped out from her console but remained on the dais. She could tell Korrian’s assistant had planned to be the one standing there, but he just had to remain where he was on the floor below. Next to the assistant, Lieutenant Toplan stood ramrod straight and followed everything they did while waiting for updates.


  “I’ve come up with a few algorithms to search for and detect any known explosive, including the six different colors garnet comes in. Red garnet reacts with fluid, even pure water, as the Gemosians found out the hard way when their moon blew up. Green garnet pulverizes everything it comes into contact with, except carbon-threaded lead. Blue garnet is harmless to humanoids but lethal to any cold-blooded creature, as well as insects. Yellow garnet dissolves and goes airborne as soon as it’s released into oxygen-hydrate atmosphere. White, we know, is also of the explosive and corroding kind. These are all difficult to deal with. Now, that said, if anyone was foolish to bring black garnet into the ship, we’re all dead. We can scan for that until we’re shriveled up and turned to space dust. Not a sensor I can think of is able to pick up on it.”


  “Until it’s too late. I know.” Adina somberly thought of the substance Korrian had mentioned. As bad as red and white garnet could be, black garnet was considered a weapon of mass destruction. A pea-sized amount of the substance, which could be contained in an anaerobic environment for centuries and not change, move, or hurt anyone, would be disastrous if exposed to oxygen.


  “I’ve seen samples in an electron scanner,” Korrian said. She shook her head and her face was somber. “Even then, it was a laboratory on a space station where the entire part of the lab was anaerobic. They wouldn’t risk any of those particles escaping into an oxygenized part of the station.”


  “What did it look like when magnified that much?” Adina watched Korrian’s hands move swiftly over her console, amazed how the woman could carry on a conversation at the same time.


  “Like long, narrow tubes, each of those tubes smaller than a strand of hair split ten thousand times. It’s also so black that it doesn’t reflect any light. You know what that means, right?”


  “It means you can’t really see it, even if there’s a lot of it. Against a white surface, it might look like a perforation, but that’s it.”


  “Exactly, so pray no mad scientist brought that along for the ride.”


  Adina shuddered at the thought of what some fanatics could dream up. She stood behind Korrian and followed her progress with avid attention, knowing she’d be the one responsible for this new system once it was up and running. Beneath them, her subordinates punched in commands and did their best to work at Korrian’s furious pace. Adina wasn’t worried; she’d trained them well. They were the best in their respective fields. The Oconodian people would expect each of them to perform technical miracles every day on their way to P-105.


  Adina’s communicator hummed. She tapped it, still with her eyes on Korrian’s hands. “Vantressa here.”


  “Are you aware of some explosion, Adina? Honestly, if this keeps happening, I’ll have to complain to the captain. I’d just settled some of the grandchildren when the whole ship shook. This is such a large vessel that the least one could expect is it would behave like the tiniest little canoe.” Shabina Vantressa spoke regally, as if to a servant. Well, that was hardly a new development.


  “We’re handing it, Mother,” Adina murmured, stepping off the dais. “You’re not in any danger if you remain calm and—”


  “Don’t you give me the official line you’ve rehearsed to reassure the masses, young lady. I’m your mother, and as such, I deserve to know, before anyone else, what’s going on. You’re supposedly responsible for this vessel. Your family should be your top priority when something’s going wrong.”


  “My first responsibility is to the ship and all its passengers. I don’t have time to chat now, Mother. Put the emergency broadcast on the screen in your quarters. Any information you need to know will be displayed there. Bye.” She disconnected the call and ripped the communicator off her lapel. Tapping on its display, she rerouted any transmissions from her family members to their local emergency quarters. She felt a tad sorry for the crew in charge there, but she had no time for her mother’s nonsense and power games.


  “Family upset?” Korrian didn’t turn to look at her, but her voice was sympathetic. She’d witnessed the Vantressas’ methods during the years Adina had been on her team. Korrian was one of the few people who knew the truth about this family of hers.


  “Family dealt with,” Adina said darkly.


  “Good. Now look here. I’ve implemented the basic algorithm to work its way through the system in a spiral formation, starting at the two blast sites. This will give us a pattern as well as an advance warning if the internal scanners find any color garnet.”


  “Except black,” Adina said.


  “Right.”


  “It’s a brilliant algorithm, and I can’t believe how your brain works as you can write these programs so fast.” Adina knew she was starstruck when it came to Korrian. It wasn’t just about saving their people, but also how she’d gone from being a hard-to-like and lonely person to allowing the woman she’d ended up marrying into her life just as she was under the most pressure.


  Adina hadn’t known Korrian then, obviously, but she’d been privy to Meija’s recollections and even Korrian’s own memories. After long hours in the space dock, watching the massive ship take its final form, they’d shared things about themselves and their lives. Adina had been hesitant, but when faced with such unconditional empathy, she’d told them about her upbringing. Meija had cried, but Korrian’s outrage had been just as healing to some degree.


  “I’m just using what the Creator gave me, Adina.” Korrian spoke in a low voice, as this comment was private. “As are you.”


  Adina wasn’t sure she had any special gifts other than tenacity and the ambition to be the best in her field. People talked about her as Korrian’s heiress, but that was a presumptuous thought. There could be only one Korrian Heigel.


  “Anything on the scanners yet?” Adina asked, ready to get back to ship’s business. “We need to know fast, and also, we need something to report back to Admiral Vayand and President Tylio. They’ll string me up in the center of Caydoc Park if I come up empty.”


  “And me right beside you. I know.” A muted beep, getting louder and faster, made them both turn to the console. “Going to voice command.” Adina didn’t intend to waste time punching in commands by hand. “Show scans on main screen.”


  The largest of the screens filled with charts and diagrams, numbers rolling fast to the left of them.


  “Computer. Show the trace from the site of the last explosion. Create holographic three-dimensional map of the Pathfinder.”


  The center of engineering lit up as ink-lasers sent their rays from the ceiling. Painting in real time, they created a semi-transparent blueprint of the vessel, marking the residual trace of white garnet from the jumper tunnel toward the outer perimeter.


  “It’s the Gemosian cube,” one of the junior engineers said where he stood among his colleagues in a circle around the three-dimensional map.


  “It can’t be them,” Toplan said, looking puzzled. “They weren’t on board when the first charge was activated.”


  “Damn, you’re right, Lieutenant.” Korrian sighed. “Look, the trace goes on, but barely visible.”


  “The garnet molecules keep passing through the ship. Looks like the perpetrator is traveling through the jumper system trying to get as far away from the intended explosion as possible.” Adina pointed at the numbers reducing next to the diagrams.


  “And there it wanes off completely.” Korrian stared at the location on the map where the track was no longer bright yellow. “That junction. Isn’t that the main library?” She squinted, rubbing her temple.


  Adina cast a worried glance at Korrian. “Let me find out.” She looked at the coordinates and punched them into the computer. A bright spot ignited on the map. “It’s just outside the main library.”


  “Think that’s their next target?” Korrian glanced at Toplan. “Lieutenant?”


  “Not sure,” Toplan answered. “They’ve chosen such different places. The first one at the core of what most people would consider the softest of targets. The second at one of the hubs of our infrastructure. None of the charges big enough to incapacitate the entire ship, but obviously intended to spread terror and uncertainty. My superiors have followed your progress via the secure comm system. Measures are being taken.”


  “What measures?” Adina asked.


  “We’re going to compare your data from the new algorithms to the surveillance recorders and see if we can match this pattern with an individual. As for the rest, we need to discuss that later.” Glancing pointedly at the fifty-some engineers listening to their discussion, Toplan shook her head. “I will be able to brief you and the admiral in private, Commander. Nobody else.”


  “Very well.” Adina turned to Dodgmer, who’d stayed in the background, running his station. “Take my station. I’m going to the security briefing and then on to meet with the president and the captain. Keep me posted on any changes.”


  “Aye, sir.” Dodgmer calmly stepped into her console and began running new scans. “Sir, so far no major deposits of garnet on the scanners. We’ve covered forty percent of the ship as of now.”


  “All right. Carry on.”


  As they walked out of engineering to deal with the crisis at the higher levels, Adina was surprised as her mind detoured to Briar, wondering how her triaging was going. She made a mental note to call her later, when she had a moment.


  


  *


  


  Briar stepped into her quarters and frowned, as it was completely dark, except for the emergency light along the floorboards. “Caya?” she called out. “Hello?”


  “Briar?” Caya whimpered from her private room.


  “Lights on fifty percent!” Dropping her jacket on the floor, Briar hurried to her sister.


  Curled up on her bed, Caya hugged her legs to her chest, her teeth clattering. “Briar it’s been…like this for so long. So long. The images, they just keep coming and coming.”


  “Shh. I’m here.” Appalled at how cold Caya felt against her, she took a blanket and lay down next to her. Covering them both, she hugged the shivering girl close. “There. I have you now. Can you tell me?”


  “I see this man, and he’s so angry, yelling, demanding, and calling the president a traitor. He’s…I’m not sure. He’s dressed in black and he’s half bald. The images stop for a moment and then they come back and you weren’t here and I couldn’t get through—” Her voice rose to a wail.


  “Caya. Caya! Listen to me. I’m here now. Now that you’re telling me what you saw, the images usually stop, right? It’ll calm down. Don’t be afraid of what you see. Not when I’m here with you. You’re going to be all right. There. See?” Caya’s breathing was slowing little by little as Briar held her, rocking gently.


  “He was literally frothing at the mouth as he yelled and almost chanted,” Caya said, yawning now. This often happened after a strong vision. Her system began to shut down, forcing her to rest.


  “Did you recognize him in any way?”


  “No…well, not really. I mean, he reminded me of, not someone. Something.” Caya hid her face against Briar’s neck. “I’m so glad you came home. I’d just gotten in the door after my friends walked me home, and the vision hit so hard. Perhaps my mind kept me from having it until it was safe for me? Do you think that’s possible? I mean, I just closed the door and boom.” Yawning again, Caya closed her eyes. “I think I have to sleep now.”


  “It’s getting late anyway. We’ll talk more tomorrow.” Briar stayed where she was, holding the girl she loved more than anything. The visions had been very few after that first day. Caya had begun to relax, and Briar had hoped having the distance to their home planet increase could have something to do with the absence of visions. Clearly she’d jumped to conclusions and hoped Caya wouldn’t have another spell happen this way, this intensely, every time. If this happened in public, when Briar wasn’t there to help mask it as some sort of seizure, they could be found out.


  Back on Oconodos some of the changers had taken strong psychotropic drugs to mask the manifestation of the mutated gene. Briar had never even contemplated the idea of subjecting Caya to that option, but if that was what it took to keep them safe, she wouldn’t think twice about stealing some from the hospital. They hadn’t come to that point, she told herself, but if… She wiped at the tears of fear and frustration running down her temples and into her hair.


  A muted beep from her communicator made her get up, careful not to wake Caya, and walk out into the living room area. She pulled the communicator from her shoulder and placed it on the table. “Lindemay. Go ahead.” If this was the head nurse asking her in for an extra shift, she was going to claim having had a whole bottle of ale.


  “Briar, Adina here. Are you home?”


  For some unfathomable reason, the sound of Adina’s voice brought new tears on. “Adina. Hi. Yes, I am.”


  “What’s wrong?” Adina sounded concerned.


  “Oh, nothing. I mean, I’m tired. Just got home. Long night, lot of people needing help and comfort.”


  “You sound like one of them. Are you upset?” Her voice had an awkward undertone, as if this was something Adina wasn’t used to asking anyone, but she seemed honestly interested.


  “I—I am. A bit. So many terrified children and parents. Some got away from each other in the shuffle, and before the parents located their kids, they feared the worst. It was hard to witness. I’m used to dealing with worried parents, but they at least know exactly where their child is and what’s going on.”


  “Yes, that’s true, of course.”


  “What’s new at your end? Was it the same again? White garnet?”


  “I’m afraid so. I’m only able to tell you this since you’re already in the loop, so to speak.” Adina sighed and Briar heard something fall to the floor. Adina’s shoes? Was she undressing? Briar figured she ought to do the same.


  “Thank you for telling me. I suppose you had to spend the rest of the evening in engineering?”


  “At first, yes. Then there were briefings with the brass. Took forever. Ow. Damn.”


  “What?” Briar stopped taking her clothes off as Adina had sounded like she truly was in pain.


  “Nothing. I seem to have pulled a muscle. Probably when we de-tracked. Nothing major. An old injury making itself known.” Adina chuckled joylessly.


  “You should have someone look at that.” Briar got rid of the last of her clothes and placed them in the recycle slot under the clothes dispenser.


  “Not necessary.” Adina might have thought she sounded too harsh, because she added, “Thank you, but I only need some ointment and heat. Honestly.” Her voice sank. “And rest. As do you. I shouldn’t have called and disturbed you.”


  “I’m really glad you did, actually. I was hoping we would have another meeting soon, as this incident brings up new topics to discuss. Apparently what we talk about during the meetings reaches the president fairly quickly.”


  “Yes, I agree. I’ll take it up with Korrian when I see her. Maybe she can pull some strings and we can schedule one soon. Seems more important than ever to mitigate the fallout when it comes to the public’s reaction.”


  “Yes, precisely.”


  “You must be tired. I need to let you get some sleep.”


  “That’s all right. This way, I can thank you again for the concert experience. Until the de-tracking, I had such a good time.”


  The silence was so lengthy Briar was certain they’d been disconnected. “Adina?”


  “I should be the one to thank you. Not only did you do something really nice for that elderly couple, but you also made the concert even more special for me. Sharing the experience did add to it.”


  Briar smiled, feeling rather silly at just how wide her grin was. “You sound quite surprised, Commander,” she said, teasing.


  “At the risk of sounding like a complete bore, I was. Still am, a bit. Now, I should let you go. I’m sure, like me, you’ll be back at work tomorrow.”


  “Yes. I’m going to spend tomorrow on the Gemosian cube.”


  “Take care.” Adina cleared her throat. “And Briar?”


  “Yes?”


  “Keep your eyes open.”


  “I promise.” Thinking of Caya and her vision of the man in black, she truly meant it. “Good night, Adina.”


  “Good night.”


  As they disconnected and Briar stepped into the bathroom, she examined her reflection meticulously. Why was she blushing? Her pupils were larger than normal, and she felt oddly out of breath. She took pride in her people skills, as she worked with individuals who needed her to be sensitive to their reactions and problems. Now she was treading water and not sure why she responded like this to someone who seemed so very serious and closed off. Even the short interaction she’d witnessed between Adina and her large family had shown this woman wasn’t close to many people—if any. Possibly Korrian and Meija.


  After her nightly ablutions she crawled into bed, leaving both hers and Caya’s doors open so she could hear if Caya had another vision. The last image before she fell asleep was of the several people she’d assisted during the evening who had one thing in common—calling her Red Angel. Too many to call it a coincidence.


  Chapter Nine



  **Briar Lindemay**


  **NICU Nurse**


  **Day 83**


  **Exodus Operation**


  **Professional log**


  


  Logging off duty station four at NICU. Called to delivery unit six. Woman in premature labor showing signs of pre-eclampsia. Gestation week twenty-six. Surgeon and midwife plan for emergency fetal extraction.


  **Logged Out**


  


  The young woman was in serious condition. As soon as she entered the room, Briar could tell from the organized chaos that it was an all-hands-on-deck situation. She moved over to the station where the midwife would place the baby when it was extracted from the mother. She only had time to read the first few lines of information regarding their patient, learning that the fetus was male.


  “It’s too soon! Stop doing this to us. Please! Ah!”


  Briar pivoted, realizing the mother wasn’t sedated yet. In fact, the anesthesia team struggled to hold her convulsing body still. Knowing she was needed, Briar squeezed in between two people and helped hold down the shaking body of a very young woman. Black long hair had gotten loose from its cap and fell in wild curls toward the floor. Dropping down on one knee next to the woman’s head, Briar spoke directly into her ear to drown out the voices around them calling out medical orders.


  “Hold still. We’re going to help you and your baby. I know it’s early, but I’m here to take care of your son and help him. That’s all I’m here for. Everyone else will take care of you, but I’ll be focusing on the boy.”


  “He’s not going to make it.” The woman sobbed. “He’s so important to all of us and he’s going to die and they’re going to say…it’s my fault…and I want to hold…” Her voice waned as the anesthesiologist was able to finally sedate her.


  “Poor girl.” Another nurse shook her head. “She was adamant from the start we shouldn’t touch her. She fainted in public and began convulsing.” She looked at Briar. “Good job calming her. You do have a way with the patients.”


  The way she said it, sounding like what she’d witnessed confirmed something, confused Briar. Since she was on her way back to her station, she would follow up with the woman later.


  Climbing up on a footstool, Briar followed the procedure she’d witnessed too many times. It wasn’t uncommon for Oconodian women to fall prey to toxic pregnancies. Their blood pressure spiked, and in some cases, like this one, where the mother either hadn’t told her midwife of her symptoms or the condition escalated unusually fast, the only way to save the mother was to extract the fetus. If the mother had passed the twenty-second gestation week, the baby might survive. Briar had seen younger babies pull through, but with lifelong disabilities and health issues.


  Briar saw that the staff had the extraction well in hand and cast a new glance at the chart on the wall screen at her station. The mother was only nineteen years old and her name was Zoma Vantressa. “Oh, shit.” So this was one of the vast Vantressa clan, the people she’d noticed that Adina avoided and didn’t even want to talk about. Who could this be? A sister? Sister-in-law? Cousin? Didn’t matter. This young woman was Adina’s kin, and they were going to contact the father of the child if he was aboard. Briar read more, noticing that the father’s name was Agand and he was ten years older than his wife.


  “Anybody get ahold of the father?” Briar asked nobody in particular.


  “He and some family members are on the way,” the nurse who had spoken to Briar just before said. “He sounded totally panicked. I tried to tell him we were taking care of her, but…” The nurse shrugged. “You know. It’s the woman he loves and their first child. I’d be panicked too.”


  “Here’s the little boy now,” the surgeon said, holding the child carefully before handing him over to the midwife, a middle-aged bear of a man.


  “Here we go,” the midwife said and hoisted the child into Briar’s station. She quickly wrapped warmth-infusing towels around the frail little body and pulled the suction device from the wall. Gently she freed the boy’s narrow airways of amniotic fluids and mucus. At the same time, the midwife scanned him, nodding with a growing smile.


  “Good, strong heartbeats. Breathing easing up. Lungs clear on both sides.”


  The automatic heater kept the towel dry around the boy, but Briar thought the material looked too rough around the semi-transparent little body and exchanged it deftly to a softer one. She could sense the child’s distress and bent over him, whispering, “You’re going to be all right, little man. Your mother and father can’t wait to meet you. That’s right. You need to keep breathing and stay strong so they can see what a good boy you are.”


  Big, blurry eyes, nearly amber-yellow, looked up at Briar, blinking slowly. Briar guessed he would need lung support but hoped his oxygen status would remain at the preferred levels.


  “His breathing’s stabilizing. Maybe he heard you,” the midwife said, chuckling. “He’s very cute, isn’t he? Some preemies look like little birds, but he’s just a very small, cute baby.”


  “He sure is.” Smiling tenderly at the child, Briar caressed his little cheek, the only thing on him that held any subcutaneous fat.


  “I think we can let the father in,” the midwife said. “Have you closed over there?”


  “Yes, we’re in the process of bandaging. She’s a young girl, so the derma fusion went very fast,” the surgeon said. “She won’t have much of a scar.”


  The midwife went over to a door at the far end of the room and opened it. She spoke quietly at first, but after a moment, she raised her voice enough for Briar to hear. “No, madam. There’s no way I can let anyone but the father in at this point. This is an operating theater. The father is allowed, as he needs to bond with his child. As the boy’s grandmother I’m sure—”


  “You obviously don’t know who I am,” a stern voice said, sounding vaguely familiar. “This is my grandchild. He is doubly valuable to us as he’s a boy and it’s been our tradition, a much-revered custom, for the matriarch to claim the child as part of the Vantressa family.”


  Adina’s mother. “For the love of the Creator,” Briar murmured. Glancing around, she spotted the anesthesiologist, the only other person in the room able to care for the boy in a secure manner. “Doctor?” she said, getting his attention. “Can you keep an eye on the Vantressa boy while I help over there?” She motioned with her chin at the midwife, who now seemed flustered and at a complete loss how to deal with the Vantressa matriarch.


  “Sure.” He hurried over and began running scans.


  Briar strode toward the midwife, who now was standing like a ramrod in the doorway. “What’s going on?” Briar asked, even if she knew.


  “I’m having some difficulties explaining hospital policy to Madam Vantressa.” The midwife looked like she might explain further when the tall, dark-haired woman standing next to a handsome man cut in.


  “I’m Shabina Vantressa,” she said regally, as if that explained everything. “I demand to see my grandson. I’ve tried to tell this person, but she refuses to recognize the importance of the traditions our family upholds.” Adina’s mother stabbed a finger in the air toward the midwife.


  “Madam Vantressa,” Briar said, politely but firmly. “I can understand just how worried the child’s father is, and how you as his mother and the boy’s grandmother want to help. As far as having family traditions goes, I’m afraid they’re going to have to be slightly postponed until the little boy has time to acclimatize. Right now it’s all about the needs of the child and of your daughter-in-law. I’m sure you agree that if we jeopardize their well-being, all the traditions will go out the airlock anyway.” Briar held out her hand to the man. “You’re Agand, right? Have you gone through the decontamination tube?”


  Agand nodded, clearly unable to speak yet.


  “Excellent. You’re more than welcome. Come meet your son.” Smiling at Shabina Vantressa, she began to close the door. “Please feel free to wait in the lounge area. I’m sure your son will want to share everything with you once we have installed the baby and his mother on their respective wards.” It hadn’t escaped Briar that Shabina Vantressa hadn’t once asked about the welfare of her daughter-in-law.


  Agand hurried to his son’s side, his eyes filling with tears as he stared in awe at the small child. “He’s…he’s so very small.” His voice barely carrying, he wiped at his eyes. “Can I?” He motioned at the tiny hand next to the baby’s cheek.


  “Absolutely.” With an eye on the monitors next to the child, Briar guided Agand’s hand forward. “He’ll hold on to your finger if you touch his palm,” Briar said.


  Carefully, the man took the little fist between his index finger and thumb. As if on cue, the little boy opened his hand and closed it again around Agand’s finger. The thin fingers didn’t reach all the way around but still held on with a firm grip.


  “He’s…he’s really holding me.” Reverent, Agand caressed the back of the transparent hand with his thumb. “It’s amazing.” He looked at his son a few moments longer, then seemed to pale again as he cast a glance toward the operating table.


  The team was just about to shift Zoma over to a hover bed.


  “She’ll wake up soon. Do you wish to accompany her to her ward or your son to his? They’re going to stay on the same level, not too far from each other.”


  “I’ll go with Zoma. She’ll need me when she wakes up. You’ll tell us if anything happens to him, right?” Agand reluctantly freed his finger from his son’s grip, and the little mouth pouted immediately.


  “She’s awake, sir,” a member of Zoma’s team said. “Looks like she’s a fighter.”


  “She is,” Agand said and hurried over. “My sweet girl.” He kissed her forehead and took her hand. “Zoma.”


  “Son…?” Zoma spoke with a strong slur.


  “Is here.” Briar had already hooked up everything necessary for the little boy to be transported, and as far as she was concerned, he would be much better off lying on his mother’s chest. “Unfasten her shirt,” Briar said to her colleague, who smiled and nodded.


  “Not often our timing is this perfect,” the other nurse said.


  “Here, Zoma.” Briar placed the boy on Zoma’s chest and fastened her shirt around the child. As if he felt his mother’s familiar presence, the boy yawned and blinked with a decidedly content look on his little face.


  “Weo.” Zoma cried silent tears and held her hands around the baby as they began to move. “His name is Weo.”


  Briar kept an eye on the portable monitors, happy to see that Weo was doing just fine so far. Agand looked like exactly what he was, a man who feared he might lose everything but instead had gained everything. He smiled and cried, keeping one hand on his wife’s shoulder as they transported the two most important people in his life to their respective wards.


  “Where’s Shabina?” Zoma asked quietly as they were about to part ways outside the maternity ward.


  “She’s in the lounge, waiting for pictures and news,” Briar said before Agand had a chance. “She seems like a tremendously proud grandmother, and I’m sure she’s going to spoil little Weo utterly rotten.”


  A shadow flickered over Zoma’s face. “I hope not. Not really.”


  That was an odd thing to say, and again Briar sensed that Adina kept her distance for good reasons. What grip did Shabina Vantressa have over this family, really?


  As she installed Weo and reported to the nurse on duty in his room, Briar debated whether to call Adina. She confessed to herself she had kept a bit of a distance too. Being around Adina—sensing her dual personality, the commanding-officer persona and then her withdrawn, aloof façade—confused and drained her. The immense attraction that built inside Briar every time they were together, and how she found it harder and harder to keep it a secret, made it all a great deal worse.


  Going into the medicine room, she tapped her communicator. “Briar Lindemay to Adina Vantressa. Personal.”


  “Adina here. Go ahead, Briar.” Adina sounded short, but she had to be where they could talk undisturbed.


  “Congratulations, you’re an aunt.” Briar winced at how chirpy she sounded. “I mean, your brother and his wife had their son today.”


  “Today?” Sounding equal parts confused and concerned, fast steps against a metal floor conveyed that Adina was on the move. “But Zoma can’t be more than halfway through her pregnancy.”


  “Twenty-six weeks. So far, the boy shows no signs of distress. Zoma suffers from preeclampsia, but now that the baby is extracted, she has every chance of recovering completely.”


  “And my mother?”


  The question surprised her at first. “Yes?”


  “How much of a scene did she cause?” Adina was still walking and her tone was gruff, but also cautious, as if she expected the worst.


  “Madam Vantressa insisted on being in the operating theater, but I convinced her we have to follow hospital policy, which allows only the other parent of the child to enter.”


  “Oh, Creator of everything sacred. How did she take that?”


  “I don’t think I gave her much of a chance to react. I asked her to return to the lounge, pulled your brother inside, and closed the door. I promise, I was very polite.”


  A saturated silence followed, and then Briar heard something she hadn’t been privy to yet. Adina began to laugh.


  “I never thought I’d say this,” Adina managed once she calmed down, “but I wish I could have been there and seen her expression. Nobody goes against my mother.”


  “Except you,” Briar said without thinking.


  “True. At a price.” The joy had disappeared from Adina’s voice. “I’ll be at the hospital in thirty minutes or so.” She grew quiet. “Will you still be there?”


  “I have another two hours to go before I’m off duty, so yes.” Briar regretted speaking so carelessly. She would’ve given anything to hear the merriment in Adina’s voice again.


  “That’s good. I may need you in case Shabina shows up while I’m still there.” Adina sounded as if she was trying to be facetious but failed as stress colored her voice.


  “Don’t worry. I’ve got you covered.”


  “Good to know.”


  A faint click indicated Adina had disconnected their transmission, but Briar thought she’d heard a lighter tone in her voice. Perhaps she actually could be a buffer of sorts between Adina and this overbearing mother of hers. Caya always did say Briar was a bit too protective, and now perhaps this trait would come in handy.


  Chapter Ten



  Adina stepped into the room where her young nephew lay in an incubator bubble. Attached to the ceiling, the bubble seemed to float with the little baby inside. A woman Adina would recognize anywhere by now, even wearing protective gear and with a mask on, stood with her hands inside the bubble. She was tending to the little boy’s umbilical cord, or what was left of it after his birth.


  “How is he?” Adina asked, looking around the room. “Where’s Agand?”


  “I made him go get some food. He was fading,” Briar said, her eyes sparkling. “Here. Look at this little guy. He’s already following me with his eyes. That’s very early.”


  Adina moved to stand next to Briar. Inside the incubator, Weo turned his head and locked his eyes on her. “Oh, my. He really is looking at me.”


  “Yes. I showed our neonatologist and she was impressed. Normally it takes even full-term babies a while to focus. Little Weo is very precocious.”


  Her entire being filled with tenderness as the little shrimp of a baby blinked sleepily. So vulnerable and dependent on adults to take care of him, but still a real person. She hadn’t been present when her nieces were born, as she’d been deployed most of the time back on Oconodos or working on Pathfinder at the space dock. Now, the son of her youngest brother was already wiggling into her heart as he fell asleep under Briar’s ministrations. This was also proof of how gently Briar handled the little boy.


  “So you’re here. Imagine they let you in before the head of the family,” a sharp voice said, making Adina’s spine go rigid.


  “Hello, Mother,” Adina said quietly. “Weo is asleep.”


  Shabina Vantressa approached the incubator, and Briar moved away to allow her to see her grandson.


  “I need to hold him to perform the ritual,” Shabina said. “He needs to be awake, and I require a basin for the bahiya oil.” She looked expectantly at Briar, clearly not recognizing her in her protective mask. “Arrange for it instantly. Too much time has passed already.”


  “No.” Briar took a step closer and removed her headgear. “Weo is finally asleep. He needs all the rest he can get after the extraction. There is no way we will allow him to leave the incubator for several days. When Zoma or Agand can sit skin-on-skin with him, that’s a whole other matter. But for now, he stays inside. I’m sure you can perform this ritual of yours once he’s awake. In there.” She pointed at the incubator.


  “You again. Of course. I want to see your supervisor. Or preferably the head physician. Someone with authority.”


  “By all means,” Briar said amicably. “Their shifts are over for today, as it’s getting late, but they’ll be back here tomorrow at—”


  “I want to see them now. Call them in here.” Shabina towered over Briar, and her voice assumed the tone Adina knew so well. Her mother had a way of wielding her power, using her innate skill for intimidation and manipulation whenever she thought it was called for. As a grown woman, and not only that, but as a soldier and an engineer, Adina didn’t allow her mother to intimidate her anymore, but on some occasions, flashbacks from her childhood and adolescence reemerged, and she regressed to an earlier time.


  Now was not one of those moments. Instead, Adina moved lithely in next to Briar and clearly showed whom she sided with. “What’s more important, Shabina?” Adina asked, deliberately not calling her “Mother.” “Weo’s well-being and survival or your ancient ritual that can be performed at any given time when it’s safe to subject him to the outside world?”


  “His very soul is in jeopardy and you know it,” Shabina said. “He needs to be assimilated into the Vantressa family, and the oil will be the vessel that engrafts the essence of him on our family tree.”


  Briar’s eyes were larger than normal as she regarded Shabina going off on her litany. “Really? That’s what the oil does? Engrafts the kid on a tree?” Briar seemed baffled, her lips parted in something resembling amazement.


  “Yes. I don’t count on anyone outside our faith to understand, as you need to have had this happen to your family for many generations to truly appreciate and understand the force behind it.”


  Turning to Adina, Briar’s eyes sparkled, and the mischief in them took some of the drama away from the situation. Able to smile in a relaxed manner, Adina turned to her mother. “Look, Mother. We’ve never had a premature baby in our family as far as I can remember. This is very different from how you usually do it, and you have to take into consideration that Weo might not be mature enough to be engrafted onto the family tree. His branch needs to be stronger than this. He’s only twenty-six weeks old. If you wait another few weeks, I’m sure you can work something out with the hospital, and then you will all have the ceremony he deserves.”


  Shabina looked back and forth between Adina and the incubator. “Honestly, that’s the first intelligent thing you’ve said in a long time. I can imagine it actually has some merit.”


  The compliment was really not very rewarding. In fact, it was a not-so-disguised insult, but Shabina had at least conceded that Adina had a point.


  “I’ll go over to see Zoma and Agand and inform them the ritual is postponed.” Shabina turned as if to leave, but Adina knew she had more to say. Her mother always did. Rounding so fast her skirt billowed around her; Shabina dramatically raised a finger at Briar. “You need to beware of constantly getting in my way. I don’t suffer agnostics very well.”


  “Oh, that’s all right,” Briar said with a broad smile. “I don’t mind.”


  Adina had to stop herself from laughing out loud. How wonderfully refreshing for someone to be completely irreverent toward Shabina in the politest of ways.


  Shabina exited in the same way she arrived, as if she were a queen leaving her minions behind, and Adina found herself exhaling in one long, trembling breath.


  “She’s quite something, your mother.” Briar checked on Weo, nodding approvingly at the stats on the screen.


  “She is.” Adina stood close to the incubator and looked longingly at the baby. “What’s his prognosis?”


  “So far he’s doing really well. No pulmonary issues, his heart is healthy, and his brain is, as you could see, well developed for his age. Now we’re going to make sure we disturb him as little as possible, and in a few days when we know he’s stable, we’ll have him skin-on-skin with either of his parents.”


  “That’s fantastic.” Adina put her hand lingeringly against the incubator. “I’ll pray for you, little one.”


  Briar gave Adina a curious glance. “I didn’t realize you’re a woman of faith.”


  “I am. I’ve taken a few steps—well, who am I kidding, a lot of steps—away from my mother’s way of worshipping and running the family as if she were the Creator herself, but I haven’t given up my faith. I just don’t believe in the conservative and reactionary way that my mother does.”


  “I see.” Briar came closer. “I can’t say I’m very religious, but I do trust in a higher power. A positive energy that exists within us, you could say. With mutual respect, I don’t see why we would let this difference stand in the way of, eh, friendship.” She blushed inexplicably. “You know.”


  “I think so.” Briar had never looked more beautiful than now, with a pink flush to her cheeks. Adina couldn’t look away. “You’re a brave soul for standing up to my mother.”


  “I didn’t. I stood up for Weo. He’s my patient and I’m his advocate against the world, whether it’s feisty grandmothers or overzealous doctors.” She patted Adina’s arm shyly. “And then there’s the fact that you’re his aunt. That makes it personal as well.”


  Adina smiled. “Well, thank you. I feel very reassured that Weo is in your capable hands. I’m sure my brother and his wife do too.”


  As if on cue, Agand came through the door, pushing Zoma in a hover chair. Adina moved to the side as Briar explained how well Weo was doing before she let the young couple spend time at their little boy’s side.


  “I’m going off duty soon. Want to pop over for dinner?” Briar asked. She shoved her hands into her deep pockets and looked up at Adina, her eyes glittering.


  “I’d love to. Will your sister approve? I’ve been at your quarters a lot lately, and she may feel I’m intruding.”


  “Are you kidding? She really likes you. Having you visit is a feather in her hat at school, I hear.”


  Adina blinked. “It is?” She had no idea what Briar meant.


  “You’re on a celebrity list the kids have, and they check off names of people they’ve either spotted, met in person, or even talked to. You’re a friend of our little family, and that’s off-the-scale brilliant. Or ‘brill,’ as the kids say.”


  “List?” Adina asked weakly. “What list?”


  “Don’t tell me you haven’t seen it? It’s on the entertainment channels on the screens. You can download it and have in your bag, check the boxes for each celebrity you meet, and so on. It’s apparently the latest rage.”


  “You’re serious.”


  “I’ll show you when you come to our quarters.”


  Smiling wryly, Adina rubbed the back of her neck. “I can’t wait.”


  “Ah, don’t worry, it’s not so bad. It means you’re sought after and considered brill.”


  “Brill, eh?” Laughing despite the cringe-worthy moment, Adina walked to the door. “I’ll see you in an hour or so?”


  “Sounds good. See you then.” Briar returned to Zoma and Agand as Adina walked outside.


  The corridor was full of medical professionals, as the third shift was reporting for work. Adina hurried to the elevator that would take her down to the jumper gate. She needed to stop by her quarters, hit the cleaning tube, and change into civilian clothes. As she rode the elevator, she thought of how courageous Briar was in an understated way. She had spoken the exact words that took care of her mother in a way Adina had never witnessed before. How did Briar do it? Was she merely so intuitive she figured out exactly how to approach the Vantressa matriarch? Adina had seen this ability in Briar many times and assumed it was a nurse’s trait in general.


  After today she would pay more attention to Briar’s abilities to communicate. Adina was aware of her own flaws when it came to interacting with regular people. She was good in a military setting but useless at socializing with civilians. She might learn something from Briar.


  


  *


  


  Briar pulled a box from the food dispenser and opened the lid briefly. The casserole smelled wonderful, and it would hold its heat well in the dispenser unless Adina was late.


  “You done in there?” Briar called out to Caya, who was in the bathroom.


  “Soon!” Caya yelled back.


  “You’ve been in there for twenty minutes. Believe it or not, I have to pee. As in now.” Briar wasn’t joking.


  “All right.” The door hissed open and Caya hurried past her.


  Briar spotted something and forgot she had to use the facilities. “Wait. Wait!” She caught up with Caya. “What’s that?” She tugged at Caya’s tunic and revealed what looked like an ink mark below her collarbone. “Did you do that? Paint on yourself?” Frowning, Briar placed her hands on her hips.


  “No. An artist did it.” Caya pushed her chin out a bit and folded her arms over her chest.


  “What does it mean?” Trying to decipher it, Briar tilted her head to the side. The ink looked like a circle with a crossed-over trident and three small circles surrounding it. “Is that a religious symbol?” Reaching out to touch it, Briar flinched when Caya jumped back. “What’s wrong?”


  “It’s tender, that’s all.” Caya pouted.


  “Tender? What do you mean—?” Briar’s ire went up. “Is that subcutaneous ink? Are you crazy?”


  “It’s just a small sub-ink. Nothing that will show when I wear regular clothes.” Defensive now, Caya stuck her face closer to Briar. “And I’m old enough to have it done without parental permission.”


  “I realize that. That’s not the point. You have to realize having a religious symbol on your body, created in sub-ink, is a big decision. And not to be done on a whim!”


  “It wasn’t on a whim! Who do you take me for? Creator, sometimes it’s like you don’t know me at all. I’m going to get dressed. Didn’t you need the bathroom?” Caya stomped off to her side of their quarters and closed the door behind her.


  “Oh, wonderful.” Briar used the bathroom and cleaned her hands. The door chime echoed and she ordered the computer to open the door, revealing Adina as expected. “Come in. I should warn you. Caya’s on the warpath, as I’m clearly the worst sister in the history of Oconodos.”


  “Oh, my. Really?” Adina stood inside the door, looking so stunning, Briar wanted to throw herself in her arms. “What did you do this time, oh horrible person?”


  Laughing against her will, Briar motioned for Adina to take a seat at the table. “I can’t tell you without asking her.”


  “Ask me what?” Caya stood in her doorway. She looked calmer and a little on the sheepish side. “Oh. Right. Briar had a fit because I got a sub-ink.”


  “Oh.” Adina looked as if she totally understood Briar, which was comforting. “Sub-inks can be bad for your health if you don’t see a licensed artist, but I’m sure you already know that?”


  “Yeah. That’s why I had Mathro do the ink at his quarters. He has access to a set and says it’s blessed and cleansed from all impurities.”


  “Blessed and cleansed?” Briar put a hand on her forehead, trying to keep up. “What the hell are you talking about?”


  “I know exactly what she’s talking about,” Adina said, her voice serious. “Caya, you haven’t mentioned that you socialize with my cousin’s son, Mathro.”


  “Um, I wasn’t aware he was related to you until a few days ago. His name’s not Vantressa, and he’s never once checked your name on the List. How was I supposed to know?” Caya shrugged, but her eyes darted nervously between Briar and Adina.


  “I see. Did Mathro explain to you why he has access to the blessed ink?” Adina kept her eyes focused on Caya, and now it was clear to Briar that her friend wasn’t only serious, but sounded close to fearful.


  “No. Well, yes, but I didn’t think it was all that important. He told me his father is some sort of pastor, or minister. I’m not sure. I really wanted a sub-ink like him and his friends.”


  “Are you in love with Mathro?” Adina asked, and now she actually gripped Caya by the elbows. “I’m not prying and it’s important you tell me the truth. Are you?”


  “No. No! I’m not in love with anyone. He’s a friend. I’m friends with his entire group. They’re the first real ones I’ve made here, and they like me. I just wanted to belong.” Caya’s lower lips trembled now, and large tears formed at the corners of her eyes. “Why’s that so wrong all of a sudden?”


  Tugging Caya toward her, Adina suddenly hugged her. Briar stared and understood something of great importance was happening. Normally she would interfere and be the big sister, but this time she agreed that Adina was the right person to handle things.


  “Listen, child. Mathro and his family are the keepers of the blessed ink. It’s used to create the symbol of the church and the faith my family swears by. They consider it a sacred thing, and if it is exchanged between lovers, it’s a binding vow, like marriage. If you’d been in love with Mathro and he’d reciprocated those feelings, our church acknowledges this as a first step to an unbreakable bond.”


  “Shit.” Caya hugged Adina. “I’m not in love with Mathro. He’s nice, but a friend. I promise. I think he’s in love with another one in the gang. He was being nice to me when I admired their ink. He never said a word about it being sacred or anything. I assumed the blessed part meant against evil spirits like the shamans did in the old times.”


  “Oh, Caya.” Adina smiled wistfully, pushing her back and meeting her gaze. “I’m relieved you’re Mathro’s friend, as both of you are so very young and have a lot to learn and experience. I’m not saying you can’t find love at your age—that happens all the time—but Mathro is a Vantressa, and nobody should commit to a Vantressa without knowing what they’re getting themselves into.”


  And with those words, she looked right at Briar, who struggled to find the last of the oxygen in her quarters. “What about the ink?” Briar took a deep, hungry breath.


  “It needs to go.” Adina looked at Caya. “I’m sorry, but it’s the right thing to do. If you really want a cool ink, I’ll draw one myself for you. I’m quite good at it.”


  “A real one. A sub-ink?” Caya gaped. “Oh, Briar, say you think it’s okay.”


  “Now you ask me?” Briar sighed. “All right. I approve if Adina draws it and places it on you—and if it’s small.”


  “Thank you, thank you!” Caya hugged Adina hard and then Briar. “I have homework that I’ve put off today. Can I eat in my room? I’m really hungry.”


  “Not too happy about your postponing homework, but sure, eat and read at the same time. I expect great results.”


  Caya waved her hand as if saying “who do you take me for?” and filled a plate. Only when her door closed did Adina move.


  “Oh, my.” Adina seemed quite taken.


  “Oh, my, indeed. She moves fast. I’m glad she’s coming around and being honest though. I have to remind myself all the time that she’s acting out a bit since she was homeschooled for the last several years.”


  Briar could tell Adina wanted to ask why, but her innate politeness stopped her from prying.


  “I’d rather she didn’t have to go to a clinic to have the ink removed, as it is such a special symbol,” Briar murmured to Adina before they sat down at the table after filling their plates. “Can you help me?”


  “I’ll bring the equipment over tomorrow morning before she goes to school. I also plan to have a little chat with my cousin’s son. He’ll listen to me, as he won’t want his mother finding out he desecrated the ink.”


  “Kids.” Briar sighed. “Whether they’re twenty-six weeks or nineteen years old, they’re trouble.” She was only half joking.


  Adina’s expression softened. “Caya’s an amazing young woman. When I saw Weo today, I was torn between all my affection and the sadness that my mother will have such an impact on him eventually. I hope Zoma and Agand can resist her, at least a little bit.”


  “Perhaps with your help?”


  “I’m afraid I’d be more of a liability than anything else.” Adina sipped her water. “I withdrew from the family and joined the military, and that sealed my fate, you could say.”


  “But when you were injured, they showed up at the hospital.” Resting her chin in her hand, Briar enjoyed the view of Adina sitting across from her. The beautiful, strong face that could express such a multitude of emotions now showed sorrow, or perhaps even mourning.


  “They showed up because Shabina decided to use this opportunity to her advantage. She probably suspected it might create issues in the family unit if she forbade them to visit me—so she turned it into an event. That, and it would look strange to my peers and superiors if they didn’t. That whole song and dance wasn’t for my benefit, but for hers.” Her big, amber eyes looked cautiously at Briar, as if she expected Briar to side with the Vantressas and accuse Adina of being disloyal. Briar wondered how many times this had happened during Adina’s adolescence. Or still happened.


  “I can imagine this. I don’t pretend to know her at all, but the viciousness she showed me, a perfect stranger, was obvious. I mean, I’ve met family members in full panic and rage, but this was different. As you said—it was all about her, not even really about Weo.”


  Adina fell against the bulkhead behind her. “Thank you.”


  Adina’s short words held an entire world of meaning to Briar. “You’re welcome. You’ve done a lot for us tonight.”


  “Not really. Not when you remember it’s my family member who enticed your sister to get the sub-ink.”


  “Again, you’re not responsible for their choices or how they live their lives. I would appreciate it if you talk to the young man though.”


  “I will.” Serious now, Adina ate the last of her food. “This was delicious.” She helped Briar carry dirty plates back to the recycler. As she handed over her plate for Briar to put into the slot, she raised her eyebrows. “Why do you do it that way?” she asked. “Pulling your fingers back as if you’re afraid the machine will bite?”


  “I’m not comfortable with all the household technology. I grew up a traditionalist, remember? We washed our dishes by hand. I know I’m silly, but sometimes I’m afraid this darn thing will demolecularize my fingertips.” Briar pushed her hands in her pockets and rocked back and forth on her feet.


  “I see.” It was clear Adina was hard-pressed not to laugh out loud. “I can promise you that they’re engineered to ignore human flesh.”


  “So, not a good way to hide a body then.” Briar bit her lip and waited.


  Adina guffawed and then laughed. It was a great sound that Briar wouldn’t mind listening to again and again. “I like how you think.” Adina smiled. “Thank you for dinner.”


  “Don’t thank me. Invite me to your place instead and pay me back that way.” Briar had no idea those words were going to form in her mouth until they were out there.


  “All right.” Adina’s smile was still intact. “How about tomorrow? Bring Caya and we’ll get rid of the sub-ink and I’ll keep my promise to her.”


  Briar grinned so broadly, her cheeks hurt. She couldn’t help it. It was as if she and Adina had taken a huge step forward in this…this relationship? No, well, friendship at least. After more than eighty days aboard Pathfinder, Briar had made friends at work and also befriended some of their neighbors, but it was Adina who sent her heart racing. It was also Adina’s face she thought of as she went to bed. Briar had no indication whatsoever in what light Adina saw her. She vowed to not scare Adina away, something she was sure was quite easy to do. For being a no-nonsense, hard-nosed commander in the Oconodian fleet, this woman was also fragile and shy in the face of personal socializing.


  “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about something,” Adina said slowly.


  “Oh?” Briar swallowed the last of her water and didn’t know what to expect.


  “It’s this whole Red Angel business. Any chance you can tell me how that began?”


  Oh, no. “I’m not sure, and I’m not even sure they really mean me when they use that moniker. Honestly.” It was almost true.


  “Hmm. The thing is, some of the people I work with have heard through their families and friends of this nurse who possesses amazing empathic skills. They’ve described her and mentioned her name. Lindemay isn’t a very common surname.” Adina’s voice was kind, but her gaze firm as she regarded Briar across the table. “Do you believe you can be this Red Angel? I mean, you do have reddish hair. If that’s what they refer to.”


  “For all heavenly…” Briar closed her eyes briefly. “I don’t know how that started, if they indeed mean me. I’m just doing my job. That’s all! I work, then go home and lead a very quiet family life with Caya—unless I’m with you and a terrorist sets off some white garnet.” She frowned, frustrated now. “I can’t help what people come up with.”


  “I know. Calm down.” Adina took Briar’s hand in hers. Normally this spontaneous touch would’ve turned Briar’s world into a blissful haze, but now she felt captured.


  “I’m calm. Is anyone accusing me of anything?” Tears burned the inside of her lids.


  “No. Not at all. I wanted you to know this Red Angel is getting her own fame and groups of admirers. If they’re talking about you, you yourself explained to me how quickly this subgroup latches on to the latest thing. Red Angel is a new entity in the realm of celebrities. Just a heads-up.” She moved her thumb in a small caress on the back of Briar’s hand. “And as far as I can tell, Red Angel is a really good person who cares about people.”


  Exhaling in one long gush, Briar realized she was being a paranoid fool. This was exactly how she shouldn’t react if she wanted to keep the focus off her and Caya. She looked down at their joined hands and allowed the happiness over Adina’s small caress to surface. “Thank you. Why don’t we start by keeping an eye on those rumors, and you can tell me if you think I need to, well, do something?” Briar gripped Adina’s hand between both of hers. “Sound all right?”


  “Yes. Don’t worry. I’ll keep my ear to the deck.” She smiled shyly. “And thank you again, Briar. You did more for my brother today, and little Weo, than you realize.”


  “Ah. That.” Briar wondered in the back of her mind how the hell Adina could have such silky smooth hands, working with machines and other pieces of technology all day. “For you and yours—anytime.”


  Adina’s eyes softened and she squeezed Briar’s hand back. “Likewise.” She let go of it, and its absence immediately brought a sense of loss to Briar.


  She gasped but tried to mask her reaction as a cough, gently clearing her throat. What the hell was that about? As soon as she lost the connection, it was as if someone yanked an oxygen hose from a survival suit.


  “I should be going.” Adina pushed her hands into the pockets of her trousers. “Again, thank you for dinner. See you tomorrow morning. It’ll be early. I figure we’ll do the removal then and I can have a few sketches with me for Caya to choose from—and for you to approve.” She gave her now-so-familiar shy smile as she rocked back and forth on the balls of her feet.


  “Great.” Briar still tried deal with how the severed connection had felt but managed to reciprocate the smile. “Sleep well. I mean later. When you go to bed.” Oh, Creator, she sounded like a complete idiot.


  “You too.” Adina briefly touched Briar’s upper arm. “Bye.”


  The door closed behind Adina with a hiss, and now Briar didn’t have to hide her rampaging emotions. If the loss when Adina let go of her hand had shocked her, the brief touch had sealed the fact that something outside the norm was going on. Instead of being a mere gesture of “be well,” the touch had stirred up a long series of images in Briar’s mind. Like she was looking a screen movie, she had seen images of a young, lanky girl with Adina’s eyes. In several the girl had been crying, or in pain, and without any proof whatsoever, Briar’s intuition said the flickering images were from Adina’s youth.


  Stumbling, she hurried into her sleeping area, closing the door behind her. The images were still present for her to peruse when she thought of them, but they were slowly fading. Where had they come from? From Adina, obviously, but had the other woman deliberately projected them, or—and this was the most frightening deduction of all—had Briar pulled them from Adina via the physical connection?


  “Damn.” She wrapped her blankets around her and curled up in the far corner of her bed. What if this happened again—and with other people?


  Sobbing without tears, Briar barely dared to go near the ultimate question—but she had to. Could it be Caya wasn’t the only changer in the family?


  Chapter Eleven



  **Adina Vantressa**


  **Commander and Chief Engineer**


  **Day 126**


  **Exodus Operation**


  **Personal log**


  


  For a long time, my life seemed to consist of work and nothing else. Why I find this fact special enough to start my personal log of the day with speaks volumes. Not to mention keeping a personal log at all. For many years, I’ve made work my main goal, my sole purpose, and now…I’m not sure, but work is becoming too much. Even a burden at times.


  I’ve never had any longing for social activities. The few interests I have outside of the work of an engineer, I’ve mainly indulged in alone. Listening to music, for instance. I preferred my solitude when listening to my favorite recordings or attending concerts. Now, as I put on some music after a shift, it seems to emphasize my loneliness rather than fill it.


  When I get home to my quarters, as much as they are a sanctuary, they’re proof of where my chosen isolation has brought me. After spending a lot of time at Briar’s quarters, sometimes with Korrian and Meija as well, I recognize how different my life is becoming. She and Caya share a bond so very different from mine with my own family members. Briar is clearly very protective of her younger sister, but never have I heard her resort to emotional blackmail or indirect threats as a way to get her point across. Instead they reason with each other, and many times, Caya comes to the conclusion I know Briar is trying to convey all by herself.


  I’m not proud to admit it, but I’m envious of their connection, as I’ve never experienced it, unless you count my interactions with my comrades in arms. With my subordinates and my peers, I enjoy respect and, in some cases, also friendship and loyalty. Why this was never been the case with my family, and later, with potential lovers, saddens me.


  I suppose this might be why Briar has a shield up when it comes to me. Her gift for caring and this amazing aptitude for empathy…even a recluse such as I feels what I’ve come to think of as her personal force field. Caya is more immediate and seems to regard me as something between an older friend and a sister. She asks me questions, so many at times, Briar steps in to stop her. I don’t mind the questions, but a lot of them are about the Vantressa clan. I try to be honest without giving away too much, as miraculously Caya has been accepted as what Shabina deems a “foreign friend” to Mathro and the other young among the Vantressas. I thought of preventing Caya from getting tangled up with my family, but I know that Caya was homeschooled by traditionalist parents and thus missed out on what goes for a normal social life. She seems truly happy among my relatives, and I could never begrudge her that. If the usual warning signs appear I’ll find a way to get her away from them. My standing weekly dinner invitation makes it easier to monitor the situation.


  Spending time with Briar and Caya on a regular basis has made it clear to me they too uphold a force field around some aspects of their family—their parents, for instance. I know they were traditionalists and died when Caya was a little girl, but that’s pretty much it. Caya will sometimes bring her parents up, but it usually doesn’t take long for Briar to change the topic. This, of course, makes me more curious than I’d care to admit.


  Briar and I mainly talk about our mutual interests: music, work, and the all-overshadowing riddle of who is behind the white-garnet attacks. It has now been more than ninety days since the last attack, and we are no closer to finding out the truth.


  I am due to oversee a cube change this morning, and the last time we attempted the process during magnetar drive it gave us enough problems to make Korrian hide in her office for several days recalculating and running simulations. She and I have worked the specs and reprogrammed most of the sequences now. This time it better work or I’m afraid she will go into seclusion at work for good. This will not get us on Meija’s good side.


  **End personal log**


  


  *


  


  “This is exciting,” Briar said where she stood next to Adina in engineering. “Thank you for giving me a visitor’s pass.”


  “This is your doing as well. It was your suggestion we move the Gemosians closer to the center cube. Something you know I agree with.” Adina looked at Briar’s now-so-familiar features. Her hair had grown enough for Briar to make an intricate braid that she attached at the nape of her neck. Unruly locks curled around her temples, framing her freckled face. Her curvy, pink mouth smiled contagiously at Adina, who found it irresistible. Briar’s sweet appearance combined with her feisty nature always pulled her in, and it took all of Adina’s self-restraint not to reach out and run a finger along Briar’s jawline. They were friends, even very good friends, but Briar had never signaled she was interested in anything else. Not that Adina would have had enough sensitivity to pick up on such an overture. What she did pick up on was Briar’s invisible wall, erected around her and Caya—even toward a very good friend.


  “Thanks. It’s nice of you to give me such credit, but a person can have tons of ideas with no way of executing them.”


  “Just as a person can have all the tools in the world and the knowledge to build—only to realize that their creation bears no practicality in the real world. That’s why I love your grounded sense of the universe.”


  Briar laughed, and the silvery tone in her voice made the people around her turn to smile at her. “Is that your way of saying we make a good team, Adina?”


  The idea of teaming up with Briar in all sorts of ways fluttered through Adina’s brain before she slammed it down, like the palm of a hand killing a beautiful butterfly—with remorse and regret. “We do,” she muttered, her tone stark.


  “Hey, don’t be so nervous. I just know you and Korrian nailed it this time.” Briar held on to Adina’s arm, shaking it slightly. “It’s going to work.”


  Wondering if Briar had misunderstood deliberately, Adina pulled her reluctant lips into a smile. “I hope so.”


  “That’s the spirit.” Korrian joined them with Meija following behind, carrying a basket. “And you need not ask what Meija’s bringing, as she won’t even tell me.”


  “That’d be cheating.” Meija grinned. “I might tell Briar, though, as we’re the odd ones out in engineering.”


  “Oh, please. You know your way around on this ship better than anyone else,” Korrian said, shaking her head. “I keep asking you for the quickest way to the outer cubes. Ridiculous.”


  Adina knew Meija occasionally met condescension from Korrian’s peers, as Korrian was the more famous of the two. Usually, people only underestimated Meija once, as she had a way of putting them in their place without alienating them. Korrian claimed she was the born diplomat, which made Meija laugh and say, “You’re lucky I’m patient and not often in a murderous frame of mind. If I’d been so inclined, we wouldn’t be married. You’d be dealt with once and for all.”


  This remark had amused Korrian no end, but Adina also knew there was a hint of truth to it. It was Meija’s doing that they were the successful team behind the Pathfinder cubes. If Korrian had been solely in charge of the project, they’d all be stacked and racked in little boxes instead of having squares, parks, video theaters, markets, shops, and libraries. It was because of Meija that Korrian had come to understand the Oconodians needed to live, not just exist, on this vessel.


  “Sir, we’re ready.” A lieutenant saluted Korrian and Adina. “The magnetar-drive dome is stable.”


  “Good.” Adina still rechecked the magnetar-drive readings. The way magnetar drive created an invisible force field like a dome around Pathfinder allowed it to travel several times faster than the speed of light in a layer between normal space and sub-space. As long as the dome was intact and magnetar drive was operating normally, they were safe to attempt the maneuver within their bubble of sorts. “All right. Commence separation and remagnetizing on my mark.” Adina glanced at the readings and then turned her focus to the big screen that showed the outer cubes. The Gemosian cube, which sat at the far end, needed to move two levels forward. Once that was done, they would shuffle the other cubes one level in different directions to make room for the Gemosians right next to cube one in the center. If this maneuver worked without problems, they would circulate the cubes on a regular basis, giving all people aboard Pathfinder the opportunity to reside next to the “capital.”


  “Mark.” Adina held her breath as the Gemosian cube began to move. It shifted along the narrow magnetic tracks lining all sides of the cube, enabling it to move in any direction. “Looking good. Careful now.” The cube slid effortlessly over to the new level. “Good. Now, initiate the second shift. Mark.” Several levels of cubes moved as if engaged in a slow, beautiful dance. An opening created a new slot for the Gemosian cube, which elegantly moved into position, and the other cubes followed suit. Adina imagined the opening and closing of the jumper-system tunnels. People residing at the borders of their cubes now had new neighbors. Other cubes were now closer to the center cube with its park and access to their elected leaders, including President Tylio.


  “That was amazing,” Briar said, her voice low. “And touching, somehow.” She squeezed Adina’s arm. “You and Korrian are a great team as well.”


  “We sure are,” Korrian said, her eyes sparkling with delight. “Now, don’t make me beg, Meija. What’s in the damn basket?” She tried to flip the lid open only to have her hand smacked.


  “Not so fast, dearest wife.” Meija held the basket out of reach. “I’ll get it. Just give me a sec.” She opened the basket and produced four glasses and a bottle of wine. “I’ve been saving this, and this latest technological success of yours is a great opportunity to make a toast.”


  “Only if you give it.” Korrian looked mildly panicked.


  “Very well.” Meija poured wine for them and handed out the glasses. “Here’s to your success, Adina and Korrian. Here’s also a toast to you and me, darling, for having loved each other for all these years. And finally, a toast to Adina and Briar, for having just started their journey together.” Meija didn’t seem to notice how Adina flinched or the way Briar blushed fiercely. “To Pathfinder and all of us.”


  “All of us,” Adina echoed weakly.


  “Eh, yes. Us.” Briar let go of Adina’s arm as if she suddenly realized she’d been holding on to it far too long. Adina missed the warmth of Briar’s hand immediately. What would happen if she asked Briar to put it back? Adina huffed at herself. Briar would feel uncomfortable and it would be the end of their friendship.


  Knowing she was being overly dramatic, Adina donned a polite smile and sipped the wine. She knew she was being ridiculous. And she hated it.


  


  *


  


  Briar could sense how stiff Adina was as they made their way to the jumper station outside of engineering. Ever since the successful shift of the cubes and the toast, Adina had acted as if she was on autopilot. Briar wished, as she did every time she was with Adina, she could let her know she was aware of her feelings.


  These last few months Briar had struggled with her capacity for empathy. In the beginning it had been vague, and signals from different people had crisscrossed and blended until they were indistinguishable. Briar was glad she worked among the premature babies since their emotions were so basic and pure. As it turned out, she was more relaxed and refreshed after working a shift at the hospital than going to any of the markets with Caya or riding the jumpers.


  Meditation turned out to be the best way to learn how to filter the input from others’ emotions. She learned the technique from the database and practiced sitting cross-legged on her bed with an old-fashioned candle burning on her shelf. Shadows played on the walls and she let her mind follow their erratic pattern, creating order among them. Eventually this practice would quiet all the stampeding feelings whirling in her mind. Briar picked one clear feeling after another, all her own, such as her love for Caya, her pride in her work, and, new and untested, the attraction and deep affection she felt for Adina. This was the biggest of these challenges: to dig deep and learn of her own true feelings only to realize she was falling in love with the most impossible of women, remote and standoffish, though also kind and loyal.


  Briar could tell the exact time Adina’s feelings had crystalized in her mind. While having one of their many meals in Briar’s and Caya’s quarters, this time after a long session of meditation on Briar’s part, there it was. As if it was written clearly on the gray matter of Briar’s brain, she knew Adina wanted her. Not only that, she was in love with Briar and struggled with this state every time they were together.


  At first, the filled her entire being, but then reality came crashing like a tidal wave. Friendship was one thing. Seeing each other once or twice a week and discussing ship’s business together with their shared interests worked fine. Admitting to love, letting someone into hers and Caya’s world of deceit, did not. She couldn’t inflict their potential disgrace on Adina. Briar could easily picture two scenarios if she and Caya were discovered. First, Adina could have her entire career destroyed, even if she didn’t know. Or second, Adina might find out and feel compelled to shelter their identities out of love—and risk being accused of treachery. She would be stripped of her rank, at best, or tossed out an airlock with Caya and Briar, at worst.


  Briar had sometimes wondered if the changers felt blessed or cursed. She never asked Caya, as this was simply not anything you asked a child, and now when Caya was an adult, it seemed too late. At times Caya had expressed loathing for her ability to see future events. Now, Briar was faced with these same feelings, having to pretend that their friendship was enough, when she yearned for Adina to wrap her up in an embrace. She had dreamed of finding this sort of love and indulged in daydreams where she might find personal happiness when Caya was old enough to be on her own. Briar had fantasized about a time when the risk of Caya being a changer could be managed. Instead she would have to put on a happy face, be Adina’s friend, and never let on that she knew about their mutual feelings.


  “You look very serious. What’s the matter?” Adina broke into Briar’s reverie. “And don’t tell me it’s nothing. I can tell something’s bothering you.”


  So raw still from diving into her own heartache, Briar tried to stall. “I’m—I’m just tired. I’ve pulled double shifts lately to get time off for the presidential dinner.” She shrugged, infusing the right type of uncertainty in her voice. “I worry about what to wear. And about Caya going since she’s been having migraines lately.”


  It was all true, even if the clothes situation was a bit exaggerated. Caya had gone through a cluster of migraines, which didn’t bode well. It often happened when something big was imminent. Going to President Tylio’s event was hardly advisable, but neither was declining.


  “I hope you’re not asking me for fashion advice. I’m expected to be in my dress uniform.”


  “I suppose not. I wish I knew what to wear though. I have enough credits to buy something at one of the stores or at the Gemosian market, but what?” Briar shrugged.


  “I can ask my oldest niece, Camindra, if you like. She’s known for her trendsetting style.”


  “Thank you.” Relieved they’d moved away from dangerous thoughts and topics, Briar managed a genuine smile. “If she suggests something appropriate and where to get it, I’ll be in her debt.”


  “I don’t think she’ll see it that way. She’s very generous and loves everything to do with fashion and beauty.” Adina stepped closer and Briar forgot how to breathe. Struggling hard to block the empathy, she stood her ground even though all she really wanted was to run. Adina stunned her by pushing an errant lock of Briar’s hair behind her ear. “As for the beauty part of her skills, I don’t think you need assistance in that department.”


  Groaning inwardly, Briar trembled at the brief touch. Then the comment about beauty…it was too much. She sensed the waves of attraction and affection from Adina wash over her. It was too late. Briar made herself stand absolutely still. If she moved even a little, she would throw herself into Adina’s arms, dangers be damned.


  A new jumper arrived at the gate, and the loud whoosh as it came to a stop and opened the doors made it possible for Briar to break the perilous connection. She headed for the closest door and Adina followed. Several people squeezed in between them, which was a relief. Briar took several deep breaths to calm herself. Glancing in Adina’s direction, she flinched. The unadulterated hunger in those amber eyes nearly sent her to her knees despite the distance between them.


  Closing her eyes, Briar wondered how she could possibly resolve this dilemma. Not only was it frightful, but what hope could she have for an achievable solution when her stubborn heart wanted to forge on and just commit to love?


  Chapter Twelve



  **Day 178**


  **Presidential Dinner**


  **Seclan Hall**


  


  Seclan Hall, named after one of the advance team’s most famous pilots, was sparkling as the computer ran a starlit sky in the tall ceiling. The tables were decked out with porcelain plates brought from Oconodos for occasions such as this presidential dinner. Gold ribbons and silk flowers provided centerpieces on all the tables, and the chairs wore skirts made of golden lace. Soft classical music played over the speakers, and after the dinner, live music would entertain and also provide an opportunity to dance, for those who wanted.


  Adina took her seat at the head table after waiting for President Tylio to sit down. As the chief engineer, Adina was third in command of this vessel, from a military standpoint, following Admiral Vayand and his next in command. The president and her cabinet decided on policy and looked at the big picture, but as far as Pathfinder, the vessel, was concerned, Admiral Vayand was her next in command.


  President Gassinthea Mila Tylio, their civilian leader who, together with her military advisers and cabinet, was responsible for the Oconodians’ future, sat in the high-back chair at the center of the head table. Members of the Gemosian leadership also sat at the head table. This arrangement sent an important message to both people. If they were to unite as one at the P-105 homeworld, their cooperation would start with the leadership and trickle down from there.


  “Commander Vantressa, I am a great admirer of your joint work with Admiral Heigel.” A woman sitting across from Adina leaned forward, her blue eyes sparkling. She wore her blond hair in a tall, intricate hairdo that looked as if it had taken hours at a beauty vendor to create. “I’m Dalanja Bymento.” She looked expectantly at Adina as she spoke her name.


  “Yes, I know.” Smiling politely, Adina had to play the political game no matter how she loathed it. “I have met your husband, Interim President Bymento.” The former Gemosian president had perished with so many of his people on Gemosis. In the camp, they had managed to hold what could pass for a democratic election, even if the Loghians did their best to disturb and intervene.


  “He speaks highly of you,” Dalanja said. “He says if it wasn’t for your self-sacrificing actions at that first white-garnet attack, Pathfinder might not have reached Loghia and we’d still be suffering in those horrendous camps. I can’t tell you what hardship we went through.” Looking distraught, Dalanja lost her glossy and glamorous image for a moment. Instead, shadows dimmed the sparkle in her eyes, and she seemed more human than she had a few moments ago. “But that’s in the past,” she said after a deep breath. “Tonight is about celebrating. A presidential event, no less.”


  Charmed despite herself, perhaps because Dalanja had involuntarily revealed the real person behind the glossy surface, Adina chuckled. “No less, indeed. I admit, I’m not much for pomp and circumstance, but in some ways I think this time it’s necessary.”


  “Exactly. Show a united front—a togetherness, as it were.” Dalanja beamed. “And as much as your work with the admiral is most exciting, I heard through the rumor mill that you are friends with someone much more enticing.”


  “Oh, yes?” Curious, Adina shifted enough for the waiter to fill her glass with some refreshing pink Gemosian sugar-star wine. “To whom are you referring, Madam Bymento?”


  “Please, call me Dalanja.” Smiling, the other woman leaned across the table. “I’m talking about Red Angel, of course. She’s a friend of yours, no?”


  Her mind swam at the question. There it was again, the moniker pertaining to Briar. “I’m afraid I don’t know who you mean.”


  “Of course you do,” Dalanja murmured. “I realize you need to keep it somewhat a secret, but I’ve been dying to meet this woman and talk to her. Her intuition when it comes to understanding people and sensing their emotions has helped so many, and even I, despite my privileged background, suffer from our experiences in the camp. I want so badly to feel better, to perhaps rid myself of the nightmares, and I’ve heard from several sources that she has made that possible for so many. After talking with her, they seemed to intuitively know how to deal with what hurt them.” Dalanja looked imploringly at Adina. “Please, Commander. It would mean so much to me, and as wife of the Gemosian president, I need to be strong.” She shrugged and looked impossibly young. “And I’m not.”


  “And you believe this Red Angel you talk about can help.”


  “Yes. I know her name, and I could of course approach her on my own, but as you are a close friend of hers, I thought—hoped—you might help me.”


  “Are you talking about Nurse Lindemay?” Adina asked bluntly. “She has never conceded to being the person behind this moniker. Granted, she’s a warm and caring person, but I’ve never heard her claim to have such a gift.”


  “But it is her. She’s the nurse who walks through the corridors in those parts of the cubes most people avoid since they’re afraid. Nobody would dare harm her, as she is Red Angel. She’s far too valuable. Revered, even.”


  “I can’t guarantee anything, but if you want to meet Briar and she agrees…well, I can at least ask.” Not entirely comfortable with being the go-between, Adina thought she might at least give Briar the opportunity to decline. Then again, if Briar accepted and met with Dalanja, it would be the same as acknowledging the nickname. Red Angel. Somewhere in her heart, Adina knew it was true. Briar was special and quite intuitive, and at times Adina had felt Briar put a restraint on what she picked up on when it came to the people around her.


  “Thank you, Commander. I’m most grateful. Here’s the privacy code to my communicator.” Dalanja pushed a small computer bit across the table.


  “Thank you.” Thinking quickly, Adina returned the favor. She actually liked the obviously vain woman. There was more to her than the glamorous shell, and Adina thought it was a good idea to get to know the spouse of the Gemosian president.


  The food consisted of three dishes all taken from each participant’s allotted meal ration. Adina wasn’t hungry, but she tasted each meal as it had been cooked in the traditionalist way like Briar sometimes did. She listened to, rather than engaged in, the conversation at the head table. Many of the people around her tried to get President Tylio’s attention, but a mere glance from the powerful woman was enough to quiet them if the president wasn’t interested in the topic—or the person.


  Taking the opportunity to observe the president and her spouse, Adina found it hard to understand what the charismatic woman saw in the man, at least twenty years her senior. He complained about a great many things during the dinner. The food was too bland, too cold, too little of it, and the wine wasn’t strong enough. His neighbors looked ill at ease, but the president acted as if she hadn’t heard a word her husband said. Perhaps that was what kept their marriage going, her ability to tune him out?


  Gassinthea Tylio was in her early forties, of average height and with a slender frame. Almost always dressed in bright colors, she was elegant and impeccable. Her commanding presence was palpable, and she had a unique way of tilting her head when she focused on someone, making the other person feel utterly special and chosen.


  Tonight, the president kept her white-streaked blond hair in a low silver chignon and, as usual during special events, wore the presidential ribbon across her chest. Her trademark ten-row pearl necklace gleamed in an understated way around her neck. On any other woman, this would seem too much, but Gassinthea Tylio carried it all with natural grace. Adina found herself pondering how a woman of Tylio’s caliber could have fallen for a man most people loathed for being demanding and downright whiny. Perhaps this just showed that love found ways between people when you least expected it.


  She would know.


  


  *


  


  Briar sat two tables away from the leaders. She could easily see Adina, but the angle didn’t allow Adina to spot her. Briar’s table was circular and accommodated ten people. The same went for the tables around her, which made for a head count of approximately four hundred guests. Caya was placed with her back to Briar, four tables down. Briar kept glancing either at her or Adina, while also trying to follow the conversation at the table.


  “I think something needs to be done,” an older woman said before sipping her wine. “I can’t imagine the authorities meant for the jumper system to be used the way they do.”


  “How do you mean, madam?” Briar asked, guessing the subject was jumper cruising.


  “These young people misusing the jumper system for their pleasure. They act as if the jumpers are there for their entertainment, and they roam the cubes like…like nomads!” Looking appalled, the woman stabbed a purple vegetable most likely grown in the hydroponics bay. She chewed on it, swallowed, and then speared another. “It bothers me when people take things for granted.”


  “My sister has been known to jumper-cruise, and believe me, I made sure it’s not against Pathfinder’s rules and regulations. The thing is, the jumpers automatically follow their schedule whether they have one passenger or a hundred. The only time they go dormant is if nobody is inside or at the gates—which hasn’t happened yet and never will. As long as the kids are polite and behave themselves, I don’t see the harm.”


  The other woman’s ire went red-hot instantly. Her volatile nature would normally intrigue Briar, but this wasn’t the place for an emotional standoff.


  “And you say this so calmly? I guess it’s hard to realize when a family member lacks good manners. Your parents ought to have instilled this quality in you and your sister.”


  “They did.” Briar lowered her voice. “And when they died in short succession, I had to explain to a heartbroken little girl that they were never coming home again. To see her happy now, sometimes jumper-cruising, I’m so relieved she has the opportunity to have a fresh start with me on our new homeworld. We have so much to be grateful for. These vegetables, for instance.”


  The woman looked at her plate and then back at Briar, her contempt radiating off her in wave after wave. “Vegetables? These? Nothing very special about them, if you consider what they used to grow back on Oconodos.” She glared at Briar.


  “I thought you said it was a bad thing to take things for granted. These vegetables are grown by an entire family of Gemosians in one of the hydroponics bays. They work down there in shifts, and when they get back to their quarters, they take care of their five children, the youngest of whom was born aboard Pathfinder.”


  “You’re making that up. I’m not interested in any fairy tales.” The woman huffed and cut her square piece of synthetic meat.


  “I can assure you I’m not. These greens have been especially harvested for the presidential dinner as a token of the Gemosians’ appreciation for us rescuing them from Loghia.” Briar stopped to sip her wine. “As for the jumper-cruising, if this activity keeps our young people entertained and curious about the different cubes and the people inhabiting them, we should be grateful. This is how they learn and build a foundation for understanding and agreeing. They could do much worse things.”


  The woman sneered but refrained from saying anything. She picked at the greens on her plate as if Briar’s revelation about their origin made her worry they might be poisoned. Briar sighed. Some people just didn’t want to understand. They only wanted to cling to their complaints and preconceived ideas.


  The idea of people changing made her think of her sister. As they had gotten ready for the dinner event, crowding around their only full-length mirror, still in awe to have received an invitation from the president’s secretary, it had dawned on Briar just how much her sister had grown in the last fifty-some days.


  Thinking back, she realized something had happened with Caya at the time Adina helped her erase the religious sub-ink. Afterward, Caya had in fact stopped going on the jumper cruises as much and become interested in the historical database. Poring over vids and texts, she had actually made Briar worry that she was isolating herself. Once in a while, some of the Vantressa youngsters came over and they piled on Caya’s bed and discussed different topics while drinking herbal tea. Briar gave them their privacy, relieved Caya hadn’t given up socializing altogether.


  Another thing they turned out to have in common was meditation. For Briar it was a way to keep her sanity when it came to being an empath. Perhaps it did the same for Caya? Briar knew it was easier to fall into the state of trance and focus on the candle when Caya joined her. The utter calm surrounding her sister then was new, or at least she thought so. Briar had always been sensitive to other people’s feelings, but not at this level when she sometimes could see watercolor-like images when someone projected strong enough emotions. Now, around Caya, Briar found she could relax more than around anyone else.


  Their sisterhood, and perhaps their similar DNA, was soothing, and Briar debated whether to enjoy it, no questions asked, or worry about what might be happening to them. She had made up her mind to let Caya know about her empathic gift after the presidential dinner. It wasn’t right to keep it from her, but until now, Briar had been fully occupied trying to grasp what being a changer meant for her. Also, she hesitated to burden Caya with the fact they were now both in danger of discovery and punishment.


  Caya’s visions had become less frequent, but Briar knew they still had to be careful. She also had to put a damper on her empath ability, as it attracted so much attention. The whole Red Angel business was proof of that.


  Tuning out the other dinner guests, Briar merely enjoyed the food and how stunning Adina looked in her dress uniform. The blue-and-silver jacket and trousers, the vast array of medals on her chest, and the silver rank-ribbon across her chest all added to her beauty. Briar acknowledged it was becoming too hard not to allow Adina into her heart…and her bed. Only the conviction it would break both their hearts at some point kept Briar from throwing herself into Adina’s arms once and for all.


  Her few previous physical encounters had been short-lived and rather unfulfilling. She had learned she found women attractive rather than men, but until Adina, her few lovers had not been able to get more than a few dates at best. Caya’s safety was always paramount, and having sex, albeit nice, wasn’t important enough to risk their plans for leaving Oconodos. Now she found herself in a perpetual semi-aroused condition whenever Adina was close by.


  No wonder she relied on meditation.


  


  *


  


  Once the dinner ended, the tables in the middle of the large hall folded down into the deck, leaving room for people to dance. Soft music had streamed from the audio system during dinner, but now musicians made their way to a small dais, bringing their instruments. Adina moved along the outer perimeter, scanning the crowd for Briar. It took her only a few moments to find her, and she couldn’t help but stare. Briar was normally a very pretty woman, but the majority of people who saw them together would say Caya was the striking beauty of the two sisters.


  Here, in this moment, Adina wholeheartedly disagreed. The woman sauntering toward her was the most beautiful creature Adina had ever seen. Briar wore her hair piled on top of her head with small, soft curls framing her face and caressing her neck. She wore an emerald-green, long, close-fitting dress, the skirt parting along her left leg all the way to her hip. Sparkling stockings shimmered against her skin, and her shoes, heels at least a hand-width tall and made from synthetic glass, made Briar look like she was floating.


  “You look amazing. Stunning.” Adina took Briar’s hands and kissed her cheek. “Where did Nurse Lindemay disappear to?”


  “Oh, she’s right here, hiding under all the glamour.” Briar crinkled her nose but looked happy at Adina’s compliments. “Looks like it’s time for the dancing to commence. Will the Tylios start as usual? I hear that’s how it’s done.”


  “Believe it or not, I’ve managed to avoid these gatherings in the past, but now that I’m some sort of role model, I’m expected to be here. I have no idea in what order people begin to dance.”


  “When it feels like the appropriate time, will you dance with me?” Briar asked, looking bashful.


  “I would be honored to.” Adina hoped she hadn’t forgotten how. Her mother had insisted she take classes with the rest of the Vantressas, but that had been a long time ago.


  “I look forward to it—oh, look. There she is. I wondered where she went to. Isn’t she gorgeous?”


  At first Adina thought Briar meant President Tylio, who was indeed the first to dance with her husband. She swayed to the music very gracefully, whereas he looked discontent for some reason. Then Adina realized Briar was referring to a woman standing at the other side of the dance floor.


  Petite, her hair loose around her like a golden-blond cape and pushed up from her face by a bright-blue headband, Caya wore a long, flowing dress in the same color. Other guests gave her plenty of space, which made her especially visible where she stood, following the president’s every move on the dance floor.


  “Caya looks otherworldly,” Adina said.


  “She’s been trying on dresses like mad the last two days. In this light, she looks like someone else, almost. Someone older.” Briar sighed. “After the sub-ink incident, she’s turned a corner. I’m not sure what happened, but she’s been home most evenings.”


  “You know, I could tell she was mulling something over when we took off the first symbol and then created her other sub-ink. I never knew the significance of the one she finally chose, but she seemed to have experienced an epiphany.”


  Briar nodded and stepped closer to Adina. “The pair of eyes she chose…you painted them beautifully. There’s something oddly familiar about them, though. Placing them on her hip was a good choice.”


  “The design was hers. I just cleaned it up and made it suitable for sub-ink.” Adina regarded Caya with the pride of an older sister. “Yes, she’s a stunning young woman, but you, you are more than that. And you look like you need to dance. If I don’t ask you, someone may come and steal you away from me.” Adina was trying for a humorous tone, but Briar seemed to see right through her when she accepted by taking Adina’s hand.


  Other people had begun to fill the dance floor around the presidential couple when Adina put her arms around Briar and began to dance. The bittersweet nature of the moment didn’t escape her. She had hugged Briar before, in camaraderie, and also chastely kissed her cheek, but this, dancing slowly to a classic melody, lights muted around the hall, was entirely different. Adina’s heart thundered, thrashed within her as if it wanted to break free.


  Briar gazed up at her, those transparent turquoise eyes locking onto hers, not allowing Adina to pull back into her much-loved shell.


  “If you keep looking at me that way, I may forget my place,” Adina murmured.


  “And what place is that?” Briar sounded as dazed as Adina felt.


  “You know what I mean. I may forget my place as your friend and Caya’s sister-by-choice.” Her voice trembled now, and as the music went from slow to sultry, she held Briar even closer. “Am I being too cryptic?”


  “Not in the least.” Briar swallowed. “You’re being quite clear. I should say something funny or acerbic and laugh your words off, but for some reason, I can’t.”


  “Then don’t.” Adina’s pulse accelerated, and she let her hand slowly caress the skin on Briar’s back that her dress revealed. Briar sighed and dropped her head onto Adina’s shoulder.


  All the other people around them seemed to move as one single entity, creating a wall between the two of them and reality. Adina knew that as soon as they left the dance floor, the moment would be over and Briar would keep her at arm’s length again. Adina would then fall back into her role as friend and protector.


  “You don’t have to worry right now,” Briar murmured. “For now we’re dancing and we’re right where we want to be. This is one of those magical moments when nothing else matters.”


  “Then I have to kiss you.” Adina was pushing things, she knew it, but if Briar would allow it, she had to. This moment was indeed magical, and she knew she’d never get this chance again, not like this.


  Briar took the initiative from Adina and slid her hands up her chest, around her neck, and cupped the back of Adina’s head. Pulling gently, she tilted her head to the perfect angle, and Adina forced herself not to close her eyes as their lips met. Adina hadn’t counted on her own hunger. Pent up, for many days and nights, her desire soared at the feel of Briar’s satin-smooth lips. They didn’t deepen the kiss—they didn’t have to. The emotional connection was almost sending Adina’s mind on overload. She could tell Briar had longed for this moment as well, and the way she moved her lips against Adina’s mouth, breathing inaudible words, sent tremors through every part of her.


  Adina had stopped dancing and they merely swayed to the melody. Rich with percussion, the music matched her heartbeat again.


  A female voice, shrill and filled with panic, interrupted the kiss, and the musicians stopped playing. Thrust from pure bliss into reality, Adina looked around them, blinking rapidly.


  “She’s having a seizure! She needs a doctor.”


  Briar flinched, her face going from flushed to pale in an instant. “Caya!” She tore her hands from Adina and pushed through the crowd. “Don’t touch her! Caya!”


  Adina hurried after Briar, sensing the urgency. The full-on panic in Briar’s voice made her fear for whatever might be wrong with Caya, if it was indeed she who was ill.


  It was. Caya lay curled in a fetal position in the same spot where Adina and Briar had seen her before they began to dance. The young woman was shaking, her eyes shut tight and her mouth moving. Next to her, President Tylio was kneeling, keeping one hand on Caya’s shoulder and warding off people with the other.


  “Give her enough room to breathe,” Gassinthea Tylio snarled. “You know better than to gawk at someone who’s ill.” Her minions withdrew, leaving room for Briar, who threw herself down next to Caya, pulling her sister into her arms.


  “Sweetie. For the love of the Creator, you need to breathe. Please, Caya.” Tears rolled down Briar’s face.


  Caya drew trembling breaths, and the bluish tint to her lips lessened. Suddenly her eyes snapped open, staring at something above Adina’s shoulder. “Fire…and he’s going to die…in the fire. In the long corridor with blue floor. Stop him. Briar, stop him.” Her voice, somewhere between a whimper and a moan, made Adina shift her gaze to Briar. What sort of seizure was this? Was Caya hallucinating?


  “What is she saying? A fire?” President Tylio was still kneeling next to Caya and Briar. “What’s wrong, Ms. Lindemay?”


  “She’s having a seizure. She’s had them since she was little.” Briar looked at Adina. “Please help me get her out of here.”


  “I’ll call the medics—” Adina pulled at her communicator, but Briar stopped her.


  “No! No. Just to our quarters. She’ll be fine once she’s in her own bed and can get some sleep.”


  “Surely she requires medical attention,” President Tylio said, frowning. “This young woman is clearly in pain over what hallucinations she’s experiencing.”


  “Leave the girl alone, Gassinthea. They clearly have the matter in hand.” The bored voice belonging to the president’s husband broke through their arguing.


  President Tylio pivoted, looking irritated at her spouse’s words, but turned back to Caya when the young woman sat up, pointing at the startled man. “That’s him. You have to save him, Briar. I saw him in the explosion and he’s going to die. You have to save him. He’s the president’s husband, and he’ll die from his injuries after the explosion.”


  Terror radiated from Briar as she pulled Caya into something that looked more like a death grip than an embrace. “Shh. Don’t talk, sweetheart.”


  Adina knelt and put her arms around both of them. “What’s going on?” she said into Briar’s ear, making sure nobody else heard her. Caya was sobbing wildly now, clearly inconsolable.


  Korrian and Meija were now at their side. “Please. Let us help you with Caya, Briar. We can carry her to the closest couch.” Meija stroked Briar’s back.


  “Back off a little more, people.” Korrian made sure nobody stepped too close to either of the women surrounding Caya.


  “What’s the girl on about?” the president’s spouse roared. “Is she threatening me?”


  “No!” Briar cried out. “She’s not. She would never.”


  “It sure sounded like a threat to me, the presidential spouse. That makes it a threat to the entire Oconodian nation.”


  “Hadler! Enough.” President Tylio turned back. “We need to get Ms. Lindemay out of here. She’s clearly not well, and I will have my private physician examine her. As for her—”


  “No, no, no!” Caya broke free from Briar’s grip and rose to her knees. Her makeup had smeared around her eyes, oddly enough making them look even bigger and more transparent. Her tousled hair framed her pale face, and the dress was now wrinkled and had fallen off one shoulder. “You don’t understand, Madam President. I am not hallucinating. Your husband will be assassinated, and he will perish from horrific injuries after an explosion in a corridor with a blue floor. You must let your guards make sure it is safe. I think it’s somewhere near your quarters. Please.”


  “Oh, my.” Meija looked at Adina as if she suddenly understood. Adina could only try to shield Briar and Caya and force back dread about not understanding.


  President Tylio’s mouth firmed into a fine line. “And how, exactly, would you know about such things, Caya?”


  Briar moaned and fell back against Adina, who caught her. Trembling, Briar sobbed as she clutched at Adina’s arm. “Oh, no. Please, Caya. Don’t. Don’t.”


  Caya turned to her sister briefly, and all signs of her having any sort of seizure were gone. She was pale and trembling, but also composed and focused. “It’s time, Briar,” she said mildly. “This is part of why I’m on this vessel. We just didn’t know.”


  “No, sweetie, no. Don’t.” Briar clung to Adina, who did her best to try to follow the sisters’ enigmatic exchange.


  “Go on, Caya.” Tylio looked at them through eyes like narrow slits. That didn’t bode well.


  “You need to take any and all measures to safeguard Mr. Tylio. My visions are never wrong. Only lately have they become this clear, and I think it’s because the event is in the near future.”


  “Visions.” Tylio stood but remained in place. “Are you claiming to be clairvoyant?”


  “No. I’m not claiming anything.” Caya stood also and kicked off her shoes. Adina saw one of the heels was broken. Caya looked so small and frail among the crowd, who clustered in a tightly packed circle around her and the president, only barely pushed back by presidential guards and Korrian. “I am a changer and my gift is to see future events. While I was growing up, the visions were erratic and painful, but lately, they’ve become clear and easier to access. I’m telling you the truth.”


  “A changer!” People withdrew several steps as if Caya had announced she was covered in white garnet and about to explode. “She said she’s a changer!”


  Adina would normally have found it humorous how people could move like a school of fish when afraid of something. Now, they were on the verge of stampeding because of Caya and what she’d just said. Adina couldn’t grasp it, but the way Briar cried in her arms made her believe the young woman more than anything else.


  “Security.” President Tylio waved some guards over. “Take this woman into custody but not the brig. Take her to my office. The conference room.” She pointed at Adina and Briar. “You as well, Nurse Lindemay.”


  “I’m going too.” Adina didn’t make it a question, but Tylio responded as if she had.


  “Why not? You’re their friend and know them well.” Tylio’s eyes, still narrow and suspicious, turned to the now-dispersed crowd. “Those of you who feel like continuing the festivities are welcome to do so. I have business to attend to. Good evening.”


  The crowd murmured a polite response, but Adina already heard raised voices as the guards escorted them out of the hall. The last thing she heard before the door closed behind them was the outraged voice of a man.


  “No matter what, any stowaway changer should be air-locked!”


  Chapter Thirteen



  Briar could hardly think straight. Panic rose and abated within her, over and over, making her nauseous. She couldn’t grasp what had happened at the president’s event. Her entire system was in panic mode, and it was all she could do not to grab Caya and make a run for it, as silly as that might sound, since there was nowhere to hide.


  Caya looked eerily calm as she walked between four security guards. Back straight, head held high, she exuded a brand-new confidence and poise. Thinking back, Briar tried to remember when exactly this change had begun. Had it been an overnight transformation? She didn’t think so. After the sub-ink incident, Caya had withdrawn, not from Briar but from some of her friends. She had dedicated her time to her final year in school and a handful of friends, most among the younger Vantressas.


  The guards stopped and turned right. They entered a new corridor and now Caya stopped, as did Briar. Illuminated from the white walls and ceiling, a brilliant blue color adorned the deck.


  “This is it. This is the place.” Caya turned to the closest guard. “Are there any more corridors like this?”


  “Keep walking,” the man said darkly.


  “Answer me.” Caya spoke firmly, but her tone was non-threatening.


  “This is the presidential blue.” Tylio had caught up with them. “Most corridors on this deck are painted like this.”


  “Then it must be sealed off and searched.” Caya extended her hands toward the president. “Please. Listen to me.”


  “You have a lot to explain, but not here. Keep walking, Ms. Lindemay.”


  Her shoulders slumping, Caya resumed walking between the guards. Briar felt rooted in place, still dazed from the latest turn of events, but then a guard shoved her in the back and she stumbled forward.


  “Ensign!” Adina’s voice was pure steel. “Do not manhandle any of the…witnesses. If you do, you will answer to the head of security. And to me.”


  “Aye, sir.” The man glowered at Briar but merely motioned for her to keep walking.


  At the other end of the long corridor, they reached the conference room, located next to the president’s office. Passing them, Tylio entered and took a seat at the head of the large oval table. “I want two guards on the door. The rest of you are relieved.”


  “But, sir, protocol dictates we have at least one guard in the room with you in the presence of a threat.” The highest-ranking guard frowned.


  “You are relieved. I don’t enjoy repeating myself, Lieutenant. I have Commander Vantressa here, and she will make sure everybody is quite safe, won’t you, Commander?”


  “All of us, yes, Madam President.” Adina sat down next to Briar. Her close proximity helped her some when it came to keeping herself calm. “Before we address this issue, I have an important question.”


  Tylio looked impatient for a moment but then nodded. “Go ahead.”


  “Is this a formal hearing, Madam President? Because if it is, Caya and Briar are entitled to legal representation of their choosing.”


  “No. This is not an official hearing, though I expect there will be one in the future. Right now I want Caya to tell me what is going on. If you indeed are a changer, how the hell did you make it onto the ship?”


  “Madam President.” Caya had taken a seat at the table with one empty chair between her and Tylio. “I am a changer. As a child I was always intuitive, and it didn’t take my family long to realize I carried the mutated gene. My parents never showed any signs of their gene going active, nor did Briar.”


  Until recently. Briar shuddered. “Why, Caya? Why did you tell everyone?” she whispered. “After all this time of keeping you safe…”


  Caya turned her glance to Briar, her expression softening to one of adoration and love. “Briar, it isn’t as sudden as it seemed. I always knew that one day I’d see something I couldn’t keep to myself. This is my purpose, this gift that we always saw as a curse because that’s what our parents did. Now when my visions are getting much clearer, I’m obligated to share—to try to save lives.”


  “You don’t realize what they’ll do to you.” Briar gripped Caya’s hands across the table. “We have all left Oconodos on a changer-free ship, as this was how our forefathers deemed it the only way to be safe.”


  “And you have now jeopardized this journey, if Caya is not in fact delusional instead.” Tylio shot Adina a pointed glare. “Commander.” She nodded at Briar.


  Adina put her arm around Briar’s shoulders and severed the physical connection between the sisters. “Let her explain, Briar.”


  Pressing her knuckles against her mouth, Briar watched her little sister. Despite her petite frame, Caya didn’t look like a youngster gone a little wild anymore. Pale, yes, she was beyond pale right now, but otherwise, she met Tylio’s eyes with her own steady gaze.


  “I pose no threat to you, the ship, or any of its passengers. I only wish to do what I can to help us reach P-105 safely.” Caya turned her hands, palms up. “In this case, I want to save your husband. He will die in an explosion unless you do something to change the variables of my vision.”


  “What do you mean?” Tylio leaned forward, and for a moment Briar thought she might actually take Caya’s hands, but of course she didn’t.


  “Change something about my vision, and that will take the predictability out of the equation. Change your husband’s location, have security search the corridor and the rooms along it…anything. Just do something.” Pleading now, Caya started to sound frantic.


  “How did you get past the screening. Can you tell me that?”


  “Wait.” Briar knew from the look on Caya’s face her sister was going to take all the blame for getting aboard Pathfinder. “I’ve been Caya’s guardian since our parents died. It was my idea and my plan to bring her with me. I had our DNA screens altered.”


  “That’s impossible!” Tylio slammed her palm against the conference table. You didn’t have to be an empath to feel her frustration. “We made sure the system couldn’t be tampered with.”


  “With the right connections and enough money to bribe the right people, it can be done.”


  “Creator of all things.” Standing up, Tylio paced the length of the room a few times before she stopped, now staring at Briar, her eyes once again mere slits. “And then there’s you. What will we find when we test your DNA, Briar?”


  “Nothing!” Caya and Adina blurted out the word at the same time.


  “Really?” Tilting her head, Tylio leaned against the backrest of Caya’s chair, glaring at Briar. “Is this true?”


  “No.” Briar freed herself from Adina’s arms, knowing she had no right to the comfort the woman she loved so willingly had supplied. “You will find I have the gene and it’s been activated. I haven’t reached my full potential, but I can feel it happening.”


  “And what is your ‘gift’? Are you clairvoyant too?” Tylio didn’t move.


  “No. Not at all. I’m an empath.”


  “Oh, damn…Briar.” Adina’s voice broke and Briar felt her shudder.


  “I’m sorry, Adina.” Tearing her gaze from Tylio’s, Briar turned to Adina. “I should’ve told you, but I couldn’t. If I’d told you and you’d felt compelled to keep my secret, three of us would be in trouble here.” She whirled back to the president. “Commander Vantressa had no knowledge of any of this. Nobody aboard knows. The people helping me are back on Oconodos.”


  “They were changers?” Tylio asked.


  “Yes.”


  “And that’s how you circumvented the system?”


  Briar rubbed her pounding temple. “Yes. But I won’t tell on them. Tonight…tonight should be about listening to Caya.”


  “You’re suggesting I listen and heed the warning of a changer?” Tylio’s expression was as cold as if her soul had been hit by permafrost. “Oh, I can see this playing out for you. You have worked with the white-garnet gang and made sure we will find another contraption when we search the corridor. This will validate Caya’s ability, and she will gain quite some fame for saving the president’s spouse. An all-win situation, don’t you agree?”


  Caya shook her head sorrowfully. “I can see where something callous like that could be true…if I was less than truthful, which I’m not, or had an agenda, but I don’t. I have never hurt a single person in my life, and I don’t intend to start now. I beg you to please, please, check for white garnet or other explosives. Surely the safety of your spouse is worth everything?” Caya looked up at Tylio, where she stood behind her chair.


  Briar focused on the woman and was surprised at how hard she was to read at first. Perhaps the president had received training when it came to warding off intuitive people? Eventually, images of Tylio and her husband floated to the surface of Briar’s mind. She felt exasperation, even faint humiliation, on Tylio’s part and heard the echoes of angry voices. Then Tylio’s image was the only one present, accompanied by a thought of how she often pressed her fists against the sensitive part of her face beneath her eyes, as if trying to push the tears back into their ducts. So, this man, the scholar Tylio had married at the age of twenty-two, according to the official documents, made the most powerful woman among the Oconodians cry?


  “Madam President,” Briar said, choosing her words carefully. “Don’t let twenty years of decreasing marital happiness cloud your judgment. You don’t feel for your husband the way you used to, and this is mainly his fault. Like some spouses, he finds it hard to deal with a strong partner’s professional success. You’ve been our president for five years. During those years you’ve become a household name, much loved for the way you’ve conducted yourself and how you never steered away from the Exodus project. You’ve doubted yourself many times, and most of those instances have occurred because of something Mr. Tylio said. You can choose to stand by him or not, that’s your prerogative, but you cannot disregard the chance to save his life when it’s entirely possible.”


  Adina slumped back in her chair, her hand over her mouth as she stared at Briar. “Red Angel,” she murmured huskily. “And here I thought you were merely a great caregiver.”


  “What?” Tylio whispered. “Red Angel? Oh, for the love of…”


  Caya looked at Briar with the same shock as Tylio expressed. “Sis?”


  “I should’ve told you, sweetie, but I just couldn’t. I wasn’t sure and I…well, I was afraid of what it might mean. To me. To us. To my life. That was selfish of me.”


  “I need a drink.” Tylio walked over to a cabinet, clicking it open and ordering an alcoholic beverage. “Anyone else?”


  “I better not,” Briar muttered, but Adina nodded grimly.


  “I need some water, please.” Caya was even paler now, and Briar realized her sister needed more than water.


  “Please order some headache medication and five sugar pills. Caya might just faint at your feet if we don’t replenish her blood glucose.” Briar knew her attempt at humor incinerated on impact, but Tylio brought what she asked for.


  Gulping down water, Caya pulled off her headband and rubbed her temples. “Thank you.”


  Briar wanted to round the table and massage Caya’s scalp to help ease the headache, but she knew she better remain in her seat and cooperate as far as humanly possible. If she was going to keep Caya from being air-locked, she had to stay on Tylio’s good side. When it came to Adina, she knew she’d lost any chance for a future, not that she really had believed in one, but now she couldn’t even dream about it. The pain at losing the friendship she’d shared and cherished seared every neural pathway in her body.


  Briar desperately returned her focus to Tylio, who had retaken her seat at the head of the table. Perhaps her frayed emotions and her desire to escape them made her amp up the empathy. Suddenly she felt faint, and several images and words floated around in her mind—and they certainly weren’t hers.


  


  She knew about Hadler…she knows I loathe him…how do I proceed?…population will demand…death penalty…How can I sentence her? Her. Is she truly…innocent…or an act? Even if it is true…defending any attempt at…her. Keeping her? Sister…more dangerous? Red Angel. Famous. Revered. Respected. Her eyes…never forgot that…turquoise…transparent…one with visions…one all-seeing…


  


  Tearing her mind from Tylio’s, Briar gasped and didn’t know whether to clasp her eyes or her ears to keep the president’s thoughts out of her mind. She sobbed, and then strong arms were around her.


  “I think they both have had enough for tonight, Madam President,” Adina said. “While you decide on your next course of action, would you allow them to remain in my care until…Well. Until.”


  “I need to know what Briar just sensed. And I want the truth.”


  Briar hiccupped and leaned against the strong body next to hers. She couldn’t fathom why Adina hadn’t pulled back completely. “I’m sorry, Madam President—”


  “I can’t take the whole title thing right now. My first name is Gassinthea. Call me Thea when we’re in private,” Tylio snapped.


  “Thank you, Madam…Thea. I didn’t mean to push into your mind like I did. I’m still trying to learn about…this.” Briar gestured at herself. “I never expected, not ever, I’d be able to see, or feel, words. Feelings, yes, reading expressions from eyes and body language, this has always been one of my strengths. But words…I’m sorry. It frightened me.”


  “And which words did you feel?” Tylio pressed her lips together and gripped her glass hard. “And are you doing it now?”


  “I’m not doing anything now. I swear.” Holding her hands up, palms toward Tylio, Briar cleared her throat. “I picked up on how you feel about your husband. How confused you are about my sister. And your reluctance at exercising capital punishment. And that you don’t trust us for a second, but that my status as Red Angel may be useful.”


  “Damn.” Tylio put her glass down with such care Briar didn’t have to use her gift to know the president forced herself not to slam it into the table. “Damn the both of you. The Exodus operation is hard enough without having this thrown in my lap.”


  “We’re sorry, Thea,” Caya said, her voice a mere whisper. “Please. Just make sure security sweeps the corridor.”


  “I will consider it.” Turning to Adina, Tylio regarded her in silence for several moments. “All right, Commander. I’ll allow them to stay with you in your quarters for two reasons. Security at our level is the best aboard Pathfinder, and in spite of popular belief, I’m not entirely made of stone. I realize the evening has been traumatic for all of us. Post no less than four guards outside your door, Commander, and four extra at each exit. That’s an order.”


  “Aye, Madam President.” Adina stood and saluted, hand to chin. Then she assisted Briar in standing up and took a few steps toward Caya.


  Instead, Tylio pushed back Caya’s chair and moved as if to help pull her up, but stepped back instead. “Are you feeling well enough to walk? If not, I’ll have someone bring a hover chair.”


  “I’m fine, Thea, thank you.” Caya looked seriously at the president. “And thank you for giving us time to process this in the privacy of Adina’s home. We are well aware that protocol dictates you should throw us in the brig.”


  “Are you trying to make me change my mind?” Tylio actually managed a wry smile, or perhaps a mere twitch at the corners of her mouth.


  “Not at all. I wouldn’t want to change anything about you whatsoever.” Caya nodded and stepped around Tylio and walked into Briar’s arms. “Let’s go. Please.”


  Adina opened the door and exchanged a few words with the guards out of earshot. Briar glanced at Tylio over Caya’s shoulder and saw the oddest expression on her face. Deliberately, Briar kept her far-too-agile mind from penetrating the president’s again. Once was one too many times.


  Adina poked her head back in. “We’re ready for you. Let’s go.” She nodded toward Tylio. “Good night, sir.”


  “I’ll see you in my office tomorrow. I’ll have my office page you when it’s time.”


  “Thank you, Madam President.”


  Tylio knocked back the last of her drink. “Don’t thank me yet.”


  Chapter Fourteen



  Adina’s quarters were the same size as Briar and Caya’s, which meant she had twice the space since she resided there alone. Caya and Briar stood motionless in the center, Briar looking shell-shocked. Neither of the sisters had said a word during the short walk to Adina’s quarters.


  “I know we all had dinner an hour ago, but can I get you anything?”


  “Something to drink, please,” Caya said.


  Adina found it worrisome that the younger sister was the calm and collected one. Briar hadn’t spoken since they left the president’s conference room. She walked behind Adina, flanked by presidential guards on all sides, and though Adina kept turning her head to check on her, Briar’s expression didn’t change.


  “Briar? Anything?”


  “No. Thank you.”


  “I thought you two could take the bed and I’ll sleep on the couch.” Adina studied Briar. Normally, the Briar she knew would have balked at the idea of anyone offering her the most comfortable solution, but tonight she only nodded, looking absent-minded.


  “All right. Thank you.”


  “She’s not herself,” Caya said in a low murmur, as if that would keep Briar from overhearing. “I’ve never seen her like this. At least not since I was little and she told me about our parents.”


  “Let’s get something to drink. That herbal tea you favor sounds like a good idea.”


  Caya nodded and assisted Adina at the food dispenser. “You’re being amazingly kind to us.”


  “I’m your friend, Caya. That hasn’t changed. I will need some time to think about what’s happened this evening, though.” Adina put the mugs on a tray and carried it to the dining table. She wasn’t sure Caya realized the only other option. Despite her mixed emotions, Adina wouldn’t have let President Tylio throw either of them in the brig, not if she could help it.


  Having worked toward a life without the volatile changers situation all her adult life, she now knew two of them. Loved one of them like a little sister, and the other…Briar. Adina still loved her, but how could true and authentic love coexist with so much doubt and confusion? She also worried about Briar’s mental state right now. Normally, she was feisty, courageous, and the most caring person Adina had ever met. Now, she still stood in the center of Adina’s quarters, her arms limp at her sides, her gaze vacant.


  “Come on, sis. We’ve made tea.” Caya took one of Briar’s hands. “Oh, no. She’s freezing, Adina.”


  Cursing herself for not recognizing the initial stages of shock, Adina yanked a blanket from the couch and wrapped it around Briar. “Come sit down,” she said quietly. She wasn’t sure how she knew, but she feared anything loud might shatter what was left of Briar’s control. “Let’s sit on the couch and Caya will bring the tea, all right?”


  Briar didn’t say anything but followed on unsteady feet as Adina guided her to the couch.


  “There. Much better. Sure beats sitting on those hard chairs by the table.” Adina kept talking, but her eyes shifted to Caya, signaling for her to join them.


  “Here, sis.” Caya sat down on Briar’s other side and handed her a mug of tea.


  Briar moved slowly, as if her brain couldn’t process the request fast enough, but gripped the mug securely, sipping it. After drinking a third of the contents, she let the first sob break from her lips. Then another. Adina rescued the mug before Briar dropped it and burned herself.


  “It’s all my fault,” Briar whispered huskily. “I never should have insisted on going. I should’ve found a secure area on Oconodos and hoped the new interim government there would be able to restore order. I endangered you by bringing you here.” She fell against Adina’s shoulder and wept almost without sound, which made it all the more heartbreaking. “I let everyone down.”


  “That’s not right.” Caya’s pain-filled eyes met Adina’s as she caressed her sister’s back. “You risked everything by forging our screens, yes, but you did it for all the right reasons. I would have fought you on it if I hadn’t wanted to go. Don’t you realize that? I had so many visions of us on this ship before we left on the shuttle to Pathfinder. I knew this was our fate. No matter what, I was sure we had to come. I have faith in the president. She’ll reach the same conclusion—just give her time.”


  Adina heard the absolute conviction in Caya’s voice and wondered what it would be like to know such things, to feel them to such a degree of certainty. She thought of Caya’s vision earlier and wondered if the president was taking it seriously.


  “I’ve never felt this exposed before.” Briar shoved her hands through her hair, effectively disheveling her beautiful hairdo. “Still, after listening to me, Tylio must feel just as stripped of her privacy.”


  “Not to mention threatened when it came to my vision. We sure made her night memorable.” Caya snorted.


  Adina looked back and forth between the sisters, not sure how to respond. “I’m sure she’s used to dealing with a lot of weird things, but one of this magnitude—no.” She heard her own words too late. “Not that I mean you’re weird—”


  “Oh, yes, you do,” Caya said, giggling now, sounding slightly hysterical. “You mean we’re the Wired Weirdly sisters.” She laughed, and even though her laughter bordered on crying, it was contagious.


  “Did you just say Wired Weirdly?” Briar’s mouth fell open. Then she started laughing too, holding onto her side. “I swear I’m going to air-lock you myself before the night’s over. Of all the inappropriate things to say.”


  “No, no. Air-locking is too mild,” Caya said between gasps. “I think you should have me scrub the hull from the outside with an ultraviolet toothbrush.”


  Adina couldn’t keep from smiling any longer but also tried to calm the threatening hysteria. “You two are crazy. Easy now.”


  “Crazy? Not to mention a clairvoyant and an empath.” Briar shook her head. “Oh, dear.”


  Looking drained after they stopped laughing, Briar leaned against Adina. “I’m really sorry. No matter what tomorrow brings, I really, really am sorry.”


  “Shh. Let’s get you into bed.” Adina pulled Briar gently from the couch. “You look like you’re about to fall over.”


  “Will you stay with me?” Briar said, now slurring her words.


  “Caya will—”


  “Oh, that’s all right. Why don’t I take the couch?” Caya said. “I’m younger and can sleep just about anywhere.”


  “She’s calling us old.” Briar stumbled and Adina held on tight to her.


  “Sure. Why don’t you use the bathroom, and I’ll program a shirt for you to sleep in?”


  “Thank you.”


  Adina returned with the shirt and knocked on the door to the bathroom, concerned she might have made a mistake by letting Briar fend for herself in her wobbly state. “You all right in there?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’ve got your shirt here.”


  “Thanks.” A small hand shot through a crack in the sliding door, which then closed again. Clearly Briar was steady enough to manage.


  The bed was wide enough for two people, which normally gave Adina a luxurious bed space when compared to most people aboard the Pathfinder. She pulled back the covers and fetched an extra pillow and some bedding for Caya, who was readying the couch.


  “Are you sure about sleeping here?” Adina put a hand on Caya’s shoulder.


  “I am. Briar doesn’t need my help right now. I’m the one responsible for the situation we’re in tonight because I chose to inform the president of my visions and to come clean about my changer status. I honestly had no idea about Briar, even though I knew she’d take the fall for getting us aboard. She’ll never admit I failed her. Never, during all these years when she did everything for me—put her own life on hold to keep me safe and homeschool me—has she made me feel anything but loved. Cherished even. Not once has she blamed me for having to give up living her life in complete freedom.”


  “Don’t make me sound like a saint, Caya.” Briar’s hollow voice made Adina and Caya pivot. Briar stood in the door to the bathroom, dressed in the thigh-long shirt, pale and exhausted. “I’ve done my best, but at times you and I were barely speaking.”


  “Only because I was a brat who didn’t know what you gave up for me at the time and how hard you worked to keep me away from the gangs of young changers up to nothing but trouble.” Closing her eyes briefly, Caya sighed. “Such trouble could easily have been my path since I’ve come to realize I’m fond of adventure. Jumper-cruising has been great and I miss it a little, but it’s been important to me to find some balance. He doesn’t know it, but Mathro has been an amazing guide in teaching me some meditation techniques.”


  Adina understood now that she had a lot to learn about what Caya and Briar were dealing with, much more than she ever would have guessed. The changers Adina had encountered that day back on Oconodos when the parade caused changer-riots hadn’t provided a fair image of the people with the changer gene. Now, however, wasn’t the time to explore these issues in depth. Right this minute, Briar needed to go to bed, as did Caya. Adina had urgent work waiting on her tablet. It would perhaps help bring some normalcy to this overwhelming turn of events.


  “We’ll talk more tomorrow, Caya. I’ll call my next in command to cover my duties and go with you to the hearing, or whatever Tylio has in mind. Just try to get some sleep, all right?”


  “I will. Thanks again.” Caya kissed Adina’s cheek and then Briar’s. “You’re the best and always will be. I love you, sis.”


  “I love you too, brat.” Hugging Caya close, Briar looked at Adina over her shoulder. Adina saw more pain in that glance than she would have thought possible. Briar’s usually transparent irises seemed darker and clouded over. “Good night.”


  “’Night.” Caya slipped into the bathroom and closed the door.


  “Come on.” Adina held out her hand and guided Briar to her bed. She’d folded back the covers and now helped Briar get in. Moving slowly, as if everything hurt, Briar lay down with a moan.


  “Do you hate me, Adina?” Briar whispered, and wiped at her eyes.


  Adina reached for a box of tissues and handed Briar one. “No. I’m confused and I have a million questions, but I don’t hate you. I could never hate you, Briar, or Caya, for that matter. A selfish part of me wishes you’d told me. Couldn’t you have done that?”


  “No.” Briar curled on her side, calmer now. “I never would’ve created such a dilemma for you. What would your choices have been? Keep the secret for us and commit treason? Risk being court-martialed and sentenced to death? Or would you have given us up, reported us to the authorities and performed your duty even if it hurt you?” Briar touched Adina’s knee briefly. “I think you would have been loyal to us and sacrificed your career—everything.”


  Briar was right. How could she be the one holding the proverbial ax in this case? Impossible. She didn’t envy Tylio her decisions. She suspected the president and her cabinet of ministers and their advisers were arguing about the two people in her quarters right now. “I hear you, Briar, I do. I would never have committed treason against my people. Still, part of me wishes I could have been there to help ease your burden.” This gift, or curse, was Caya’s and Briar’s to live with, to navigate through, and for Adina to be judgmental—that wasn’t going to happen.


  “So this is how it ends,” Briar murmured and closed her eyes.


  “What do you mean?” Adina sat on the side of the bed and took one of Briar’s cold hands in hers.


  “Everything. Caya’s and my lives. You and me, our friendship. Our faint hope of something more. Everything.”


  “Don’t.” Angry, with intense pain erupting in her chest, Adina took Briar into her arms and held her fiercely. “Don’t you dare give up. You’ve come this far against overwhelming odds. You can do this. You can be the one to prove once and for all that not all changers, in fact most changers, aren’t dangerous or evil. If anyone can do that it’s you. You’re the famous Red Angel, revered and already a living legend. Caya’s the epitome of youthful innocence and beauty, and as insignificant as I am in this scenario, you still have me. I won’t give up on you and Caya, if you promise to not go down without a fight.”


  Tears streamed down Adina’s face and landed in Briar’s hair. She couldn’t remember reacting this strongly to anything in a long time, if ever. The thought of losing Briar to the legal system, even if the punishment for her deeds wasn’t death, but incarceration, was like pouring white garnet into her bloodstream. “I won’t let you give up. Do you hear me?”


  Briar tipped her head back, focusing on Adina, and her tears, also perhaps her compassion, made her eyes turn transparent again. “Don’t cry, Adina. I’m just tired, that’s all. I’ll go in, guns blazing, so to speak, and fight for us. I know Caya will too, as she’s a born negotiator and fighter. We have to make them understand that we can be useful rather than a threat.”


  “Yes. Yes. That’s my Briar. Now I recognize you.” Wiping quickly at her cheeks, Adina kissed Briar’s forehead and was about to lower her down on the pillow again when suddenly Briar’s arms encircled Adina’s neck more forcefully. Taken aback, Adina opened her mouth to ask if she was all right once again, but Briar quieted her by pressing her lips onto Adina’s. Seeming clumsy and feverish, Briar’s lips brushed back and forth across Adina’s, searching for a response. It took Adina a few moments. Only when she felt a frustrated moan against her could she move. Pushing her fingers into Briar’s hair, she held her still as she explored her lips.


  She didn’t intend to deepen the kiss because neither of them was ready for more than this, but oh, the soft, sweet lips under hers did things to her she’d never felt. Her nipples hardened and the inside of her thighs clenched in sympathy as she inhaled Briar’s breath. She’d known kissing Briar would be magical but had also settled for being content with her friendship. Now, being allowed, no, encouraged, to kiss the amazingly sexy and sweet woman in her arms was amazing.


  Eventually their fatigue forced them to stop. Adina lowered Briar onto the pillow and tucked her in, careful not to touch her too much. She was tired, yes, but she wasn’t dead. “I’ll bring my computer tablet in here and write my report next to you, unless that would keep you from sleeping?”


  Yawning, Briar shook her head. “I never would’ve thought I could sleep at all after this evening. Now, though, I think I could doze through an intergalactic battle.”


  “Good. I think.” Adina kissed Briar’s forehead. “I’ll be right back.”


  It took her a little while to shed her uniform, use the bathroom, and gather her tablet. After checking on Caya, who was already asleep on the couch, she returned to the bedroom and found Briar asleep as well. She had to turn and fetch yet another pillow, as Briar had taken Adina’s and was hugging it tight to her chest.


  As she climbed into bed and leaned against the headboard, Briar stirred briefly, but after placing a hand on Adina’s hip she settled down.


  Adina used the screen to type in her report, rather than dictate it, because she didn’t want to disturb Briar and knew her report would be deemed classified when it reached the president’s secure message server.


  Tomorrow would be gut-wrenching. No other term described it better.


  Chapter Fifteen



  **Day 179**


  **Official Hearing**


  


  Briar stood before a long table where twelve of the top military and civilian leaders for the Oconodian and Gemosian population faced her from the opposite side. Behind her, Caya sat next to Adina and Meija. Korrian was on the panel at the far end of the table. They had asked the same questions over and over from different angles, and Briar wondered how she would manage to remain calm.


  “Tell us. How did you and your sister manage to come aboard the Pathfinder?” President Tylio—there was no chance of calling her Thea even in her mind now—loosely held on to a computer tablet, tapping it with her free hand.


  “I didn’t know I was a changer. My ability only developed a short while ago.” Briar cleared her throat. “I had connections in the health-care business. An acquaintance was in debt, and I gave them credits for the DNA resequencer they had been working on. They only gave me the prototype, but it did the job on Caya’s and my tissue sample. I was alone in the lab for a moment, and it was a quick process to change both our samples.”


  “Why both if you didn’t know you were a changer?” A general Briar didn’t recognize asked the question, sounding as if he thought he’d built a clever trap for her.


  “If I hadn’t changed both, we wouldn’t have looked like siblings from a DNA point of view.” Briar wondered how he could be this condescending. She was the one who’d committed treason—surely they didn’t expect her to be stupid?


  “Why?” President Tylio looked at her without any discernable expression on her face.


  “Why?” Briar took a moment to think of how to put it. “My sister means everything to me. Together with our parents, I shielded and homeschooled her to keep her safe. When things started to get really ugly on Oconodos, especially in the inner city of the capital where I worked, I knew we had to be part of the Exodus operation no matter what. Had Caya been the type of changer that possessed gifts that could potentially harm others, like the ones throwing plasma balls and such, I wouldn’t have done it. Caya can see the future—or at least, the future that will happen if someone doesn’t change anything.”


  “This woman committed treason in this manner for her own benefit. We can deal with this outrage only one way, Madam President. The young woman needs to be incarcerated for the duration of our journey, and as for the older sister, such treason demands we act swiftly and set an example.” The general was spitting furiously as he spoke.


  “Example, General?” Tylio spoke quietly. “What example are you suggesting?”


  “Our people have a popular new expression. Air-locking. It’s a rather crude word, but it sends a message that won’t bypass anyone.”


  “Briar!” Caya stood, but Adina yanked her down.


  “Air-locking.” Tylio leaned forward on her elbows, lacing her fingers under her chin. “Interesting term. And yes, crude as well as cruel, I think. Why would you choose that particular course of action, General?”


  “It will speak a language the people will understand. They will think twice about committing a crime of any sort when they see this individual hurled into space.”


  “Oh. So not only air-locking but also a public event. I see.” Tylio sounded as if she gave the matter serious thought. “What should we do with the younger sister once we reach P-105? Anyone?” She let her gaze travel the faces to her right and then her left. “General?”


  “I’m not sure what you mean, Madam President?” The general leaned back in his chair.


  “It’s not hard to figure out. You say throw her in the brig for the duration of the journey to P-105. When we get there and start our new life, what will we do with Caya Lindemay? Build her a special cell in a special prison? Ban her to an area of caves or set her down alone in an oasis in the desert?”


  Briar trembled now and regretted not being able to eat anything before the hearing.


  “Oh, please. You’ve all lost your common sense,” Meija said. “Korrian. I think it’s time you brought up what we talked about this morning.”


  Briar turned and saw Meija rise from her chair, with an arm wrapped around Caya’s shoulders. Clinging to Meija, Caya mouthed, “I’m sorry.”


  “Yes, please, Admiral Heigel. We would like to hear whatever input you have to offer.” Tylio brightened and turned to Korrian, who had chosen a chair on the far left of the table.


  “I just thought I’d let you all have your say, to test the waters so to speak.” Korrian stood also. “I was as taken aback as the rest of you by the news. I believe Briar when she claims not to know. And what is her gift as a changer? Empathy. Do we truly fear for our very lives when it comes to these women? Are we afraid Briar might smother us with her affection and understanding? And let’s not forget, this woman is Red Angel.”


  “What?” The general jerked. “That can’t be true!”


  Briar flinched as well. Hadn’t Tylio briefed her panel members about this—and if so, why not? Was she throwing this fact in as a way to disrupt their hard-nosed reasoning? Briar knew she was reaching, but any possible sign Tylio might at least consider not punishing Caya to the fullest extent of the law was encouraging.


  “I take it you’ve heard about the enigmatic nurse whose reputation precedes her in most of the cubes.” Tylio still spoke impassively. “What repercussions can we expect, Dr. Solimar, if we air-lock Briar Lindemay?”


  “Mutiny.” Meija had remained on her feet and was holding one of Caya’s hands. Adina stood close to the two women on their other side.


  “Mutiny?” The general, now flustered from rage, rose as well. “Are you trying to tell me that this…this woman holds such power over our population, they’d go against their leaders and law enforcement if we treat her according to Oconodian law?” He rounded the table and towered over Briar. “Aren’t you ashamed of your actions? Of putting our whole operation in jeopardy?”


  “Not ashamed enough to jump out an airlock voluntarily, sir.” Briar continued her meditation breathing, struggling to remain calm. “I regret fooling the system, but unless you have been in my situation, having brought up my sister as I would a daughter, you can’t know.”


  “You could have stayed on Oconodos.” The general pulled up his lip in a feral snarl.


  “So could you. You could have remained behind with those of your troops who did just that. Those with changers in their family—they needed a military leader as well, didn’t they?” Tilting her head, Briar opened her mind to the imposing figure before her. “But your dedication is mainly to your wife and daughter, isn’t it? You wanted them away from Oconodos and the dangers there, as they’re both fragile and easily intimidated. You feared for their sanity when the changer situation became increasingly volatile. The Exodus operation happened at the last minute, where they are concerned. Your daughter, I think, suffered the worst.”


  The general had gone from red to white in seconds as Briar probed his emotions and some of his thoughts. She didn’t like doing this, but she had to show him they had similar reasons, even if he hadn’t broken any law.


  “This…how the hell…” He rounded on the panel members, spitting the words out like something ill tasting. “Who among you are feeding her personal information about me?”


  “Nobody.” Tylio shook her head, looking back and forth between Briar and Caya. “Sit down, General. I’m sure Briar can sense emotions from all of us, as that’s her…gift.”


  Briar knew she had to keep the initiative. “Basically, Madam President, General, sirs, it is a matter of trust. Just as people trust me with their newborn children, it’s about trusting me to never misuse what information I come across. The oath I took when I became a nurse still stands. My integrity is the same.”


  Tylio nodded slowly but didn’t speak.


  “Trust.” The general snorted, a thoroughly contemptuous sound. “A changer? Why would we do that?”


  “Regardless of what you may believe, sir, changers are ordinary people for the most part. If someone wants to blow up this ship, and from where I stand, that’s what it looks like, they don’t need to be a changer to get their hands on white garnet.”


  “And what about you, Caya?” Tylio asked. “Are you as benevolent and trustworthy as your sister claims to be?”


  Her tears drying at the mentioning of her name, Caya rose and let go of Meija and Adina. “Claims? If anyone has anything negative to say about my sister, I challenge you to produce them. I know my sister would never hurt anyone or betray a confidence. As for me, my gift is erratic even if I have been able to control it somewhat lately. I have my visions, which used to make me quite ill. Yesterday shows how quickly I recover nowadays, which is good. I used to be really nauseous for hours beforehand.”


  “And have you used your gift to your own advantage?” Another woman to the president’s left asked the question.


  “My own advantage?” Caya frowned. “I’m not sure what you mean.”


  “Oh, come on, Miss Lindemay. Let’s say, the answers to a test at school. Things like that.” The woman sneered.


  Caya pressed her lips tight together. “Are you kidding me? You think any of my visions, particularly those that made me sick for days, were about a math test or something like that?” She stood next to Briar, who could feel the anger radiating from her.


  “It was just an example,” the woman on the panel said, cringing.


  “A dumb one.” Caya took Briar’s hand. “Are you all right?”


  “I’m fine.” Briar turned back to the president. “I’m in the wrong here, if you intend to issue a punishment for this transgression, you should focus only on me. I’m the one behind this act. Not Caya.”


  “Sis—”


  “Shh.” Briar squeezed Caya’s hand.


  “On the contrary. I think we need you to keep working and doing your duty among our people. You will do more good out there than locked up. Air-locking you is not an option, as we are in the process of eliminating capital punishment from our law altogether.” Tylio’s face grew serious, and Briar could sense the strong sense of remorse radiating from the president. “You, Caya, are an entirely different matter. We cannot allow you to retain your freedom aboard the Pathfinder. Your ability is potentially dangerous, and as you also exposed yourself in such a public manner, I have no choice but to incarcerate you.”


  Briar thought her heart would stop. “No,” she whispered, inadvertently lowering her mental shield. Caya’s fear blended with Tylio’s surprising pain, the general’s triumph, and behind her, Meija’s anguish.


  “I understand,” Caya said, her lips tense. “Right away?”


  “No, you need to be debriefed by security, and I will allow you to go back to your quarters and pack a few items.”


  “Thea,” Caya whispered. “Have you asked your husband to disclose all the corridors he travels that have a blue-colored deck? Time is running out on his part and—”


  “What?” Tylio snapped. “What do you mean, Caya?”


  “You can still do something about this situation. You can save his life. You cannot have it both ways, Madam President. Either you believe my predictions are true and act accordingly, or you don’t believe me at all and thus have to let me go.” Caya tilted her head. “See what I mean, Thea?”


  Briar disregarded her knee-jerk reaction to scold Caya for being too informal with the president but conceded that her sister had a valid point. Either people believed her to be a clairvoyant changer—or not. Caya had pulled herself together in a remarkable way. For some reason, it wasn’t easy for Briar to read Caya’s emotional state, perhaps because she was also a changer, but right now it wasn’t hard to realize that Caya was serious.


  “I see.” President Tylio slowly stood and tapped her communicator. “Tylio to head of the guard. Where is my husband?”


  The answer came back within seconds. “Madam President, Mr. Tylio is at the diplomat club in cube one.”


  “When you take him back to the presidential quarters, take him via backup route four.”


  “Affirmative, Madam President,” the woman on the other end said. “Backup route four.”


  Tylio rounded the table and stood before Briar and Caya. “There. You see I believe in you. Gather the belongings you will require initially. The guards will bring you back here in one hour.”


  “Madam President,” Briar whispered, her heart in so much pain that every beat hurt until she could barely breathe. “Don’t do this. Please. She’s no danger to anyone. She truly isn’t.”


  “Guards.” Tylio waved four of the presidential guards forward. “Take Ms. Caya Lindemay to her quarters and return with her in an hour. She’s in your care. If anything happens, from her actions or to her, I will hold you responsible. Is that clear?”


  “Absolutely, Madam President.” The female guard motioned for Caya to follow her. Caya didn’t look at Briar or anyone else. She kept her eyes rigidly forward as she left the room.


  “No. No, no, no…” Briar’s knees gave in and she fell. Before she hit the floor, strong arms caught her from behind. Adina. Briar clung to her, groaning as the pain washed over her. “They took her away. I’ve lost her. I’ve lost her…” Overwrought with emotions, blended with those around her, Briar couldn’t move.


  Adina’s arms shifted around her and suddenly Briar was floating. It took her a moment to realize she was being carried. She hid her face against Adina’s neck as they walked through several corridors. “Gone,” Briar murmured brokenly. “She’s gone.”


  “Shh. Don’t give up, Briar.” Adina’s voice was strained, mainly because she was carrying Briar. “Hold on to me in the meantime.”


  Needing an anchor, Briar did just that. She clung to Adina, her arms so tight around her neck, she half expected Adina to start wheezing. Vaguely she noted the presence of steps before them and behind them. Someone else was walking with them. Briar didn’t really care. She’d lost Caya despite doing everything possible to keep her safe.


  What a failure she was. Their parents would have been so disappointed. Caya had been their common denominator. Homeschooling her, keeping her safe, vetting potential friends. More than anything else, this had made them a family. Now only Briar was left. Caya would only exist in a cell in the brig. They would keep her in isolation, not allowed to even see any other inmates. Briar trembled and curled up closer to the strong woman who carried her.


  “In here,” a voice said, and they changed direction. “Put her down over there.”


  Listening harder as she was being lowered onto a soft surface, Briar refused to let go of Adina. Was that Tylio’s voice? Surely, it couldn’t be? Briar blinked a few times and then slowly turned her head and kept her eyes half open.


  The room was huge by Pathfinder standards. They were in the living-room area of the rectangular room, sitting on a cream-colored couch. Adina sat close to Briar, her arms still around her. Meija sat next to them, and farther away on the other side of a narrow, oval table, Korrian and President Tylio stood, both looking somber as they murmured to each other.


  “Where are we?” Briar asked huskily. “Adina?”


  “The presidential suite.” Adina touched the back of her fingers to Briar’s forehead. “How are you feeling?”


  “I’m all right.” It was hardly true, but at least she could breathe now. “And you can’t feel someone’s temperature accurately like that.” Instead, Briar leaned her cheek into Adina’s palm. “Not like this either.” She shuddered.


  “Briar?” Meija stroked Briar’s back. “Don’t give up yet. Korrian is on your side, as am I. We do carry some weight around here.”


  “As do I,” Tylio said and took a seat on the couch across from them. “Listen to me now. I had to put you through the hearing to satisfy the other members of the cabinet and the military. I knew we had leverage when it came to you, but your sister is proving more difficult.”


  “Leverage?” Confused and with a headache hindering her thoughts from lining up correctly, Briar fought to understand.


  “I was certain your reputation as Red Angel would keep the others from sticking to their claims for capital punishment, or even incarceration. Caya has no such reputation, and her ability appeared rather dramatically yesterday. By her own admission, she informed everyone present of her changer status. And those present are all influential, powerful people. They saw her seizure-like vision and heard her threaten my husband.”


  “She didn’t threaten him!” Struggling against Adina’s grip now, Briar raised her voice. “She warned you about what’s going to happen. That’s entirely different.”


  “I realize the difference,” Tylio said coolly. “Many of the guests of yesterday do not. The social media are full of testimonies and accounts of what occurred. Someone even has a slightly grainy video of Caya coming out of her seizure, and you can hear her first words. This evidence makes it impossible for me to merely slap her on the wrist like I did with you and send her back to school.”


  “Oh, Creator of everything…” Briar slumped back into Adina’s arms. “She’s going to the brig. I’ve seen what it looks like there. The cells.” The cells weren’t designed for comfort. They had room for only a narrow cot and a small desk. That was it. Very little access to media and only basic rations when it came to food.


  “Sweetheart,” Meija said. “Listen to Thea.”


  The term of endearment combined with the president’s nickname made it possible for her to reel the panic back in. She took a few more breaths, meditation style, and straightened her back. “Yes?”


  “Caya isn’t going to any cell in the brig.” The president looked seriously at Briar.


  “No? Where’s she going? Oh, no. Please—”


  “Stop it.” The president rose so fast that everyone but Korrian jumped. Tylio sat down next to Briar and took both her hands. “I know you’re traumatized emotionally after everything, but you’ve got to quit jumping to conclusions.” She squeezed Briar’s hands until they almost hurt. “Caya isn’t going to the brig. First, it’s a security situation waiting to happen, and second, I don’t trust the prison guards at that level. It’s a badly paid job, primed for corruption to fester. We could wake up and find her gone, never to be heard or seen from again. She’s not going there.”


  Briar was wide open to Tylio’s emotions. The woman was not only determined to keep Caya safe, but she also had a personal stake in the situation. “Then where will she stay?”


  “In the presidential guest quarters on this level. Here, I have the presidential guards whom I trust with my life. I will handpick her guards and the staff who will cater to her.”


  “Excuse me, Madam—”


  “Please. Thea.”


  “Thea. Cater to her?”


  “She has to eat. She has to have books, entertainment, schooling, and so on. Her life isn’t over just because she’s incarcerated, albeit in a luxury prison.”


  Trembling, this time from a strange sort of relief, Briar squeezed Tylio’s hands back. “May I visit her?”


  Looking taken back, Tylio moved her hands to Briar’s shoulders. “I should have started with that. I wasn’t thinking. Of course you may. The visits will be supervised or monitored in other ways, though.”


  So relieved now that the arrangement wasn’t as bad as it could have been, Briar leaned back against Adina. “Thank you.”


  “Then there’s the matter of your accommodations.”


  “What about them?” Briar was concerned again and getting fed up with this back-and-forth effect on her emotions.


  “Just because you enjoy this celebrity status as Red Angel you’re still a target—or will be because of your sister. People realize you’re also a changer, so it’s a safety issue.”


  “I never claimed to enjoy being called a celebrity, or Red Angel, for that matter,” Briar muttered.


  “That said, it is what it is.” Raising her gaze, the president looked at Adina. “Commander, I understand you and Briar are lovers?”


  Briar felt Adina jerk next to her.


  “What? No, no. Not at all. Very good friends. That’s all.”


  “Really?” Confused now, Tylio looked back and forth between them. “I was certain…well, never mind. That’s none of my business. Briar’s safety and the status quo on this ship are, however. I want the two of you to share quarters.” It was clearly not a suggestion.


  “Yes, Madam President,” Adina said, her voice strained. “Mine are slightly bigger and have superior security upgrades.”


  “Perfect. That’s settled then. Once Caya has packed some of her things, I suggest you do the same, Briar. Little by little over time you can empty your old quarters and take all of your sister’s things to her here and yours to the commander’s quarters.” Tylio stood and adjusted her jacket. “Now I have one hurdle left, which is the last part of this solution. I have to sell these ideas to my cabinet.”


  Just as they all stood to leave, the door hissed open and the president’s husband strode in, looking angry.


  “What the hell’s going on, Gassinthea?” He hissed her name. “I was at the club and conducting some difficult negotiations when some more of your goons joined my security detail and extracted me. Not only that, but they took the longer route to get here. Have you any idea how depressing those culverts are?”


  “I’m terribly sorry we didn’t think to decorate the escape ducts, sir.” Meija smiled sweetly at the agitated man.


  “How droll. And here you all sit and make amusing remarks at my expense, when you should be out there prosecuting the little brat who threatened me.”


  “Hadler. You know that’s not true, and nobody is making amusing remarks.” Tylio shot Meija a knowing look. “And I extracted you to keep you safe. Caya Lindemay’s predictions are accurate. Now that we have changed your usual route to another one, hopefully we’ve eliminated the threat.”


  “You’re so gullible. For being such a hard-nosed president, you’re amazingly naive.” Hadler Tylio waved his arms, the ring on his right index finger getting tangled in the president’s hair, yanking her forward. She regained her balance quickly and slapped his hand away.


  “Step back, sir.” Immediately, two of the presidential guards took a few long steps forward and posted themselves between the president and her husband. The move looked so smooth and rehearsed, Briar could tell it had happened before, on several occasions. Glancing over at Tylio, Briar sensed the outrage and humiliation pouring from the president’s soul.


  Regarding her husband with obvious contempt, Tylio said a quick good-bye and left the suite. Briar and the others followed, and they walked together toward the elevators at the far end. Hoping to spot Caya, Briar looked around as they passed the quarters next to the president, but all the doors were closed. She missed her sister so much already, even if she knew they’d be together again tomorrow when their future hung in the balance.


  It was entirely possible to dread and long for something to happen at the same time.


  Chapter Sixteen



  Adina’s heart ached for Briar as the other woman stood just inside the door, looking utterly lost. She didn’t have the skills of an empath, but she felt the aftershocks of the day’s events reverberate from Briar anyway.


  “Please. Let me help you.” Adina eased closer to Briar, carefully, as she would approach an injured animal. “To begin with, I can help you unpack some of your things. I have plenty of space in my drawers and shelves.”


  Briar nodded and grabbed her bag. She had packed in total silence, and a mere look at her somber expression had kept Adina from saying anything until now. “Thank you,” Briar murmured. “I’m sure this wasn’t what you counted on. A houseguest forced upon you by the president, I mean.”


  Adina had to stop that line of thought immediately. “Listen. The circumstances are grim—not to mention heartbreaking. You need to understand that you’re not imposing on me. You’re here because such are our orders, yes, but that doesn’t change the fact that I want you here.”


  “What?” Briar put down the bag on the bed and turned around slowly. “Surely you can’t be happy about…” She gestured at herself and then the room. “This whole mess. Living with a changer. Having your reputation questioned.”


  “I don’t give a damn about my reputation. I have my duties to perform, and until now, that was all I cared about.” Frustrated at how hard it was to explain properly, Adina leaned back against a cabinet door. “This is confusing as hell. I’m worried for Caya, for you, and at the same time, I’m glad you’re with me and not alone or, worse, incarcerated.”


  Briar’s eyes filled with tears. “I refuse to cry,” she said with a broken voice. “I refuse to feel like this. I hate it.” She sat down on the bed and covered her face with her hands. “I’m actually losing it. On the way here, I couldn’t block anyone’s emotions and felt as if they were swallowing me whole. Like hundreds of voices were talking at once, different emotions swirling in my mind, driving me crazy. I might just go mad. Lucky you.”


  Unable to keep her distance, and not even sure if she should, Adina sat down next to Briar and hugged her. This wasn’t something she was used to. She’d never been the touchy-feely type, but this woman, usually strong and hell-bent on saving people at any cost, made it possible. No, not possible—necessary. “You can cry. In fact, if our roles were reversed, you’d be telling me that.”


  “I know.” Laughing unhappily, Briar hid her face against Adina’s neck. “I talk a good game, don’t I?”


  “You’re always there for other people, but I think it’s been a long time since someone was there for you.” Adina knew this was true. Briar was an expert at caring, giving, and putting herself through hellacious experiences if that helped someone else. When it came to accepting help—or mere caring—from others, Briar flailed and resisted it as if her system had developed antibodies against such things a long time ago.


  “I feel so weak. I hate it. And I shouldn’t be thinking of myself when Caya is being—”


  “Is being tended to and supervised by the president herself.” Adina shook Briar gently. “You can’t change anything right now. Caya is safe where she is. Tylio won’t let anything happen to her. She wouldn’t have risked alienating her entire cabinet and military advisors if she wasn’t planning to complete whatever plans she has.”


  “She did risk a lot.” Briar tilted her head back. “And the whole thing about allowing me to continue working…albeit under your guard.”


  “I’m glad she saw reason about that. If she hadn’t, I would’ve pointed out the risk of riots if she’d thrown Red Angel in the brig.”


  “Oh, Creator of all things…that’s such a thing, isn’t it? That whole angel business. I swear, if I find whoever started that rumor, I’m going to air-lock them.”


  Adina had to laugh at Briar’s affronted expression. She was tough, this redhead, but she also looked adorable when she was annoyed. When she was truly angry, though, Briar could put the fear of the Creator in anyone.


  “What’s so funny?” Briar relaxed more against Adina. “Am I amusing you, Commander?”


  “Not at all, Miss Angel. You’re quite dull and boring.”


  Briar guffawed. “Adina! You’re showing sides I never knew of.”


  “Only because you bring out the best in me.” Adina deliberately sounded facetious but was entirely serious. Briar did bring out something in her that Adina thought had died a long time ago. The playfulness, the appreciation of small, everyday miracles. Even if Adina had yet to trust she could open up fully to this part of herself, Briar made it a possibility.


  Briar raised her still-trembling hand slowly and ran her thumb along Adina’s eyebrow. Holding her breath, Adina pressed her tongue against the roof of her mouth, trying to calm her nerves. Was Briar sensing her conflicting emotions or…


  “Yes. I can’t help it,” Briar said, smiling wryly. “Your feelings are so overpowering and we’re so close. You don’t have to fear me. I don’t absorb them or store them. I may learn to tune in more, but the thing is, when I’m this close to you—oh, damn it, Adina, all I can do is to submit to my own feelings. It’s as if your emotions put a magnifying glass on mine. I can’t hide from them.” Briar pressed her cheek to Adina’s. “And I don’t want to!”


  “You don’t have to.” Adina pushed her hands into Briar’s hair, amazed at how silky it felt as the curls wrapped around each finger. Briar was pulling her in even with her golden-red strands. Gently holding Briar’s head, Adina kissed Briar lightly, so as not to startle her, but Briar immediately seized her. Opening her mouth beneath Adina’s, Briar ran the tip of her tongue along Adina’s lower lip.


  “I’ve dreamed of this,” Briar whispered against Adina’s mouth, her hot breath a caress in itself. “I despaired, as I knew it could never be, despite how we felt. Yes, I knew—of course I knew—how you held back. So did I.” She brushed her lips back and forth across Adina’s.


  Adina gently buried her fingers in Briar’s hair, and unable to resist, she pressed her lips fully onto the sweet-tasting mouth teasing her. Meeting Briar’s tongue with her own, she deepened the kiss and explored Briar’s mouth. Her heart racing, Adina sucked Briar’s lower lip in between her teeth, pulling gently. The kiss turned into yet another kiss and then one more. Briar’s intoxicating moans spurred Adina on, and she kissed her way down Briar’s neck. Licking a hot trail around to the other side, she found a plump little earlobe demanding her attention.


  Briar clung to Adina and pushed her hands in under the collar of her uniform. “You’re overdressed,” she said, gasping for air. “I can’t feel you…I want to feel your skin.”


  Impatient, Adina pulled back and tore off her uniform jacket, not caring one bit about the clasps she ruined in the process. Tossing it on the floor, she pulled Briar close again. Briar buried her face against Adina’s neck, nipping at her skin with her sharp little teeth. The small sting sent tremors up and down Adina’s entire abdomen, and she pictured herself pushing Briar down on her back and pulling her clothes off. She wanted to bury herself in the passionate body next to hers, feel Briar clench around her fingers and suck on…


  Adina gasped as Briar’s hand found her right breast. This was too fast. Too soon. Still, how could she stop when all of her dreams were becoming a reality, when the woman her very soul yearned for was right here?


  A distant rumble shook the bed. At first, Adina’s one-track mind thought it was their passion, but only for a moment. She slipped right back into military mode when the emergency klaxons began to sound in the corridor.


  “Oh no. What now?” Briar stood, looking dazed. “Caya! Have they—”


  “Let’s find out.” Pulling on her jacket, only to tear it off with a curse and run it through the pattern buffer of her clothes dispenser, Adina engaged her communicator. “Commander Vantressa to the bridge.”


  “Admiral Vayand here, Commander. We read a massive explosion in the aft part of cube one.”


  “Can you be more precise, please, sir?” Gesturing for Briar to pull her shirt back on, Adina fastened her jacket.


  “Decks four, five, and six.”


  “We’re on our way.”


  “Good. I’ve deployed your team, medics, extinguishers, security, and law enforcement.” Vayand spoke briskly. “If this is yet another white-garnet incident, we have a chance to identify the perpetrators.”


  “Aye, sir. Vantressa out.” Adina motioned toward the door. “I don’t feel it’s safe to leave you here. You have to come with me. Perhaps I can arrange for you to remain with Caya while I deal with this.”


  “As long as I know she’s all right, I’d rather stay with you.” Briar stuck her chin out. “And don’t argue.”


  “Fine. Come on.”


  They ran through the corridors, and it didn’t take them long to smell smoke and run into fleeing people.


  “Keep going, keep going,” Adina called out to the frightened individuals they met. “Stay on the right side of the corridor to make way for the responders.” The smoke was thicker now, and as they neared the end of the corridor, Adina could tell the damage was extensive. “Stay back,” she said shortly and held up a hand to Briar. “I shouldn’t have brought you. This whole area is unstable. We may have to start an EM-jet.”


  Adina prayed to the Creator it wouldn’t come to that. This was cube one, which among other things held the parliament and the residential area for its members, including the president. Security was going to be a nightmare if they had to evacuate all of the senior crew and civilian leaders before performing an emergency jettison into open space. This also meant dropping out of magnetar drive, which wasn’t as easily done as on a single, smaller vessel.


  “Adina. Look.”


  Turning around, Adina found Briar had moved and was now on her hands and knees at the edge of the hole. She’d pulled her shirt up over her nose and mouth but was still wheezing and coughing.


  “Are you crazy? I told you to—”


  “Just look!” Briar tugged at Adina’s jacket and made her kneel next to her. “The floor down there on level ten. Don’t you see? It’s blue!”


  


  *


  


  Briar’s lungs stung, but she toughed it out as Adina began barking orders into her communicator.


  “Commander Vantressa to the bridge. Where the hell are the medics? I see wounded on all decks down to level ten. Tell them to prepare for smoke inhalation and trauma. Anyone approaching the scene needs a level-four protective suit at least. I’m bringing a civilian to safety and need someone to get me the president.”


  “The president, sir?” the bridge officer asked warily.


  “Yes, you heard me correctly. Tell the fleet admiral. He’ll know. Vantressa out.”


  “Am I the civilian? I can get myself out of here without you having to waste any time on escorting me.”


  “I don’t doubt that for a moment. That’s not it. You need to get back to Caya. Her vision is starting to sound way too accurate, and if the part about the blue floor is true—”


  “That’s why you need to talk to the president.”


  “No. You and Caya will do that. I’ll inform you once we start identifying the casualties. By then you will have told Tylio about the blue floor, and she can prepare herself for what may have occurred.”


  Briar wasn’t sure she wanted to be the one who told their highest-ranking leader her husband might be wounded, or even dead. “All right.”


  “I’m coming with you because I need to get my hands on a protective suit. If we inhale more of this stuff, we could be looking at irreparable damage to our lungs.”


  “No kidding.” Briar nudged Adina in the right direction. “I saw a staircase four blocks from here.”


  “Good.” Adina coughed as they ran back toward slightly cleaner air. “The filters are doing their best to vent this, but they can’t keep up with if we don’t find what’s still burning.”


  The staircase had automatic fire doors, which was a relief as they entered it and could draw clean air into their systems. Briar gazed up the circular staircase. She couldn’t see anyone above them, which was good. The steps were narrow, and having a large group of people stampeding toward them wasn’t optimal.


  “Admiral Vayand to Commander Vantressa. Report.” Adina’s communicator made them both flinch.


  “Vantressa here. Nurse Briar Lindemay also present.”


  “I see. I have the president on another channel. Why do you need to speak with her?”


  “I don’t. Yet.” Adina began climbing the stairs with Briar right behind her. “I need her to go to level four and her residential area. It’s the safest place right now, and more importantly, she needs to talk to Caya Lindemay and her sister. The president will know what it’s about.”


  Briar understood from the cautious wording that Adina wasn’t sure where Vayand stood on the matter of Caya and Briar yet.


  “This is a highly unorthodox request, Commander,” Vayand said.


  “Just tell her, sir. She’ll understand.”


  “Very well. What’s your status?”


  “We’re almost at level four. I will pull on some protective gear and return to the scene, sir.”


  “Keep me posted at fifteen-minute intervals.”


  “Aye, sir. Vantressa out.”


  Briar stepped back so Adina could open the door to the corridor on deck ten, which required she submit a DNA subcutaneous chip screening. They stepped into the corridor, and Adina moved to a cabinet directly to the left of the door.


  “Go to your sister, Briar. The president will be along shortly. Keep your communicator close.”


  “You too.” Suddenly so afraid that her knees wobbled, Briar threw her arms around Adina’s neck. “I can’t lose you. Not now. Not when…you know.” She whispered the words fervently. “Be careful, Adina.”


  Adina kissed her lightly, and the normalcy of the embrace hit Briar right across the chest. She had loved Adina for much longer than she’d confessed to herself. These weren’t new feelings. The physical part was, and it was nerve-wracking, but the love was deep and well founded, which meant it had happened all along even if they hadn’t recognized it until very lately.


  “I promise, Briar.” Adina hugged her hard and briefly, then hurried back into the staircase, and Briar walked farther into the corridor until she reached Caya’s new quarters. Confused by the absence of presidential guards, she gazed up and down the empty corridor before she buzzed the chime and waited. Her heart began to race. She could sense her sister and her stress levels. “Caya, it’s me!” she called out and pounded with her fist on the door. “Let me in, sweetie.”


  The door opened so suddenly, Briar nearly fell backward. A young guard stood in the doorway, looking harried. He scanned Briar’s chip implant and let her in.


  “Briar!” Caya jumped into Briar’s arms and hugged her hard. “What’s going on? I’m having constant flashbacks from the time when we lived by that big park with Mom and Dad. Then I see bodies. Some are moving and some aren’t. That was yet another explosion, wasn’t it? These quarters are extra protected and soundproofed, but—”


  “Hey, hey. I have you. I’m here and yes, there was an explosion. Adina and I were on one of the floors, but we weren’t injured.” Of course she would have to get into yet another coughing fit right after those brave words.


  “Please. Get my sister something to drink. Citric water, I think.”


  “Good. You listened to some of my advice.” Briar wheezed.


  “Citric water for stuff that irritates the larynx and lungs. Mataya-milk for burned lungs, and iced coteyano-tea for mucus.”


  “Good girl.” Briar gratefully accepted a glass of citric water from the guard. “Where’s your second guard?”


  “I sent him to investigate.”


  “Are you insane?” Briar gaped. “And what do you mean, you sent him? He’s not yours to send anywhere. He’s responsible for your protection. Along with this person.” Briar jerked her thumb toward the other guard.


  “Yeah, yeah. I should think I’m in the safest position anyone can be in right now.” Caya flicked her fingers impatiently.


  “I hope he comes back soon because the president is on her way here. We need to explain to her—”


  “What? Thea? Now?” Caya blushed.


  “Stop interrupting me. She’s on her way here so we can explain to her that at least half of your premonition came true. A junction on level ten has a blue floor.”


  “Oh, shit.”


  “Just what I thought. How the hell do we tell her—again?”


  “Tell me what?” a calm, low voice said from the door. President Gassinthea Mila Tylio had arrived, and she looked furious.


  Chapter Seventeen



  Briar instinctively moved closer to Caya as the president looked at her sister with fury radiating from her entire being. To Briar’s surprise, her sister’s expression altered, and once again the more mature and serene part of Caya appeared.


  “Thea. Come and sit down,” Caya said, and held out a hand.


  “I don’t want to sit down. I want to know why my guards ushered me here, virtually disobeying my orders.” Tylio folded her arms across her chest.


  “We can explain, but we should sit.” Caya motioned to the sitting area next to the large view screen. “Please, Thea?”


  The president pursed her lips, looking like she intended to object or, worse, leave. Then she motioned for her guards to wait outside and strode over to the couch. She sat down, crossed her legs, and placed her hands perfectly centered on her left knee. “Well? I must say I find it rather strange my guards didn’t escort me to my own quarters, according to emergency protocol.” Her tone made it obvious just how frustrated the president was.


  Caya sat down next to Tylio, and Briar chose an armchair across from them. The entire guest quarters breathed luxury, which meant the leadership had overruled Meija’s advice that all people aboard Pathfinder should live under the same standards to create a feeling of equality.


  “Please hear us out,” Caya said, placing a hand on the president’s arm. “And you’re right. It must seem strange they would put you in here with us.” She smiled sadly. “I think we need to regard this as indicative of how confusing and uncertain the situation is outside. When your own guards realize you’re safer in here than in your own quarters…that says something. Briar, you know more of the details than I do.” Motioning for Briar to continue, Caya patted Tylio’s arm gently.


  “She’s right, Madam—eh, Thea. An explosion at the aft part of this cube has created a hole through four decks. I was on the site with Commander Vantressa. I saw the blue floor at the bottom.”


  The color seeped out of Tylio’s cheeks. “Are you saying this is part of Caya’s premonition?” Now her lips grew colorless and tense. “And the rest of the vision? My husband?”


  “We don’t know. The responders are working the scene. Adina will page me, us, as soon as she knows anything. Does your husband use that corridor?”


  “I…I…Yes. Yes, he does. I didn’t even think about that, since the blue is only at the junction. How can these people even know about that part? He only uses it to visit…a friend.” Tylio’s hands were curled into fists. “I need to gather the cabinet and—”


  “No, Thea. You need to remain here.” Caya spoke again, but now her voice was hollow and barely audible. Briar and Tylio both turned and stared at her.


  “Creator. Her eyes,” Tylio whispered.


  Briar had seen this before, but Caya had never been this calm during a vision before. Now she looked preoccupied but still present. Her petite frame was trembling, and her hand still holding on to Tylio’s arm, gripping the fabric of her sleeve. Swaying slightly, Caya looked distant, and her shimmering eyes had begun to glow.


  “If you leave, you will not be safe. I see several scenarios. Briar, it’s hurting my head.”


  Hurrying to Caya, Briar knelt before her. “Can you control it? Make it stop?” She in turn felt Caya’s confusion and a strong sense of being overwhelmed. From Tylio, she sensed rage mixed with genuine concern. Did this woman truly care about what happened to Caya? “Try the meditation technique. Breathe deep and slow.”


  Shaking, Caya did as told. Tylio didn’t move but took Caya’s hand between hers. “She’s so cold.” She took Caya’s other hand and held on.


  “A stream of images is showing how Thea leaves and goes to the site. The floor caves in and she falls over the edge.” Caya sobbed. “Another stream shows Thea gathering men and women in an auditorium and there’s another explosion. Two more streams are variations of that, her office, the corridor outside this room, her quarters…Briar!”


  Briar rubbed Caya’s shoulders. “We get it, sweetie. Just let the visions go. The president isn’t going anywhere. You’ve convinced us. Hasn’t she, Thea?” She looked imploringly at Tylio, who nodded somberly.


  “I’m staying right here. I will communicate some of these visions to my chief of staff. If the people responsible for the attack also placed explosives or white garnet in multiple places, I need to alert security and law enforcement.” Tylio rose and moved over to the small niche holding the media center with several screens. She glanced at Caya over her shoulder. “Are you all right?” Her tone was matter-of-fact, but Briar easily picked up on the warmth and genuine concern.


  “I’m fine,” Caya said huskily. “Just don’t go outside.”


  “I won’t.” Tylio’s hand flew across the computer console as she got in touch with the people she needed to reach. Eventually, she closed the transmission on the biggest screen and pivoted on the stool. “I’ve done what I can. My guards know where I am and what’s at stake. From what I understand, Commander Vantressa is running tests around the site with her team, and Admiral Korrian is working from engineering with the new tracking method. All we can do is wait.” She remained sitting on the stool, hands folded tightly over crossed legs.


  Briar had sat next to Caya, mesmerized by the strong emotions permeating the presidential guest quarters. Now, looking at Gassinthea Tylio, she thought nobody had ever looked as lonely as the president did right now. Carrying the weight of the safety of two million people on her shoulders, Thea looked stoic as she jutted her chin out and assumed that perfect poise. Briar had no trouble turning her senses and absorbing some of the woman’s suppressed panic.


  “Please, Thea. Join us over here. We don’t know how long it’ll be before Adina or someone else will return with news.” Briar stood. “Why don’t you take my seat for a moment while I make us something hot to drink? I think we can all do with some of Caya’s favorite herbal tea.”


  “Yes, please do.” Caya extended her hand and Thea moved over to the couch. Just as elegant and rigid as she’d been on the stool, she now sat beside Caya, who in turn had curled up, hugging a small pillow.


  The thought of Adina and the uncertainty of what was happening on cube one made Briar’s hands shake as she programmed the beverage dispenser. The multiple choices, far outnumbering the ones in their old quarters, confused her as she wasn’t focusing, but eventually she carried a tray to the living-room area.


  Tylio sat in the same position as before, but with her eyes closed. Glancing at Caya, Briar mouthed, “Is she asleep?”


  Caya shook her head. She was still pale and reached greedily for her mug. “Thank you,” she murmured, and this was enough for Tylio to open her eyes.


  Pinching the bridge of her nose, she took her mug, nodding at Briar. “Have you heard from Commander Vantressa?”


  Briar gripped her mug more firmly. “No. Not yet. I’m afraid to page her in case I disturb her when she’s doing something dangerous. Like me, she has a habit of sticking her neck in where danger lurks the most.”


  “So I understand.” Tylio sipped her mug. “This was nice.”


  “It will rejuvenate us,” Caya said. Drinking from her mug she suddenly slammed it down on the table in front of her. “Adina…” She covered her eyes as if she didn’t really want to see. Stiff now or, rather, trembling so fast it appeared as her body was frozen, Caya lowered her hands. White and with almost colorless eyes, she stared at something. “She’s found him.” She snapped her head toward Tylio. “Adina has found your husband.”


  “Is he alive?” Tylio asked, her voice husky. Briar studied her as she sucked in as much air as she could while she waited for Caya’s reply.


  “I don’t know. I can’t tell. I see him on his side on the floor, and Adina—” Caya trembled as she turned her head to Briar. “I’m sorry, sis. I can’t tell if she’s alive either.”


  “I have to go there.” Briar stood.


  “No, it’s too dangerous.” Tylio stood as well. “We don’t know what they’ve been subjected to and where they are.” Glancing at Caya, she frowned. “Or do we?”


  “Deck ten. Section eight.” Caya sobbed. “It’s as precise as I can be.”


  “Good enough for me.” Briar stood. “Now listen to me, sweetie. This is my job. This is what I do. I’m trained in search and rescue as well as nursing, you know this. I’ll use a protective suit, and I won’t do anything foolhardy.”


  “Ha.” Caya shook her head sorrowfully. “Even I can read you enough to know you’ll do anything to keep Adina safe.”


  “Remember that I’ll do anything not to leave you.” Briar cupped Caya’s cheeks. “That’s a promise. I’ll page Korrian and Meija on the way.”


  “All right.” Caya drew a trembling breath. “I’ll wait here since I have no choice. I also know it’s up to me to take care of Thea.”


  “Excuse me?” Tylio flinched and glowered at Caya.


  “Don’t know why. I haven’t been wrong so far, which means, for now, I’m your shadow, Madam President.” Caya raised her chin, and Briar could feel how sure her sister was Tylio would scoff at her certainty. Instead, the president merely slumped back against the couch. “Very well.”


  Briar kissed the top of her sister’s head and nodded to Tylio before she exited the luxurious quarters. The guards outside had donned protective suits, but she didn’t stop to inform them of where she was going, just in case they tried to stop her. To her relief she found one more suit in the cabinet holding the gear.


  Cursing her small frame, she tugged at the straps to shorten the legs and sleeves before placing the mask and hood over her head. When she was ready, she grabbed two of the EM-kits and slung them crosswise over her shoulders, opened the door to the stairwell, and began her descent. She had made it halfway down to level ten when she suddenly felt much lighter. It took Briar a few startled moments to realize she was experiencing a distinct lack of gravity. Slapping her communicator with one hand as she held onto the railing with the other, she paged Korrian.


  “Korrian here. Briar?”


  “I’m in a staircase going down to deck ten. Adina is there, injured, according to Caya. So is the president’s husband. Inertial dampeners are close to failing in this part of the cube. I’m not floating, but artificial gravity must be partially offline.”


  “We know. I’m on deck nine. I heard from her team that Adina hoisted herself down one deck to reach the computer console at that junction. There was a second explosion elsewhere in the cube, and the rope dislodged.”


  “Did she fall?” Aghast, Briar pulled herself downward, trying to gain momentum. “Can you see her?”


  “No. I was about to take the stairs as well, but since we’re weightless I’m getting ready to lower myself into—”


  “Don’t. I’ll be there in a few minutes.” Korrian was fit, but she was still more than seventy years old. “Promise me, Admiral.”


  “All right. I give you two minutes and then I’m going down there.”


  Briar pushed and pulled at the railing and forced her aching arms to propel herself forward. It was more difficult than she had imagined, but eventually she reached level ten and pushed the door open. Here she could hop and half skip as long as she didn’t exaggerate the movement of her legs. The air around her was slightly hazy still, smoke of unknown origin gathering in tendrils around her. “Briar to Korrian.” She refused to bother with titles right now. She didn’t have time to think of protocol. “Briar to Korrian. Do you read?”


  “I hear you, Briar. Your location?”


  “I’m in section three on deck ten. Visibility isn’t very good and inertial dampeners are still off. Some debris on the deck, but I can jump over it.”


  “Careful not to jump too hard. You might bounce off the bulkhead and injure yourself, as we aren’t sure how badly the inertial dampeners are damaged.”


  “I know. I’m being careful. Where are the medics?”


  “They can’t get in yet. Security and part of my team have located more explosives all around this part of the cube. We can’t allow medics in before they’ve been neutralized.”


  “What about you?” Briar had to hold on to the narrow railing to the left of the corridor as the one on the right had buckled under pressure and debris from the quarters behind it littered the deck. She used the same technique as in the staircase, pulling and pushing. Each time she moved one of her hands to get a new grip on the railing, she had to be careful not to pierce the glove of her protective suit on anything.


  “Me?” Korrian chuckled joylessly. “Well, like you, I was already here, so I can at least try to help.”


  “Where’s Meija?”


  “I’m not sure. I’ve tried paging her,” Korrian said, and now her voice was strained. Opening her senses to Korrian, she could feel the dread instantly. Korrian was worrying so much that she had problems focusing. “She was on her way here even though I tried to tell her there was nothing she could do. Meija was quite certain you and Caya needed her.”


  “She may be on her way to Caya’s quarters. Something could have knocked out her communicator.” Briar prayed it was true. If something happened to Meija—she didn’t dare think of what it would do to Korrian. “It’s getting lighter up ahead. Am I getting closer? This is section one.” Briar carefully let go of the railing.


  “Yes. You should see them there somewhere.”


  Scanning the debris-filled area, she noted that some of it consisted of small pieces of brilliant-blue deck plating. This had to be the area. Something made her flinch. Part of a black boot stuck out from under a large piece of wall plating.


  “Korrian. I see something. I’m moving ahead another two, maybe three meters.” Pushing gently with her feet so as not to stir up all the sharp-edged debris and send it floating around her body, Briar made her way to where she saw the boot. Carefully she lowered herself by grabbing a cord attached to the wall. She thought fast and then tied it loosely around her ankle, in case she needed to move away quickly.


  She felt with her hand in under the wall plating, following the back of the boot up until she found it actually belonged to a person. These boots were common, as they were part of the Oconodian fleet uniform. The leg above the boot felt slender, but with her gloves on she couldn’t judge if it was warm. She pressed her fingers against the leg, almost pinching the person. At the same time, she opened her mind, trying to tune in to the person, which she hoped with all her heart was Adina. She couldn’t make out much, only a vague sense of urgency and pain. This meant someone under all this rubble was alive.


  Looking around her, Briar tried to judge if she dared flip over the wall plating covering the person below. She had to take the chance. Cautious of the sharp edges, she gripped the wall plating and pushed it up over her head. As this object obscured what little light there was, she couldn’t tell who was underneath. Taking a deep breath, Briar hoisted the plating away from her, praying she wasn’t injuring anyone or making anything worse.


  The plating floated, flipped twice as if in slow motion, and landed five meters away from her. Relieved, Briar returned her focus on the person at her feet. They were wearing half of a protective suit—jacket, hood, and mask. The mask was securely in place, and Briar crawled up along the person and peered through the visor.


  Adina’s pale face made Briar whimper. Pale and so very still, the woman she loved was unconscious, and Briar had no idea what injuries she’d sustained.


  “Ah.” The pain-filled voice made Briar jump, but it didn’t originate from Adina. She looked around her, frantic for the chance to get some assistance. Farther toward the blast site, a man in a black, long jacket sat up, holding his temple. “Fuck.”


  Hadler Tylio. Suddenly so angry she could hardly speak, Briar was ready to kick his teeth in. “Mr. Tylio. Sir. Are you all right?” she asked, forcing herself to sound polite.


  “Who’s there? Hello?” Hadler Tylio squinted toward Briar.


  “I’m Nurse Lindemay. Commander Vantressa is badly hurt. Can you assist me?”


  “Assist you?” Hadler sounded nonplussed. “Are you joking? I’m the president’s spouse, and your first priority should be to rescue me and help me back to the presidential quarters.” He began moving toward her on hands and knees.


  “Don’t do it that way, sir. You’ll end up cutting yourself or coming in contact with whatever agent was used to cause the explosion.”


  “Lindemay?” Hadler stopped suddenly, only about two meters from her now. “You’re the sister of that changer. I recognize you.” He pulled his upper lips into an ugly grimace. “Just my luck to be dependent on the woman whose sister brought all this mayhem down on us. You heard her threaten me. And when my team took care of all the fucking blue-floored tunnels, she arranged for this to happen here.” He spat the words.


  Briar couldn’t believe how much venom could exist in one person. As she had her mind wide open still, she felt all his hatred and fear permeate her to the core. Appalled to find out what kind of man the president was living with, Briar slammed her mind shut. It still took her a few moments to cleanse her soul from the onslaught. “Listen, sir. I’m well aware of who you are, but as a nurse, I’m obligated to treat and help the person who needs me the most. You’re alert and communicating, that’s excellent, but that also means I need to focus on the commander. And I require you to help me.”


  “Clearly you’re out of your mind.” Hadler shifted to the left. “If anything, I need to go farther down the corridor, to make sure my, um, associate is all right.”


  “Farther down, they should be all right, possibly evacuated. I urge you not to go down there as the debris can be harmful.” Fed up with this man, Briar tore off her gloves and pressed her fingers to the pulse point on Adina’s neck. Her heartbeat was too fast but stronger than Briar had dared to hope. She bent down and placed her visor against Adina’s right ear. “Adina. It’s me. It’s Briar. I’ve come for you, like I promised. No matter what happens, I’ll do everything to help you, to keep you safe. But I need you to look at me. Can you do that? Please?” She carefully examined Adina’s arms and legs with a universal medical scanner, relieved not to find any fractures or arterial bleeding. She engaged her communicator. “Briar to Korrian.”


  “Korrian here.”


  “I’m in section one with Adina and Mr. Tylio. Adina is unconscious but stable at the moment. Mr. Tylio is—”


  “Damn. My hand’s bleeding,” Hadler called out, as if reading her mind. “Unless the commander is hemorrhaging, shouldn’t you make sure I’m taken care of?” Leaning against a column in the center of the corridor, he was shaking now.


  “Hang on, Korrian. I’m leaving my channel open.” Crawling through the debris, she tried to be careful. “I’m coming. Stay still.” Briar reached the now sickly pale man. She cursed inwardly at the stupid man who couldn’t just do as she said and remain where he was in the first place. “Let me see.”


  Pulling out the scanner again, she ran it over his bleeding palm. As the machine began to beep insistently, Briar winced and put on her gloves again. “Sir. Remain very still. I need to help you clean that up.”


  “What the hell’s going on?” Hadler slurred his words now. “I’m all dizzy.”


  “You’ve cut yourself on a piece of debris contaminated with some of the explosive agent. I can’t tell you what it’s made of, but since they used white garnet last time, we need to take the necessary precautions—”


  “It hurts like hell.” Hadler was gray now. “Like fire.”


  Digging into the EM-kits, Briar found a thick syringe with the neutralizing compound. If whatever he had touched had permeated his tissues and entered the bloodstream, it was a matter of seconds. It wouldn’t be enough to dip or rinse his hand in the neutralizer. She would have to administer it intravenously.


  “Listen to me. It’s important that you don’t move. Sit perfectly still. I’m going to give you a shot, and hopefully that will help with the pain and keep you going until the medics get here.”


  “A shot?” Hadler stuttered and glanced quickly her way as she ripped open the packaging and produced an infuser. She pressed the neutralizer from the syringe into the infuser and shoved it against Hadler’s carotid on his left side. Briar had only performed this task twice before, under the supervision of the head nurse. Now, the presidential spouse’s life hung in the balance.


  Briar pressed the sensor on the infuser, and the content rushed into Hadler’s artery with a hissing sound. He cried out, jerked, and fell toward her. Briar caught him and carefully eased him down onto his side. She tore off the lid of one of the EM-kits and placed it under his head. “Lie still.” She glanced over at Adina and made sure she was breathing. “Korrian? You still there?” she asked into her communicator.


  “I’m here.” Korrian’s voice was hollow. “You did the right thing. I’m told the medics have begun making their way down your corridor. Just sit tight and make sure your patients breathe. That’s all you can do.”


  “What’s wrong?” Briar’s heart impossibly picked up speed, and each beat hurt her ribs. “I can tell something else is wrong.” Korrian, formidable and a living legend, sounded as if her will to live was in jeopardy.


  “It’s Meija.”


  Chapter Eighteen



  Briar whimpered and gripped the opened EM-kit hard. “What happened?”


  “She…um…she was on her way here, and a secondary explosion took out the ventilation duct by the main entrance to the governmental units.” Korrian sounded dazed and then grew quiet.


  “How is she?” Briar’s breath trembled as she wanted to just give up and cry. “Please.”


  “She’s alive, but they told me she’s been impaled.”


  “Creator of everything.” Briar couldn’t take being this remote and the whole damn ship falling apart around her. Doing what came increasingly more natural, she opened her mind to Korrian. The fear and rage pouring toward her were hardly surprising, but they weren’t the only emotions reaching Briar. From somewhere else, a slow-glowing steady wave of love and reassurance washed over her, and without thinking, she relayed it to Korrian.


  “Briar?” Korrian whispered huskily. “What the hell’s going on? I can feel her. Oh, no. Is she gone?” Fear soared again, but Briar met it with more of Meija’s love, using herself as a conduit to soothe Korrian’s pain and thus calming Meija. She sensed some of Meija’s physical agony, but it was slowly receding, and Briar guessed the medics had given her something for the pain.


  “She’s there, and she wants you to know she’s hanging on.” Briar spoke softly. “Can you feel her?”


  “Yes.” Korrian’s voice held tears that Briar knew the older woman wouldn’t let fall while still performing her duty. Tears would come later.


  “Her pain is lessening,” Briar said as she monitored her patient’s breathing. She could feel the all-overshadowing love Meija harbored for Korrian with every breath the chief anthropologist took. Sharpening her senses, Briar felt, rather than heard, scattered words. “She says she’s been through worse.” As she ran a rudimentary scanner that came with the basic EM-kits over Adina, she was aware her breathing was more shallow now.


  “Meija would say that.” Korrian sighed. “You and she are very alike in many ways. She too has risked her life for strangers without even stopping to think. I believe that’s why she’s so adamant that we protect you and Caya. She’s found a kindred spirit in you, Briar.”


  “I feel she’s being moved now. I would bet they’re taking her to the hospital.” Briar agreed with Korrian’s deduction when it came to Meija’s attitude toward her. She had felt it from the beginning, even if Meija never spelled it out.


  “I need to call the medics’ coordinator on another communicator. Keep this line open. You should have people approaching soon.”


  “Yes, do that. Check on her, please.” Briar registered the status of her own patients and now worried about Hadler’s breathing as well. Each new breath sounded wetter, which told her his lungs were becoming filled with fluids. Running the scanner again, she saw that his heart rate was increasing. “Hey, Mr. Tylio, if you’re going to make a fool of yourself by acting like you do in public, you have to be alive to do so.” She increased the oxygen to maximum, which was a last resort. This meant she had nothing else to amp up the treatment if his condition worsened further.


  “Briar? Turn on your light if it works. Briar!” A voice on her communicator that she immediately recognized as Dodgmer’s made her jump. With hands that shook, she managed to get ahold of her light and set it to flicker. This would make it easier to distinguish her in the hazy air. “Be careful, Lieutenant,” she said. “Lot of sharp edges, and many are coated with an unknown chemical compound. I have two injured: Commander Vantressa and the president’s spouse.”


  “I hear you, Briar. You should be able to see our light soon.”


  She squinted into the mist-filled darkness at the other end of the corridor. After a few moments, she saw muted light, looking more like distant moonlight than high-powered portable light.


  As Briar turned back to Adina and Tylio, Adina coughed sharply twice and groaned. “Fuck…”


  “Adina!” Briar checked her vital signs. Adina had shifted and now she could scan her left side. Cringing at the injuries her readings revealed, Briar wished she could give Adina pain relief for the broken ribs but couldn’t because of her head injury. Examining Adina’s scalp again, Briar judged the bump wasn’t the worst she’d ever seen, nor was the skin broken. This didn’t necessarily correlate with potential brain damage. She knew that too.


  “I see you now, Briar,” Dodgmer said in her communicator. “Any other injured on this level?”


  “I don’t know. I haven’t been able to leave these two and search the perimeter,” Briar said. “Just hurry, Lieutenant. We need to transport both of them to cube eleven. They require specialized care. Especially Mr. Tylio.”


  Debris moved next to her and then Dodgmer was there, kneeling next to her. Briar was so relieved to see him she threw her arms around his neck and hugged him despite his protective gear. “Thank the Creator,” Briar said, her breath exploding as if she’d held it for a long time.


  Adina interrupted them by coughing sharply again, and then what was left of her color drained from her cheeks.


  “Shit.” Briar scanned her quickly. “All right. She’s now the first priority. One of her broken ribs just tore a hole in her lung tissue. She needs a thoracic surgeon. Or any surgeon who can attach a chest tube until we fix the fractures and get our hands on a deep-tissue fuser.”


  “Scoop and go, people,” Dodgmer said and moved to let two ensigns with gurneys forward. “The commander first. Asshole…ah. Hmm. Mr. Tylio second.”


  “He cannot be touched without protective gear. It’s important you relay this fact to the medical professionals, all right?” Briar struggled to get on her feet but found she could barely move. She’d been crouched over in the same position for a long time, and now, after everything else that had happened during the last few days, her body had decided to go on strike. “Dodgmer, I think I need help.”


  “I can tell. Don’t worry about it.” He lifted her up the same way Adina had—oh, my, was it only a day ago?—and carried her steadily through the corridor.


  “You should put me down,” Briar whispered, but clung to his broad neck. “We should hurry.”


  “We are. We have an EM-jumper ready at the end of the corridor.”


  The EM-jumpers were able to use the tunnels as well as maneuver through the narrow corridors on Pathfinder at great speed when necessary. “That’s good,” Briar murmured. She hated feeling weak like this, but she’d exerted herself physically as well as mentally and couldn’t do anything about that now.


  They reached the end of the corridor, and Dodgmer pushed his way through the large group of security and law-enforcement officers, then stepped into the EM-jumper. Adina and the president’s husband were already strapped in, and now Dodgmer placed Briar on a seat behind Adina’s head. The EM-jumper launched as soon as she was strapped in, pressing her sideways in her seat.


  Dodgmer motioned toward Adina and looked down at his commanding officer with a stalwart expression. “She’s tough. She’ll pull through if she has something to fight for. At times in the past I saw her be careless with herself. Only when she realized how much she loved her job did she find something to truly live for. Lately, I’ve seen a shift in her focus. Her work matters a lot still, but her true motivation is you. You know that, right?”


  “I do.” Briar cupped Adina’s cheeks from above. She wanted to kiss her damp forehead, but that would have to wait. Instead, Briar tried to open her mind to Adina’s. She sensed only thick mist, not entirely unpleasant, but it gave her a feeling of being lost and not sure where to turn. “Adina. Please, wake up. I know you can hear me. Follow my voice and wake up. We all want you back with us. Please. Please.” Her tears fell into her mask.


  Slapping her communicator, Briar paged Caya. “It’s me. I’m safe and escorting Adina to the hospital. She’s injured.”


  “Oh, no. How is she?” Caya asked, her voice husky. “Will she be all right?”


  “Dodgmer’s here. He’s certain of it. I choose to trust him. I can’t do anything else.”


  “Briar, this is the pres—this is Thea. I’m sorry about the commander. I have to ask. Did you find Hadler?”


  “I did. He’s in a bad way, but he’s alive. His system has been compromised with the chemicals they used. I managed to infuse him with an antidote, but I’m not sure I was fast enough. I’m so sorry.”


  “You went beyond the call of duty, Briar. Nobody can fault you in any way for the courage you showed today.” Tylio cleared her voice. “As soon as the presidential guards give me the all-clear, we’ll join you at the hospital. In the meantime I have quite a few briefings to listen to.”


  “Thea, wait. Promise me you won’t leave Caya there alone. Please?” Briar clenched her hands.


  A moment passed and then the president spoke in a low voice. “You have my word. Now, here’s your sister again.”


  A rustling noise was followed by Caya’s soft voice. “Did you realize you had us kind of connected? I could sense you so clearly when you were working your way to Adina, and that certainly wasn’t my doing,” she said. “I’m not sure if anyone else felt you like I did, but that’s how I knew you were alive. At one point, I felt you reach out to Korrian and Meija. Something’s wrong, isn’t it?”


  “Meija was injured in transit. As soon as I know what’s going on with Adina, I’ll go find Korrian. She shouldn’t be on her own if Meija is hurt.” Briar was amazed that she could have projected her experience to her sister, but as they were so close and of the same family, perhaps that was how this worked? Briar drew a trembling breath.


  “Hey, sis. You sound so tired. We’ll talk more when we get to the hospital, all right?”


  “All right. Talk to you soon.” They would figure it out. That’s what Caya always used to say when she was younger. And somehow they always had. In retrospect, she understood some of the reasons for their joint intuition, but back then they were only trying to keep Caya’s changer status a secret. Now, it wasn’t hard to see how their close-knit relationship had been aided by their different psychic abilities.


  Briar closed her eyes, one hand still cupped around Adina’s cheek. She was just going to rest for a little while. Just a moment.


  


  *


  


  Adina heard the insistent voice before her senses registered anything else. Her immediate reaction was to hide. She couldn’t possibly deal with her mother when her head pounded and her entire left side was in agony.


  “I can’t believe it’s you again. Did they actually let you out of the brig, where I must say I agree that you belong, to accost my daughter whenever she’s vulnerable? You have interfered with the Vantressas one time too many, girl, and this time you’ve gone too far. I’m calling security right this instant!”


  “Madam Vantressa.” Briar’s low, soothing voice had a certain bite to it, but she still sounded collected. “Security is already in place, as your daughter was the victim of an explosive device while she was trying to rescue the president’s spouse. She’s tremendously brave, which I’m sure you’re well aware of.”


  “She’s a soldier in the fleet. Of course she’s brave. That’s what they pay her to be.” Shabina huffed. “Now, let me pass.”


  “No. When the trauma neurologist clears her, you may enter. Not before.”


  “Security! Security! Arrest this woman for trespassing in my daughter’s room. I’m her mother, and this person is not next-of-kin by any stretch of the imagination.”


  “Yes, she is,” Adina said, her throat hurting with each syllable. “Briar?”


  “Oh, Creator…” Briar sobbed once and hurried toward the bed.


  Adina opened her eyes into minimal slits. The light stung, but she wanted to see Briar so badly. “Briar?”


  “Here. I’m here.” Briar came fully into view and a gentle hand cupped her cheek. “You’re awake. I knew you were surfacing, but…damn it…” Tears dropped onto Adina’s face, and she’d never sensed anything more precious.


  “I have a killer headache. And I’m thirsty,” Adina said, and raised a trembling arm to hold Briar closer. “Ow. Fuck. That hurt.”


  “We’ve just set ribs and knitted them a few hours ago. You’re going to be sore for a while. Just be careful, all right?”


  “All right.” Wheezing against the throbbing pain, Adina managed to open her eyes more fully. “Help me sit up. I need to talk to Shabina.”


  “Are you sure?” Briar adjusted the bed. “I can have her removed.” Briar grimaced. “Or air-locked,” she muttered under her breath.


  “As tempting as I’m sure a lot of people would find that idea, no.” Smiling wryly, Adina managed to raise her hand enough to run her fingertips along Briar’s jawline.


  Briar returned her smile and then waved to the guard to let Shabina in.


  “Finally.” The woman who was her mother, despite the many times Adina had wished differently as a young girl, swept into the room, her kaftan flowing around her and her large, colorful turban glittering with jewelry. “You may go,” she said to Briar, and waved her hand dismissively.


  “She stays.” Adina braced herself and sat up further. “She stays and you listen.”


  “Adina!” Shabina stared at her. “It must be your head injury that makes you address your mother this way. I’ve always said this life you lead—”


  “Quiet.” Her professional voice, which could lock the heels of an entire unit of brawny foot soldiers, had an interesting effect on her mother. Shabina sat down on a visitor’s chair, defiantly folding her arms and crossing her legs. Excellent. “I have stayed neutral regarding the Vantressas, and lately my reason has been Caya’s friendship with Mathro and the other cousins.”


  “That friendship has been terminated on my orders. No Vantressa would ever stoop so low as to socialize with a changer. Especially not one who has used subterfuge to gain access to one of the oldest families—”


  “Oh, just stop it, Shabina.” Her headache getting worse, Adina forced herself to unclench her jaws.


  “Caya will always remain Mathro’s friend,” Briar said, her voice mellow and so unlike how she’d fiercely protected Adina from her mother earlier. “It won’t matter how you try to keep the group of friends away from each other. Things have become very different between the Oconodians and the Gemosians since the launch. As much as some would want things to remain as they were,” Briar said and looked calmly at Shabina, “it’s not going to happen. We’re on our way to a new world and we can honor old traditions, but we’ll also find that we have a chance now for something brand-new. Our young people are the first to recognize this possibility. A whole new subculture has developed from their extensive jumper-cruising. Their heroes have changed. Now they idolize real people doing real things, like your daughter, for instance, rather than fictional characters.”


  “What has this to do with my family? We’re a close-knit group who stick to our own. Our beliefs are strong and won’t be sullied by—”


  “Mother,” Adina growled and watched Shabina flinch. Good.


  “Your beliefs will survive if they’re well founded and fit into the new way of life we’re heading for,” Briar said. “You fear this, Madam Vantressa. You pull your family tighter and tighter around you, but when you do, they rebel and this reaction scares you. You’re not the matriarch you were on Oconodos anymore, and that’s why you try to use your daughter’s fame to regain it. I just want you to know that you missed your chance for a truly meaningful and honest relationship with Adina. No matter how you try to deny it, you failed her and hurt her too many times when she was a little girl and an adolescent. She can’t ignore all that and trust you. She doesn’t want to.”


  “Do you allow her to speak for you all the time? Or is it just because you don’t dare face your own mother?” Shabina snarled.


  “I dare. I just can’t be bothered. My head hurts.” Adina took Briar’s hand. “And she speaks my mind so well. You should listen to her. Even the president does.”


  “She and her changer sister have wormed their way into Tylio’s circle? This is an outrage—”


  “In fact, it’s quite handy, Madam Vantressa.” President Tylio stepped into the room. “From what I can tell, and I can assure you that I, alas, have none of Caya’s or Briar’s gifts, it’s pretty obvious your daughter has had enough of your visiting. I suggest you give us the room.”


  Shabina stood so fast her chair fell over backward. “Madam President! You got here just in time. I could tell you so many reasons why you shouldn’t let these…these…”


  Adina watched her mother falter and wondered if she’d picked up on the president’s wording.


  “Wait. Did you say Briar’s gift?” She pivoted and looked at Briar with horror in her eyes. “You’re a changer like your sister?”


  “So it would seem, yes.” Briar smiled gently. “I assure you, I’m quite harmless. No plasma balls, no ability to fly or make your brain explode. Nothing exciting at all.”


  The president shook her head. “But clearly as much of a comedian as your sister. She’s outside, by the way, if you want to see her.”


  “Caya?” Briar lit up and pressed her lips to Adina’s cheek. “I’ll go outside and talk to her.”


  “I want to see her too, later,” Adina said and then returned her gaze to Tylio. The president looked as impeccable as always. Dressed in a soft green skirt with a crisp white jacket, white-streaked blond hair in a low chignon adorned with a black diamond clasp, she gave no indication of her frame of mind. Still, Adina had seen the woman up close many times and easily noticed the tension around her eyes and lips.


  “Good-bye, Madam Vantressa. My guard will escort you out.”


  “No need, Madam President. I’ll see myself out as I realize my words of warning fall on deaf ears—or should I say, on a manipulated mind.” Shabina left the room with her usual flair, nearly running down Dodgmer, who faithfully waited outside.


  “Was it just me, or did she imply Caya and Briar had taken over my mind—or even brainwashed me?” Tylio walked with her innate grace over to the chair Shabina had just vacated and sat down. “How are you really doing, Commander?”


  Adina tried to shrug, but it hurt too much. “Honestly, Madam President, I feel like I need a vacation.”


  Tylio’s eyes sparkled with well-contained but unmistakable humor. “You and me both. That will have to wait until we reach P-105. And even then I suppose we have our work cut out for us. I do hope someone else will be ready to run for office at that time, as I’m fairly sure people will be tired of me by then.”


  “Or they will see you as their born leader like they do now.” Adina spoke matter-of-factly. “I’m not sure how much of the people’s true feelings filter through to the top leaders, but I’ve found out via my young family members, Caya, and Briar, that we’re the new heroes. I would never have believed this back on Oconodos, but here, on Pathfinder, it’s as if everything is put under a magnifying glass.”


  Tylio listened with her head tilted slightly. “I wasn’t aware of this development.” She seemed to consider Adina’s words for a moment. “I suppose there can be worse things than being someone else’s hero.”


  “As daunting as it seems, yes, I agree.” Adina closed her eyes briefly. “I apologize, Mad—”


  “Please. Thea.”


  “Thea. I wish you’d come before my mother played out her scene here. I would’ve had more energy left.”


  “I didn’t intend to stay long. Actually I’d planned to wait until tomorrow to give you some time to come out of the initial shock to your system. It was only because Caya wouldn’t stop listing reasons why we needed to see you today that I gave in.” Tylio snorted softly. “Creator knows that young woman has been correct too many times lately.”


  Caya nagging the president and making sure she got her way? This was an interesting development that Adina couldn’t wait to discuss with Briar. It would have to be later though; she could hardly keep her eyes open. She hid a yawn and began to close her eyes, too tired to be bothered with her prominent visitor.


  “What did I say? If you want to say hello to Adina you better do it right now. She’s about to fall asleep.”


  Briar’s clear voice made Adina open her eyes. She stood in the doorway with a wide-eyed Caya. When Caya saw she was indeed still awake, she flew across the room, her hair like a blond sail behind her.


  “Adina! I’ve been so worried. I never want to be right about you getting hurt ever again. Please.” Clearly instructed by Briar, she carefully leaned across the bed and kissed Adina’s cheek. “We love you. You’re family.”


  That did it. For the second time in less than twenty-four hours, Adina wept. Before then, she hadn’t shed a tear since she left home as a young woman, but now, staring up at the equally teary-eyed Caya, she felt her tears begin to run down her temples and into her hair. “You…Briar…” She choked on what she wanted to say and fumbled for Briar’s hand. Of course, Briar was there, her grip firm, and the warmth she radiated engulfed Adina and was more comforting than any words.


  “I should go. I can wait outside for Caya.” Tylio rose from her chair.


  “No, Thea. You’re part of this.” Caya, who apparently had decided to ignore protocol in the presence of the president, took Tylio’s hand. “Can’t you feel it?”


  Adina looked at the three women surrounding her bed. As if on cue, there was movement by the door and Korrian pushed a hover chair into the room. Meija was pale and had an impressive orthosis around her abdomen, but she was smiling.


  “Ah. Perfect.” Caya nodded at Briar, who took Korrian’s hand, which didn’t seem to faze the stern admiral at all.


  The warmth seemed to expand as they connected physically, like a chain where each individual was part of something…something whole. Adina basked in the warmth, and it was as if it healed a part of her that had been broken and forgotten for a long time. Perhaps she had hidden the pieces for fear of never being whole again? Adina floated back into sleep, and the last thing she clearly saw before she gave in was Briar’s turquoise eyes.


  Chapter Nineteen



  **Day 189**


  **Presidential Conference Room*


  **Briefing**


  


  “Sir, here’s our latest report of Pathfinder’s status.” Lieutenant Dodgmer handed Fleet Admiral Vayand a tablet and saluted the men and women around the oval table. “Using all the available technology, we searched the area twice and found six smaller devices containing white garnet mixed with infused radioactive agents. Two had exploded, four remained intact. They are being kept in a secure facility where criminal technologists are processing them. Repairs are under way and progressing in a speedy manner.”


  “Am I safe to return to my quarters?” President Tylio sat straight in her chair at the far end of the table. Adina wondered how the woman could look so elegant and composed when her people were under attack, when she herself was targeted, and in light of the last week’s mayhem regarding her husband, Caya, and Briar. It took a special person to put all that aside and focus on the task at hand, but Adina could testify it all came with a cost. It wasn’t for her to speculate what Tylio’s private moments were like, but she could imagine.


  “Yes. We have searched several times and run tests to determine if the device found in the unit below your quarters could have leaked any dangerous compound through the ventilation ducts or by other means. No such agents are registering on our scanners. As far as I can determine, it is safe for you to return.”


  “Excellent.” Turning her gaze to a woman next to Dodgmer, she asked, “And the people responsible for this, Commander Toro?”


  Adina listened as the security officer gave her report.


  “We have worked with Admiral Korrian and managed to pinpoint when the different devices were placed. We have compared results of the admiral’s program for tracking residual white garnet, and now also radioactive agents, with our surveillance system. As far as we’ve been able to judge, the different devices, altogether eight of them since the launch, were placed at three different times. The first we have no records of, as there are no recordings until a month before the launch. This fact suggests that this group was placed well before then. As for the others, we have tracked individuals dressed in long black garments and black hats. This is the style in fashion right now for young males, which makes it impossible to determine clear identities.”


  “Are you telling me we have these people on vids and you still can’t obtain one single identity? Nothing?” Lowering her voice, Tylio unclasped her hands and placed them palm down on the table.


  “I’m sorry, Madam President.” Toro stood at attention but didn’t break eye contact.


  “Damn.” Tylio glanced at Admiral Vayand and let her gaze travel around the table. “Anyone else have anything remotely useful to report?”


  There it was, a sign of the stress Tylio was under. Normally she wouldn’t sound so scornful in a professional setting.


  “I may actually have something,” Korrian said and stood. “If I may direct your attention to the screen?” She worked her tablet, and the large screen at the opposite end of the table from the president switched from the Oconodian crest to a blueprint of one of the cubes. “Here you see an example of a deck plan for cube four. This is just an example, which will demonstrate what I had in mind. Before I start, I must give credit to my wife for coming up with this idea.” She nodded at Meija, who looked mildly surprised, mouthing, “I did?” to Adina from where she sat across the table.


  “I have found a way to cast a net across the entire deck, thus monitoring for anything we want to search for.” The screen lit up with a glittering grid covering the blueprint. “Obviously not people, but in this case, garnet of any color, radioactive agents, or other volatile compounds.”


  “That looks like it would drain our much-needed resources, Admiral,” Vayand said, frowning.


  “Ah, yes, it would be undoable if it had to be online the entire time.” Korrian tapped her tablet again, and now only certain points on the blueprint glittered. “This, according to my calculations, is doable. The big grid is only secondary. This grid, the smaller one, will be active constantly. These places are the major entry and exit points around the deck. If one of them triggers an alarm, the entire grid will engage, locating the device in question within a meter. We already have alarms on the maintenance access points, and they will now be permanently locked and the personnel will require additional information in their subcutaneous implants as well as retina scans for access. It will be based on DNA, among other things.”


  Adina wasn’t sure what she thought of this massive increase in surveillance, but she understood the need for safety for the two million people on Pathfinder. Once they reached P-105 this would change. For now, it was how it had to be. Korrian’s plan was solid, as always.


  “Very good, Admiral,” Fleet Admiral Vayand said and looked less stern and more approachable. However, his expression altered when he continued. “Now. These two young women, the changers, what’s being done about them?”


  Adina went rigid and gripped the armrests of her chair hard. Now what? Hadn’t Tylio already taken care of this? Her heart beat furiously.


  “Orien,” Tylio said, and by using his given name and foregoing his title made sure everyone knew she spoke as their unequivocal leader. “Briar and Caya Lindemay are loyal Oconodians. Briar has risked her life more than once to save others. Caya saved lives by revealing her genetic identity when she could have kept quiet and we would never have been alerted. These women are of no danger to any of us. They possess no mind-altering skills, nor can they produce anything that can be weaponized. In fact, they offer their services for the good of our joined people. Briar, as you may be aware, is also known as Red Angel. If you read through certain threads on the social-media sites, you will find many testimonies of how she’s helped people come to terms with the impact of the Exodus operation.”


  “Her having a following can be used against us,” Vayand muttered. “If enough people admire and follow her, she can use this power for her own purpose.”


  Adina wanted to throttle her supreme commander. For him to talk about the woman she loved that way, as if she was about to overthrow the government the first chance she got…


  “And she could even become president.” Tylio smiled wryly. “What you are saying about Briar, you could easily have said about me when I campaigned against my opponent five years ago. I had a following, I made sure it grew, and thus I seized power.” Tylio stood and walked slowly around the table. Her smile waned, and the steely expression in her eyes made it clear she had reached her final conclusion. “Caya is a medium who receives visions at different intervals about what might happen if we don’t do anything about it. When we alter anything she sees in her visions, her premonition changes or goes away completely.” Tylio stopped at Adina’s chair and placed a steady hand on her shoulder. “Briar is an oracle. If her sister sees the future, Briar senses the present. She reads us, our feelings, our relationships, but this woman’s ethics far surpass any of ours. She is learning how to turn her gift on and off, as it bothers her greatly to accidentally ‘overhear.’ Her gift for counseling people in pain or suffering from mental illness will benefit our entire community. What we must do, and this is something I’m prepared to put before the cabinet and have our legislators make official law, is never take advantage of them to a degree where it hurts them, physically, mentally, or emotionally.”


  Adina wanted to get up and hug the president, but thankfully that impulse was brief enough for her not to make a fool of herself. She gazed around the table and saw a few frowns, but no one openly opposed the president’s statement. Meija actually wiped at her wet eyelashes.


  “Now,” the president said and returned to her seat, “I for one want to know what Meija said that made Korrian come up with the grid technology.”


  “I have no idea, Madam President,” Meija said, shaking her head.


  “Korrian?” Tylio tilted her head.


  “Sure you do, Meija,” Korrian said and put her arm around Meija’s shoulders. “You couldn’t stop talking the other evening about how you and your father used to go fishing.”


  “Fishing?” Meija gaped. “What do you—oh, Creator of mercy, you mean net. Fishing with the nets from our old boat. You took this”—she pointed at the still-glittering screen—“from that?”


  “Sure did.” Korrian grinned at her wife, and the looks they exchanged made Adina get up.


  “If that’s all, Madam President, I’m afraid I have to return to my quarters. Today is my first day out of hospital, after all.”


  “Certainly, Commander. You’re dismissed. For yet another week. That’s an order.” Tylio smiled warmly.


  Adina returned the smile. That was the best idea of the entire afternoon—fishing nets and all.


  


  *


  


  Briar walked toward Adina, unable to take her eyes off her where she sat on the side of the bed. It was such a relief to have her back home in their quarters, where Briar had resided alone as Adina had to spend ten days in the hospital. Now, after they had shared an evening meal and enjoyed some more of Caya’s herbal tea, Briar couldn’t keep her hands off Adina any longer. She knew very well it was far too soon for Adina’s healing body to engage in passionate lovemaking, but if she didn’t touch her now, she would go crazy.


  She had suffered through the ten nights alone, tormented by nightmares and scattered images of people’s feelings streaming in from outside when she couldn’t filter them out. The only thing that kept her going and positive was knowing Adina would come home soon and they’d be together.


  Caya had been a source of equal amounts inspiration and awe. Her little sister’s character grew each day, and her maturity was impressive. This didn’t stop Caya from being her usual irreverent self, but that in itself was something Briar could recognize and latch onto.


  Now, all she wanted to latch onto was Adina. As she approached the bed, she could see small beads of perspiration on Adina’s forehead and became concerned. “Are you in pain? Can I get you anything?”


  “No. Well, you can, but no, I’m not in pain. But you seem to be, if I interpret the feelings you’re radiating correctly,” Adina said, her voice strained.


  “What?” Briar blinked and tried to figure out what Adina meant. Then she realized her arousal at the sight of Adina was all it took for her filter to go down. She usually could choose how and where to direct her own emotions, but this time it was clearly more than she could handle.


  “Your fault,” Briar whispered knelt before Adina. “You’re so damn beautiful and I’ve missed you.” She gazed up at Adina, studying her symmetrical features: deeply set amber eyes, high cheekbones and smooth, flat cheeks, her jawline a sweeping line from her earlobe to her chin.


  “And I’ve been going out of my mind in that place without you.” Cradling Briar’s cheeks, Adina pulled her up for a kiss. Her lips and tongue added to the fire, and Briar whimpered as she pushed her hands into Adina’s short, silky hair and held her in place. Nibbling her lips, Briar could hear Adina’s breath catch.


  “I know you’re supposed to take it really easy, but I can’t leave you be. What does that say about me?” Briar gasped as Adina placed kisses along her neck down to her collarbone.


  “Tells me you want me as much as I want you.”


  “I do. I’m going to stop…soon…or at least try to.” Cautiously, Briar unfastened Adina’s shirt and pulled it off her shoulders. Adina assisted eagerly and removed the shirt completely. She moved with some stiffness, but Briar didn’t pick up on any signs of pain. When Adina removed Briar’s shirt in the same efficient manner, she looked mesmerized as she studied Briar’s slight frame.


  “You’re the most beautiful woman on Pathfinder.” Adina cupped Briar’s breasts, and unable to resist, Briar let her arousal soar. She arched into the touch, and when Adina flicked her thumbs over Briar’s nipples, she cried out and began moving her hips. The friction of damp fabric against the sensitized folds between her legs made her whimper again.


  “Do you have any idea how this makes me feel?” Adina said, gasping. “I’m so turned on, and then you somehow show me everything you feel and it hits like a damn sledgehammer. This…this is like nothing I’ve ever…ever felt.” She tore open the fastening of her own trousers and then repeated the maneuver with Briar’s. “Take them off.”


  Standing quickly, Briar dropped every stitch of her clothes and helped Adina yank her trousers off. She couldn’t wait to feel Adina’s body against hers and climbed back onto the bed. Adina had turned, and now she leaned against the pillows, pulling Briar back to straddle her thighs. She cupped Briar’s breasts and weighed them tenderly. The small pink nipples hardened further and seemed to beg for her attention. “Move closer.” Adina smiled as Briar willingly bent down enough for her to take the left nipple into her mouth. Hard, puckered, and still so velvety, it had a texture and taste that Adina loved. She wrapped her tongue around the nipple, licked it over and over, bit it gently, only to lick it again. Aroused beyond compare by the rhythm she gave herself over to, Adina only switched to the other breast when Briar breathlessly begged her.


  “You’re about to drive me insane. Oh, please…” Briar moaned and grabbed at the pillows behind Adina’s head. “So good, so good.”


  When both nipples had turned bright red and Briar didn’t seem like she could take anymore, Adina reached down and cupped the slick folds between Briar’s legs.


  “Adina…” Her name was a sigh on Briar’s lips. Willingly parting her legs, Briar began unfastening Adina’s shirt. As Adina helped Briar remove it, she groaned when her fingers returned and spread Briar’s folds. “Oh, damn. So wet. I knew it.” Smiling wistfully, Adina began to caress Briar, who in turn moaned and tried to capture the fingers and have Adina push them inside. She hadn’t indulged in physical release like this in years, and now she was ready to self-combust.


  “Your fire is inside me as well. When I touch you, it’s as if I can feel it. Not the touch but what it does to you…Briar…”


  “Go inside, Adina. I need you.”


  Adina pushed two fingers into her. “There…that’s where you need me, don’t you? Please, tell me—”


  “Yes. Yes! Ah!” Briar couldn’t remain still. She pulled back and pushed forward, impaling herself on Adina’s long fingers, over and over. “Yours. I really am yours. Adina…oh, please…” She needed release. She needed Adina to deliver her. It was Adina or nobody. Briar was certain this woman was the only one she could love this way. Her mind wide open now, no pretense, no lies, she let Adina in completely.


  “Briar! Oh, how…how are you…” Adina curled her fingers inside and rubbed faster and harder. Crying out, Briar pressed two knuckles into her mouth to prevent herself from screaming loud enough to alert the neighbors. Hiding her face against Adina’s damp neck, she whimpered with each breath. She was about to come, and the heat building inside her was quickly ripping at her seams.


  Adina shifted beneath her, and her hips mimicked Briar’s movements in a smaller, more careful pattern. “I can’t believe this. It’s crazy.” Her voice trembled, and she closed her eyes as she rubbed Briar’s clitoris with the heel of her hand each time she pushed farther inside. “I feel you. I feel this…You’re so hot, so horny, I can’t hold back. Oh, fuck…You’re going to make me come too!”


  At the profane expression, Briar’s thighs tensed up. Small, glowing needles gathered in her clitoris and pierced every part of her abdomen. As her orgasm charged through her, she sensed that Adina’s did too. Piercing her, the orgasm seized Briar, held her captive together with the woman she adored, whom she couldn’t imagine ever being without.


  As they began to calm down, Briar bent and gently sucked on Adina’s right nipple, then the left, and when she carefully ran her teeth against it, Adina trembled again, like an aftershock. Carefully, Briar held Adina. She didn’t allow Adina’s newly healed body to come undone beyond control. She rocked her gently as she too basked in the slow-burning feelings and caught her breath.


  “That…you were amazing…” Adina kissed Briar and then held her close. “You’re incredible.”


  “And you’re so sexy.”


  Chuckling breathlessly, Adina said, “And I wish I was healed enough to fully engage, but I haven’t regained all my strength. I hope you allow me to come looking for more, and by that I mean reciprocate, when my ribs have reached full re-merge.”


  “Oh, you bet. You didn’t think you’d be rid of me that easily, did you?” Briar returned the smile. “I’ll wait for as long as it takes, but in the meantime, this way of doing it wasn’t so bad, was it?” She hoped Adina would agree but still didn’t breathe until Adina nodded.


  “I’m ready to try just about anything with you.”


  Blushing now, Briar avoided Adina’s eyes. “Really?”


  “Anything that naughty mind of yours can conjure up. I’m not sure what it is about you, but you make me courageous in all sorts of ways.” Adina caressed Briar’s hair.


  “Please.” Briar crinkled her nose. “You dare to trust Caya and me when very few do. You save people, even people of my genetic makeup, as it were.”


  “Don’t talk like that. I don’t want you to think of yourself as less for being a changer, and that goes for Caya as well. I’ll insist you keep your chin up and not ask anyone’s forgiveness or approval. There’s no need.”


  “I suppose you’re right.” Briar sighed and snuggled close to Adina’s less-injured side. She tugged the covers over them as the air in Adina’s quarter quickly cooled their sweaty bodies. Resting in the safety of Adina’s presence, Briar inhaled her special scent. Amazing. “I love you, Adina. I love you with everything I am.”


  Adina had stiffened but now melted into the pillows. “Briar. Oh, Briar, I’ve never loved a single soul the way I love you.”


  Briar pressed her lips to Adina’s, and these were the best kisses of all—soft, deep, and with no rush or very much fever behind them. Briar’s toes curled and other muscles relaxed. Feeling boneless she yawned against Adina’s shoulder. “Mind if we sleep a bit, Adina?”


  “Not at all. I need one more pillow against my other side for support though.”


  Briar tucked them both in with the covers and several more pillows. As she rested her head on Adina’s shoulder, she knew she’d sleep for hours.


  


  *


  


  **Day 190**


  


  Adina rolled over on her back, moaning as her sore ribs reminded her of their existence and newly mended state. “Damn.” She looked up at the ceiling and was about to attempt getting up when a slender arm wrapped around her waist.


  “Don’t you dare move, Commander.” Briar moved closer, pressing her naked body against Adina, who turned out to be in the same state of undress. “I finally have you where I want you.”


  “So it would seem, yes.” Adina ignored the soreness and pulled Briar closer. “Were you able to sleep?”


  “Considering I had your hot body right here and couldn’t do anything about it—I mean, I draw the line at almost-unconscious women, truly—I slept fine.” Briar rose on one elbow and kissed Adina lightly on the lips. “I admit I didn’t sleep well when you were in the hospital, but having you here, knowing you were safe, was enough. I needed that reassurance and the physical closeness, I think.”


  “I know what you mean,” Adina said and nuzzled Briar’s neck. “I know exactly what you mean. I sure as hell didn’t sleep well in the hospital. My mind played tricks on me, and I kept thinking the bastards with the white garnet would finally get to you when I wasn’t around.”


  “That’s kind of funny, because when I finally did sleep, I had nightmares about them attacking the hospital again. I actually woke Caya up twice to make sure I wasn’t suddenly having visions. She put me at ease. As in ‘go back to sleep, you fool. Nothing’s going on.’”


  “Thank goodness you don’t get to have every single changer trait. I’d lose count.”


  “And I have my hands full with learning my abilities and limitations as it is, thank you very much. This whole thing with words entering my mind when it’s not me thinking them can freak anyone out. Trust me. And speaking of that, you’re pretty fantastic for not freaking out. Much.”


  “Everything happened so fast. That said, I did go through my own moments of doubt and trepidation. I wouldn’t call it freaking out, but I was concerned.”


  “Only fair.” Briar pressed her lips against the top of Adina’s head. “Most people would have tossed me out an airlock, metaphorically or literally. I’m grateful you did neither.”


  Adina knew Briar was right. So much fear and prejudice against changers, and the situation was complex because all Oconodians thought they’d left this issue behind. Stroking Briar’s back in small circles, Adina kissed the silky skin behind Briar’s ear. She was in love with a changer. An empath. She thought of the word the president had used. An oracle. “I love you. I can’t be without you.” Adina knew things were complicated, but that part of it was really very easy.


  “I love you too. And, Adina, you are my moral compass. You know about discipline and about overcoming something that brought you great pain. I can depend on you if and when these gifts threaten to get the better of me.”


  Adina held Briar closer. “Don’t sell yourself short. You’re the one with strength and character. If I didn’t trust you to do the right thing with these gifts, these abilities, I wouldn’t be here like this. I’d still be trying to be your friend and help you, but I can give myself to you like this only because I trust you and your good intentions. As I see it, you might be tempted not to use your gifts enough, for fear of alienating or scaring people.”


  “True.” Briar wiped at an errant tear. “And just to be clear—I do realize that for our relationship to work, I need to respect the boundaries of privacy with you—especially with you.”


  “I’m an open book anyway, I’m told,” Adina said, chuckling. It was time to pull back from the seriousness a bit. “It’s my easygoing nature, of course.”


  Briar snorted. “Yes, it’s that fun-loving party girl inside you hide so well.”


  “I must hide that side of me even from myself.” Adina used her thumbs to push away the tears still clinging to Briar’s eyelashes. “And as for your ethics when it comes to your gifts, I trust you. Even if you should find yourself in a position where you can’t stop it from happening, I know you’ll never deliberately misuse your ability.”


  “I heard the president officially called me an oracle.” Briar pursed her lips. “I’m not sure I like that sound of that.”


  “I understand. It’s a daunting title, since an oracle is considered someone all-seeing.” Adina could understand why Briar recoiled from that epithet.


  “Eh, no, not that. Or not just that,” Briar said, sliding enticing fingertips up and down Adina’s arm. “It’s—for the love of the Creator—an oracle! That sounds like someone who’s really old.”


  Adina blinked. “Wha—oh, Briar!” She laughed—a loud, head-thrown-back kind of laugh that allowed the last bit of tension making her shoulders and jaw clench to seep out of her system. “Is it any wonder that I love you?”


  “I love you too, Commander.” Briar slipped her arms carefully around Adina’s sore body. “When you’re all healed, I’ll show you just how much.”


  “I’m counting on that, Nurse Lindemay.” Curling up with Briar under the covers, she was happy just to have her close. Briar was alive, so was she, and neither of them had anybody lined up to air-lock them.


  “Today will be fun,” Briar said and sounded sleepy again. “I know going through yet another debriefing is a pain, but afterward we can all visit with Caya. Korrian and Meija will be there. And I don’t have to have my sister’s clairvoyance to surmise that Thea Tylio will make an appearance.”


  “Sounds like fun. A get-together. Just my thing,” Adina said and closed her eyes. “Computer. Set wakeup signal at level two in four hours.”


  “Affirmative.”


  Briar nodded approvingly. “Good idea. For some strange reason, I’m exhausted.”


  “Oh, really…I wonder why…” Adina maneuvered until she was furled up on the side that ached the least and with her arms around Briar. Curling against her like a content noiomi-feline, Briar actually gave a faint purr.


  They had barely escaped the last trial by fire the Creator, or fate, had seen fit to send them. Several times during these 180 days, they had had to overcome physical challenges, dangerous incidents, and emotional turmoil. Adina credited Briar and Caya, along with Korrian and Meija, for caring enough about her to help peel away all her protective layers and reveal Adina’s authentic self. She had been fully prepared to remain dedicated to her work and make that her sole objective. Little had she known, when Pathfinder launched from the space dock and commenced on the miraculous rescue of Oconodians and Gemosians alike, that so much would happen.


  Adina held Briar closer but was careful not to wake her. For her, Briar’s love was the biggest miracle of all.


  Epilogue



  President Gassinthea Mila Tylio strode into the trauma center in cube eleven. Dressed in stark-black trousers and a thigh-long turquoise jacket, she wore her white-streaked blond hair in a long ponytail. Behind her, presidential guards, other security officers, her two assistants, and the two ministers she depended on the most hurried along.


  Outside the room where a specialized team cared for Hadler, Thea stopped and raised her hand, palm forward, not even looking at her entourage. “Wait here until I call for any of you.” She stepped into the hospital room, stopping at the side of the bed of the man she had been married to for more than twenty years.


  “Hadler?”


  “Gassinthea,” the man in the bed said huskily. He was pale, and his skin actually still held a faint green tint from the compound of chemicals and white garnet in his system. He had yet to regain full function of his extremities, something the physicians had warned her could take up to six months. “Where were you when I woke up?” he asked, his arm flailing as he tried to reach for her. She didn’t move closer.


  “I had state business to attend to,” she said coolly. “Your medical team assures me you’re going to survive and, given time, regain your health.”


  “I need you more than ever.” He panted, trying to sit up. Immediately a nurse stopped him and cautioned him to remain still. The less he moved in this initial stage, the less the residual chemicals would travel through his body.


  “Rest,” Thea said and knew her word sounded callous and more like a command. “I’m sure your friends—or what do you usually call them, your associates—I would expect some, if not all of them, will pay you visits and put cool hands on your forehead.”


  “Gassinthea!” Hadler said. “What are you—are you crazy? You don’t want to mention—”


  “We’re beyond petty secrets, abusive behavior, and keeping up appearances, Hadler. I should have done this a long time ago, but my presidency meant too much to me, so I bided my time for far too long. Now when we’re on our way to P-105 and I need to focus everything on my job to keep this ship and its passengers safe, I don’t have time for you or your demented power games anymore.” She stepped closer and leaned over his bed, looking him in the eyes. “I’m divorcing you. Thirty days from now, our union is nullified. Once you’re released from this hospital unit, you’ll be given quarters in another cube. I’ll have your private possessions put in storage until that time.”


  She stood straight again and turned to leave. “My assistants will be in with documents that need your fingerprints. I suggest you don’t cause any trouble or try to delay this. I know more of you and your escapades than you think—as well as the business arrangements you conduct at your club.” She tilted her head, allowing her fury to show. “Not to mention all the evidence of abuse I’ve collected over the years. Once I leave this room, I fully expect never to see you again.”


  “But, Gassinthea—”


  “Good-bye, Hadler. May the Creator aid you in your recovery.”


  “It’s that little bitch, isn’t it? That Red Angel whore of a changer? She poisoned your mind with that clairvoyant shit she spouts? How the hell can you put such a criminal before your own—”


  Thea moved so fast, she frightened him; she could see that as she wheeled and bent over him, slamming her hands down onto the bed railing, her nose almost touching his. She put her hands on his shoulders, pressing him into the bed, digging her fingertips into his skin. “She saved your life,” Thea hissed. “Briar risked her own life to save your pathetic ass and nearly lost the woman she loves in the process. You don’t even get to say her name. If I hear any rumors of you speaking of Briar or her sister to anyone, I will use one of the many reasons I have to throw you in the brig for the duration of our journey. Is. That. Understood?”


  Hadler gasped for air and was actually starting to look asphyxiated. She didn’t care but waited for his response. Around her, the staff waited to assist Hadler but did nothing to stop her.


  “All right. Fuck it. I said all right!” Hadler broke into a fit of coughing when she let him go. The nurses moved in immediately, but Thea quickly left the room. She waved her fingers dismissively to her male assistant. “He’s ready to sign the documents. Once it’s done, issue a press release.”


  As she walked toward the entrance where the presidential jumper waited to take her back to cube one, Thea felt as if she had actually lost weight. Having this man finally out of her life, after years of humiliation and looking the other way, made her feel intoxicated. This part of her life was over, and she would never have to dread or plan around his abusive nature again. This side of him of course only manifested itself when they were alone. As much as she’d tried to avoid their confrontations, sometimes it had been unavoidable, and that was when Hadler had taken the chance to even the score, as he put it. The more her success and power had grown, the more she’d had to pay for it when he felt slighted in any way.


  Thea shook her head, refusing to let dark memories of pain and shame ruin this moment. Right now, she found it remarkably easy to breathe, and she walked on such light feet, she briefly wondered if the inertial dampeners were malfunctioning again. It didn’t matter that the burden of ultimate responsibility would keep giving her sleepless nights. Being accountable for two million souls was daunting, but she’d long accepted this as her role, her fate. She could handle it as she’d handled everything else, by working hard and forging ahead. Actually, she’d have an advantage, as she had the unorthodox help of an oracle and a medium. They would help in her quest to save their people.


  As the jumper hurtled through the tunnels toward cube one, Thea leaned back and smiled. She planned to indulge herself for a few moments while in transit and simply enjoy the fact that she was free.
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  Break Point by Yolanda Wallace. In a world readying for war, can love find a way? (978-1-62639-568-8)


  


  Countdown by Julie Cannon. Can two strong-willed, powerful women overcome their differences to save the lives of seven others and begin a life they never imagined together? (978-1-62639-471-1)


  


  Keep Hold by Michelle Grubb. Claire knew some things should be left alone and some rules should never be broken, but the most forbidden, well, they are the most tempting. (978-1-62639-502-2)


  


  Deadly Medicine by Jaime Maddox. Dr. Ward Thrasher’s life is in turmoil. Her partner Jess left her, and her job puts her in the path of a murderous physician who has Jess in his sights. (978-1-62639-424-7)


  


  New Beginnings by KC Richardson. Can the connection and attraction between Jordan Roberts and Kirsten Murphy be enough for Jordan to trust Kirsten with her heart? (978-1-62639-450-6)


  


  Officer Down by Erin Dutton. Can two women who’ve made careers out of being there for others in crisis find the strength to need each other? (978-1-62639-423-0)


  


  Reasonable Doubt by Carsen Taite. Just when Sarah and Ellery think they’ve left dangerous careers behind, a new case sets them—and their hearts—on a collision course. (978-1-62639-442-1)


  


  Tarnished Gold by Ann Aptaker. Cantor Gold must outsmart the Law, outrun New York’s dockside gangsters, outplay a shady art dealer, his lover, and a beautiful curator, and stay out of a killer’s gun sights. (978-1-62639-426-1)


  


  White Horse in Winter by Franci McMahon. Love between two women collides with the inner poison of a closeted horse trainer in the green hills of Vermont. (978-1-62639-429-2)


  


  Autumn Spring by Shelley Thrasher. Can Bree and Linda, two women in the autumn of their lives, put their hearts first and find the love they’ve never dared seize? (978-1-62639-365-3)


  


  The Renegade by Amy Dunne. Post-apocalyptic survivors Alex and Evelyn secretly find love while held captive by a deranged cult, but when their relationship is discovered, they must fight for their freedom—or die trying. (978-1-62639-427-8)


  


  Thrall by Barbara Ann Wright. Four women in a warrior society must work together to lift an insidious curse while caught between their own desires, the will of their peoples, and an ancient evil. (978-1-62639-437-7)


  


  The Chameleon’s Tale by Andrea Bramhall. Two old friends must work through a web of lies and deceit to find themselves again, but in the search they discover far more than they ever went looking for. (978-1-62639-363-9)


  


  Side Effects by VK Powell. Detective Jordan Bishop and Dr. Neela Sahjani must decide if it’s easier to trust someone with your heart or your life as they face threatening protestors, corrupt politicians, and their increasing attraction. (978-1-62639-364-6)


  


  Warm November by Kathleen Knowles. What do you do if the one woman you want is the only one you can’t have? (978-1-62639-366-0)


  


  In Every Cloud by Tina Michele. When Bree finally leaves her shattered life behind, is she strong enough to salvage the remaining pieces of her heart and find the place where it truly fits? (978-1-62639-413-1)


  


  Rise of the Gorgon by Tanai Walker. When independent Internet journalist Elle Pharell goes to Kuwait to investigate a veteran’s mysterious suicide, she hires Cassandra Hunt, an interpreter with a covert agenda. (978-1-62639-367-7)


  


  Crossed by Meredith Doench. Agent Luce Hansen returns home to catch a killer and risks everything to revisit the unsolved murder of her first girlfriend and confront the demons of her youth. (978-1-62639-361-5)


  


  Making a Comeback by Julie Blair. Music and love take center stage when jazz pianist Liz Randall tries to make a comeback with the help of her reclusive, blind neighbor, Jac Winters. (978-1-62639-357-8)


  


  Soul Unique by Gun Brooke. Self-proclaimed cynic Greer Landon falls for Hayden Rowe’s paintings and the young woman shortly after, but will Hayden, who lives with Asperger syndrome, trust her and reciprocate her feelings? (978-1-62639-358-5)


  


  The Price of Honor by Radclyffe. Honor and duty are not always black and white—and when self-styled patriots take up arms against the government, the price of honor may be a life. (978-1-62639-359-2)


  


  Mounting Evidence by Karis Walsh. Lieutenant Abigail Hargrove and her mounted police unit need to solve a murder and protect wetland biologist Kira Lovell during the Washington State Fair. (978-1-62639-343-1)


  


  Threads of the Heart by Jeannie Levig. Maggie and Addison Rae-McInnis share a love and a life, but are the threads that bind them together strong enough to withstand Addison’s restlessness and the seductive Victoria Fontaine? (978-1-62639-410-0)


  


  Sheltered Love by MJ Williamz. Boone Fairway and Grey Dawson—two women touched by abuse—overcome their pasts to find happiness in each other. (978-1-62639-362-2)


  


  Death’s Doorway by Crin Claxton. Helping the dead can be deadly: Tony may be listening to the dead, but she needs to learn to listen to the living. (978-1-62639-354-7)


  


  Searching for Celia by Elizabeth Ridley. As American spy novelist Dayle Salvesen investigates the mysterious disappearance of her ex-lover, Celia, in London, she begins questioning how well she knew Celia—and how well she knows herself. (978-1-62639-356-1).


  


  Hardwired by C.P. Rowlands. Award-winning teacher Clary Stone and Leefe Ellis, manager of the homeless shelter for small children, stand together in a part of Clary’s hometown that she never knew existed. (978-1-62639-351-6)


  


  The Muse by Meghan O’Brien. Erotica author Kate McMannis struggles with writer’s block until a gorgeous muse entices her into a world of fantasy sex and inadvertent romance. (978-1-62639-223-6)
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