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CHAPTER ONE
“Just fucking shoot me.” Cavalon braced himself, fists clenched.
Owen stood a few meters away, sweat beading on her forehead as she sighted down the barrel of a heavy plasma rifle. Her light brown cheeks ruddied as her brow furrowed.
Cavalon thwacked the rough-hewn carapace covering his chest. The armor gave off a dull metallic twang. “Come on,” he grunted. “Right in the heart. Do it.”
Owen’s throat bobbed with a hard swallow. “… No?” she squeaked.
Cavalon set his jaw, injecting as much threat and determination into his tone as he could muster. “Do I need to make it an order, Circitor?”
Owen’s brow flattened and she exhaled an exasperated sigh.
Cavalon shrugged it off—he’d learned to ignore those looks of disgusted disappointment years ago. “Shoot. Me,” he insisted. “Now.”
Owen’s aim dropped along with her shoulder. “Void,” she swore, brandishing the long side of the rifle. “This is a fucking Epoch 850. You’re three goddamn meters from me!”
“Fine. You can step back to four.”
Her narrow jaw tightened as she let out a warning growl. “This is self-destructive, even for you. Can’t you just put the armor on a damn dummy or something?”
Cavalon glowered. “The ablative and compaction properties are biometrically activated—we’ve been working on this for a month, you should know this by now!”
“No, I shouldn’t!” she shouted back. “I know you’re under the impression I exist solely to act as your lab monkey, but I have an entire actual job—”
“Yeah, yeah.” He waved her off. “Miss Important Right-Hand to the famous Mesa Darox. Are you going to shoot me or not?”
“It’s getting really fucking tempting.”
“Nooope,” a low voice drawled, pulling Cavalon’s and Owen’s gazes to the small lab’s entrance. Puck stood in the open doorway, his coltish frame radiating weary exasperation. He crossed his long arms, shaved copper head drifting back and forth languidly as if on a pendulum. “Nope, nope, nope.”
Cavalon frowned. “You don’t even—”
“Nope!” Puck stepped inside, jutting an accusatory finger at him. “I don’t care what your excuse is. No one’s shooting anyone wearing alien armor we found lying around in an abandoned Cathian fortress”—he held up a hand to stave off Cavalon’s protest—“whether or not you’ve ‘finally adapted it for human physiology.’ We have way too few hands to start using people as guinea pigs—especially our lead animus.”
Cavalon grimaced out a soft hiss and mumbled, “Don’t let your girlfriend hear you say that.”
Puck’s jaw flexed. “Co-lead animus. Whatever. Do you really want me to have to tell her you’ve crossed the line into R&D? Again?”
Cavalon huffed. “I never agreed to that line.”
“Back to work,” Puck demanded, then pointed a stiff finger at the ceiling. “Your lab, if you recall, is up ten flights. Remember the conclave later—1700, do not be late.” His gaze shifted to Owen. “Please return that to the armory, Circitor. No live weapons in the labs.”
“Aye, sir.” Owen nodded. “Right away. Apologies.”
Puck left a lingering haze of irritation in his wake as he vanished into the corridor.
Cavalon sighed. “I remember when I used to like him.”
Owen snorted. “Shut up. You love him.”
“All this power’s gone to his head.”
“Someone had to step up after…” Owen’s gaze dropped as she set the rifle on the counter.
Cavalon scratched the overgrown stubble on his chin, masking a frown while he crossed to the workbench near her. He knew all too well why she’d been hesitant to finish that sentence—too afraid she’d send him into a spiral at the mere mention of their former centurion, however oblique.
She wasn’t wrong. Considering the magnitude of the secrets kept from him about Jackin’s involvement with his grandparents, he should be furious. But after what Jackin did to save Rake—to save them all … Cavalon had no room for resentment. Only guilt.
He clamped his eyes shut and tried not to think about what his grandfather might be doing to Jackin right now. If he was even still alive.
The thin black nexus band on Cavalon’s wrist vibrated—a pulsing blue dot indicating a supervisor summons. He ignored it.
He unclipped the webbed harness securing the alien armor to his torso and slid his arms free. The chestplate shifted in his hands as it returned to its default form, a shape more closely resembling the contours of a tall, svelte Cathian.
He dropped the armor onto the workbench beside Owen’s rifle, rolling his neck and leaning both hands on the counter. A phantom pain pulsed in his left hand and he tightened a fist, the rickety joints of his “temporary” prosthesis buzzing softly as the mechanical fingers closed.
He bit back a wince, a familiar itch scraping up the nerves of his arm to the back of his skull. He wrung his other hand around the raw connection point on his left forearm, where the microprocessor resided just under the skin, the angry, red inflammation hidden under the long sleeve of his navy blue shirt.
He begged his brain to just accept the stupid thing was real, already. Or for the Corsairs to finally come through on sourcing him a decent one.
Owen cleared her throat pointedly, hoisting herself up to sit on the worktop near him. “Do you think medical has some extra hemostasis cartridges? Like what’s used for clotting?”
Cavalon scratched his jaw. Supply shipments came into the Akhet spaceport multiple times a week these days, and he’d lost track of the ever-expanding warehouse manifest. “Probably. Why?”
“If we pull out the collagen and gelatinize it, it can be used as an—”
“—extracellular matrix over a cotton layer. Void.” He pressed a palm to his forehead. Duh.
“Voila.” Owen flashed a bright smile. “One skin model. Then I can easily pulse in some bios to simulate a human. No live testing required.”
Cavalon shook his head. “How the hell do you even know that?”
She chuffed. “You don’t have a monopoly on pulling random fixes out of your ass.”
He gave her a flat look.
She rolled her eyes. “Whatever. I dated a Culloden for over three years, remember? Some of the medical BS rubbed off.”
“Ugh. I forgot about that guy.”
She ruffled the back of his overgrown blond hair. “Maybe just ask for help sometimes? We all know you’ve got the biggest brain here, you don’t need to prove it.”
Cavalon dropped his gaze, a hard nodule turning in his stomach. He really didn’t want to think about just how big—or how engineered—that brain of his was. Owen was one of the few people who knew what he really was, but she didn’t know the extent of it. No one did, not really. Even he only knew what his frantic mind managed to absorb while skimming through the maniacal logs in Augustus’s secret in-home cloning lab.
Cavalon was glad the data they’d stolen from the manor only contained information about his grandfather’s other nefarious goings-on. The fewer details he knew about his own clonehood, the better.
Owen leaned a shoulder into him. “Hey, man…” Her voice was all careful consolation, and Cavalon already hated where this was going. “What Centurion Puck was saying … about you working upstairs?”
Cavalon swallowed. “I’ve been up there plenty.”
“But only over third shift?”
He shrugged, eyeing the Cathian armor. “R&D requires requisitions approximately every five seconds. It’s easier to work here during daylight hours, and up there after.” He didn’t look at her, instead running his fingers over the rough, rimrock crags of the alloy armor.
“Cavalon.”
He shot her a glare. “Owen.”
She sighed and yanked the tie from her braid, combing her fingers through her wavy, dark brown hair. “Not that this ultra-tough, basically weightless armor that forms to your shape isn’t useful, but I think your grandmother could use your genetic engineering smarts about now. The excubitor did label it ‘utmost priority.’”
He chuffed. “Yeah, until a fleet of Guardian Drudgers drops on our heads. Then watch that ‘utmost priority’ shift to this armor real fast.”
Owen frowned as she sectioned out her hair to re-plait. “Any particular reason you’re avoiding Corinne?”
Cavalon rankled at the accusation in her tone. “I’m not.”
“Liar.” Owen’s nexus band vibrated. She retied her braid, then tapped it open. An orange holographic screen expanded over her wrist.
“What is it?” He leaned into her line of sight to peek at the screen. Owen elbowed him in the ribs and he retreated.
“I’m due in TAC-COM,” she said, minimizing the screen. “The remote gate access test for the atlas meshwork is later and we need to prep.”
“That’s today?”
“Yeah.” Owen’s gaze went distant, features pinched.
“Hey, now…” Cavalon pushed up and sat on the counter beside her. “Stop that. Emery will be fine.” He’d tried to sound assuring, but his own worry unavoidably leaked through. He couldn’t help it; he’d worried every time Emery ran off to lead guerrilla attacks on remote Guardian facilities or Mercer Biotech distributors. She was their youngest squad leader by almost a decade, but if Rake trusted she was ready, Cavalon trusted it too.
Owen picked at her nails, not looking remotely convinced by Cavalon’s shoddy pep talk.
He drew in a breath and channeled Rake, mustering up her brazen surety. “Seriously, O,” he went on with far more conviction. “She’ll be all right. It’s not even a raid—just a quick hop through an Arcullian Gate.”
“Sure, if the stupid thing actually works, and it doesn’t accidentally relay them off to some gateless system they can never return from.”
“Between the genius of you, Puck, and Mesa, there’s no question. It’ll pass with flying colors, then Emery’ll be on her way back and ready to make out again in no time.”
The concern smoothed from Owen’s forehead, though it didn’t leave her eyes. “Yeah. You’re right.” She let out a hard-edged sigh. “I guess this is why the Legion discourages emotional entanglements, huh?”
He gave a weak shrug. “Can’t stop yourself from loving someone, whether it’s regulation or not.”
Owen’s light brown skin turned violently crimson. “Love?” she sputtered. Her eyes darted, like she couldn’t find any safe place in the universe to land her gaze. “Void, Mercer—just relax, okay?”
Cavalon laughed. “Please, deny it. It’s hilarious.”
Owen’s lips remained rounded in a constant, open state of refusal, her cheeks still red-hot. She pieced herself back together with clear effort, smoothing her hands down her duty vest. “Well, you suck, and I should probably return that rifle.”
“Yeah, yeah,” Cavalon sighed. “Scamper off back to Mesa. Do you need me to write you a hall pass?”
Owen snorted. “I’m good. Thanks for the pep talk, bud.” She leaned over and planted a sloppy kiss on his stubbled cheek.
“Void—” he cursed, shoving her away.
“Biotech,” she reminded, pointing upward. Then her voice perked up, and in a bright, calculated tone like the narrator of a kids’ serial, she added, “Remember, young man: You are smart, valued, and worthy, and you can do anything you put your mind to.” She patted him on the head, then vaulted off the counter before he could punch her shoulder. She grabbed the rifle and trotted out the door, waving coyly behind her.
Cavalon scowled as he wiped her spit from his cheek with the back of his prosthesis. He stared down at the moisture beading on the too-smooth skin, a few shades paler than even his own extremely pale complexion.
His nexus buzzed with another blue dot. Corinne again.
This was her fourth summons. If he didn’t head up there soon, the system would dock him for non-responsiveness during duty hours. Which was bullshit. At times like this he wished Mesa had never unearthed that damn Cathian fortress AI. Sure, it helped them run a tight ship and had taken the burden of dovetailing the Sentinel and Cathian networks off Puck’s and Owen’s shoulders, but it also spied on them every second of every day.
Still, he hesitated. Though Corinne had broken it down into a series of deceptively simple checkboxes, the sheer magnitude of their objective continued to overwhelm him: synthesize a counteragent for Augustus’s mutagen-targeting bioweapon. Complicated couldn’t begin to describe it.
The lack of hard data didn’t help. All they really knew was that it was activated by the mutagen floating around in half the population’s DNA—the result of a Viator bioattack almost five hundred years ago. It ravaged humanity with infertility, cancer, all manner of illnesses, and sent their population into a slow, irrevocable decline. The thing Augustus was trying so hard to “correct” with all his inhumane laws and discrimination and bullshit. The purported “justification” for his eugenics and homicidal behavior.
Cavalon and Corinne only had fragments of datasets on the weapon, stitched together by their collective assumptions based on ample—regrettable—firsthand knowledge of Augustus’s diabolical mind. Flimsy scaffolding at best, but it was all they had. Hence the reason Cavalon had been avoiding Biotech like the plague.
And sure. Fine. Maybe Owen was right. Maybe he was avoiding Corinne too.
Tempting as it’d been to just wipe the slate clean and start over when they’d reunited four months ago, maybe he hadn’t been able to forgive her for abandoning him as a child to be raised by a sociopath. Yes, her life had been at risk, and yes, Augustus may have been able to deploy his bioweapon a decade earlier if she hadn’t left and taken her brain and research with her. But that didn’t erase his trauma.
Over the months, he’d daydreamed about what it would’ve been like if she’d taken him with her. If instead of growing up in that strangling, bereft manor back on Elyseia, he would’ve grown up here on Akhet with her instead.
For years, it would’ve been just the two of them. Summers full of hot breezes and sunburns, cooler winters spent surveying the weatherworn bones of ancient Cathian outposts and settlements. Over stormy evenings, she’d share stories about her son—his father—and her own family in the time “before.” Before their migration, before Akhet, before Augustus’s obsession relocated them to this dusty, magical, windswept place they loved.
After a few years, others would join them—first dozens, eventually hundreds. Child-Cavalon and the other uprooted children would chase each other through the crop fields and up to the plateau overlooking their valley. On rainy winter afternoons they’d sneak down into the dark basement of the Cathian fortress to be archeologists and anthropologists and monster hunters.
As a teenager, he’d learn about agriculture and mechanics and civic duty so he could grow up and contribute to his community while having no need to rely on anyone except himself so it’d never matter if someone left him.
He lived in those dreams most days. After the chaos of the last year, he had to, just to stay afloat. He’d go about his duties on autopilot while he imagined himself a native Akhetian, one of two founding members.
He knew it was dangerous to dwell on what could have been, that it was a surefire way to never heal. But he couldn’t help himself.
“CJ…”
Cavalon blinked free of his reverie. His grandmother stood in the doorway.
The lab’s soft overhead lights warmed her ivory skin, gray hair drawn up into a neat chignon, ice blue eyes steadfast despite the weary creases at the corners. He’d always thought he looked quite a bit like her, but … well, now he knew that to be mere coincidence.
The sleeves of her long white lab coat were pushed up, revealing the trail of gold and bronze Imprint squares along her right arm, a match to his own. She stood straight but not stiff, narrow shoulders drawn back, chin lifted—the same intimidating yet gentle way she always did.
Cavalon hopped down from sitting on the worktop, lips parting to give the canned apology she was probably sick of hearing. But he hesitated.
She held her hands before her, rubbing her fingertips alternately as if rolling a tiny ball of clay. A tic that meant there was a problem she couldn’t reason her way out of.
Voice wary, he asked, “What’s wrong?”
She spoke each word with deep consideration. “I need you to look at something.”
Heat scratched under Cavalon’s collar. He really didn’t like the “I have universe-altering news” quality to her tone. Something told him his R&D vacation was over.
With an acrid bitterness snaking its way through his stomach, Cavalon gave a curt nod. He shouldered into his double-breasted duty vest, strapping it closed as he followed Corinne up to the twelfth floor.

A single inhale of the air in Biotech, and Cavalon wanted to vanish into the labyrinthian corridors of the fortress and never return.
The ammonia stench of electrophoresis mixed with stale rubber gloves reminded him of his tenure at Altum Institute while earning his doctorate in genetic engineering. Augustus had forced it on him, though he’d breezed through the program in less than three years. Now he knew why it’d all come so naturally. Augustus had engineered him that way.
Cavalon brushed aside his brain’s insistence on reliving past trauma and stepped into the Biotech hub: a plain, well-lit room lined with organized workbenches and inlaid terminals. On the inner wall, a dozen secure doorways led to the actual laboratories—research areas and clean rooms outfitted for various niche purposes.
At the far end of the hub, Corinne’s cadre of lab technicians huddled at their workstations, each wearing the same pressed, bright white lab coat as his grandmother.
Cavalon reflexively tugged at the hem of his wrinkled Legion duty vest, glancing down at his borderline vagrant appearance. No matter how little sleep Corinne got, she always looked exceedingly put-together, and her devoted lab techs followed suit. Unlike Cavalon, with his five-day stubble, “I’ll get to it next week he said two months ago” haircut, and grease-stained trousers because he forgot to pick up his laundry. Again.
Cavalon sniffed in a hard breath. He’d give himself until he turned thirty to get his shit together. He had fourteen whole months. He could do it.
Corinne situated on the stool in front of her primary terminal and beckoned him over. He followed, willfully ignoring the blatant “how nice of you to show up” side-eye glowers of the techs.
Cavalon stood over Corinne’s shoulder, catching a waft of her light, sweet scent of overmilked coffee, one that stirred memories of being eleven and grass-stained and not yet fully acquainted with loss. Maybe that was why he kept avoiding Biotech. Her smell reminded him of her disappearance, undermining the Akhetian childhood he’d fabricated.
Corinne expanded a holographic document over the flat terminal glass. She said nothing—an expected lack of preamble with consultations like this. She wanted to ensure he drew his own, unbiased conclusions.
He scanned the report, absorbing the dry account line by line along with the supporting charts and graphs. He reached past her to scroll farther down. Blinked. Scrolled back up. Read it all again.
He didn’t know why he bothered. He had an eidetic memory; the conclusion was already burned into his brain.
As if by instinct, Corinne ceded her seat, moving aside as Cavalon stepped to the terminal and ran a search. It returned a single file, which he expanded side by side with Corinne’s report. His eyes darted between the two.
Still hunched at the screen, he muttered, “They’re … isomorphic?”
Corinne breathed out a soft, almost whimpering sigh.
He looked at her, then back at the screen, then back at her. She didn’t respond, hand pitched over her eyes as she pressed a headache from her temples with her thumb and middle finger.
Cavalon scrubbed a hand over his mouth. An all-too-familiar spiraling, sinking feeling soured in the pit of his stomach.
“So, you…” Corinne’s gaze drifted to the lab techs on the other side of the room. She angled her back to them, facing Cavalon squarely as she whispered, “… concur?”
He could only nod.
It’d taken them months to parse the data they’d stolen from Mercer Manor with Corinne’s knowledge of the bioweapon prior to her disappearance with the initial research over fifteen years ago. Now those results were staring them in the face. And they were so, so bad.
Bile rose to the back of his throat and he felt briefly unmoored. He looked to Corinne as an anchor, but found nothing except the same wild, bone-deep fear he felt. It physically hurt to see the ineradicable dread in her expression.
Corinne’s frail voice crowded in around his anxiety spiral. “We wanted an answer,” she said, tone soft, flat. “Now we have it.”
Cavalon pushed a hand through his unkempt hair. Yeah. They sure did.
The answer being that there was no answer. No way to forestall the bioweapon, no inoculation or treatment that could prevent or correct the targeted unspooling of someone’s DNA.
Which meant only one solution remained: to address the root of the issue. To create a situation in which there was nothing for the bioweapon to target. That singular, elusive task the Mercer line had dedicated their lives to for nearly five hundred years and that yet continued to defy them. Curing the Viator mutagen.
Cavalon drew in a slow breath to a count of four. He tried to clear the thickness from his throat, but his voice still came out fractured. “What are we gonna do?” he croaked.
Corinne broke from her languor. Her gaze cleared as she refocused, chin lifting in an infectious, regal manner that reminded him of innumerable tedious Allied Monarchies formal dinners.
“The only thing we can,” she replied evenly. “We cure it.”



  
CHAPTER TWO
Adequin stared out the panoptic dome of the starfighter’s cockpit. The tawny dust of Akhet’s southern hemisphere trailed beneath her, her blistering velocity evident only by the alerts smattering the console and her quickening pulse.
Beyond the arching rim of the planet stretched a star-strewn backdrop. Even after four months, she hadn’t grown used to seeing stars in more than one direction.
A warning on the black-glass dash lit with a cautionary yellow. The heat sink meter climbed steadily from severe to critical.
Alarms blared.
She silenced them, drew in a steadying breath, then one-eightied thrust.
Her velocity plummeted, prompting a frantic crimson g-force warning. The rigid contours of the fighter’s seat hugged her form. Copper tinged her saliva as under her suit, her Imprint tattoos slid across her skin, reorienting to shield her from the taut harness straps.
Finally, acceleration bottomed out. She flipped thrust again and slid to resume max velocity, throat crushing hard against her spine as the craft complied.
The fatigued inertia dampeners complained vehemently. She ignored the alert, focusing on the readout as the secondary liquid heat sink mechanism activated. The meter instantly dropped back into a safe margin, but placed yet another demand on the starfighter’s reactor.
The power gauge hiked up past bright red into a brilliant, are-you-trying-to-die magenta. Adequin bit the inside of her cheek, adrenaline burning in her veins.
When the power consumption finally top-lined, the console let out a firm warning tone. A small plus/minus notification lit—the backup capacitor apportioning power. Right on time.
The heat sink meter dipped back to green, the power consumption to yellow, and the slew of silenced warnings disappeared as every system gained just enough leeway to stabilize.
Adequin scanned the dash. The array of holographic flight controls remained steadfast—not a flicker or lag during the cascade of system adjustments. She magnified the diagnostics, confirming her assessment.
She was a little impressed. But only a little.
From a bank of default controls, she thumbed a preset to invert the craft. The black stretch of space beyond the planet darkened as she spun, the distance between pinpricks of light expanding as the stars tapered off. Finally, the aquiline nose of the starfighter angled fully outward. Toward the Divide.
Adequin’s eyes burned as she stared, unblinking, at the meager amount of matter standing between Akhet and the edge of the universe.
The sweat pricking the back of her neck iced over as a familiar, sobering fear rolled through her. With a jittering headshake, she fought back the surge of memories. Of what the Viator sovereign Kaize had told her about this galaxy—the levalaine. The “refuge of this universe.” The only place protected from the collapsing Divide.
Clamping her eyes shut, she leaned against the headrest and forced it all back down, quelling the fear before it spiraled. She couldn’t think about the fact that the Viators were struggling to maintain the network of dark energy generators. Or consider the implications of the phrasing “this universe.” Or that hordes of sentient species were being driven toward them from all corners of the collapsing universe.
She sidelined it all, burying it in the dark place she’d kept it the last four months. Because, like Kaize had said … For now, humanity had their own war to fight.
Under her suit, Adequin’s nexus band buzzed against her wrist. A comms screen materialized on the dash and a congenial, if strained, voice crackled through. “Boss, you read me?”
“Here, Puck,” she replied.
“We’re forty out, sir. Time to come on home.”
She eyed the ship’s chronometer. “On my way.”
Banking left in a tight arc to reorient, she ground her teeth until the stabilizers caught up with her rough handling. Attempting to fatigue the maneuvering thrusters had been the first litmus test she’d put the ship through, but she saw no reason to start going easy on it now. To her pleasure, the craft performed just as admirably as it had the first time.
Adequin returned along her same trajectory, arriving back at the gray-black rectangle of Orbital Defense Command—a boring, blocky thing shaped like the angular hilt of a plasma blade. The small security station was outdated but functional, something Praetor Lugen had quietly repurposed years ago when the Legion had withdrawn from some far-flung outpost in the Drift Belt.
As she approached the station, she reversed thrust until the ship hung in relative suspension. She watched Akhet’s inner moon ascending over the limb of the planet, a small but luminous globe rising through the blue-gray gradient of atmosphere.
She expanded comms. “ODC, this is Rake aboard the Raizer-1.”
“Aye, Excubitor,” the operator responded. “Pro tem transponder accepted and disposed. Looked like you were havin’ fun out there. How’s it handle?”
“I’ve had worse.”
“Good to hear, sir. You’re clear for reentry. Proceed to grid Y494 for gate access.”
“Copy 494. Thanks, Ivonne.”
In the span between ODC and the planet, an electric, shimmering silver membrane rippled in every direction, then a square gap materialized. She maneuvered the starfighter through the security gate and descended.
The craft sliced through wispy gray clouds toward the dustbowl surface of Akhet. Gravity dragged her into the stiff contours of the seat, the familiar weight of atmospheric flight settling in. On the dash, the groundside control set took over. She stretched her jaw as pressure built in her eardrums.
As she descended below the cloud cover, she leveled out with the terrain, kicking up a haze of tawny soil and shaking copses of dried-out saltbush. Moisture clacked against the windshield, the first signs of much-needed autumnal rain.
The Cathian stronghold grew on the horizon, a squat half-circle monolith of cracked stone—a crumbling facade over a sturdy metal framework. Outbuildings sat to the east at the foot of a rim of low hills. The multistory modular constructs were arranged in a small grid crossed by dusty gravel streets. The surrounding fields flourished in their pre-harvest state, overt squares of verdant green against an otherwise drought-stricken landscape.
Adequin opened a comms channel. “Transit Command, this is the Raizer-1 returning groundside.”
“ATC reads you, EX,” the transit controller replied.
“Requesting landing clearance—horizontal this time, if we’ve got an open strip.”
“Copy that, sir. You’re cleared for approach, runway 09.”
She passed over the fortress, then banked west, coming back around in a wide arc to align with the eastern landing strip. Below, the expansive, ground-level spaceport sat ringed by support buildings and small repair hangars.
The computer beeped a request to facilitate, but she dismissed it and maintained manual control. The landing gear squeaked softly against the concrete runway as she brought the craft down.
On the fortress’s southern face, the massive primary hangar doors stood wide open, framed by towering, bladelike aerasteel columns that rose to a peak over the center in an impressive display of classic Cathian architecture. During the Resurgence War, Adequin had come across a handful of ancient Cathian installations, but this outshone them all by an order of magnitude. That it remained upright for nearly three thousand years without intervention spoke to the Cathians’ engineering prowess.
She taxied the starfighter to the subhangar in the farthest back corner of the main hangar. She’d hardly pulled the parking brake before the entrance to the control tower gangway bisected.
Gideon Burr stalked out, gripping a small tablet in one of his fingerless-gloved hands. He thrust it screen-first toward her.
Sighing, she tapped out the power-down sequence. The console screens minimized, and the safety shield let out a soft hiss as it retracted.
She unclipped her harness and hauled herself out and down the debarkation ladder to the dark concrete.
Gideon beelined toward her, his brown, pockmarked skin noticeably flushed. He gave an agitated scratch at the side of his head—shaved to above the ear with the rest of his black hair tied up into a loose bundle of corded locs that would otherwise hang halfway down his back.
Adequin unlatched her helmet and lifted it off, wiping away the wild strands of hair stuck to her cheeks and jaw. “Haptics are a bit sensitive,” she said.
He leveled a flat look at her. “As if you didn’t take it manual.”
“I tried both, thank you very much.” She stepped past him, heading for the pilot ready area along the interior wall of the subhangar. She discarded her helmet on one of the work surfaces.
Gideon trailed her, stocky frame tense. “Well,” he grunted, “that’s because the haptic controls require an acclimation period of four to six hours via sim—a fact you would know had you listened to me for more than twelve seconds before hopping in the damn thing and taking off. Do you have a death wish?”
She met his look evenly and lifted one of her gloved hands, tugging at the end of each finger to loosen the tight fit. “Of all the things in the universe I might be afraid of, flying’s not one of them.” She peeled her gloves free and tossed them beside her helmet.
Gideon growled a sigh. “Yeah, fine. Titan. War hero. I get it.” He spat a scoff. “Void.”
A corner of her mouth lifted as she started unlatching the clasps of her padded flight suit. “You worried about me, Burr?”
“Hard not to be,” he grunted. “You redlined—” He stuck the tablet screen in her face. “Every. Single. Gauge.”
With the gentle press of two fingers, she lowered his wrist along with the tablet, casting him a mellow look that failed to thaw his irritation. “It’s called a trial run for a reason. We need to know they can perform under pressure.”
“No—what your people need is for their commander to not die in a fiery crash.”
“Careful,” she said, tone light. “It almost sounds like you actually give a shit about the Sentinels.”
Gideon exhaled a weary sigh.
Adequin disconnected her suit’s torso harness from the pants, then hauled the armored vest up over her head. Gideon took the weight of the bulky fitting, lifting it the rest of the way off. He maintained his scowl, lips turned down in a half pout as he dumped it on the ready bench. With two terse gestures, he shoved up the sleeves of his lightweight black jacket, embroidered on either shoulder with the Corsairs’ angular diving hawk symbol.
Adequin stepped out of the lower portion of the suit and set it aside as well. The brisk hangar air cooled her sweat-slicked skin, the fabric of the navy, Legion-issue undersuit clinging to her back.
She pushed up her sleeves, reflexively rubbing the light scars puckering the olive skin of her forearms. It’d been months since she’d healed from the Viator infection she’d caught from the neural network machines, and her Imprints had returned to their full power, unhindered and free to move about her skin as they pleased. They’d been unable to heal most of the scarring—or maybe she just didn’t want to erase the reminder.
Gideon cleared his throat. “So…” he began, most of the surliness gone from his demeanor, “can we consider the Raizer thoroughly test-driven?”
“We can,” she conceded.
“Consensus?”
Nodding slowly, she paced to a small cooler inset below the counter and grabbed a bottle of water. “Let’s do it.” She leaned a hip against the worktop and took a long drink before adding, “But can we get those aftermarket lateral thrusters we talked about? The reorient arc is still wider than I’d like. Light-years better than the last one, though.”
Gideon gave a languid nod, gaze focused on his tablet as he stepped to join her. “We can, but it’ll be another … well, a fucking lot.”
“That’s fine.”
He slid her a skeptical look. “Right … I’ll work up a final quote. Considering the quantity, the delivery date may be a ways out. How long are you planning to be here?”
She took another long drink, then set the water bottle down with a wistful sigh. “A while yet,” she admitted, the words sticking in her throat. With their security compromised by Jackin’s … departure, plans to relocate had become a priority. The logistics, however, had proven tremendously challenging, and they were still many months out from making that goal a reality.
“We’ll take fifty here,” she clarified, “but send the rest to the muster point. They can get freighted directly into the holds of the ships that’ll host them. I’ll have Kaplan send registries.”
Gideon nodded. “You do know how suspicious an order of this size will look, right?”
Adequin frowned, picking at the label of the water bottle. “Can’t you, like, fence them or whatever you do?”
He stopped tapping to stare at her, eyes narrow. “Do you even know how crime works?”
She scrubbed a hand through her hair. “Not really. Whatever—it’ll be fine. Augustus is already well-aware we’re shoring up for a fight, I don’t think it’ll come as any big surprise.”
Gideon’s hedged look didn’t convey a great deal of optimism, but he returned to his tablet input without further comment. In general, Gideon was annoyingly good at the logistics side of things; she’d half a mind to try and steal him from Akemi entirely and hire him as their quartermaster.
Even if he’d be willing—which she doubted—she couldn’t risk endangering their connection to the Corsairs. They relied heavily on them at the moment as their only safe way to interface with the rest of civilization. The Corsairs may legally be Adequin’s, but Akemi could make things difficult if provoked. Headhunting her right hand out from under her could reasonably be considered provoking.
Sliding her hip along the counter, Adequin took a moseying step toward Gideon and cleared her throat. “Speaking of ship deliveries…”
He didn’t even look up as he pinched the bridge of his nose. “Just hold the hell on and let me finish anonymously ordering you thousands of starfighters first.”
She masked a smile and did her best to wait patiently as he worked. Some days, she was a little proud of how she’d managed to turn the brash, indignant jerk she’d met on the Corinthian into the equivalent of an exhausted personal aide in under four months.
Gideon flicked the tablet into standby mode and slid it into his pocket. He straightened with an effort, then leveled a tolerant but mostly exasperated look at her.
“So…” she began carefully, tone edged with honey. “What do I need to do to get another Wakeless?”
“Void,” he cursed, thick brows furrowing.
“Come on,” she pleaded.
“For starters, the make is Zenith. And you do understand what ‘top-secret illegal prototype’ means, right? They’re kinda bespoke.”
She gave a sulky, exaggerated frown, lower lip edging outward.
He held her gaze obstinately for a few moments, then his jaw loosened, the tightness around his eyes smoothing as his expression faded to grim resignation. “They’re yours to demand,” he sighed.
“Great. Let’s get ten—”
“Ten?” he choked out, brows high. “Void—”
“—though I can make do with three. For now.”
“Even three is a massive ask,” he said, tone gravelly, and a bit regretful.
“I know, but we’re going to need them—you know how outmatched we are. We need every advantage we can get.”
Though the Sentinels’ covert ops program was still very much in its infancy, having access to a contingent of ships with the Wakeless’s capabilities would give those squads a leg up that couldn’t be overstated. Proven in spades four months ago when the covert vessel had snuck them quietly into Elyseian space. Then—despite their massively botched escape from Mercer Manor—effectively kept the others hidden after.
Gideon cast his eyes down, kicking at the concrete with the toe of his boot. “Yeah. I know.”
“You arrived in one, didn’t you?”
He frowned, though the dimples that pitted his cheeks as a result made it not nearly as effective of a pout as he probably would’ve liked. “Yeah,” he conceded.
A smile tugged at her lips. “I’m surprised you didn’t leave it stealthed so I wouldn’t notice.”
His jaw flexed, and he looked thoroughly disappointed in himself for having not thought of that, then grumbled, “Your lackeys would’ve told you about it, anyway.”
“True.” She angled her chin over her shoulder toward the starfighter. “I didn’t get a good look at it, but if you towed the Raizer out with it, then it must be larger than the one we took to Elyseia.”
“It is,” he admitted. “My Larios contact delivered it a couple weeks ago. Still a prototype, but Mk-II. It’s rated for long-haul travel—full mess, rec room, medbay. And the complement is four instead of two. I’ll send you the specs. Primarily minor things, but the big upgrade is what they’re calling a, uh … ‘pocket drive.’”
She lifted a brow.
He shrugged. “I’m not an engine guy, I don’t really get it, but it’s a Saxton-engineered jump drive.”
“A jump drive?” she scoffed. “On a ship that size?”
He nodded, expression tight. “Yeah, not sure how it works. The baseline jump distance is considerably shorter than standard, but the respool time is crazy fast, so it kinda balances out. It’s still rated for Apollo Gates like the original model … so I guess it’d work for those fancy Arcullian Gates too.”
“Well, shit.” Adequin gripped the side of his arm, offering a consoling look. “Sounds like you’ll be going home in the Raizer.”
He frowned.
“I’m kidding.”
A hint of relief snuck in on his grumpiness.
“I’ll have an MP taxi you back,” she corrected. “Because I’m keeping the Raizer too.”
Gideon’s shoulders slumped. “Fine. But when Akemi murders me for not coming back with either of those ships, I want ‘This was Adequin Rake’s fault’ on my tombstone.”
“Done,” she agreed. “Can we commission at least one more Wakeless—sorry, Zenith—by next quarter?”
He oscillated his head back and forth noncommittally. “I’ll ask. They’re still only going out on lease, but I might be able to convince them to let us jump the queue. How deep are your ‘benefactor’s’ pockets that you can afford all this?”
“Very,” she said. In truth, she had yet to ascertain the full extent of Cavalon’s wealth. It’d already proven more substantial than she’d expected, and he claimed he’d only drawn from a fraction of the “safe” accounts thus far.
Gideon’s eyes flickered with wary hesitation at her vague response.
“Don’t worry,” she added. “You know I don’t need to run your coffers dry to fund my rebellion. I don’t need cash, but I do need the Corsairs’ help facilitating.”
Gideon crossed his arms. “Well, you know you have mine,” he assured. “But I can only do so much to sway Akemi.”
Adequin frowned. “So she’s still not a big supporter of the cause?”
“Routers can’t afford to take moral stances,” he said with a shrug.
She gave a resigned nod. That explained why Jackin hadn’t been well-suited for the family business.
“It’s not even about picking sides,” Gideon admitted. “She’s just worried clients are going to get scared off once they realize what we’re wrapped up in.”
“No one should have any idea what you’re involved in,” Adequin warned. “Not for a long while, at least.” She rubbed the back of her neck. “I’d hoped the five percent brokerage fee would allay her.”
“It’s helped,” he said, though his look was grim, “but Akemi is, well … bristly, and too proud. Especially when it comes to North.” He waved a dismissive hand. “Sorry—don’t worry about it. Fielding Akemi is my job, not yours. I’m encouraging her to stay focused on day-to-day operations, and she’s happy to leave me to deal with you guys.”
Adequin raised a brow. “She’s fully relegated you to Sentinel duty, huh?”
His cheeks dimpled with the hint of a smile. “Not like I mind all that much. It’s my duty to serve the Tiercel, after all.”
She chuffed, scrubbing a hand over her eyes. “Void. Don’t call me that.”
“I’d be happy not to. Then you wouldn’t be my boss.”
She dropped her hand and met his tranquil gaze. “I’m not,” she affirmed.
With a pointed look, he flicked at the heavy ring on the chain around her neck. “The signet says otherwise.”
Strung on the chain with her dog tags hung a black, hammered metal band. She ran her thumb over the hexagonal face, etched with a stylized diving hawk—talons forward, bladelike wings fanned out behind.
Gideon raised an index finger. “That’s supposed to go here, by the way.”
She lifted the chain and let the weight drop, thudding against her sternum. “Not an overly practical accessory in my line of work.”
“I dunno,” he said with a cursory shrug, “you could probably clock a Drudger pretty good with that thing.”
She scoffed a laugh. “I may technically be the Tiercel,” she relented, “but I’m not taking control of the Corsairs.”
“Yet.” A hint of challenge glinted in his eye—equal parts concern, curiosity, and amusement.
“No ‘yet,’” she insisted, jaw set. “I’m not taking the mantle, and I never will. I can’t run a rebellion and the second-largest smuggling organization in the galaxy.”
“First largest,” Gideon corrected, expression brightening, a smug tilt to his lips. “Quarterly reports came in last week.”
She sighed. “Void. Congrats, I guess.”
He angled his head forward in a perfunctory bow. “Thank you. Shuttling all that expired Legion munitions stock is what finally put us over. Long hauls to the Larios neutralization facility in the Outer Core, plus the hazard markup. Makes for a decent payday.”
“Oh, huh,” she began, tone pitched with wryness. “A legal contract is what put you over, imagine that.”
He rolled his eyes. “Our square side is plenty busy, thank you. Maybe less so since Akemi took over, but it’s not unprecedented. We were near to fifty-fifty back when Abraham ran things.”
Adequin hesitated at the mention of Jackin’s late adoptive father. The one who’d taken him in when his family had been forced to leave the Core over thirty years ago under the Heritage Edict—the first major initiative in Augustus Mercer’s eugenics war.
That displacement had been the reason Jackin had enlisted, the reason he’d blindly followed the Legion for so long, and the reason he was now Augustus’s prisoner. Again. All so he could keep the Sentinels safe a while longer.
Her cheeks heated and she inhaled to a count of four, sweeping away the surge of regret—a maneuver practiced and perfected over the last four months. She couldn’t let herself drown in guilt; she owed Jackin that much, at least.
Her nexus buzzed against her wrist, the trilling sound reverting her attention. She tapped it open.
“—for EX,” Puck’s voice crackled over.
“Here, Puck,” she replied.
“Mayhem Incorporated are on approach to target system, ETA fifteen minutes.”
“Understood. On my way.”
Gideon rubbed his chin slowly, quirking an eyebrow at her. “Mayhem Incorporated?”
Adequin lifted a shoulder. “I let Emery name her squad. Mistakes were made.”
He let out a low, soft rumble of laughter.
“I could use your insight at the conclave later if you’re willing to stick around,” she said.
“I can probably make that work.” He laid a hand on his stomach. “May need a nourishment incentive, though.”
“That can be arranged. I think we’ve got some kind of Artoran fusion on tap today.”
“That’ll do.” He swept a hand toward the exit. “Tiercel precedes.”
Adequin rolled her eyes and led Gideon out of the hangar.



  
CHAPTER THREE
Jackin North sat at the helm of the SCS Anzer. A warm, radiant light filled the cockpit, the main viewscreen aglow with the bronze hue of SCR-1462–3 as they approached the daylight side of the planet. He scanned the navigation screens stretching the dash, showcasing the ship’s trajectory as they burned toward their slingshot.
The back of his neck tingled and he glanced over his shoulder. The queen of Elyseia stood in the open hatchway.
A Mercer. They’d been underway eight days, and he still hadn’t grown used to that fact.
Gaze placid, she held her hands close to the base of her rib cage, running her fingertips over one another in turn.
He looked back at the console, eyes dry and unblinking and every muscle taut in his chest, throttling his heart.
Inhaling to a count of four, he pressed it out even slower. Tried not to think about the colossal litany of negligence that’d led to his current situation.
This was so far outside his job description. The Close Protection Division were overtrained, underpaid bodyguards at best. Not political arbiters. Not fixers.
The queen approached. She sat quietly in the copilot’s seat at Jackin’s right. He kept his eyes on the dash, but could sense her folding her hands in her lap, shifting, considering, observing.
He cleared his throat but didn’t meet her eye. “Do you need something, Your Majesty?”
Her voice came soft, toneless. “You needn’t use my titles.”
A dry, fractured laugh cut from the back of his throat. What the hell was he supposed to call her? Corinne?
“Quite a journey, this,” she commented, gaze sweeping the array of navigation screens. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been upward of the Rotellan Traverse.”
Jackin nodded languidly. He’d never been upward of the Rotellan—or even this far outward in the Drift Belt. He was more than a little surprised she had. She’d married into the Mercer legacy nearly four decades ago. Why a monarch would have cause to leave the Core, even once, he couldn’t say.
He wanted to know as little as possible about what was going on, so he simply said, “Likewise,” and kept his gaze on the hazy navigation screens. His right eye twitched. He blinked a few times, but couldn’t quite focus on the readouts.
She cleared her throat softly. “Have you done much traveling, Circitor?”
Jackin could practically feel the claws of her undeterred resolve shredding his ability to avoid small talk. “Not particularly,” he replied, scratching his jaw. The short stubble felt odd for some reason.
“With your duties in the CPD,” she said, “I would imagine you’d have had cause to visit all corners of the galaxy.”
Jackin frowned. He’d never considered it “travel.” Just a job.
“Our charges are primarily Legion,” he explained, then cast her a quick glance. “The occasional politician. Never much need to venture too far out.” He reflexively pushed his hair off his forehead, but found it too short, shorn close to the scalp.
Something was off, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. A strange, inverse déjà vu. It hadn’t happened. Not like this.
Corinne dipped her chin as if to accept his answer, then asked, “What is our final destination, Circitor?”
Jackin shook his head. “You know I can’t tell you that.”
“What harm is it now?” she replied, voice serene. “We’re nearly there.”
His right eye twitched again. He rubbed a knuckle into the corner. “No. We’re not.”
“We’re not?”
“No. We got there a long time ago.”
She blinked, just once. Her brows knit and she appeared briefly, genuinely confused. “Are you all right, Mr. North?”
Heat scorched the back of his neck as he locked eyes with her. That wasn’t his name. Not yet.
It was the only confirmation he needed.
He firmed his jaw, knuckles cracking as he clenched fists.
Fear settled into Corinne’s ice blue eyes like prey caught backed into a corner—a wild, frozen terror.
Jackin faced the helm, cleared the slingshot trajectory, and took manual control.
The ship jerked, throwing them back into their seats. Corinne let out a soft, terrified yelp that tugged deep in Jackin’s chest.
He had to ignore it. Ignore her. This wasn’t right.
With a few quick inputs, he reoriented the Anzer toward 1462–3. He ramped their velocity, the ions roaring, vibrating the light frame of the nimble vessel. The marbled orb of the planet grew, a luminous bronze light filling the viewscreen from edge to edge.
“Circitor!” Corinne gasped. “What are you—?”
Gravity well alarms blared. The dash erupted with alerts.
The Anzer shook, violent, its girders creaking in successive, sonorous wails. Corinne braced white-knuckled hands on the console, though the velocity ramp crushed her back into her seat. Jackin’s teeth rattled in his skull. His jaw ached, every muscle taut and strung through with searing adrenaline.
He ignored it all.
Raising a shaking hand to the dash, he expanded the FTL controls. Engaged warp. Tapped to override the warnings. Initiated a snap-warp.
In a fraction of a blink, the ship bled into warp speed. They coalesced with the planet in a plume of atomized fire.

Jackin jolted awake to a blinding white abyss.
Awareness of his physical presence returned, gradually. Bones and joints, then muscles, skin—icy and exposed and coated in cold sweat, consummate pain seeping in at the edges.
Warmth diluted the wash of white in his vision, but his eyelids remained heavy, weighted, and he knew he had nothing to bother opening them for anyway.
Cold metal cuffed his wrists, pressed against his tender rib cage, and dug into his swollen ankles—bindings affixing him to a near-vertical platform. A wide sheath of metal and wiring constrained his right bicep in a steel grip, holding his arm out straight. Sparks of pain fired down his nerves to twitching fingertips.
He clung to the modicum of comfort caused by the static, tingling sensation of his Imprint tattoos flowing back into their default formation. It meant he was real again—a fact additionally supported by the aching thrash of his heart in his chest.
A wary, fear-stricken voice rang too loud against Jackin’s raw eardrums, “Program terminated as of 0840…”
A door swooshed open. Hurried footsteps approached. “Kambel, bloody void—get him back in—”
“You know I can’t force it,” a woman complained, then lowered her voice. “He might go back down. Just give it a goddamn minute.”
The back of Jackin’s throat burned as he tried to growl in protest, but it came out as a brief, anemic cough. Vertigo overwhelmed him, bringing a wall of fatigue with it.
The strength bled from his muscles and his shoulders slumped, head hanging. Sinking back into unconsciousness seemed like an outstanding idea. Honestly, he welcomed—
“No.”
Jackin tensed, pulse beating hard at the base of his throat. He forced his eyes open, searching for her through a haze of pain-sprung tears.
“Compartmentalize it.”
The abrupt dampness sharpened his focus and the blurry room took form—the oscillating blue and gold status lights of the machinery, the two techs in white lab coats arguing nearby, the two Mercer Guards in maroon regalia standing post at the door. A wide strip of observation glass dominated the far wall, the room beyond dark.
His vision skewed, eyes rolling back into his head. Hard as he tried, he couldn’t find her.
“That’s an order, Centurion.”
Rake’s demand continued regardless of her lack of material form. The edifying memory rung in his ears and wrenched his chest.
While he was under, despite the depth of his immersion, she’d still found a way to signal him. His hair, his beard, his name. Small things to dispel the illusion. To exhume him. He couldn’t give in again already.
He drew in a shallow breath.
With ebbing energy, he forced his consciousness forward, into the room, into the present. He fixated on the sensation of being in his own body, the thud of his heart pushing real, warm blood through his veins, the pins-and-needles vibrations of his Imprint tattoos on his tender skin. He narrowed in on the gnawing, bone-deep ache he’d grown so proficient at disregarding, using it as an anchor.
With his corporeal confidence bolstered, his languid gaze slid down the base of the rack to his bound feet, and he caught sight of his beleaguered appearance. Gray medical scrubs, light brown skin darkened by contusions and reddened with abrasions.
He let his eyes drift shut again.
“Then what was it?” the second technician was saying. “The new Imprint harness?”
“No,” the other one—Kambel—responded. “The connection’s solid. I don’t know how he keeps—”
“Well, for fuck’s sake, Kam, figure it out. If he has to come down here again, I’m gonna get my ass handed to—”
A hollow, echoing twang sounded: someone rapping on the thick glass observation window across the room.
“Shit,” Kambel cursed under her breath. “Did you call—?”
“Fuck no,” the other hissed.
A short peal of feedback sounded, then an indistinct voice rang from a small speaker. It delivered a muddled question Jackin couldn’t interpret.
Kambel’s tone turned abruptly decorous. “Correct, Your Majesty. The subject hijacked it. Again. We’re hoping he re-submerges on his own, but—”
The disembodied voice cut her off with a terse reply.
“That’s correct, sir.” Kambel’s voice began to waver. “However, we’re unable to reset until the intoxicants leave his system.”
The second tech growled in a low whisper, “We can flush them out.”
The comms static disappeared. “Dude, shut up,” Kambel hissed. “That’s too risky in his current state.”
The tech huffed. “I doubt he gives a shit.”
The staticky voice returned, briefly.
Kambel spluttered, “Yes, apologies, sir … That’s correct, sir—it’s feasible, but he’s still classified as, uh, well … It’s still your preference to keep him … alive, if I’m not mistaken, sir?”
Jackin let out a soft chuff, bitter humor bubbling up. His chest bobbed with a silent, hearty chuckle. It wasn’t funny, but it also really was.
He peeled his eyes open, the lingering moisture stinging in the cool, antiseptic air.
Across the room and behind the glass, a white-haired figure stood imposing and trenchant despite remaining blurry and nondescript.
Augustus Mercer, hiding back in the clean room’s antechamber.
He probably didn’t want Jackin to be able to see his frustration as he beat him at this miserable game again and again and again. Asshole.
Augustus responded over the speaker, and Kambel threw a nervous glance over her shoulder at Jackin. “Understood, sir. We’ll try again as soon as it’s safe.”
In the observation room, the bleary form of Augustus left.
“Shit…” Kambel mumbled, roughly scratching the back of her neck. Her tone firmed. “All right, go on. Take him.”
A block of maroon and gold approached. Jackin tensed his muscles in preparation.
With a soft shink, the cuffs released and he slumped into the guard. The sudden drop dizzied him, a gossamer brightness encroaching on the edges of his vision.
An abrupt wave of fatigue overtook his limbs. He gave in, dropping fully into the guard’s arms as he collapsed into black.

Some months prior—Jackin couldn’t say exactly how long; time had become an obscure concept—he sat stock-still, silent, unblinking eyes defocused on the copilot’s dash of the Corsair runner the Crucius.
Gideon flew from the pilot’s seat, his watery gaze fixed on the readouts.
After an impressive stretch of ignoring one another, Gideon cleared his throat and croaked, “Alaric…” Whatever he intended to follow up with never left his lips, swallowed up by the thick silence and complicated history hanging between them.
A while later, they landed at the rendezvous.
At first, neither moved. Jackin watched the side of Gideon’s face as the man underwent some internal battle, features cut from stone, though his eyes were glassy. He’d propped the heels of his palms on the console, fingerless-gloved hands pitched, tense.
It didn’t pass Jackin’s notice that Gideon had yet to engage the shutdown sequence. Or even slide it into standby. The engines continued to purr, thrumming with potential. With the possibility of this all going … some other way.
Gideon’s throat bobbed, thumbs twitching, and for one brief, horrible moment Jackin thought he might take off again.
Jackin released his harness.
Gideon’s shoulders sagged, stiff features softening in submission. He reluctantly unbuckled.
Jackin stood, scrubbing a hand over his short beard. He didn’t know what to do, how to be. For twenty years, they’d let an ocean of bad blood simmer between them. But why? It’d taken more of their energy to be angry and resentful than it would have to just apologize and move on. It all felt so … juvenile, now.
Jackin eyed the ship’s dash. “Don’t tell her,” he instructed, voice thick and chalky. He absently ran a thumb over the scar that cut a narrow path through his beard on his right cheek. “Until you’re back, I mean. The message is on the secure partition. Destroy it after.”
Gideon rubbed his hands down the sides of his cargo pants and wouldn’t meet Jackin’s eye. “Yeah. ’Kay.”
“Swear to me—”
“I swear.”
Jackin tried to steady his fingers as he undid the clasp of his dog tags. He held the chain out to Gideon.
Gideon didn’t look up, hands braced on his hips. For a few very long moments, he refused to acknowledge Jackin or the dog tags or the soft beep of the incoming hail or the still-thrumming ship engines.
Then finally he reached out and seized the tags, yanking them from Jackin’s grip before shoving them in his pocket. With his other hand, he pulled Jackin into an abrupt, one-armed hug. “Stay safe, Ric.”
Jackin exhaled into Gideon’s shoulder. “You too.”

A pair of Guardian Drudgers hauled Jackin up a steep boarding ramp into the hold of a vessel. A Mercer yacht—he could smell it through the thick cloth bag over his head.
Bitter nostalgia roiled in his stomach. Infused scents of vanilla and sage, steam-cleaned rugs, and polished wood. All marks of highly practical ship design.
The rough skin of the Guardians’ bone-white taloned hands felt like sandpaper on his forearms as they forced him through another threshold.
A door sealed behind them with a soft hiss.
The Guardians gripped his shoulders and shoved him to his knees.
Jackin grimaced. Despite the compression wrap binding his torso, the triangular abrasion on his stomach still throbbed, and the freshly grown skin of his burned palms smarted with every touch, however minor. The joyous aftermath of accidentally teleporting onto a Viator ship. Thankfully Ford thought to re-up Jackin’s drugs before they’d parted ways back at the Corinthian.
An ache twisted in his chest at the thought of his old friend. The warring looks of anger and defeatism on Ford’s face when Jackin—undeterred by his recent injuries—insisted on leaving to deal with the Wakeless’s vague distress call. Ford hadn’t tried to stop him. He had known for decades what a stubborn bastard Jackin could be.
Jackin startled at a soft static pulse along the skin of his forearm. A sharp metallic flavor infused his saliva, and he was reminded of a fact he somehow kept forgetting: he had Imprint tattoos. Real Viator Imprint tattoos. Applied by a bunch of indignant Drudgers who’d been ordered by their Viator handler to not let Jackin bleed out on the deck of their battlecruiser …
It’d been a hell of a week.
One of the Guardian Drudgers grunted. Through the fabric of the hood, Jackin sensed it stepping closer.
His Imprints buzzed along both arms, collecting near the mag-cuffs chafing his wrists. He exhaled slowly, imploring the damn things to settle down before they earned him another bout of rough handling.
The squares reluctantly complied, tingling across his skin as they returned to their standard formation. He was still shit at controlling them. Rake had promised him lessons, but … Well, he’d be on his own in that regard.
A blast of light startled his eyes closed as the bag was yanked free, the longer hair on the top of his head creating soft snaps of static electricity against the thick fabric. He squinted, keeping his chin down while his eyes adjusted to the light.
Two black rectangles awaited on the plush fibers of the maroon rug. A pair of polished dress boots.
Jackin looked up.
Augustus Mercer stood two meters away. He wore a tailored black suit, hands half slid into the pockets of his trousers, jacket tails tucked behind his forearms.
Jackin’s first thought was that age seemed to have not affected the man. Though well into his seventies, he looked no different than he had fifteen years ago, excepting that the white in his hair had mostly won out over the gray. A plain circlet of entwined silver rested within, evoking the arboreal design of the Mercer seal.
Jackin twisted his lips into a grimacing half smile. “Mercer.”
Augustus gave a slight dip of his head. “Mr. Davos.”
“Please,” Jackin said, all feigned cordiality, “we’re old friends. Call me Alaric.”
“Alaric, then. Long time.”
“Not nearly long enough.”
One corner of Augustus’s mouth tilted in wry amusement, his blue eyes glinting in the light, and for a fleeting, disorienting moment, he looked so very much like Cavalon.
Jackin swallowed the nauseating thought. “I’ll admit,” he began, forcing strength into his tone, “I didn’t expect the king himself in the flesh.”
“What manner of host would I be to forgo such a long-anticipated reunion?”
Jackin flashed a brief, bitter grin. “True. And this yacht—” He let out an impressed whistle. “Damn.… Outdoing even your own overblown opulence with this boat. Quite the choice for a hostage swap.”
Augustus’s eyes drifted over Jackin in languid appraisal. “I hadn’t time to prepare another vessel.”
“Ah, that’s right,” Jackin chuffed with amusement. “How was your dinner party on Viridis—before my friends interrupted? I hope we didn’t pull you away from anything too important.”
Augustus’s lower jaw shifted. “I’ll be honest, Alaric. I don’t remember quite so much bravado.”
Jackin attempted an apathetic shrug, but his aching wounds turned it into more of a grimacing twitch. “It’s been fifteen years. I’ve changed.”
Augustus tilted his head. “You assume for the better, I imagine?”
Jackin maintained obstinate eye contact, though a nostalgic ache burned beneath his ribs, chafing at the edges of a scarcely scabbed-over wound. He was familiar enough with Augustus’s bullshit to know that absolutely nothing the man said could be taken at face value. But he couldn’t surmise the question’s ulterior motive, so Jackin simply croaked out, “Of course,” then a firmer, “Yes.”
“You’re quite sure?” Augustus prodded. “That this woman, this ‘cause’ you’ve given your freedom for … That they’ve made you stronger?” Augustus took a long step forward, then leaned in close to whisper, “Or has it merely created more grappling points?”
Augustus stepped away and Jackin’s gaze fell, heat scalding his cheeks. His fists clenched against a smoldering ache, but his shoulders sagged. What little resolve he’d stockpiled withered.
He wanted to refute him, to shore up some unassailable defense. But he couldn’t.
Because Augustus was right.

Five days passed before Jackin saw Augustus again—or anyone, for that matter. Bricks of dehydrated nutrients arrived through the small pass-through three times a day, serving as his only marker of time in the dank, square, windowless, featureless cell. He greedily ate every ounce.
From his sojourn with Augustus over fifteen years ago, Jackin knew the futility of a hunger strike. He’d lose mass, strength, energy. They’d simply wait until he was weak and malnourished, then force a nutrient drip into him. He lived or died at Augustus’s mercy.
He knew why he’d been ignored—not because Augustus’s schedule was too full, or he had better things to do than torture the man who’d hidden his wife fifteen years ago. Leaving Jackin alone to stew was a deliberate tactic—as was everything Augustus did, a calculated move in a chess game of psychological warfare.
Augustus, however, had no idea just how unaffected Jackin had become by solitude. At least all those quiet years spent isolated at the Divide had prepared him for something.
Though, the last six months had been anything but quiet. In truth, this forced seclusion—devoid of all manner of responsibility—was a massive relief in comparison to commanding the Lodestar. A guilt-inducing relief, sure, but a relief nonetheless. Almost peaceful.
Most importantly, it’d given Jackin time to get his story straight. The one he intended to slowly divulge in lieu of the truth, and thus the one he needed to convince himself was reality.
He’d succeeded in not exposing Corinne’s whereabouts the first time due to the depth and quality of the fiction he’d constructed. A cognitive technique Abraham had taught him thirty years ago after adopting him into the life of a career criminal. Even after Praetor Lugen had extracted him, disentangling the truth from the lies had taken years. Even now, details remained that he couldn’t say with certainty were true or not.
That he was so adept at deluding himself didn’t pass his notice, an irony just amusing enough that he could in turn delude himself into not overthinking it too much. He need only keep his focus on the consequences—Corinne again, yes, and all the other innocent people Lugen had amassed over the last fifteen years. But now it was so much more personal.
Every one of the Sentinels were at risk—Emery, Warner, Beckar, Puck, Mesa, Cavalon, Ford … Rake.
He’d sent them there—they were at risk from him because of him. There was no way in hell he would give them up. He’d repeat their names like a mantra, use it as a tether to summon resistance once he was pushed to the edge, just as he had with his blind devotion to the Legion before.
Lugen wasn’t coming for him a second time, Jackin had known that from the onset. This time, Augustus would either have to give up, or kill him.
With his captivity fully underway, Jackin took solace in the fact that after five days he’d finally found a semi-comfortable sleep position, half curled into the back corner of the cell where the quilted padding covering the walls was a bit thicker. He’d just begun to drift off when a slash of light jolted him awake.
His eyes stung as he squinted at a blanched-out silhouette in the open doorframe, casting a hard shadow against the back wall of the small cell. The high-collared cut of the Mercer Guard regalia was unmistakable.
They preceded another blurry figure—equally unmistakable through his sheer, unassailable presence of will.
The guard approached and grabbed Jackin’s elbow, hoisting him to a kneeling position. He kept his eyes on his own aching knees, chin to chest. The guard yanked the right sleeve of Jackin’s shirt above the elbow.
The soft clack of expensive footwear signaled Augustus’s approach, polished black loafers striding into Jackin’s field of vision. He found the will to raise his chin, but Augustus didn’t meet his look. Instead, he remained completely fixated on Jackin’s exposed right arm.
Augustus knelt, assaulting Jackin with his gentle, discordant aroma of tobacco, vanilla, sage. He tugged back the collar of Jackin’s shirt, eyeing the array of Imprints as they arced over his shoulder. A shiver cut up Jackin’s spine at the unsettling touch of the man’s soft, papery skin on his.
Sensing his discomfort, Jackin’s Imprints activated, folding and unfolding, clicking loudly in the soft acoustics of the small cell. They tried to hide themselves from Augustus, sliding all the way down past the old scars covering his back. Scars Augustus was responsible for.
The light from the corridor cut hard shadows across Augustus’s features as he watched the Imprints. His eyebrows lifted, lips twitching as he stifled a smile.
Jackin swallowed back bile.
One glimpse at that barely concealed look of satisfaction made it clear … Jackin’s days of lingering in peaceful isolation were over.



  
CHAPTER FOUR
Adequin left Gideon in the mess to attend to his hunger, arriving in TAC-COM with less than a minute to spare.
She descended the sloped walkway, an inbuilt ramp along the outer wall that curved down into the sunken room. The bare floors and slanted walls were the same steel gray, concrete-like material as the rest of the fortress, though only the areas they put to use had been cleaned up and cleared down to the studs. Countless dark hallways and unused sublevels remained, all strewn with the detritus that had once been tile, plaster, paneling, or whatever floor and wall coverings the Cathians had preferred when in use three thousand years ago.
At the end of the ramp, Adequin passed the strategy table, a large, counter-height circle of holographic glass, similar to the command table in the CIC aboard the Lodestar.
Beyond, a half dozen technicians worked at individual stations facing the primary tactical control center. A large viewscreen dominated the wall above: a rendering of Akhet surrounded by its moons, satellites, and the ODC station alongside status readouts and security feeds both groundside and orbital. A smaller grid of delayed feeds displayed incoming and outgoing stopovers as well as off-site angles of the shipyard and their growing fleet at the muster point in the Perimeter Veil.
Off to the left, Mesa and Owen stood engrossed at the terminal accompanying the meshwork control station. On the large square work surface sat the burnished gold atlas pyramid. Around it lay six small clamps with tiny serrated jaws, each attached to a bundle of wiring.
Adequin arrived at the primary control console where Puck waited, headset in hand. He passed it to her. “Welcome, boss.”
“Thanks,” she said quietly, situating the creaky headset over her ears. “Sorry I’m late. What’s their status?”
“In position in less than a minute.” Puck adjusted his own headset before entering a few commands into the holographic menu over the terminal glass.
Adequin gave a sharp nod. “Let’s connect.”
Puck glanced over his shoulder. “Punch a hole, please.”
A moment later, the comms technician replied, “Transmission shield perforation deployed. We’ve got just over twelve minutes, sirs.”
Hand on her headset, Adequin cleared her throat. “Akhet Command for the Wakeless.”
“Hey, EX,” Emery’s high-pitched voice rang through the earpiece. “Wakeless reads you loud and clear.”
“You have visual yet?” Adequin asked. “We’ve only got a few secure minutes.”
“Aye, aye, sir,” Emery said. “Eyes on Arcullian Gate DB-01. Ready when you are.”
Adequin looked to Mesa. “Go ahead, Mes.”
At the meshwork control terminal, Mesa input a command. The recessed grooves of the atlas pyramid bloomed with soft white light. A subtle whirr of electronics.
On the primary viewscreen, the generic rendering of Akhet fell away and a gold triangle symbol unfolded.
“Meshwork engaged,” Mesa intoned. She watched with a calm, focused interest. Owen stood a step back, arms crossed, foot tapping.
Emery’s voice piped in over comms, “Sir, we’re seein’ green over here, but we can’t quite grab it.” A touch of regret dampened her tone. “The signal shows up, but then it’s gone just as fast.”
Puck undocked his mirror of the Wakeless’s helm readout and slid the screen along the narrow counter ledge to Adequin. Frowning, she watched the signal integrity build and fade in a cyclical cadence.
Mesa approached, hands folded in front of her stomach. “Excubitor, in the event of this outcome, we have prepared a contingency.”
Adequin’s mouth twitched up in a small smile. Of course they had.
“Emery, hold for a sec.” Adequin raised her brows at Mesa. “And that is?”
Mesa edged a glance at the technicians, voice subdued. “When your Viator acquaintance ‘liberated’ the curanulta device, it granted us unfettered access to its infrastructure. However, said infrastructure is unlike any Viator system I have seen, and we do not yet fully comprehend it, which places fixed limits on the fidelity of the meshwork. However, utilization of an adaptable system may grant us the support required.”
Adequin cast Puck a bewildered look.
He gave a consoling smile. “Basically, the atlas works on its own really-super-way-advanced wavelength,” he translated. “We’re not smart enough to figure out how to harness that—” Mesa’s look turned sharply sour and Puck quickly added, “Yet, at least. But if we tag in the Cathian fortress intelligence, it might be able to process the atlas’s output fast enough to take the reins, hold the signal so the Wakeless’s systems can lock on.”
“Any security concerns?” Adequin asked.
Mesa shook her head. “Cathian intelligences are equipped with advanced sequent gates, providing restraint sets which curtail specified processes and protocols.”
“Kinda like firewalls,” Puck put in. “We’re lifting one tiny gate”—he pinched his thumb and forefinger—“juuust high enough to give us the agility we need.”
Adequin rubbed her chin, considering. “And it’s safe to ‘lift’?”
“Yeah,” Puck assured, “they’re purpose-built. That’s why we call them ‘gates’ and not ‘walls’—they’re meant to be raised and lowered to allow or block access at will.”
Owen nodded. “And the gate we’re targeting is technically a gate within a gate, within another gate. The Cathians weren’t messing around when it came to runaway prevention.”
“Excubitor,” the comms technician warned. “We’re down to six minutes.”
“Understood,” Adequin said, then caught Mesa’s eye. “Go for it, Mes.”
Mesa curtly inclined her head, spun on a heel, and marched back to the meshwork control station. After briefly conferring with Owen, she began carefully affixing the six small clamps to the mazelike grooves of the atlas. The bundled wires disappeared into cable inlets, presumably connecting to the fortress’s mainframe three sublevels below.
Adequin warily eyed the atlas. Seeing it that way made her strangely uncomfortable. As if it were part of some sinister experiment, vulnerable and exposed. Though she knew the reality was much the opposite. That little gold pyramid contained more processing power than the rest of the systems on Akhet combined.
Mesa attached the final clamp, then stepped back. “Linkage complete.”
Puck opened a new menu: a gridded screen filled with blocks of Cathian code. “Initiating coupling,” he said, then selected one. The atlas’s glowing grooves pulsed brighter. A low buzz steadily escalated, building into a persistent electric hum.
The room plunged into darkness.
Adequin tensed. Her Imprints shifted, unsure as her eyes struggled to adjust. Silence descended like a heavy blanket, punctuated only by a few boot squeaks and Puck swearing under his breath.
Every station had deactivated, every display gone dark. The white glow of the atlas pyramid pooled onto the table below it, and thin strips of emergency lights outlined the sloping curve of the entrance ramp.
“Amaeus,” Mesa hissed through bared teeth.
“I know, I know,” he whispered, “you were right.”
Not three seconds later, the overhead lights clicked on in a rolling wave. The primary control center next, followed by the technician stations.
Puck frantically repopulated menus over the tactical station. He flicked open an incident log, resignedly muttering, “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”
“What the hell happened?” Adequin asked.
Puck met Adequin’s concerned look, brows high. “Everything’s fine,” he assured, though an edge of tension underlay his tone. “That was just the fortress intelligence’s reaction to sensing a presence as, uh … prodigious as the atlas. Looks like it triggered an old security fail-safe—one that no longer exists—which threw a looping error. Dramatic, but isolated. All better now. Sorry, sir.”
Adequin wiped a hand over her forehead. “It’s fine. Did it work, at least?”
Mesa remained fixated on the atlas and its jury-rigged umbilicals, lips pressed tightly. Her expression seemed … not unconcerned, which for Mesa, was certainly concerning.
Owen palmed a holographic screen, then stretched slowly along the table’s edge to subtly pass it to Mesa.
Mesa’s features loosened, returning to her default stoicism. “Yes, Excubitor. Interconnectivity achieved.”
Owen smiled, leaning in to lightly jab Mesa in the ribs with her elbow. “Told ya.”
“Junction is stable,” Mesa announced. “We may proceed.”
Adequin nodded. “Let’s get the Wakeless back on the horn.”
“Already patched, sir,” the comms technician said. “Routing integrity isn’t optimal, we’ve got about four minutes.”
Adequin adjusted her headset again. “EX for Mayhem. Sorry about that.”
“Here, sir,” Emery replied. “No worries—everything good on sunny Akhet?”
Adequin watched Mesa, Puck, and Owen exchange a round of conflicted looks, but she didn’t have time to analyze it at the moment. “All good, Em.”
“Whatever you did worked,” Emery piped. “We’ve got signal lock. Holy…” Awe softened her excited tone. “The gate controls just popped up! It sees us, same as if we had the atlas on board.”
Puck chuffed a laugh and cast a bright look past Adequin to Mesa, who conveyed her excitement with a polite, close-lipped smile.
“All right,” Adequin said, tempering her expectations. “Gate controls are a good first step, but let’s see if it’ll bring you through.”
“Copy that,” Emery replied, then after a few seconds added, “Relay incoming…” Thirty seconds later, exuberant laughter rang through comms. “EX, it worked! New coordinates confirmed. We’re through.”
The techs cheered. An airy lightness rose in Adequin’s chest. With a broad smile, she shook Puck’s hand, then cast a grateful look to Mesa and Owen. “Great work, you three.”
Mesa dipped her chin, Owen beamed, and Puck grinned with a dismissive it-was-nothing wave of his hand.
“Emery,” Adequin said into comms. “Good work. Come on home.”
“Comin’ on home,” Emery returned.

Adequin had time enough to grab a shower, protein bar, and coffee, and still be the first to arrive back to TAC-COM for the conclave. As she descended the ramp toward the strategy table, she picked up her pace, eager to set down her piping-hot mug.
A husky voice from over her shoulder said, “I swear they cranked up the heat on the caffeine today.”
Adequin glanced over to find Levi Kaplan entering. As she walked, she pulled her black hair into a tie, the thin, waist-length braids woven with colored threads in the Cautian tradition.
“Certainly seems like it,” Adequin agreed, shaking out her slightly scalded fingers. “How’s life in town?”
Kaplan’s gaze drifted to the vaulted concrete ceiling. “Less austere, though not by much.” She smiled, teeth a flash of white against her dark brown skin as she took her spot on the left side of the table. “How about that blackout earlier? I’m assuming it was part of the meshwork test?”
Adequin tented a hand over her eyes. She hadn’t realized the outage had affected the entire fortress. “Yeah,” she sighed, dropping her hand and putting on her best we-encountered-no-surprises face. “Just a brief interruption while we bridged the technologies,” she explained, then readily changed the subject. “Is everything prepped for the fleet assessment?”
“Aye,” Kaplan said. “I’m leaving in the morning. CNO Ashwell and I thought it’d be good to have a few extra days of prep fleetside.”
Adequin gave a grateful nod. “Good idea.”
Now that they actually had a fleet’s worth of ships to coordinate, Ashwell, as their chief navigations officer, had been spending increasingly more time out at the muster point. And as fleetside optio, Kaplan served as Ashwell’s representative on Akhet, consequently spending a lot of time traveling between the two. The meshwork would make that commute significantly shorter.
As Adequin tried to not burn herself while half sipping at her coffee, the others began to arrive in quick succession. First Mesa and Owen, entrenched in some hushed, highbrow debate. Then Gideon and Ford, with Beckar trailing a few steps behind.
Though Beckar didn’t currently have a ship to liaise with, he’d one day serve as optio for their flagship, the Audax. In the meantime he’d kept plenty busy acting as Puck’s second on Akhet, coordinating schedules and overseeing their roster of groundside officers, including Eura instructing pilots, Murillo coordinating training camps, and Warner still on security duty.
Puck ambled in next. Her second-in-command, thriving, by all counts. She couldn’t ask for a better right hand.
She ran a thumb over the compass tattoo on the inside of her right wrist. Yet there remained a yawning emptiness, a tangible void where Jackin should be.
“Sir,” Puck acknowledged with a smile as he took up the spot on her right.
Just as the hour ticked over to 1700, Oliver Nascombe stalked in carrying an armload of tablets and physical printouts. Light brown skin, lean, a few centimeters shorter than Adequin, and well into his forties—though when he kept a clean-shaven face, he passed for much younger. He wore a high-necked shirt buttoned up under a tailored waistcoat, an outfit he somehow considered casual. Despite living amongst a bunch of exiles on a dusty planet in the Drift Belt for three months, he’d thus far refused to compromise his Aristocratic Academic take on Core fashion.
He approached his usual spot on Adequin’s left, shoulders tense, a deep furrow between his eyebrows as he dumped his pile of tablets and papers on the tabletop. Then he perched his hands on his hips and exhaled a world-weary sigh before announcing, “Mathias Vaughn lost his Quorum seat.”
Owen let out a low, somber whistle.
“Shit,” Ford hissed under his breath, giving his short, ashy beard a rough scratch.
“Isn’t that Ansel Culloden’s nephew?” Beckar asked. “From one of the Binaries?”
Nascombe gave a grim nod. “Myrdin.”
Despite herself, Adequin’s heart skipped a beat at the mention of Jackin’s homeworld.
Nascombe tightened both fists against the table glass. “Mercer’s being a lot bolder with his tampering than I expected.”
Adequin watched him carefully, recognizing the pinched, inward look to his expression. “And what aren’t you saying?” she prompted.
Nascombe sighed, a bleak undercurrent to his resigned tone. “It’s possible Mercer’s already trying to undermine Ansel’s reach. Unseating his family and allies, eroding his scope of influence. A way to be proactive against us in the long term.”
Unease stirred in her stomach. “You think Augustus knows we’re courting Ansel?”
Nascombe rubbed his head wearily. “Maybe not definitively, but he might suspect. I thought we’d be dealing with this kind of thing out in the provincials, not Core worlds—not this election cycle, at least.”
Concerning, certainly, though Adequin was just glad to hear Nascombe finally positioning himself on their side with the “we” and “us” pronouns. He’d shown up three months ago with an understandably high level of indignation, feeling as though he’d been banished from civilization simply for being really good at his job. Though Cavalon, Corinne, and Owen had valuable insight on System Collective governance, they needed expertise. The kind only someone who’d been entrenched for nearly a decade in Allied Monarchies politics could provide. As one of Ansel Culloden’s most trusted advisors, Nascombe was perfectly suited. Bordering on overqualified, but she’d happily take it.
“Well,” Ford sighed, resignation in his Cautian brogue as he eyed Nascombe. “Makin’ Mercer’s lawn into a battlefield four months ago probably put him on alert. And he certainly knows we’re responsible for the hits on his supply lines and Guardian facilities. I wouldn’t be surprised if he started movin’ up his timeline to try’n stay ahead of us.”
Beckar gave a waffling shrug. “Maybe it’s good he’s rushing things. He could slip up.”
“Maybe,” Adequin said, tone regretful. Even a careless Augustus still felt twenty steps ahead.
Nascombe exchanged an anxious look with Ford. “Mercer could have a lot of reasons to want to destabilize the Binaries. Maybe I’m being paranoid.”
“Probably not,” Owen lamented with a heavy sigh.
Puck scratched his jawline, frowning. “The Culloden rep is coming to the muster point soon for the first fleet assessment. Should we postpone until this has simmered down?”
Nascombe shook his head. “Augustus would’ve been sowing this for months. He’s not likely on any higher alert now than before the election.”
“Good,” Kaplan began with a relieved sigh, “because the rep’s already en route.”
Nascombe’s tone firmed, decision validated. “Averting them mid-flight would look skittish at best, suspicious at worst. We can’t afford to spook Ansel right now. He trusts me, but my placations have limits.” He arched a look across the strategy table to address the group. “Culloden’s wanted change for decades, but he’s never had a tool. We can be that. But we have to prove we’re worthy of him risking the safety of his family and citizenry, and dismantling five hundred years of human governance.”
Adequin gave a corroborating nod. Forging an alliance with the Cullodens was one of Lugen’s most prodigious long games. He’d set the stage, but it’d be up to them to reel Ansel in.
She gave a long exhale and shelved the thoughts for now. Convincing a monarch to overthrow the System Collective was future-Adequin’s problem.
“Okay, we move ahead with the assessment as planned.” She looked to Kaplan. “Just be extra cautious, take your time with the ID verifications and security sweeps. I’ll have Warner assemble another few MP squads to send with you.”
Kaplan dipped her chin. “Appreciated, sir. We’ll be extra vigilant.”
Beside her, Beckar had already started putting in the request to Warner. Adequin caught Ford’s eye next. “Legator, if it’s safe, try to press your contacts on Cautis Prime. See if there are any new indicators for whether Augustus has plants in Ansel’s staff or the Culloden Guard.”
“Aye, sir,” Ford replied.
Nascombe glanced at the clock on the primary tactical display. “Where’s Biotech?”
“I told him not to be late,” Puck grumbled, then cast a hand toward Owen. “You were there.”
Owen nodded. “Can confirm.”
“It’s fine,” Adequin said. Cavalon’s truancy was a matter of course, though Corinne’s was a little unusual. “They’ll catch up. Let’s get started.”
Puck swept his nexus open to his clearance screen, then activated the strategy table’s terminal glass. A holographic agenda appeared, but flickered out just as quickly. A bright wash of blue rolled across the surface before falling completely dark.
Adequin’s brow creased. “What was that?”
Puck rubbed the top of his head. “Not sure.” He slid an unsubtle glance at Mesa.
With a focused glower, Mesa swept her nexus band, expanding a screen over her forearm. “It appears a memory cache refresh was automatically initiated.”
“We did tax the system earlier with the meshwork test,” Puck noncommittally agreed. He tapped the table again. The main menu sprung to life in crisp holographic blue light. “Seems fine now.”
“Speaking of,” Adequin said, addressing the larger group. “If you weren’t here earlier, we had a successful meshwork test run.”
Excitement and surprise rolled through the group, Ford, Beckar, Kaplan, Nascombe, and Gideon offering the responsible trio a hearty round of congratulations. Owen basked in the praise, Puck accepted with timid gratitude, and Mesa stood inert, reticent.
Nascombe offered a rare, sincere smile. “Well done, you three.” He shook his head, tone high with disbelief. “How the hell does it work?”
Grinning broadly, Owen replied in an affected, eerie tone, waggling her fingers, “Daaark energy.”
Mesa cast the younger woman a tired look.
Puck nodded. “Which, if we’re right, helps explain how atlas data can essentially time travel.”
Adequin scratched her chin. Though he’d meant it in the relativistic sense, she couldn’t help but wonder if it also explained how Kaize had received Cavalon’s SOS about the Lodestar hours before he’d sent it.
Her focus drifted as a word bubbled up from her memory. Caelestis.
Kaize had introduced her to the term four months ago, and Adequin had been trying to settle on a definition ever since. Presumably, it meant the literal will of the universe, but it also seemed corporeal, malleable. “As with the curanulta,” Kaize had said, “sometimes it must weave its way out and back in to achieve its ends.” If, like dark energy, caelestis could be observed, harnessed, utilized … maybe the two were adjacent, or even analogous in some way.
“That’s incredible,” Beckar rumbled, tone genuinely impressed. “The number of logistical nightmares you’ve erased…”
Gideon half raised his hand, tentative. “Sorry, but what’s this mean exactly?”
“Once the new meshwork architecture is in place,” Mesa replied, “we will have fluid system connectivity between all ships in the fleet, no matter their location in the galaxy. Including that which we tested earlier today: the ability to share the atlas’s relay gate permissions.”
Gideon’s brows rose. “Damn.”
“All right, all right,” Puck said, “back on track, folks.”
Puck gave a brief overview of the agenda, then launched straight into it. Nascombe took diligent notes while Adequin reverted to a ruminative, passive listening state that she’d come to find almost meditative. She was still involved enough in the day-to-day of things that these meetings were more for Nascombe’s benefit than hers.
Puck and Gideon went through the supply line overview before Ford gave a rather routine update on intelligence—preliminary projections for their migration to the muster point, tracking Augustus’s activities, and monitoring the Guardian presence throughout the Core and Outer Core. More and more of Augustus’s Proteus-class ships were cropping up, stocked to the brim with weapons, supplies, and Guardian personnel. Yet they didn’t do anything. To say it made Adequin uneasy would be an understatement, though the imminent collapse of the galaxy gave her some perspective.
She trusted that Kaize would hold back that tide, at least long enough for them to deal with Augustus Mercer. Then she could worry about whatever came next.
Her focus returned with the sound of the door sliding open.
Cavalon and Corinne entered, silent and glued at the elbow. Red blotched Cavalon’s white cheeks, his eyes lowered in a doleful, faraway expression. Corinne somehow looked even more haunted.
Adequin didn’t like the looks of that.
They took up the open spot near the foot of the ramp between Ford and Kaplan, who exchanged a wary look. Cavalon and Corinne stayed close to one another as they cast anxious, searching glances around at the others.
Adequin’s apprehension ratcheted more when Cavalon didn’t even glare at Nascombe. His disdain for the man knew no equal, and he rarely forwent a chance to redeclare his animosity with a cutting glower or eye roll.
She finally caught Cavalon’s gaze. The forlorn look he returned conveyed a mix of “don’t ask” and “no really, please don’t ask.”
“All right,” she sighed. “We’ll get back to the agenda later. What’s going on in Bio?”
Cavalon shot her a “what did I just say?” look of betrayal and she offered back an apologetic “it’s my job” shrug.
Cavalon and Corinne shared a tentative look, then Corinne entwined her fingers and rested them on the table. “Apologies for our tardiness. We’ve had a breakthrough.”
Puck, quite warily, asked, “Breakthroughs are good … right?”
Corinne dipped her chin. “Good, in that we now possess a fundamental understanding of how the bioweapon functions.”
Adequin’s brow rose. That was news indeed. News she’d expected to receive one day by Cavalon bursting in on her, shouting with joy.
“But also bad,” Cavalon corrected. “In that, well…” His face fell and his shoulders slumped.
Corinne took over. “In order to properly counter the bioweapon, the mutagen will need to be cured.”
Adequin blinked rapidly, mind stalling as she tried to process the dichotomy between Corinne’s concerning words and unconcerned tone.
An uneasy look passed between Mesa and Owen. Beckar rubbed his square jaw contemplatively. Nascombe had forgone all note-taking, arms crossed, shoulders slumped at an angle. Puck leaned with his elbows propped on the table as he stared at Cavalon and Corinne across the expanse of glass, expression unreadable.
Adequin cleared the hesitation from her throat. “A cure?”
Corinne nodded.
“For the mutagen?”
“For the mutagen,” Corinne confirmed.
Puck dropped his head and folded, forehead to glass, exhaling a soft groan, smothering out his holographic agenda with his chest.
“So…” Adequin began. “If we cure the mutagen, we stop the bioweapon?”
Cavalon gave a slow, grim nod.
“Oh, that’s all?” Owen said, massaging both temples.
Nascombe’s expression tightened, caught somewhere between disbelief, annoyance, and determination. “What about corrective treatments?” he asked. “We’d have to find a way to mass-produce and distribute it, but it’d be easier than finding a cure, right?”
Cavalon shook his head. “Corrective treatments only repair active defects, nothing dormant. Even those who’ve already had corrections would, statistically speaking, possess dormants as well.”
Adequin rubbed the inside of her wrist again. Like Jackin. His parents managed to get him the treatment when he was a kid, before they’d given him over to Abraham Kashmir and the Corsairs. So he could remain a citizen, while they were forced to some Outer Core colony to “work off” their correction vouchers. Like so many millions of others displaced by Augustus’s bullshit laws.
Corinne nodded, tone equally grim as she confirmed, “Which is why we need a cure. Not a treatment.”
The collective energy of the room dwindled.
Well, shit.
Adequin glanced at the others—some concerned, some dejected, some haunted, some just staring into the middle distance, expressionless.
Corinne drew up her chin. “Unfortunate as it is,” she began, a thread of assurance in her tone, “there’s solace in the fact that we won’t be starting from scratch. The Mercers have been researching the mutagen for centuries.” Her gaze lifted to Ford standing beside her. “A significant portion of the data is publicly available on the galactic network. The sooner we can get that, the better.”
“Right away,” Ford assured.
“The rest,” Cavalon said, tone wary, “might be a little more difficult. At minimum, Altum Institute and, uh … Mercer Biotech Headquarters.”
Ford and Gideon shared a heavy look.
Gideon let out a hard sigh. “It’ll take some doing, but we’ll find a way.”
Corinne dipped her chin. “Thank you.”
Adequin willed her heartbeat to steady with a deep inhale. “Okay, then. We have a place to start. For now, we keep moving forward with the rest.”



  
CHAPTER FIVE
Cavalon trudged into Rake’s room, too emotionally fatigued to do anything other than collapse onto the couch face-first.
“Hello to you too,” she said from somewhere near the kitchenette, judging by the direction of the stark echoes in the concrete-laden room.
“Was it just me,” he muttered into the scratchy fabric, “or was that the longest day ever?”
“Pretty sure it was the same twenty-six hours as always.”
A dull clunk sounded, and Cavalon twisted his head to the side. A mug rested on the low table beside him. “Decaf?” he croaked, eyeing her from his periphery as she returned to the kitchenette.
“I’d never intentionally caffeinate you.”
He huffed.
She leveled a flat look at him as she took a short glass from the open shelving over the small cooktop. “You’re the one with all the stimulant-related rules.”
He sighed as he pushed himself up to sit on the couch like a normal person. “Yeah, well—there’s an art to riding the line between sufficient energy and nonlethal heart rate.”
He blew the heat from the top of his coffee and glanced around the austere room. Bowed walls of dark, steely-bronze stone, concrete floor divided by blocky support columns. Alien origins evident in the tall doorframes and high ceilings to accommodate the Cathians over-two-meter stature. Underlit and windowless, like all the living quarters within the fortress. He understood why most of the Akhetians had preferred to stay in the outbuildings instead.
At the narrow island counter, Rake pulled the stopper from a whiskey carafe and poured herself an allotment indicative of an averagely over-stressful day. Which clearly meant the reality of having to come up with a cure for the Viator mutagen hadn’t sunk in.
Cavalon sipped his coffee, face scrunching against the unexpected bitterness. “Has the fortress AI been screwing with the formula again?”
She shrugged, shedding her excubitor jacket and tossing it on the counter. “Not that I know of.” She pushed up her long sleeves, revealing the tail end of a trail of silver and copper Imprints on her right arm. On the inside of her wrist—a compass rose tattoo, only the northern direction labeled.
He ran his thumb over his matching tattoo. Or as matching as Emery’s admittedly loose style could be, at least.
True to her word, Rake had taken the time to grieve Griffith and the Argus—disappeared into the Akhetian wilds for over two weeks and come back a New Rake. Or rather, Same Rake, just less saddled by guilt and loss. But Cavalon wasn’t convinced she’d made the same strides in letting go of Jackin, considering how often he caught her worrying at her tattoo or fidgeting with the Corsair signet ring.
Reflexively, Cavalon’s gaze drifted to the sleeping area. Over the arched neck of the lamp on Rake’s side table hung Jackin’s tags. She didn’t wear them around all the time like she had with Griffith’s. She’d learned that lesson. But she’d kept them, a reminder of their aim, their lodestar—just like with their tattoos.
Rake pointedly cleared her throat. “I heard you were caught in R&D earlier.”
With another sip of bitter coffee, Cavalon twisted to sit sideways on the couch, looking to Rake standing at the counter. “Yeah, well,” he returned, “I heard you took a rather dangerous test flight earlier.”
Her brow furrowed, disgruntled, she swirled the whiskey in her glass. “Gideon?”
“Beckar,” he corrected. “Via Puck.”
She nodded and sighed. “So the whole leadership team knows?”
“Just keeping tabs on their commander’s odds of fatality.”
“I was putting it through its paces. You want shitty fighters when we’re in the thick?”
He shrugged. “I don’t have to fly them.”
“Fine, you want Emery and Eura in shitty fighters?”
“No, I want us all on a beach in the Inward Expanse, as far from these kinds of responsibilities as we can be while still within reach of a luxury supply line.”
She scoffed a dry laugh. “Maybe someday,” she said, tone exactly as skeptical as he expected. She lifted her glass in a wry toast before taking another drink.
Cavalon twisted the mug in his hands. Someday. It was a weirder thought than it had any right to be.
He spent a not insignificant amount of time wondering what his life would’ve been like had Rake been in it sooner. How he would’ve handled things in the Before if she’d have been there in the wake of his father’s death, in the events leading up to his nuclear reaction to Augustus’s Guardian program. But he rarely thought about what came after.
“For real, though,” he said, “what’s life look like at the end of this?”
Brow furrowed, she rolled the carafe stopper between her palm and the countertop, seeming at a loss for words.
“For the record,” he added, “the only correct answer is retirement.”
Rake cast him a mellow smirk. “Retirement, then.” She took another drink.
“Personally, I’m not looking forward to it.”
She lowered her whiskey, eyeing him quizzically. “No?”
“By then, all of Augustus’s heinous deeds will have come out…” He frowned down at his too-bitter coffee. “Everyone will know what I am.”
“Not necessarily everything will come out.” She waffled her head back and forth in thought. “Fair, though. Suppose if it’s too bad, you can always come back here, live out your days on Akhet.”
“Are you kidding? This’ll be the worst place to hide.”
She quirked a brow. “Why?”
“Akhet will be a museum—the whole place. A beloved tourist attraction.” He gestured in a wide arc. “Where the revolution began.”
She scoffed as she topped off her whiskey.
He flashed a smile. “Because, you know, the actual place the revolution began is ninety-three million light-years away. Bit too far for your typical sightseer.”
The exact spot was arguable. Perhaps that first dark energy generator … where Griffith died. That was what really set it all in motion. The straw that’d broken Rake.
Cavalon drew in a quick breath, diverting his dark line of thought by soaking in her amused smirk.
“Okay,” she began, leaning a hip against the counter, “in that case, you become a crotchety old tour guide.”
“Totally,” he chuckled. “The kind who suspiciously knows just a few too many details…”
“A lowly starfighter mechanic who watched the rebellion grow, everyone doing their part, no role too small.”
He propped an elbow on the couch back. “And for my dutiful service, they’ll buy me drinks in town at the Corsair-themed bar-restaurant the Diving Hawk.”
She laughed. “Wow, you’ve really thought this through.”
“I’m just riffing off you—should we be taking notes?”
She stoppered the carafe and sighed wistfully. “We should probably focus on actually making it to the rebellion part first.”
He frowned. “Reality’s no fun.”
“Thought by now you’d be used to getting asked to save the galaxy.”
He groaned, head lolling against the low couch back. He’d almost let himself forget about the looming, species-ending elephant in the room. “If anyone’s gonna solve this, it’s Corinne. I’m mostly moral support.”
“Well, moral support is no small thing.” She leaned forward, resting both elbows on the countertop. “But I think you’re underselling yourself.”
He scratched at his collar. “Maybe. Though with Corinne around, I feel like a custodian who accidentally stumbled into a top-secret biochem lab.”
“Yeah,” she breathed. “Same here with Nascombe. But more like an intern mistaken for a seasoned political strategist.”
“The word you’re looking for…” He swept out an upended hand. “Is figurehead.”
She snorted a laugh. “We need someone with clout, not a banished soldier who disappeared six years ago.” Glass in hand, she rounded the counter toward the seating area.
He tapped his chin. “That’s an odd way to say ‘venerated war hero returning from false imprisonment at the edge of the universe to save humanity from itself.’ But okay.”
She managed to roll her eyes with her whole body as she dropped into the armchair across from him. “Speaking of Nascombe…”
He sighed up at the ceiling, already annoyed.
“Earlier,” Rake went on, ignoring his pouting as a matter of course, “he said he’s worried Augustus might’ve caught on to our interest in Ansel Culloden.”
With an exasperated breath, Cavalon turned to sit squarely on the couch and face her. “And why’s our imperial sage think that?”
“Because he’s fixing elections.”
He waved a dismissive hand. “That’s a weekend leisure sport for Augustus.”
“On Myrdin,” she added, look fixed over the top of her glass as she took another sip.
Cavalon masked a frown with a twitching face scrunch. Sure, it was a little bold to be fixing elections in the sixth most populous territory in the Core—the binaries of Myrdin and Artora were surpassed only by the five royal families’ homeworlds. But Augustus’s audacity would have to try harder than that if it wanted to truly surprise him.
“Still, hardly atypical,” he assured. “Besides, Culloden’s always been the most progressive of the board members. It’s not much of a leap for Augustus to assume we’d angle for him eventually.”
Her brows pinched as she swirled her whiskey. “When was the last time you saw Ansel?”
Heat scratched Cavalon’s neck as he twisted the warm mug in his hands. “My father’s funeral.”
Rake’s eyes cast down and she gave a sullen nod. “How well do you know him?”
“Not very. We’re amiable, though. At least, as far as I know. He and my dad were…” He exhaled through the ache in his chest. “Well, they were near enough to friends as anyone in the Allied Monarchies can be, I guess.”
Rake raised an eyebrow. “Does Nascombe know that?”
Cavalon slouched sideways into the crook of the armrest. “Pretty sure he knows everything, right? That’s how know-it-alls work?”
She cast him an unamused look. “Be nice,” she chided. “You know everything Lugen risked to convince Culloden to vet us. Nascombe’s opinion is crucial, we can’t jeopardize that.”
He sighed. Annoyingly, she was right. Nascombe could help them carve a path to Ansel’s good graces, which was their only shot at Allied Monarchies’ support. Other than the Cullodens, the royal families were invariably awful. But if they played their cards right, Ansel would be all they needed. A single keystone to dismantle it all. And Nascombe was a vital, if pompous, element of that.
“I’m sorry, okay?” he grumbled. “He just rubs me the wrong way. I’ll be better.”
“Better?”
“Nicer,” he corrected.
“Thank you.”
Chin canted, he cast an innocent smile. “Speaking of Myrdin…”
Over the top of her glass, she pinned him with a skeptical look as she took another slow sip.
“… you ever been to the Binaries this time of their cycle? Gaius-Byrne swings by in a couple weeks.”
Her brows pinched. “The comet?”
“Yeah—brings weeks of epic meteor showers. They put on all kinds of festivals to celebrate.”
She narrowed her eyes, suspicion apparent.
He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees, stretching out a grin as he sweetened his tone. “Tariffs are reduced to incentivize off-world merchants, so the markets will have all kinds of yummy stuff in stock—”
Rake’s expression hardened. “No,” she said, tone firm.
“Aw, come on. With the meshwork, it’s barely over six days round-trip.”
“No fucking way,” she insisted. “We’re fugitives, Cav; we’re not popping by the Core to pick you up some snacks or whatever.”
He frowned. “I have a way better reason than that. Though your stance on snacks is disappointing.”
Eyes narrowed, she arched a brow. “Does it involve illegal goods?”
He smirked. “You know me so well.”
She rolled her eyes as she threw back the rest of her drink.
“But for real,” he continued, holding up his prosthetic left hand. “Ford helped me scrounge up a lead on a black market engineer who does them up real nice. Meetup procedure is easy and super safe—and I already got the credit chip locked and loaded, so no bank stops needed.”
Rake exhaled a sharp breath as she leaned forward to set her empty glass on the coffee table. “I told you a dozen times not to worry about that. Gideon’s on it.”
Cavalon crossed his arms. “I think he’s on a lot of things for you, Miss Tiercel, not me.”
Her scowl smoothed with sudden realization. “Actually…” With a creaking sigh she pushed to standing, pacing toward the door. Moments later she walked up to the back of the couch, standing over his shoulder as she set a narrow box in his lap. “Almost forgot. He gave me this to give you. See? He’s on stuff.”
Cavalon stared down at the package, neatly wrapped in dark brown paper. He lifted it to gauge the weight, frowning. It was the right size, but quite a bit heavier than a new prosthesis should be. Then he caught the faint sounds of sloshing from within.
A smirk stretched his face as he realized what it was, anticipation igniting a sudden burst of vigor. He twisted to brace a hand on the back of the couch, then tucked his feet up and vaulted over it, straightening to face Rake with a toothy grin.
He offered the package out to her. “It’s for you,” he beamed.
She blinked down at it, then back up at him, honest confusion wrinkling her brow. “Me?”
Grin wide, he gestured out with it again. “Go on.”
She accepted with a fair amount of hesitation, then unwrapped it slowly, in an awkward, timid way that made him think she’d never once opened a wrapped package. Setting aside the paper, she opened the top of the unmarked box and slid out the sleek glass bottle.
Even in the dull lighting, the rich copper liquid within shone bright. Rake twisted the bottle to face up, the faceted glass casting glinting amber reflections.
Tracing a finger over the embossed label, she murmured, “Maeburn,” under her breath, tone caught somewhere between somber and reverent. “That’s where Griffith’s from…” A thick silence descended as she stared at it for a long while.
As the seconds stretched on, Cavalon scratched the back of his neck, doubt pooling in the pit of his stomach.
“That’s soon, isn’t it?” she said finally, voice solemn.
“Yeah,” he murmured, doubt dissipating, though a stinging sympathy replaced it.
She’d caught on, which he appreciated, because though he wanted her to acknowledge it, he hadn’t really been looking forward to saying it out loud. That when the time came, she could use it to pay tribute to Griffith. And the Argus. The anniversary was fast approaching.
“Hundred and twenty year…” she muttered, shaking her head as she ran a thumb along the raised export seal. “I thought the last of this run sold decades ago.”
“It did. Became a bit of a scavenger hunt, but between Ford and I, we managed to track it down. Making Gideon scour every black market auction in the Core and Outer Core along the way was a bonus gift. For me.” He flashed a toothy grin.
Without looking up, she chuffed a laugh, though her humor quickly faded. Her chin drifted in a slow headshake. “It’s too much,” she croaked.
“It’s not,” he returned, no leeway in his tone. “Though from what I hear,” he added with rising levity, jutting a thumb toward her kitchenette, “it sets the bar so high it’ll spoil you on all the other stuff. So it might not be quite as much of a gift as it first appears.”
Chewing the corner of her lip, she kept staring at the bottle as she slowly rounded back to sit on the couch.
He quirked a brow, peering down over her shoulder as she sat, still and silent. Not unusual for her after a double-header nightcap, though this felt more introspective than tired.
Climbing back over the couch the way he’d come, he plopped down next to her. “Hey.” He nudged her with an elbow. “What’s that look?”
She didn’t respond at first, eyes flicking over the bottle for a few long moments before her voice came low, ruminative. “I can’t remember the last time someone gave me a gift.”
A bittersweet warmth welled in the back of his throat. He forced out his bottom lip. “Those thousands of starfighters you invoiced earlier don’t count?”
She slid a flat look sideways at him. “Those are for the Sentinels.”
His visage sobered and he gave a noncommittal nod. “Yeah, sure,” he exhaled without conviction. “They’re for the Sentinels.”
She slumped her shoulder against his, quiet for a beat before an impish glint crept in to her expression. Her tone took on a goading edge as she sighed out, “And it’s not even my birthday…”
With a huff, he glowered, swiping his nexus calendar open to make a note. He’d narrow it down someday. “For every month you don’t tell me,” he warned, “I double the amount I spend on the surprise party when I finally figure it out.”
She ignored his threat, her teasing expression ebbing as she softly, sincerely, said, “Thanks, Cav.”



  
CHAPTER SIX
Jackin woke to someone’s indistinct muttering, a dense pressure swelling in his eardrums.
He lay on his side on a low, stiff mattress. Nothing hurt, which would have been concerning, except the aerasteel walls, corrugated floor, and inset overhead lights swam all around, refusing to sit still.
Which meant he’d been drugged. Again.
No surprise—he was fairly certain he’d been under the influence of some chemical or another his entire captivity.
Someone spoke again but the words were too thick, sluggish, as if clogged with water.
That someone stepped into his vision. His eyes drifted up.
The hazy room swam behind a too-sharp, too-static Rake.
An unscarred Rake. From before the Viator infection that’d ravaged her arms, before the explosion on the Tempus that had given them their mirrored scars.
She stood over him, eyes cast down. Not at him. Through him.
A stark scent lingered on the air—one he hadn’t smelled in years. Bleached linens, barely dry adhesives, freshly oxidizing metal. Like the newly minted capital cruiser he’d served on after Praetor Lugen had placed him as CNO for the First. Severing him from his family and name, from his life. To “protect” him.
“He was trying to make amends.”
Jackin peered through slitted eyes at her shifting, radiant form. “Of course you’d defend him,” he muttered. “He can do no wrong in your eyes, even now.”
“Everyone makes mistakes. That the repercussions of Corinne’s extraction would fall on you … He couldn’t have foreseen that.”
“It’s his job to foresee it. That’s the onus of command.”
“You and I both know that burden’s not so easy to bear.”
Jackin chewed at the calloused cracks on his lips. Death was knocking at his door, and here he sat arguing with himself over Lugen’s moral righteousness. Why did he even care? He’d never see either of them again.
“Mr. Davos?”
His breath hitched. Rake vanished, the name shattering the illusion. Because he’d never told Rake his real name.
There was so much he’d never told her.
“Cap.” Someone else spoke—a man, from elsewhere, out in the hall, maybe. “Get him up, we’re going to be late.”
“Can you hear me?” the nearer, gentler, someone prompted.
Jackin blinked a few times, forcing his eyes to focus on Not-Rake. A woman, a Mercer Guard, though not one of his usual. She wore the typical high-collared maroon regalia with a gold sash clipped diagonally across the coat, indicating her rank of captain.
Around the woman, a true marvel: somewhere new. He hadn’t been outside of his cell, the clean room, and the hallway that connected the two for over four months.
This wasn’t just some new floor or random annex. From the stale taste of recycled air and weak pull of artificial gravity, they were aboard a ship or space station. Which accounted for the change of guard. Not that he’d miss the assholes.
“Time to get up,” the woman said, encouraging.
“Deveraux,” the other insisted, wary. “We need to hurry.”
“I know, I’m trying,” the woman—Deveraux—replied. “I think you may have overdone it on the sedation.”
The other sighed in response.
Deveraux grimaced, creaking out a soft groan as she knelt. Her consoling frown wrinkled the tanned olive skin at the corners of her eyes. Mid to late forties, he’d guess. Close-cropped black hair flecked with gray at the temples.
Deveraux. Jackin rolled the name over in his memory. There was something there, but he couldn’t shake it loose. Damn drugs.
Her voice lowered, soft. “Mr. Davos,” she repeated. “I’m sorry, but we need to move you.”
Jackin shifted, brow creasing. Her tone was almost … consolatory. Genuinely so—an oddity he couldn’t quite reconcile.
With a focused effort he tensed his shoulders and arms, barely managing to get his elbow tucked under him.
A familiar weight of fatigue pressed down and his muscles slackened. That seemed like enough progress for one day.
His eyes drifted shut, and he sank back into the thin mattress.
Deveraux let out a quiet, sad sigh. She leaned closer, spoke even quieter, only for him. “I assured them I could get you up without a chaser…”
A sudden heat stoked in Jackin’s chest, energizing him enough to force his eyes open. Deveraux held his gaze, her look both encouraging and cautionary. It wasn’t a threat. She’d get the chaser if she had to, but she didn’t want to.
He didn’t want that either. He’d much prefer grogginess over wanting to claw his own skin off for the next six hours.
Inhaling slowly, he called up his Imprints.
They obeyed, sliding along his skin, the cold metal sending waves of goose bumps over his chest and scarred back. They helped him extend his arm, leveraging him up to a seated position. Head swimming, he planted his feet and tented a hand over his eyes to shield the blooming light.
“There we go,” Deveraux soothed, a steadying hand on his shoulder. “Thank you, Mr. Davos.”
He waited for the room to settle, then caught Deveraux’s eye. “Alaric,” he croaked out. “Alaric’s fine.”
She gave a short nod. “Alaric.” She held out her other hand. “Ready?”
He shook his head. He was not ready, and never would be ready for whatever bullshit Augustus had in store. He could only hope the asshole had finally given up on trying to read Jackin’s memories with that vile virtual reality Imprint machine, and intended to return to normal, everyday torture.
But to risk moving him to another facility …
Whatever this was, it’d be no minor thing.
He took Deveraux’s hand. He had no recourse.
She pulled him to standing with a strength that belied her size—not quite as slender as Mesa, though similar in stature, slightly taller than his shoulder.
As she helped him to the new cell’s door, Deveraux’s averted look was all pity and compassion with the occasional flare of, if he wasn’t mistaken … anger. But she held it, smothering it, or—more likely—he’d imagined it entirely. Sedation always had strange effects. He’d been imagining entire people for weeks, so he wouldn’t put it past his addled mind to imagine that as well.
In the hall, a short, stocky young guard took up Jackin’s other side, his handling much rougher than Deveraux’s.
Jackin’s head swam as they guided him down the hall, the man half dragging him at times. He lost track of what happened over the next few minutes, concentrating his effort on not throwing up. Though he couldn’t remember the last time he’d eaten.
When he could accept external input again, he found himself in a new area, surrounded by the clean, light gray surfaces of a laboratory. At the center, a spacious workstation sat flanked by a few smaller counters well-stocked with tech. The long far wall contained four large windows of fogged-over privacy glass, with banks of cold storage and machinery lining the back wall. He was grateful for the half-lit overhead fixtures, subdued lighting minimizing glare and staving off his inevitable migraine.
Jackin’s escort guided him to a short stool just inside the door. Deveraux stayed while the other guard peeled off to the right side of the room, taking post beside a separate, larger entryway.
Jackin cleared his throat, neck aching as he craned it to look up at Deveraux. “Where are we?” he asked.
Deveraux eyed him with a slight frown.
She couldn’t tell him that. He knew better; he wanted to see how she’d react. Not the scorn and impatience he typically received. Disappointment, almost. Or defeat.
The more incongruent reactions he received from her, the less sure he was imagining it.
The larger entrance door swished open. Augustus walked in, gray lapel of his expensive suit just visible under a trim white lab coat. The guard beside the door gave a stiff bow from the waist, though Augustus didn’t register his presence in the slightest.
Augustus’s sharp blue eyes went directly to Jackin. “Bring him.”
Deveraux gripped Jackin’s shoulders, guiding him off the stool and forward, one foot in front of the other. Toward Augustus.
Jackin abruptly halted and Deveraux stumbled slightly. Her arm tightened around his shoulders and she urged him forward.
He didn’t move. He wouldn’t. Couldn’t. Willingly go to Augustus.
Augustus exhaled a heavy sigh. “Mr. Davos. I ask that you cooperate, please. I’ve no patience for your unremitting willpower today.”
Jackin’s jaw tightened, though the remark surprised him. His efforts hadn’t completely passed Augustus’s notice.
Deveraux’s hand pressed between Jackin’s shoulder blades, a gentle, quiet suggestion to comply. With an effort, he unclenched his jaw and forced his feet into motion.
Deveraux led him to a high-backed metal chair. On either of its wide armrests, large mag-cuffs hung open.
Augustus stood nearby, focus buried in a terminal screen. “Please,” he said, not looking up, “have a seat.”
Jackin sat in the strange chair, tense, hands in his lap, keeping well away from the cuffs.
Augustus spoke into his terminal, “Serum 114 trial commencing.”
Jackin furrowed his brow, but before he could demand answers, his attention was diverted. Past the counter, yellow diode strips illuminated over two of the fogged windows.
The covering on the glass cleared.
Beyond, two isolated containment cells. In each, a single person sat in a chair with inbuilt mag-cuffs that encircled their wrists and ankles. Both were conscious, though sluggish, eyes drifting around the cell, unfocused, groggy.
Below each window, a wide holographic banner expanded: dynamic graphs and numbers. Their vital signs.
Heat stoked in Jackin’s chest. Deveraux’s grip caught him before he even realized he’d gotten to his feet.
“Dammit, Mercer,” Jackin growled, anger burning hot in his throat. “What the hell are you doing?”
Augustus didn’t look up. “Now, now, legionnaire,” he crooned, tamping down a hand placatingly. “We’ve no use for your savior complex, at present. Please, sit.”
Jackin’s fists tightened, and he rolled a shoulder to try and shrug off Deveraux, though her hold stayed firm.
Augustus cast a disinterested glance at him, tone blasé as he said, “We can have the captain restrain you, if needed.”
Though his pulse raced, Jackin willed calm. Or what fraction of it he could reasonably draw up. Deveraux’s grip softened as she guided him a step back.
He sat, grudgingly.
Augustus faced his terminal squarely. “Subject A assessment commencing.” His tone was clear and flat, as if dictating notes.
Jackin’s parched lips parted, but the question dried up in the back of his throat as the answer began to play out.
Over the left window pane, the yellow indicator shifted to green with a faint click.
The captive within winced, grimacing down at the cuff around their wrist. Their vitals readout showed a significant pulse spike and they struggled against the restraints to no avail, teeth bared.
Seconds later, their pulse slowed. Their jaw flexed with mild discomfort, but they settled, no longer testing the restraints. They returned to their disoriented, groggy state.
“Subject A outcome as expected.” Augustus continued to type into his terminal, then cleared his throat. “Subject B assessment commencing.”
The indicator light over the other containment cell clicked over to green.
Jackin tried to lock his eyes on his knees because he was so very, very sure he didn’t want to see the “expected outcome” for Subject B.
The screams forced his hand.
He didn’t want to see the strange, thick black blood flowing from their nose, then mouth, then ears. How their color drained away as their skin hardened, going stiff and blue as if freeze-dried. The terror in their eyes as their skin began to crack, flesh sagging inward. Like they were being hollowed out, desiccating from within like a rotting tree trunk.
Their blood-blackened eyes rolled back, form falling limp as the final spark of life faded. They sank in the chair, arms snapping at the elbows, no longer material enough to keep them held in the cuffs as they shriveled, their remains drifting to the floor like so much ash.
Jackin couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t blink.
Until bile rose and a sudden dizzying, acidic heat slammed into him. Unconsciousness threatened, and for once, he welcomed it.
Rudely, it declined.
He’d seen a great deal of death in his life, but …
For some reason he couldn’t say, he looked over his shoulder at Deveraux. The woman stood a few steps back, hands linked, chin dropped, eyes on the floor, properly blinded and blameless. Had she really been able to look away?
Jackin spun back, gaze down, forcing uneven breaths into his lungs. He wiped the hazy wetness from his eyes with the back of his hand.
He had no idea what was going on. Had that been some kind of serum variant of necrolock? It wouldn’t surprise him, Augustus Mercer committed war crimes for breakfast. But why bother dragging Jackin in to witness it?
It only then dawned on him that the war crime might still be underway.
Before he could convert his vibrant anger into a response, the discordant smells of vanilla and sage overtook his senses.
He looked up. Augustus stood over him, biotool in hand. Jackin’s gaze darted between the fogged window and Augustus’s sharp blue eyes.
A low growl built at the back of Jackin’s throat, but he couldn’t think of a suitable combination of words to convey his outrage. Or maybe it was fear.
“Now, now, Mr. Davos,” Augustus accused. “I’ll have none of that.”
Confused, Jackin tore his scowl from Augustus to look down at his own arms. His Imprints sheathed the insides of his wrists and elbows, protecting every vein.
“Let’s see that legendary willpower in action,” Augustus advised.
Jackin ground his teeth. He knew fighting was pointless. In the end, Augustus would get what he wanted, one way or another.
He drew in a slow breath, willing the Imprints on the inside of his right wrist to part.
“Very good.” Augustus pressed the biotool against Jackin’s wrist. It hissed, shooting a cold, acidic fire into Jackin’s veins.
He recoiled and began to stand, but Deveraux stepped forward to grip his shoulders, settling him back into the chair.
Jackin’s blood ignited.
Hot pain traced from wrist to shoulder to heart to arteries to everywhere, all-consuming. He gritted his teeth as the pain escalated, threatening to break through his careful scaffolding, his self-delusions, his anchor, even.
“Centurion,” Rake warned. No solace in her tone—they hadn’t time for it.
Her sketchy form jittered out like a dissipating time ripple, then vanished in a swirl of dust.
His Imprints scattered, dispersing across his body, entirely unsure how to intercede.
The initial shock of pain dwindled, replaced by a rising internal pressure as if every cell in his body might simultaneously rupture. Muscles stiff, veins pulled taut, internal organs packed too tight, his skin too small to contain it all. Agony whited the edges of his vision before it dipped to black.
Then it was gone. Sweet relief washed through him, muscles slackening as he slouched in the chair, head lolling back. He sucked air into his lungs with short, stuttering breaths.
Deveraux held his shoulders, ostensibly to keep him from toppling out of the chair—or bolting. Though as he regained his senses, her touch lightened, more pacifying than functional.
Breathless, he wiped at his nose and eyes. No black blood. He turned his hands over and scanned up his arms—the light brown skin unbroken, clammy, no discoloration.
A sharp electronic beep. Jackin forced his watery eyes to focus.
Augustus switched the biotool out of injection mode, then moved to Jackin’s other arm. Jackin’s Imprints were too busy panicking elsewhere, so the path was open for Augustus to take a blood and tissue sample.
Augustus paced back to his workstation, peeling off his white rubber gloves and setting them aside. “Subject C outcome as expected.”
Jackin gritted his teeth as a phantom wave of pain rolled through him. He could still feel it—whatever it was—roiling just under the surface, veins aflame with lingering traces of acid fire. He forced out increasingly slower breaths, rib cage expanding and contracting, concentrating on the mechanism of it. Grounding himself.
His pulse slowed as the adrenaline bled from his system, leaving a lingering, bone-deep ache.
At his workstation, Augustus adjusted a large, overly complex microscope with an air of habitual familiarity. He opened a terminal screen and pressed a call button. “Enzo. Come.”
A moment later, a whoosh of decontamination gas exhaled as a lab assistant entered from an adjoining clean room. Enzo, presumably. His pale, freckled cheeks were flushed pink as he stepped up to Augustus, spine straight, hands clasped behind his back. “Sir.”
Augustus’s expression remained impassive. “You may commence work on the conversion immediately.”
Enzo dipped his chin. “Yes, Uncle.”
Jackin’s brow creased. Uncle?
He studied Enzo: early thirties, tall, lanky, with short, slicked-back red hair. Jackin was pretty sure neither Augustus nor Corinne had siblings. In fact, he didn’t think Cavalon had much at all in the way of familial ties … Except one.
Of course. The “Shithead Second Cousin.” In the flesh.
The heir apparent—to anyone who didn’t know about the six-year-old clone Augustus kept at the manor under lock and key. From the doting way the man followed Augustus’s orders, Jackin doubted even he knew.
Augustus adjusted the microscope settings, then indicated something on his terminal screen.
“Seems promising,” Enzo said, tone concurrent. “Have you overlaid it?”
“Not yet,” Augustus said. “Do so yourself. The formula may change slightly, but that should not impact the viability of the delivery method.”
Enzo nodded. “Understood, sir.”
“Remember,” Augustus warned, “onset of action is key.”
“Understood, Uncle. We’ll get started right away…” Hesitation slowed his words, his blue eyes flitting down as worry lines creased his forehead.
Augustus pursed his lips. “Spit it out.”
Enzo cleared his throat. “The timeframe is … Well, I’m uncertain if it can be ready for the trial deployment.”
“See to it that it is.” Augustus’s tone left no room for argument, and he immediately returned to work, peering into the eyepiece of the microscope.
Enzo dipped his chin. “Yes, of course, Uncle.” He backed away, bowing at the waist slightly before turning and leaving through the door he’d come through.
Jackin tensed as a hand landed on his shoulder. He relaxed somewhat as he realized it was only Deveraux.
“Sir,” Deveraux said, “should he go to the medbay?”
Augustus only briefly glanced up from his microscope. “His cell is fine,” he said, “but keep him under observation. I need a full diagnostic every half hour for twelve hours.”
Deveraux dipped her head curtly. “Understood, sir.”
Augustus cast Jackin a tight smile. “Let’s see if your reaction can give us any insight into how to target those pesky dormant mutations, shall we, Mr. Davos?”
A bitter scoff escaped Jackin’s throat. “Those pesky what?” was all he could manage to mutter out as he absently tried to shrug off Deveraux’s hand.
“If we don’t eliminate those with dormant mutations, then we aren’t truly eradicating it,” Augustus replied. “It will simply return the following generation.”
Jackin blinked mutely back at him for a long while as his mind fought through layers of pain and confusion.
His heart beat in his throat, and he felt briefly adrift, detached from his aching body as the realization hit him.
The fucking bioweapon. The crowning glory of Augustus’s decades-long eugenics war.
Jackin’s stomach sank as his eyes landed on the fogged windows.
One with mutations, one without … And one with a corrected mutation. Him.
He winced through a too-dry swallow. Words swam in his head—mostly expletives—but he couldn’t formulate a response.
His overgrown nails cut into his palms as his fists tightened. Even if Augustus had to kill half the population—just fucking had to—for whatever goddamn reason …
Jackin’s chin swayed back and forth. Not like that.
A response began to take shape and he drew in a slow breath. He couldn’t believe he was about to say what he was about to say.
“Murdering half the population is one thing,” Jackin croaked out, then jutted a finger at the fogged glass, voice hard. “Murdering half the population like that is something very different. And you know it.”
“Circumstances demand it, I’m afraid. We require eradication, nothing less.” Augustus heaved a deep sigh. “And half used to be the estimate, yes, but I’m afraid my research indicates that contamination has been more … comprehensive than we first realized. It may be closer to two-thirds.”
Jackin glowered. “Mercer, void—listen to yourself.”
“This may have been an easier endeavor had my wife not…” His steel-blue gaze lifted, sharpening onto Jackin. “Well,” Augustus chuffed, tone flinty. “As you know.”
Jackin’s jaw tensed. During his first captivity fifteen years ago, Augustus had been genuinely concerned about Corinne’s well-being. He convinced himself she’d been taken, unwilling to believe she would’ve orchestrated her own disappearance. Jackin had done little to dissuade him.
By now, Augustus knew the truth. His worry and love had vanished, corrupted by egotism. Now all he wanted was the data she’d stolen, her brain’s computing power, and revenge, in that order.
“Don’t look so discouraged,” Augustus said. “It’s not all bad news. More concentrated breeding efforts can be undertaken once we have a healthy gene pool. If done properly, it will only take a single generation for fertility to recover.”
Jackin ground his teeth. “So after you murder millions of people, you’re going to breed the rest like livestock?”
“I take no pleasure in it, believe me.”
“I don’t.”
“Please, Mr. Davos,” Augustus sighed with smug indifference, “you needn’t worry so many steps ahead.” His icy stare sharpened onto Jackin. “You will not make it that far down the timetable.”
Jackin scoffed a bitter laugh. “As one of your test subjects? No, I’d imagine not.” He shook his head, brow furrowed. “I don’t get it—months of interrogation and now you’re willing to risk my life for this?”
“There was never any risk.” Augustus continued adjusting his microscope settings, unperturbed. “I knew it would not prove fatal—I merely need to see your immune response. I have a great amount of faith in my work.”
“If you’re so certain, why test it at all?”
Augustus met his eye, the barest thread of pity tugging at his smug expression. “Trials are a key component of the scientific process.”
Jackin scoffed as he rasped out, “Then you should know three people isn’t a large enough sampling.”
“Quite right.”
Jackin’s brows knit.
“Don’t worry. Our next sampling will be more than adequate.” Augustus turned back to his microscope.
Jackin froze, ears ringing as Augustus flicked a hand in silent order. Deveraux gripped Jackin’s shoulders and tugged softly.
The other guard made to join them, but Deveraux waved a hand. “I’ve got it.” The man nodded and stepped back to his post.
Jackin’s feet dragged as Deveraux hauled him to the back of the room and into the decontamination passage.
The door sealed. A red light pulsed on, the shifting air pressing against Jackin’s ear drums.
Finally, he breathed again. “More than adequate…” His gaze lifted, sudden and urgent, to Deveraux. “What does that mean?” he croaked.
Deveraux kept a firm grip on his arm, her shoulder tight against his, mere centimeters away. Her chin drifted in a slow, prudential headshake.
The nozzles exhaled a fine mist of decontamination gas, drowning the small chamber in a loud, droning hiss.
Deveraux’s lips barely moved as she murmured, “He’s planning a trial run. On a planet.”
Jackin coughed, covering his mouth as he whispered back, “Where? When?”
The exhaust fans whirred and the mist cleared.
Deveraux remained silent as she led him back down the station’s corridors and to his cell. She guided him to the cot. “I don’t know the timetable,” she whispered, then finally, her brown eyes caught his. “Yet.”
With that, she was gone. The door locked, the light extinguished, silence descended.
But that final, single word of hers rang loud in his ears, illuminating the dark cell like an eternal flame.



  
CHAPTER SEVEN
Six years ago and ninety-three million light-years outward, Excubitor Adequin Rake stands waiting in the personnel airlock of a Legion transport.
The lock cycles, the door opens. The debarkation ramp gives off a shrill hum as it extends.
A man stands at the foot of the ramp, hands clasped behind his back. He’s moderately taller than her, his average build filling out a trim navy uniform—a style from almost a decade prior. His black hair is shorn close to his scalp, a warm undertone to his light brown skin. Her eyes catch on the badges of rank pinned to his chest. Her optio.
As she descends, he snaps a smart salute, fist to chest, elbow high, chin lifted. He offers his name. Jackin North.
Her lips part, but her own introduction dies out on the tip of her tongue. Her fingers drift to her shoulder, to the new palette of orange and yellow badges. She’s had trouble adjusting to the additional bulk.
The man extends his hand.
His dark brown eyes are round with quiet rapport, the incline of his head a gentle, encouraging nudge as much as greeting. Because she has yet to step off the ramp.
She stares at his open palm for a few long heartbeats.
Then she steps forward to shake it, taking her first step onto the deck of the SCS Argus.
For a few long months, they have their work cut out for them. Her predecessor left behind a knotted mess of corruption and violence, too considerable a task for one person to untangle. So they do it together.
With each day, his very presence shifts, lightening, unwinding, alleviated of a toxic, bone-deep burden. She recognizes the cause, at times, in the way he openly marvels at her, eyes glassy with reverence. Her innate ability to inspire people to be good, he says. To do better.
In turn, his admiration spurs her to keep reaching, to become the version of her that he sees. To extract the part of her that nine years of war took hostage, that she worried might be lost forever. The part that surged back just long enough for her to put her rifle down and get sent to the Divide.
For the first time since it happened, she wonders if instead of regret, she should be proud of what she did.
Two years later, Griffith leaves.
Six months gone, a few days back, repeat—a sporadic pulse in her monotonous routine. She assigns him the post herself; it’s for the best. She’d rather see him happy, engaged, alive than keep him close and watch him toil away the remainder of his years suffering the fate she inflicted on him.
But Jackin’s still there. He has to be. She may be Griffith’s anchor, but in truth, Jackin is hers.
Three more years go by, at once glacial and in the blink of an eye.
They pass the time together, whether fast or slow. They’re congenial colleagues on the bridge, in the mess, in the corridors. They’re quiet, casual, easy friends in their quarters, watching vids or reading or just being in the same room while they catch up on work—not because they have to, but because they choose to.
During stolen moments, she regales him with epic, classified tales of the notorious Titans during the Resurgence, and he returns with anecdotal stories of a time before the war, when Drudgers and marauders and routers were the most challenging of the Legion’s responsibilities.
For years, she tries to nudge him forward or back, but there’s an opaqueness around it; it’s as if he doesn’t exist outside that narrow window of time.
It puts a small but significant distance between them, though it’s one she can’t resent because they shouldn’t even have as much of each other as they already do.
But even without a hundred million light-years between a person and everything they’ve ever known, command is a lonely burden. So they let themselves have it. It goes unsaid, but they both know the truth of it: They’re willing to risk the dangers of becoming close if it means keeping hold of their collective sanity.
And yet, so many years and light-years and lost lives later … he somehow finds it within himself to ask her not to need him anymore.
Time dilates.
Years later, onward and inward, concurrent event horizons coalesce at the galactic core.
Behind her, a nova blooms. A mantle of light that settles on her shoulders, a gentle cosmic breath that heats the back of her neck. Turbulence swirls all around, but she’s safe in the eye of the storm.
A stark warning escapes the ether: “There are darker times to come.”
The words reverberate in her chest, disinterring a sense of culpability she cannot conceptualize the origin of. A scarcely realized, latent apprehension.
Because she possesses something that isn’t hers. They all do. And they’ll deserve what’s coming.
She’ll fail to prepare them—or even warn them; she can’t even manage to hold the truth in her conscious mind long enough to get the words up out of her throat. She won’t be able to save him, any of them.
A final, unyielding void of black descends.

Adequin woke to a wave of static crackling along her skin. Soft electric snaps traced up her right arm along the line of Imprint tattoos. The gentle buzz of her nexus band worked in harmony with the soft blue-white light of her room VI’s sleep-wake program.
She wiped the haze from her eyes, turning over to check the clock on her nightstand, lit with shifting pastel sunrise hues, an attempt to encourage her to not hit the snooze button. Behind it, the glass edges of Jackin’s dog tags caught the oscillating colors.
She breathed through the tightening knot in her chest. Shoving the blankets aside, she forced herself to sit up.
Akhetian sunrises were almost worth getting up at 0530 for. Almost.
Proving she could beat Ford to the summit was worth it, however. Not that she’d yet succeeded, but she was sure as hell going to keep trying.
She quickly changed, then left her room to meet Ford at their usual spot atop a set of low hills overlooking Akhet’s small settlement of outpost buildings. Beyond, twilight waxed over the eastern plateau, pink and purple hues casting the arid landscape in a milky haze. Her breath fogged the air—brisk but not quite cold. Even the coldest it got on Akhet was barely enough to chill your nose in the morning.
Ford stood alternating perfunctory leg stretches, attention captured by the view. He gave a lighthearted smile over his shoulder as she approached. “Sir,” he acknowledged. “Prepared for another defeat?”
Her eyes narrowed. “Brave words, Legator,” she drawled, though the sleepy rasp to her voice undermined the threat in her tone.
“It’s all this extra wingspan,” he offered. He lifted his chin as he eyed the top of her head. “I’ve got at least twenty centimeters on ya.”
“And I’ve got twenty years.”
Ford chuckled. “Nearly, aye.”
As she shifted a foot forward and leaned into a calf stretch, a shaft of light caught her eye. Beyond the crop fields and livestock pastures, the sun peeked out over the plateau. The clouds shifted coral, washed out by the flare of light.
She squinted but didn’t look away, letting its vibrant, dependable warmth settle against her skin. After she’d gotten dosed with concentrated solar radiation while rigging the Lodestar to explode, she never thought she’d even want to so much as be outside during the day ever again. But like a moth to flame …
“How’d the fleet assessment go?” Ford asked, rolling his shoulders back in a few slow, broad arcs.
“Good, I think,” she sighed, though she couldn’t summon the proper amount of confidence to bolster the statement. “Ashwell and Kaplan acted like it did. Nascombe claimed his debrief went well, said Ansel seemed optimistic.”
“Another step in the right direction,” Ford encouraged.
Adequin gave a shallow nod. Though the fleet assessment had been objectively forward momentum, a raw impatience still nagged at her, an existential claustrophobia as the walls closed in. The ever-burning question of whether they were progressing faster than the edge of the universe.
She pressed a hand against her sternum, breathing through a tight ache.
Ford lightly elbowed her shoulder. “Ready, boss?”
She took a steadying inhale, but before she could respond, Ford’s nexus beeped.
He huffed a breath. “Eh, hold that thought.” He opened it and scanned the notification, expression flattening. He ran a hand over his short beard, ashy white eyebrows knitting. “Looks like we got a hit on the intel already.”
“From what Emery brought back?”
“Yeah,” he replied, gaze distant. His lashes fluttered with a few aborted blinks, but he didn’t elaborate.
“What is it?” she asked.
“Not sure exactly.” He swiped the message closed. “Let’s go find out.”

Adequin aimlessly spun on one of the wheeled stools in Intel, gnawing on a protein bar while awaiting Ford’s assessment. She’d snuck in a shower while the on-duty technician had updated him, but he’d insisted on analyzing it himself before briefing her.
She didn’t know if that concerned or excited her. It’d be oddly thrilling to plan an offensive against something other than a biotech distributor supply chain for once. For it to warrant this level of judiciousness from Ford, it had to be at least two or three degrees more interesting than another shipment of cytoscopes or thermal cyclers.
Finally, Ford emerged from the secure review suite.
Adequin dropped her boot to halt her spinning chair. “And?” she prompted.
He absently scratched his jawline. Tone both hopeful and cautionary, he said, “It’s paper thin, at best.”
“Tell me anyway.”
He slumped into the chair beside her, leaning against the seat back with a resounding sigh. His gaze remained diverted while he gathered his thoughts. “All right,” he began slowly. “A long while back, I asked Burr to set up some purchase order tracking on a few facilities manufacturers.”
She nodded, chewing over the final bite of her protein bar. Gideon’s preexisting information network had proven invaluable to Ford kick-starting their intelligence efforts. Though the Corsairs’ leanings tended toward commercial applications, there wasn’t an insignificant amount of overlap.
“We review the data in full every couple weeks,” Ford continued, “but I set up a few flags for parameters of interest—clean rooms, weapons printers, anchor points for armaments, et cetera. And of course, if the client was Mercer Biotech or any of their shells.”
She lifted an eyebrow. “And this one’s flag was…?”
“Containment cells.”
He finally met her eye, look wary. She blinked back, stalling out briefly, her mind hesitant to acknowledge the relevance.
Ford cleared his throat. “Human containment cells,” he clarified.
She swallowed hard, chin dipping in a half-aborted nod. “Yeah, I…” Her thoughts raced. “The order is definitely for a Mercer Biotech facility?”
He shook his head slowly. “Honestly, I’m not sure. It’s a station, but not one of the typical models MBT orders for the Guardian incubators or remote labs. I’ve seen the Saxtons use a similar model as an orbital command center when establishing new colonies. They’re built to be mobile, so they can break orbit and take ’em on to the next system after the first’s established.”
She scratched her jawline. Mercer colonies were few and far between. The Saxtons had taken a shine to colonial development early on, though the Watts were a close second. The Mercers and Larioses kept their exploits closer to home, but were no less mired in it all.
“Do we know where this one was headed?” she asked.
“No. The details are scant—only reason we know it exists at all is ’cause of the invoice. But it might as well have vanished straight off the end of the assembly line over a month ago.”
“We’re sure it’s him who ordered it?”
“I’m pretty sure it’s a shell, aye, but can’t say for certain without a fair bit’a deeper diggin’. Suppose we could always check with the kid.”
“I’ll call him,” she said. Which in reality, meant calling Owen.
Who, to her ongoing credit, dutifully rose to wake Cavalon personally and drag him to Intel. The two arrived less than fifteen minutes later: Owen drowsy but functional, Cavalon looking like he’d rolled out of bed in that exact outfit—a rumpled PT uniform, his hair a tangled mess, with the lingering, pink-red indentations of wrinkled sheets on his cheek.
“Raaake,” he complained, feet dragging as Owen shoved him onward toward them. He wiped his prosthetic hand across his eyes. “Can’t you go like three hours without demanding something of me?”
“We need your insight on an MBT thing. And it’s been over ten.”
He heaved a sigh. “Agree to disagree.” He sat backward on the chair beside her, elbows propped on the backrest, head buried between his arms.
Adequin cast a mellow grin at Owen. “I’m sorry, and thank you, Circitor. You can go.”
Owen gave a casual salute and left.
Cavalon squeaked out a long yawn, arms stretching high over his head before collapsing again onto the backrest. “This better be good,” he grumbled.
Ford swept his arms toward the secure review suite in invitation. Adequin stood, grabbed Cavalon’s shoulders, then wheeled him, chair and all, in ahead of her.
Inside, Ford tapped his nexus, sealing the three of them into the suite with a redundant transmission shield. On the small bank of inset terminals, he opened a data packet.
A click sounded and the screens went dark, the constant electric hum of processors and fans falling away. A second later they spooled back up.
Adequin frowned. “What was that?”
“Ah, nothin’, sir.” Ford exhaled a hard breath. “System’s been havin’ issues. Seems like it needs to dump its memory every couple’a hours.”
Adequin pulled out a chair and sat while Ford swiped his clearance and reopened the packet onto one of the viewscreens.
Sternum propped against the seat back, Cavalon wheeled his chair forward. He yawned, tugging his hands up into the sleeves of his oversized sweatshirt. He blinked hard a few times as he focused on the screen.
“Uh, yeah,” he began, voice still groggy with sleep. “I know that routing number. Flock-Leondale is one of his. It’s another he uses for moving shit out of the Core—it’s dual-listed between Elyseia and Xanth so he can use any of the plethora of Saxton colonies as harbors.”
Cavalon continued reading, then his face went completely slack.
“Oh … shit,” he murmured, realization dawning. A flush colored his pale cheeks and his eyes shot up to meet Adequin’s.
She ground her teeth—she was really hoping he’d be too tired to catch on. “We don’t know anything for certain,” she warned.
“But we’re pursuing it?” Cavalon said, both inquisitive and insistent. He jutted a finger at the screen. “To see if he’s there?”
“No, we can’t—”
“What?” He gaped, a sudden fervor replacing his drowsiness. “Why the hell not? This is the closest thing we’ve had to a lead in—”
Ford scoffed. “Lad, this is no lead.”
Adequin nodded toward Ford in agreement. “It’s nothing more than a sales receipt. There’s nothing concrete to go off of. Including a location.”
“Then why even bring me in to confirm?” Cavalon fumed, jaw flexing. “If you’re not going to act on it either way?”
“We’re evaluating the situation,” Ford said, tone placating.
Cavalon glowered at Ford, then turned a slightly less angry look onto Adequin, voice softening. “What’s the point of all these leads if we’re not going to do anything with any of them?”
She ran a hand through her hair. “You know it’s not that simple. We can’t for a multitude of reasons—not the least of which being that I promised him I wouldn’t.”
“And you didn’t,” he said, still fervent. “He wanted you to get the Sentinels to safety, and to not risk martial law. Check and check.”
She chewed her lip. He wasn’t wrong. There was a reason that, despite their relative infancy, she’d started training Emery and other promising candidates for infiltrations. But they were still so green.
Shaking her head, she said, “The teams just aren’t ready for that kind of op.”
“They never will be if we don’t let out the leash a little.” He rolled his chair closer to hers, voice low. “Jackin said himself he didn’t know how long he could hold out this time. That’s the reason we’re moving to the muster point so early, right? But if we get him out of there before he breaks, we won’t have to.”
Her breath caught as she considered his words. They were making progress on getting the fleet prepped for occupation, but they were still a long way from being ready to make the full move. There was sound reasoning in trying to get Jackin out before he broke … if he hadn’t already. Though if he had, she was positive Guardians would’ve already shown up in orbit to rain fire on them.
The back of Cavalon’s chair squeaked as he pressed against it, leaning closer. “I know the teams are green, and I know it’s a risk. But we all want the same thing.”
To bring Jackin home. Her head bobbed in an unconscious nod.
She swallowed a tinge of bile, wondering if Cavalon realized what getting him back really meant. It wouldn’t end at swooping in and rescuing him. He couldn’t resume his role as centurion and be her second again. He wouldn’t be ready for service for a long time—if ever. He could be an entirely different person than the man they’d known. A broken one.
But she’d take any version of Jackin over this unending, perpetual ignorance about where he was or what had happened or what Augustus might be doing to him or if he was even still alive …
Ford eyed her warily, noting her suspended state. He cleared his throat, then clasped Cavalon’s shoulder and with an air of dismissal said, “Appreciate your help, lad.”
Cavalon took the hint, the disappointment in his look warring with frustration. He mussed his hair with both hands. “Yeah, okay. Whatever. I’ll be on the twelfth floor if you need to completely disregard my opinion again.”
He left, and Adequin heaved a sigh, leaning back in her chair. She scrubbed her hands into her still-damp hair, tugging it back into a loose bun.
Ford pushed up his sleeves as he sat down next to her.
She caught his eye. “What do you think?”
The muscles in his jaw worked for a few long moments, his look growing distant. Thankfully, Ford’s initial fury over leaving Jackin behind had eventually waned—he’d even forgiven her—but it was still a bit fresh.
With a shake of his head, Ford seemed to snap back into himself. “Look, Rake…” He exhaled a heavy, regret-laden breath. “I want him back as much as anyone. As much as you.” He cast a lingering glance around the command suite. “It would’ve been one thing to risk it before. Before we found Akhet, before we had all this to lose. But now…”
She tugged at the sleeves of her duty jacket, fighting the frown at her lips. Now she understood why Ford had been reluctant to tell her what he’d found.
“It’s your call, sir.” Ford opened his nexus, using it as a secure bridge to pass a copy of the data packet from the terminal to her nexus. “In case ya wanna review it. Just let me know and I can make arrangements to look into it further.”
She nodded slowly but didn’t respond.
“Apologies, sir,” Ford said, low and chalky with regret. “It was such a minor flag, I didn’t intend to … stir up quite so much.”
She waved him off. “No need to apologize, you did the right thing. Cav’ll be fine.” Her gaze drifted over the suite. “Might seem small now, but we’re going to need this kind of detail moving forward. The number of leads you’ve been able to scrounge up given our security protocols … It’s impressive.”
He gave a slightly strained smile. “You can mostly thank the Corsairs for that. Or North, I guess. For giftin’ ’em to us to begin with. Though, I suppose there’s also somethin’ to be said for the degree to which you’ve ingratiated yourself with Mr. Burr. He does every damn thing I ask of him—well and fast. Quite an asset himself.”
She gave a wry smile. “I think Gideon secretly enjoys the espionage side of things. Regardless, you’re the one coordinating it all, and doing a hell of a job keeping everyone safe in the process. Even if we can’t act on every lead, it’s part of a larger whole, and that’ll be critical sooner than later. I’m really glad we have you.”
“Kind of you to say, sir,” he said, tone appreciative, if diffident.
She lifted a brow. “Why do we have you, by the way?”
His look shifted from gratitude to wilting grin. “Ah, yes. They sealed my records, I suppose.”
She held up a hand. “Not an order. You don’t have to tell me, truly.”
“No real harm at this point,” he said, tone weary. “I got caught scrubbin’ idents from Legion records.”
She chuffed a brief, involuntary laugh. That was no small transgression. Quite massive, in fact. “Really?”
“Aye,” he said, then gave a derisive scoff. “Dunces couldn’t trace any of it, and I refused to give over what I’d altered. Was lucky to come away with my life. Only did because a praetor intervened on my behalf.”
She leaned back in her chair and exhaled a long breath. “Lugen.”
He cast a tired smile. “The man himself.”
She rubbed the bridge of her nose, then dropped her hand as a sudden realization sharpened her thoughts. Ford had known Jackin from before the war, and was sent out to the Divide at nearly the same time.
As she glanced up and met his look, Ford was already nodding.
“You cleaned Jackin’s ident?” she croaked.
“Don’t seem too surprised,” he said, affably offended. “Though, it was rather a challenge, I’ll admit. Lugen not only wanted him cleaned from Legion records, but civilian too—and his entire family.”
Her eyes flitted down. So Augustus wouldn’t be able to find Jackin’s birth family, then be able to hold them over his head.
“Got it done, though,” Ford went on. “Actually managed to keep his family safe. Though it didn’t do him a whole lot of good in the end.”
Adequin shook her head. “You helped him hide for over a decade. That’s not negated by what happened four months ago. That’s my fault.”
“Ah, come on now, lass. If I don’t get to guilt-trip myself over it, you don’t either.”
She matched his gaze—humored, but earnest. “Fine,” she sighed. “Just this time.”
“Good.” As he stood, he tugged down the hem of his PT uniform. “I should go catch a quick shower. Raincheck on our wager until tomorrow?”
She smiled. “You’re on. Thanks, Legator.”
Ford inclined his head. “Sir.”
He left, and Adequin’s focus drifted down to her nexus. She swept it open. Her eyes burned as she stared at the tiny, inconsequential data packet icon.
A knot tightened in her stomach. It would’ve been so easy to give in to Cavalon’s pleas. She almost had.
But Ford, of all people, brought her back to sanity. Ford who—if he’d had the chance four months ago—would’ve razed the entire Core to the ground to get Jackin back.
Ford had been acting on emotion then, just like Cavalon was now. Fueled by guilt.
Not that she was one to talk.
Adequin blinked the haze from her eyes, refocusing on the packet.
She knew, deep down, if she touched that icon, there’d be no going back. No ability to convince herself it was no good, that there was no chance at saving him. Because if she liked what she saw, if it was even a hint of enough to go off of … How could she say no?
With a swell of nausea, she deleted the file.



  
CHAPTER EIGHT
Cavalon didn’t bother going back to sleep after Owen’s brutal early rousing. He considered heading back for a shower, but catching a functioning conveyance lift at this time of day could take forever. So instead, he headed straight for the lesser of two evils.
He watched his step as he crossed the patchy, uneven concrete vestibule to the R&D wing. He trudged up and swiped his nexus over the access pad, then almost walked face-first into the door when it didn’t open.
He stumbled back and glared at it. The control pad blurted out a negative tone.
Glowering, he swiped it again. Nothing.
With a resounding sigh, he slipped the nexus band off his left wrist—the shitty prosthesis’s frequency shielding was awful, and it took every opportunity to interfere with lesser electronics.
He held his left arm behind his back as he swiped his nexus again.
It rejected him once more.
“What the…” he muttered.
The door bisected of its own accord. He frowned and peered inside.
At the center of the room, Mesa sat at an arc of countertops, surrounded by diagnostic tools and splayed-open Cathian interfaces. Her slightly damp, long black hair fell nearly to her hips even when braided.
With a swipe of her thin fingers, she minimized the door control screen on her nexus, then pinned him with a calculating look.
Refastening his nexus band, he plastered on a bright smile and sauntered toward her. “Heya, Mes.”
Her overlarge Savant eyes narrowed. “Cavalon.”
He yanked out a stool and sat across from her. “What was that all about? With the door?”
“I was instructed to revoke your access.”
He gaped, but she just continued working, unperturbed.
“Seriously?” he squeaked.
“Mm-hmm,” she hummed, not looking up from her tablet. “You are needed elsewhere, I believe.”
He folded his arms onto the counter and buried his head between them.
“Is there something I can help you with?” she asked, dubious.
“Probably not.” He cast a doleful look up at her. “Is there something I can help you with?”
“Probably not.”
“Ouch, Mes.”
After a moment, she let out a soft sigh and set her tablet down. “I suppose there is one thing I could use your insight on.”
Cavalon drew up straight, smiling wide. She was humoring him, but he’d take it.
Mesa twisted in her stool to face him squarely, setting her tablet on the counter between them. With a few quick taps, she activated the projection mode.
A holographic rendering materialized, stretching up from the screen to eye height. At first glance, it seemed like a kind of missile launcher: a cylindrical pillar mounted at an angle over a rectangular base. Nestled within sat an intricate orb, hundreds of strands of multicolored light flowing parallel to one another like the contoured lines of a topographical map.
Cavalon had no idea what it was, other than not Viator—or human.
He scratched his jaw. “That doesn’t seem like meshwork stuff.”
“That is because it is not.”
Quirking a brow, he said, “I thought you were supposed to be working on meshwork stuff?”
Mesa’s chin lifted, expression impassive. “I thought you were supposed to be working on a cure.”
He exhaled a long breath. “Touché.”
With the hiss of a door activating, Cavalon glanced over to find Emery strolling in.
He glowered back at Mesa. “You pull my permissions, but Em can just saunter in whenever she wants?”
Mesa barely lifted a shoulder to shrug, completely uncaring as she returned to poking at the guts of a Cathian interface.
Emery bounded down the stairs toward them, chin high, eyes clear, radiating the kind of vibrant energy one only possessed when fully succeeding in their element. She stopped a few meters short, dipping into a low, languid bow. “My Lord.”
Mesa absently corrected, “Royal Highness,” while sifting through menus.
Emery cracked up. “Right. My sincerest apologies, Your Royal High—”
Cavalon shoved her—lightly, though she stumbled exaggeratedly. “How about we go with animus?” he suggested, tone unsubtly threatening.
“Fine, fine,” Emery conceded. She sidled up to give Cavalon a sideways hug, arm tight around his shoulders as she clunked the side of her head against his. “How goes it, animus?”
Though his true answer was “miserably,” he instead said, “Can’t complain,” and canted his head to return her amiable head-clunk.
Emery’s brows rose, attention caught on the rotating holographic rendering. “What the shit is that?”
“Just something I’m helping Mesa with,” Cavalon said in his best impression of a not-anxious person.
Mesa gave him a bland look. “Only at his insistence.”
“Yeah, wait…” Emery narrowed her eyes at Cavalon, suspicion thick in her tone. “What are you doin’ down here, Mr. Biotech?”
He glowered. “What are you doin’ here, Miss Black Ops?”
Emery raised her hands in innocence. “Chill. I’m just lookin’ for the girlfriend. Haven’t seen her since she left to rouse your lazy ass this morning.”
Cavalon exhaled a soft huff.
Mesa said, “I sent Owen to join Amaeus in the mainframe for needed research.”
Emery pointed dramatically upward. “To the mainframe!”
Mesa eyed her. “It is belowground.”
Emery pointed dramatically downward and dropped her voice a couple octaves. “To the mainframe!”
Cavalon pouted. “Oh, I see how it is.”
Emery’s smile was wide and genuine. “Yep, I like her more than you. That is, in fact, how it is.”
With a heavy sigh, Cavalon mussed the back of his hair.
Emery squinted at his right hand, grabbing it and turning it over. She rubbed her finger over the compass tattoo on the inside of his wrist.
“Man, that sucker’s fadin’ already, huh? I can touch it up for ya. The boss’s too, if you can wrangle her.” She started to backpedal toward the exit. “Could do it tonight, if you’re comin’ into town? We’re gonna try to get Warner drunk enough that he’ll agree to play some weird Cautian instrument he apparently knows how to play.”
Cavalon tilted his head. That anecdote should surprise him, yet somehow it didn’t in the slightest. “I’ll try, but—”
“—no promises,” Emery finished for him, a rueful edge to her smile. “I know, Mr. Important Biotech R&D Royal Highness Guy. But see you soon, promise?”
“Promise.”
“Mes?” Emery jabbed a finger toward the Savant while still backing away.
Mesa lifted her chin, though her eyes remained on her work. “Mmm, yes. I also promise.”
Emery smirked, waved, and bolted out the door.
Cavalon slid off his stool, dragging it around to sit catty-corner to Mesa.
“What are we promising?” Mesa asked.
Wistful, he replied, “To be humans again, someday.”
She leveled a flat look at him.
“Uh, and Savants,” he corrected quickly. “People. To be people again someday.” He leaned forward to squint at the strange rendering. “So anyway, back to this thing—what’s the deal?”
Mesa cleared her throat. “As you recall,” she began, “when we first arrived on Akhet, we could do little to interact with the fortress’s systems. Those Akhetians who preceded us, your grandmother included, made excellent, if limited progress in that regard.”
Cavalon nodded. What Mesa was trying to say, but nicer, was that none of them knew shit about Cathian technology. Thankfully, Savants tended to figure out all kinds of interesting stuff that lazy humans never bothered to look twice at.
“Since the initialization of the meshwork,” Mesa went on, “the fortress system has been … cataloguing. Every day, I return to find it has unearthed, repaired, or translated more latent systems.”
He raised his eyebrows. “Exciting. But you sound … less than enthused.”
“‘Enthused’ would not be the word I would use, no,” she said, each word measured. Not ominous, but not not ominous. “Though the results have been fruitful, it indicates the atlas and fortress are interacting beyond the parameters granted when we lifted the first gate.”
Cavalon’s brow furrowed. She meant the built-in security checks meant to prevent the AI from running wild. “Wait, does that mean you lost the gate?”
Placid as ever, she said, “‘Lose’ is a peculiar way to describe it.”
He gaped. “So you did lose it?”
“No.” She held up a placating hand. “We did not lose it. However, they seem to be … attempting to peek through the proverbial fence pickets, as it were. The gate is still very much intact. It is simply not being adhered to.”
“Wait.” He roughly scratched the side of his head. “What pickets?”
She sighed. “It is merely an analogy.”
“Is this why the system has been dumping its memory left and right?”
She nodded. “Initially, I thought nothing of it; such adjustments are often required after fundamental system modifications. However, where it was once every twelve to fourteen hours, it soon became every ten. Then eight. Six. Four.”
Cavalon frowned. “Will it … run out, at some point?”
“‘Run out,’ no, but if we do not find a way to throttle the behavior, system slow downs are inevitable. Amaeus believes he has a solution involving partitioning. That is what he and Owen are currently attempting to prove out at the mainframe.”
Cavalon gestured to the strange Cathian diagram. “So what does all that have to do with this?”
Mesa slid the projection to rest more directly between them. “This wireframe is simply one of the more inscrutable of the newly uncovered repositories.”
Cavalon rubbed his chin, eyes darting across the strange striated orb at the center. “What the hell is it?”
“The data originated from the arsenal sector. It appears to be an inbuilt weapon, however we are working with an indirect translation, so it is difficult to be certain of its purpose.”
He sighed. Right. Because the atlas was translating Cathian into Viator, which they then had to translate themselves. Context, clarity, and specificity degrading along the way.
Mesa hesitated briefly, then met his eyes through the drifting holographic schematic. “Though it appears complete, or nearly so, the logs indicate that the Cathians chose to suspend development.”
“They shelved it? Why?”
Her head drifted in a slow shake. “I cannot say for certain; the translation issue is quite a hindrance. However…” Her words slowed, tone deliberate, almost cautious. “There is one part of the translation I can say with near certainty is accurate.”
She swept her hand over the diagram to expand a corresponding document. The Viator translation populated alongside.
Cavalon blinked at the glyphs, lips parting.
Dilachia carthan.
One of the very first Viator terms he’d learned back on the first dark energy generator, when they’d all stood gaping at the atlas schematics, dread descending as they realized what the thing really was.
“Dark energy?” he croaked, then tried to clear his throat.
Their understanding of the fundamental force was tenuous at best, but the stupid stuff and their ability to control it was what kept the collapsing universe at bay, so he couldn’t really begrudge it much.
He took in the diagram anew. “You said this was filed under arsenal?”
“Defenses, specifically.”
“Dark energy defense?” He sat up a little straighter. “Like those anti-grav pulse stations Rake and Griffith talked about?”
“Possibly.” She sighed. “However, in all my Viator studies, I have never seen a correlation between that technology and the Cathian species. Since our arrival on Akhet, I have begun to build an elementary understanding of how Cathian and Viator technologies commingled over their histories. Considering the stages of their respective technological evolutions, there is a very low likelihood the two would have developed analogous advancements during the same time period.”
Cavalon drew in a deep breath. “Well, if it has to do with dark energy, I’d say we can safely label it under ‘terrible fucking idea’ and move on.”
Mesa leveled a flat look at him that basically said “do you even know me?” then tapped the tablet to deactivate the document—gruff, by Mesa standards.
“It is not a thing to be feared,” she insisted, tone resolute. “Only understood.”
He held up his palms in surrender. “I’m not here to stop you.” He squinted at the diagram, then slid a narrow-eyed look at her. “Is this a sanctioned inquiry?”
Her tight, chin-lifted look said it was not.
Rubbing the back of his neck, he tentatively said, “But really, it could be dangerous, right?” After they’d unknowingly built a supernova generator, he found himself hyper-cognizant of the ways they could accidentally turn things into WMDs.
Mesa let out a soft tsk. “I am under the impression that our current circumstances do not allow for us to ‘leave options on the table,’ as they say.” A fervency edged her tone that he didn’t fully recognize. “We must do whatever necessary, or this new war will be a repeat of the Resurgence, of the Viator War, of their war with the Cathians before that, and the Neseri—of every conflict for millennia.”
Bile seeped in the back of Cavalon’s throat. She was right, but the phrase “new war” was frankly … terrifying. Though leave it to Mesa to possess the exact right mixture of bluntness and guts to name it for what it was.
Mesa’s jaw remained set, though her chin lowered and her gaze defocused. He recognized the look. They may have seen less of each other the last four months, but in the six prior to that, they barely left one another’s side. He could clearly see the change in her intellectual fervency since they’d first met. Because now she had something to protect. Someone to protect.
“Yeah, Mes, you’re probably right.” He sighed heavily, trying to force the tightness from his chest. “But for void’s sake, be careful.”
“I always am,” she assured, then her tone softened. “Though our martial efforts will hold little significance if…” Her overlarge eyes raised to meet his. He tried to divert his gaze, but it was too late—she’d cast her net of guilt and caught him.
He gulped. It’d “hold little significance” if half the population died from Augustus’s bioweapon. Mesa’s not so subtle way of kicking him out.
Before he could fixate on whether she’d actually wanted his help or if this whole thing had been a ruse just to steer him back on track, he pushed to standing. “Message received.”
She dipped her chin. “I appreciate the efficiency we have reached with these kinds of discussions. I apologize for the outburst.”
He coughed to contain a brief laugh. “Mes, that was hardly an outburst. Besides, I’m the absolute last person who can judge anyone for acting out of emotion. Remember the whole nuke-building incident?”
Her shoulders lifted in an approximation of a conceding shrug.
Gesturing to the hovering diagram, he asked, “What’s your plan with that thing?”
“I must admit, my only hope of gaining further insight lies with the ongoing system integration.”
His lips flattened into a knowing smirk. “Which is why you have Puck and Owen coming up with a way to sidestep the memory issue instead of just pulling the plug?”
With a guilty grin, she inclined her head. “It has been difficult integrating the three technologies. Though our translations are improving rapidly, the fact of the matter is, I do not know enough about Cathian technology to effectively intercede.” She rolled back her narrow shoulders. “I have to trust that the atlas and fortress will come to an accord, and I mustn’t interfere. As you know, that is not always easy for me.”
Cavalon gave a commiseratory smile. It melted from his face as, without a shred of preamble, his mind shifted gears.
Pressing the heels of his palms into his eyes, he strove to reorient as an idea blossomed.
All her talk of mashing up Viator, Cathian, and human technologies, and her solution was to not force it. To let the original do the legwork. The one true source.
“Cavalon?” Mesa prompted, though he barely heard her. “Are you all right?”
“Nope,” he muttered, then blinked rapidly, mind racing. “I mean, yes! Very all right. I have to go.” He hurried for the door without hesitation.
Mesa called after him, “To Biotech, I trust?”
He spun back to give a jaunty salute. “To Biotech.”
For once, he willingly—joyfully—jogged up to the twelfth floor.

Cavalon arrived to find Corinne at her terminal, twisting a mug of coffee between her hands.
He blew past the murmuring lab technicians and marched straight to her. “We use the bioweapon,” he panted.
Corinne’s generally unflappable expression withered with concern before he realized he’d phrased that really stupidly.
He waved his hands in a clearing gesture. “So the most elusive part of the Viator mutagen is its high adaptability, right? Like off the charts, into the sky, way off to the next galaxy and beyond.”
Almost as if it were sentient, able to sense the subtle genomic shifts as humanity evolved, environmental factors, choice of partners, the slow realignment of genes across cities, planets, systems. And all the while, it lay dormant, ready to adapt, resurface, and strike again. It was why their current fix was called a “corrective treatment” and not a “cure.” That correction was only ever guaranteed per generation.
“We use its own design against it,” he continued, tone fervent. “Just like Augustus’s bioweapon, but the inverse. Instead of finding and attacking mutated genes, we find and repair them. Same targeting, different result.”
Corinne’s tiredness lifted slightly. If he wasn’t mistaken, he caught a hint of an emotion so elusive, he’d started to feel it was impossible. Hope.
She drew up her chin, leveling a heartening look at him. “Let’s get to work.”



  
CHAPTER NINE
“Yet.”
Never had a single word so completely arrested his thoughts, overtaken his existence. Provided so much hope.
For the last twelve days, Jackin had been possessed of an unusual vigor, his tiny, contained existence so wholly disrupted by that one small word.
He’d convinced them to give him clippers long enough to buzz his overgrown hair and shorten his beard, exposing the long burn scar on his right cheek and jaw. Push-ups and sit-ups and contraband protein packets built on what little strength remained. He tried not to fixate on how thin and frail he’d become. He’d never intended to give up, but sometime over the last four months, he had. And he’d only had two weeks to fix it.
Two weeks comprised of Deveraux’s uneasy looks of sympathy and guilt, her single whispered words turning into hushed reports, then planning, then preparation. It’d all coalesced into a single, sharp rallying cry to his soul. Something to live for.
His expectations remained moderate. He didn’t need to be strong enough to fight. Just to survive, only briefly. He was a means to an end, a couriered message with the strongest encryption in the universe: the stubborn, unassailable willpower of Jackin North.
Today was the day. Fucking finally.
He trusted Deveraux, instinctually, and he let it be that simple, because there was no alternative. She couldn’t send the message herself—he’d locked the coordinates away so deep, he couldn’t tell her even if he wanted to. There was only one way to warn the Sentinels about the bioweapon test. He’d die trying if he had to.
It wouldn’t make him any more useless than he already was.
His cell door slid open. His second favorite of his two guards stood in the hall, glowering.
“Void, Davos,” the stocky man grunted. “You tryin’ to pace a hole in the deck?”
Jackin walked up to him, wrists held together, palms upturned.
The guard slapped the cuffs on and gave Jackin a contemptuous look. “Excited for today’s torture, are we?”
Jackin pressed out a bitter smile. “One of these times will have to be the last, right?”
The guard exhaled loudly through his nose. “Suppose that’s one way of lookin’ at it.”
He gripped Jackin’s arm and hauled him down the corridor and into the main laboratory.
Inside, Deveraux stood watching over the room from her post against the far left wall.
At the central workstation, Enzo sat with his face buried in a microscope. A new apparatus sat on the work surface beside him, resembling a kind of vacuum-pressure glove box lined with random tubing and circuitry. Beside it sat a small grouping of metal canisters that looked like overlarge biotool cartridges.
Jackin moderated his expression as he scanned the otherwise empty room.
Just Enzo, then.
They hadn’t seen Augustus since the first bioweapon experiment, and they’d prayed he wouldn’t drop in unannounced. The monarch’s presence necessitated increased security protocols and a cadre of overly attentive guards. Neither of which they sought to contend with.
Jackin tried not to look too relieved, but exchanged a quick, affirming glance with Deveraux.
Briefly, her gaze darted past him. He coughed into his shoulder to mask a glance back to where she’d looked.
On the back wall near the ceiling sat an inbuilt systems component—the primary network relay for this wing of the station. A new addition lay flush against it: a nondescript, hourglass-shaped device. Advanced, probably illegal, suppression tech that Mercer Biotech had been developing.
Why it was more effective than a normal transmission shield, Jackin didn’t know. He was just grateful Deveraux could get her hands on one. Its contribution, however brief, would make or break them.
Enzo threw a dismissive gesture over his shoulder. “Sit him there,” he instructed. The guard dragged Jackin to a stool at the counter right of Enzo’s station.
A little closer than Jackin would prefer, but he’d make it work.
The guard released his cuffs. Jackin rubbed his wrists in turn, the skin tingly and hypersensitive. Deveraux had managed to intercept his usual morning drug dose so he’d have a chance at staying sharp. However, that meant he was only riding fumes from the night before. A cold sweat pricked his skin and he felt a little overstrung … but it might also be from nerves.
Jackin sat on the stool and the guard gave him a stiff pat on the shoulder. “Be a good boy,” he muttered, then marched to stand post beside the main entrance.
Jackin drifted a look across the room, striving to remain nonchalant. His gaze caught on a large crate to the left of Enzo’s primary workstation. It sat open, revealing tightly packed rows of small metal cylinders, one of which had been removed and rested on top. Marked with all the correct hazard symbols.
Deveraux caught Jackin’s eye again, another affirming glance. It was the right stuff, everything was in place, they were clear to proceed.
Jackin drew in a breath to a count of four. Exhaled slowly. Time to poke the bear.
“So,” he began, craning his neck to look at the components on Enzo’s desk. “What are we up to this time, Mercer?”
Enzo didn’t look up.
“Or do you not even know?” Jackin challenged.
Again, no reaction.
Jackin exhaled a bitter scoff. “So he keeps you in the dark about this too?”
Enzo cast him a sidelong glare, and Jackin could tell it’d stoked the right question in his mind. What he’d meant by “too.”
Enzo finally sat up, shoving aside his microscope with a huff. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“You know what you really are to him, right?”
“His rightful heir,” Enzo replied, nothing but straight confidence in his tone.
“Rightful,” Jackin said, “but not declared.”
Enzo started sifting through tablets on the desk, side-eyeing Jackin all the while.
Jackin kept pressing. “Why do you think that is?”
“He’s still in the process of divesting Cavalon,” Enzo recited. “It’s a complicated legal process, without a death certificate.”
Jackin snorted. “Is that really what he told you?”
Enzo glowered.
“Unimaginative,” Jackin said dismissively, then attempted to sound sincere through his obvious smugness. “But I get it. I really do. Your self-delusion. It must be demoralizing to know that you’re nothing but a placeholder for a six-year-old.”
Enzo’s face fell. His back slowly straightened from his hunched position.
In Jackin’s periphery, Deveraux shifted forward, completely unnoticed with Enzo and the guard’s attentions captured by Jackin’s insolence.
Jackin willed himself to not look at her. “Oh shit…” he said, eyebrows lifting. “You really don’t know, do you?”
Enzo leveled a barely restrained glare at Jackin.
Jackin muttered, almost to himself, “Yeah, I suppose that makes sense. Otherwise you wouldn’t be here dutifully carrying out his war crimes.”
A fire lit in Enzo’s eyes, his remaining modicum of composure vanishing.
Deveraux took another step. Then two.
The other guard rubbed his eyes, gaze defocused, attention listing. Spacing out more than usual from boredom … or the drugs Deveraux had slipped him.
“He’s ‘project track 03,’ if I’m not mistaken.” Jackin’s lips twitched up in a bitter smile. “Though Augustus plans to pass him off as Cavalon’s son.”
Enzo blinked rapidly, stuck somewhere between disbelief and fury. Jackin held his gaze.
Deveraux reached the crate. With a silent, swift motion she removed the top canister. Left another in its place.
“If you don’t believe me,” Jackin went on, “maybe check the bedrooms in the South Wing. See if any are being … remodeled.”
Deveraux took a step back, withdrawing from the crate.
Jackin scratched his chin, voice pitched with feigned curiosity. “Now, I wonder, once he’s finally brought the little clone out of hiding … how much longer do you think you’ll have?”
Enzo balled a fist, freckled cheeks blotched red.
Behind him, Deveraux continued backstepping toward her post.
Jackin jutted his chin at Enzo’s strange apparatus. “After you complete this delivery system for him,” he went on, “how much use will he have for you then?”
Deveraux’s back hit the wall just as Enzo clamored to his feet. “Be quiet,” he snapped.
Jackin bit back an audible sigh of relief, pushing out a steadying exhale.
Shoulders hunched, Enzo stalked to the open crate. He grabbed the exchanged canister and returned to his station. He released a small tube from the top of the apparatus and attached the canister.
“You know I’m right,” Jackin pressed. He couldn’t let up now, even with Deveraux’s task accomplished. They couldn’t risk Enzo inspecting the canister too closely. “The second it’s opportune for Augustus,” Jackin continued, “he’ll toss you out on the street and forget you ever existed.”
Enzo’s jaw flexed as he twisted the valve and it let out a small hiss. “Shut up, legionnaire,” he growled. “We’re going to try out this new delivery system on you, and maybe it’ll kill you and we’ll all have a supremely lucky day.”
“He doesn’t respect you as an heir, or even as a person,” Jackin continued, unabated. “You’re just a convenient tool willing to carry out his machinations, just like everyone else he surrounds himself with. He’ll replace you with that clone in a heartbeat.”
On the apparatus, a green status indicator lit. Enzo huffed as he flicked the transfer switch. “There’s no clone,” he grunted. “You’re lying.”
Jackin shook his head slowly, tone growing wistful. “It doesn’t matter anymore, does it?”
The apparatus let out a hiss, then a clunk.
Enzo’s face fell and his look shot to Jackin, confusion rounding his blue eyes.
A percussive jolt rocked the air. Flames engulfed Enzo.
Jackin threw up his arms as the wall of heat hit him. He tumbled off the stool and hit the ground hard, Imprints sliding to cushion the fall. His sight dipped to black, though he strove to hold on to consciousness—there was no time for passing out. It’d only just begun.
He peeled his eyes open. Smoke clogged the air. His ears rang over the muted drone of emergency klaxons.
Pain hit him next—biting and hot in both forearms. He rolled onto his side, pushing up far enough to inspect his bloodied arms. His Imprints had been in closer proximity to his right arm, able to slide into position and deflect most of the damage, but his left …
A metal shard half the width of his palm jutted out of his forearm, hedged with burnt flesh. Blood stained his sleeves, seeping down to drip worryingly quick off his elbow.
He knew he’d been too close. Nothing to be done now. Just push through.
Gritting his teeth, he ripped the metal free, a guttural roar escaping his throat.
He tossed the shrapnel away and curled in on his arm, panting through clenched teeth as his Imprints rushed to stanch the wound.
Two hands tucked under his armpits. They hauled him to his feet. He could barely make out Deveraux’s soot-covered face through the thick smoke.
Deveraux shoved him forward and into the decontamination chamber, which in its current emergency state had cycled both doors open. They stumbled out into the corridor, where smoke billowed through the air almost as thickly as in the lab.
Jackin wiped his stinging eyes and looked up the hall—the explosion had blown through the entire side of the lab, into the corridor and rooms opposite. Everything was on fire.
Red alarms oscillated as suppression foam rained onto the gnarled metal.
Deveraux grabbed his wrist and dragged him forward. The muted squeak of their footsteps barely cut through the nonstop ringing in his ears.
His vision swam as she towed him onward. After what felt like a very long time, she tugged him aside, into an alcove beside a bulkhead.
Breaths short, he pitched forward, propping on his knees to ease the hitch in his side. He’d have thrown up if he had anything in his stomach.
In this corridor, only a thin haze clouded the air, the sound of alarms echoey and distant.
Deveraux panted, “Shit. That was bigger than I thought it was going to be.”
Jackin rubbed soot-thickened sweat off his forehead. “He might’ve changed the concentration since we did the math. Did he survive?” They truly hadn’t been trying to kill him, but they’d accepted it as a possible consequence.
Her ash-stained brow creased and she shook her head. “It doesn’t matter,” she breathed, then her gaze caught on his blood-soaked left arm. His Imprints had done their best, but they were drawing from an empty battery. “Void,” she swore, hissing out a sharp breath. With a single terse tug, she ripped her gold captain’s sash from her uniform. “How the hell did that happen?”
Jackin grimaced as she wrapped the sash tightly around the slice on his forearm. “I’d guess it was from that bomb we just set off.”
She gave him a brief, flat look as she tied off the sash, then grabbed his other arm. “Let’s keep moving.”
Though it taxed the upper limits of his stamina, Jackin somehow managed to keep pace as she guided him to the escape pod access hatches. She punched a code into one of the control panels. An airlock cycled open and she shoved him into the dark pod.
He stumbled in, but shouted, “Wait!” and spun around, staggering back. He pressed a hand against the doorjamb to keep it from sealing. “What about you?” he half coughed out, throat raw from smoke inhalation. “If Enzo survives—if he saw you help me—Augustus will have your head. You have to leave.”
“I want to,” she said, a bitter tightness to her expression. “I’ve wanted to, so many times over the years. But I can’t, not anymore.”
He glanced back at the hazy corridor, toward the destruction they’d left in their wake. He couldn’t really think of a better time. His voice broke as he croaked out, “Anymore?”
“That boy.”
He blinked. His mind stalled out for a moment while he struggled to frame the words. They’d never spoken about him before. The child clone.
“I can’t leave,” she continued, tone grim. “Now that I know what he really is. Who he really is.”
Jackin exhaled a derisive scoff. “Yeah—Augustus.”
“No.” She met his gaze head-on, steel in her eyes. “Cavalon.”
He couldn’t shoulder it, the deep irony and painful reality of that statement.
Fucking Cavalon.
She was right, of course. The boy wasn’t Augustus, not yet. If Cavalon wasn’t, then the boy definitely wasn’t. And Cavalon really wasn’t.
Yes, he was a screwup, and a glorious one at that. But he’d proven himself time and time again, and redeemed himself in more ways than one. Somehow, the bumbling mop-pusher had found a way to install himself in Jackin’s head—and heart.
Augustus’s sins weren’t Cavalon’s, and he didn’t deserve the punishment for them. And the boy didn’t either.
“Getting you out is one thing,” Deveraux continued. “But getting that kid out will be something else entirely. I need time—time you don’t have.” She looked down at Jackin’s bruised right arm, covered in small scars from the endless bioweapon experiments Augustus had performed over the last few weeks. “He was going to succeed one of these days.”
“What if he knows and your cover is blown?”
“It wasn’t. Isn’t. Trust me.” She gripped his shoulders and stared him straight in the eye. “I know how dangerous he is. But I’ve stood by and done nothing for decades. So when I finally get out, it’s going to be worth it. It’ll either be with that boy in tow, or me in a body bag.”
Jackin swallowed more bloody saliva. He wanted to argue—it was a fallacy, after all. Sunk cost. Bleed enough for a thing, and you can’t let it go.
He understood more than he’d like to admit. He was currently neck-deep in the repercussions of his own sunk cost. Fifteen years ago, he should have taken his new name and run far, far away, withdrawn to a quiet life surfcasting on some far-flung, unincorporated planet. But he couldn’t let the Legion go.
“I understand,” he said finally. He gripped the side of her arm. “Thank you’s not enough, but … thank you anyway. I can’t imagine the risks you took to get me here.”
She nodded. “Fly safe, Alaric.”
“Jackin.”
She blinked back at him, lips parting.
He didn’t have time to explain. How he’d never felt more himself than with that name, more at home, more the person he’d always wanted to become.
Deveraux’s gaze softened. Then at once, her mouth pressed flat, look faltering before leveling out as she forced control. She took his hand and held it between both of hers.
Her eyes didn’t leave his while she repeated, “Fly safe, Jackin.”
She held something between their hands. A small, dry, flat barrier between the skin of their palms.
On instinct, he withheld all reaction, though he didn’t know why. They weren’t being watched; they couldn’t be, or this would’ve all been over a long time ago.
Deveraux was relaying something in that look, and it held much more than any of the whispered plans or empathetic and defiant looks they’d shared over the last few weeks. It said don’t say a word. Don’t look at our hands, don’t even blink. This is meaningless. A goodbye gesture, nothing more.
Then she folded his fingers into his palm, and shoved him into the pod.
He reeled back, grabbing an overhead handle bar to keep from toppling over. The door sealed with a rushing hiss.
A dull thunk, and he faltered as the pod lurched.
Using the handle for balance, he managed to turn around. Blood trailed from under the makeshift bandage of Deveraux’s golden sash, dripping down his arm and off his elbow.
The tiny vessel spun on an unstable axis around him. He exhaled through the dizziness.
The cabin was no more than three meters square with crash benches crammed against three walls—no conventional helm or pilot’s seat, just a bank of control panels for the minimal ship systems.
Deveraux had released it, but he had to tell it where to go.
Staggering the few steps toward the controls, he activated the navigation panel, trying not to be too concerned by the amount of blood he left in his wake.
Pain suffused him. The adrenaline from the explosion was finally fading, the full extent of his injuries bubbling to the surface, and he yearned for the hazy delirium of his tranquilized, baseline state.
With a tight grimace, he closed his eyes. He had to focus, just briefly. Long enough to draw up an old, buried memory.
With a few taps, the coordinates were in.
Vision reeling, he stumbled sideways into one of the crash seats.
His fingers searched for the harness strap, but he gave up as fatigue settled in, a heavy, black fog of exhaustion.
He welcomed sleep.



  
CHAPTER TEN
For nearly a week, the twelfth floor buzzed with the full force of the Biotech team at its highest functionality: fully caffeine- and purpose-fueled, marked by progressively fewer memory flushes as the fortress and atlas continued to peek through each other’s “pickets.”
They’d accrued a veritable buffet of culture dishes, each containing a tiny scrap of human DNA, new sets rotated in every four to six hours. Dozens and dozens lined the long countertops, each meticulously labeled by diligent lab technicians. At any moment, one of those little samples might reveal itself as the solution that would save humanity.
After five days of running everyone on double shifts, it’d come down to just the two of them: Cavalon and Corinne working silently in the subdued shadows of the after-hours low-light mode.
Cavalon watched as the timers ticked down one by one, hope deflating with each shriveled sample twisting into a haze of black dust.
The final timer ran out and Cavalon slumped into a nearby stool, head buried in his hands. Corinne approached.
He looked up. She had a culture dish perched between her gloved fingers.
The last one. Gone to dust.
She set it down without the slightest sound.
Cavalon’s metal stool groaned as he got to his feet. “We run it again,” he said, chest heaving with too-shallow breaths.
Corinne’s face fell, her tone weary as she said, “This was the twentieth round, Cavalon.”
“Sure, but—it’s, it’s not,” he stuttered, pushing his hair off his forehead. “There’s got to be another angle. A parameter we’re not thinking of. Something.”
Corinne peeled off her gloves and set them aside, a sorrowful tilt to her lips.
Groaning, Cavalon dug the heels of his palms into his eyes. Drifting stars and webs of light danced on the backs of his eyelids.
They always found a way. It’s what they did, their specialty. Pulling random fixes out of their asses—not just him, all of them, it was basically the Sentinel motto.
But not this time.
He rubbed his prosthetic thumb against the compass tattoo on the inside of his right wrist. His pulse beat too fast.
He exhaled slowly. “This can’t really be it.”
“I wish it weren’t.” The certainty to her tone would’ve confused him had he not been distracted by keeping down the swell of bile rising in the back of his throat.
He braced his fists on the edge of the counter, hanging his head between them to keep from throwing up a stomach’s worth of coffee.
Corinne stepped close, one soft hand on his arm, another between his shoulder blades, rubbing with a familiar maternal cadence he hadn’t felt since he was a kid, since before she’d left him and his father to fend for themselves.
She murmured platitudes about the importance of rest while hot irritation stoked in his chest. He shoved the feelings aside—an abandonment spiral wouldn’t do either of them any good right now.
“I’m going to retire for the evening,” she said finally. “You should too, CJ. Good night.”
She left, and for a long while Cavalon stared after her with a strange, resentful confusion.
They’d just sentenced half the human race to certain death, and she’d gone to bed.
How could she give up, just like that?
Rubbing the bleariness from his eyes, he looked toward her terminal, at her well-worn lab coat hanging askance over the back of her stool. The scuffed polish of the resin countertop around the terminal glass, from years of note-taking and lab equipment and coffee mugs.
He slumped back into his stool.
Man, he’d been extra idiotic this time. He’d sensed it, the last few days, hovering under the surface as they’d worked. He’d been too caught up in his own fervor to pay attention.
She’d done all this before.
She’d been humoring him when he’d come in hot from R&D with his brilliant “new” idea. Like their protocols for impartial consultations—she’d pretended it was a new idea so he’d bring an unbiased eye to the same water she’d already treaded over and over again.
Corinne hadn’t given up just now. She’d given up years ago.
She hadn’t been on Akhet sunbathing for fifteen years; she’d been working. Of course she’d already tried to cure the mutagen. Tried to reverse-engineer the bioweapon. Tried the approach it’d taken him barely any effort to come up with.
But now he was here, the prodigal grandson, and she’d been willing to give it a second chance.
But nothing had changed. He hadn’t contributed anything new.
He propped his elbows on the cold counter, burying his head between folded arms.
They had a balance, between them, he and Rake. She made it go and he fumbled along behind waving science and math, and together they pulled impossible odds out of their asses.
But he couldn’t pull his weight this time.
A sweltering fever rose in his chest, like a white-hot knife twisting deep. A horrible feeling he’d felt only twice before, the other times he’d failed her. Like just a few months ago back at the Core, when he’d woken up on the Wakeless and realized he’d left her behind on Elyseia to get captured by Augustus.
Then before that, almost a year ago and a hundred million light-years outward. When he’d had to look her in the eye and tell her Griffith was going to die. Nothing to be done, no way to fix it. Not enough time nor expertise nor equipment nor ability to rewrite the past.
He froze. The barest kindling of a thought stoked in the back of his mind.
Rewrite the past …
He sprung to his feet. The idea was just improbable enough to maybe, possibly, probably not be brilliant. But he hadn’t amassed all this trauma to give up now.
He threw open his nexus. It was almost 0300. Really late, or really early—that awkward time where both were true.
Who cared? Akhetian time was different from Corsair time, which was different from Elyseian time, et cetera. And really, what was time, anyway, other than a construct whose rules could be broken at random if the universe felt like shifting some mass around?
He tapped his nexus to open a comm line. “Puck. Don’t yell.”
“Cav…” Puck replied, groggy. “Void—it’s three in the morning.”
“Emergency conclave. Now.”
Puck hesitated, then returned with a sober, “On it.”



  
CHAPTER ELEVEN
Adequin narrowed a bitter look at Cavalon over the blue glow of the strategy table.
If this was his way of getting back at her for rousing him for the Intel check the other day, she was going to kill him.
Nascombe trudged down the ramp, unsurprisingly the only one of them who’d bothered to change out of sleepwear—though his unbuttoned, untucked dress shirt felt practically uncouth by Nascombe standards. “This better be good, Mercer,” he rumbled, voice groggy with sleep as he approached.
He joined Adequin, Cavalon, Corinne, Puck, and Mesa at the table.
Adequin staved off a yawn with an awkward jaw flex, then caught Cavalon’s eye. “All right, Cav. What’s this all about?”
“All our tests failed,” he announced, and from the casual tone and rapid speech, Adequin had to do a mental double take to decide if she’d heard him right. “And they’re going to continue to fail,” he added, “so we’re going to stop trying.”
Adequin rubbed a knot at the back of her neck. This was a very odd way for him to tell them half of humanity was doomed.
Strangely, Cavalon spun to face his grandmother. Corinne’s brow creased, seeming as confused as Adequin.
“Listen,” Cavalon began. “I know you’ve done all this before, done it a hundred times.” He stood slightly hunched, voice low, just for Corinne, but his tone rose in fervency as he continued. “I know it’s all you’ve been thinking about for over fifteen years, and I know you blame yourself for what that asshole’s trying to do.”
Corinne blinked rapidly a few times as she picked at the edges of her nails. Adequin wasn’t sure Corinne was capable of looking truly flustered, but this was a near thing.
“But think about what’s being asked,” Cavalon pressed. “Addressing a genetic mutation is one thing, but extracting something that’s been a part of our DNA for five hundred years? If between you and Augustus and—and—” Cavalon faltered, gaze dropping briefly before he grabbed a hold of it again. “And Dad. If the three of you couldn’t figure it out, and I can’t either…”
Cavalon gathered Corinne’s hands between his.
Adequin was wrong before—now Corinne looked flustered. The woman stood frozen, staring at their hands, seeming entirely unsure how to react.
“We keep rehashing the same stuff,” Cavalon went on, “but when was the last time we learned anything new? Since before Augustus was born? Or great-grandma? Longer?”
Corinne’s brows knit tight. “Much longer. Centuries.”
“Exactly!” Cavalon said, flinging his arms out, his frenziedness encouraged by her participation.
Corinne’s concern faded, replaced with darting, curious eyes. She clearly understood more about what Cavalon meant than Adequin did.
“We’re working with a wildly incomplete data set,” Cavalon continued. “I bet it’s half of why Augustus was struggling to target dormant mutations. Without firsthand knowledge, we can’t know. We just aren’t smart enough. Not you and I—just human beings, collectively. We’d need the likes of Mesa on this, but she’s not a bioengineer, and I don’t know of any Savants overly concerned with human genomics.”
Mesa gave a rather nonchalant, concurring nod.
Cavalon returned his full manic energy to Corinne, rare but clear hope in his pleading eyes. “A solution’s not going to fall into our lap. We need to go out there and find it.”
Corinne and Cavalon locked eyes, heavy, loaded air between them, some complicated net of history Adequin would never fully understand.
Adequin watched him watching Corinne … and couldn’t help but be a little proud.
He’d looked at the problem, recognized their shortcomings, and admitted defeat. Instead of wilting, he’d just moved on. Didn’t get caught up in denial or delusion or throttled by stubborn pride. He’d come up with a new way to frame it. Forged ahead. Something leaders did.
“Find the source…” Cavalon said, tone encouraging. “Find the solution.”
Finally, Corinne turned away from Cavalon, back straight and chin high as she addressed the others. “He’s correct. If we can find inceptual data from a Viator source—testing records, blueprints, trace samples of the original agent … It is a near certainty that we could formulate a cure.”
Everyone stood inert, in various states of not knowing where to begin.
Finally, Nascombe broke the silence. “Where would we find that? Surely, Augustus has already scoured the SC and beyond for every drop of knowledge on the topic.”
Corinne nodded. “Yes. I did as well, in the year or so leading up to my … departure. If humanity had found that kind of empirical evidence, the Mercers would know about it.”
“So we have to go beyond humanity,” Cavalon replied, a hint of sporting challenge in his tone.
Then for some reason, everyone turned to stare at her.
Adequin blinked back at them, confused. “What?”
Tone grim, Puck said, “Paxus.”
Adequin slumped with a weary sigh, propping both hands on the glass table. She shouldn’t be surprised that her treasonous confrontation with Kaize would follow her forever, but she didn’t have to like it. “That doesn’t mean I know where they keep secret troves of ancient biowarfare data.”
Adequin eyed Mesa; she was the most likely of anyone on Akhet to have that kind of insight.
Mesa fidgeted with the end of her long braid, a familiar kind of chronic exhaustion evident at the wilting corners of her overlarge Savant eyes. Mesa caught Adequin’s look, then blinked a few times, tone apologetic. “All known Viator infrastructure was destroyed or dismantled by the System Collective long ago. It is very unlikely that anything of substance remains overlooked.”
Cavalon mussed a hand through his lack-of-sleep-disheveled hair. “Could we just … call Kaize and ask real nice?”
Adequin exhaled a long sigh. That’d worked well enough for him the last time he’d called Kaize, begging them to save Adequin’s life. “We could try,” she said, tone regretful. “Though it could take weeks to get a reply—that’s if we can even reach them to begin with.”
There was a black hole in the way, after all. But the others didn’t know that.
What she also didn’t add was that Kaize wouldn’t necessarily know any more than they did—nor want to help. Their relationship was amicable enough, but beyond complicated. After all, humanity had reciprocated with their own retributive mutagen, seeking the Viators’ extinction in kind—one that was still affecting them. And a cure for humanity wouldn’t mean a cure for the Viators.
Cavalon roughly scratched his stubbled cheeks. “Yeah, good point.”
“What about the atlas?” Adequin asked, primarily directed at Mesa. “Now that Kaize ‘liberated’ it, could it be used to pinpoint untapped wreckage or settlements? If we cross-reference it against SC and Legion charts?”
Mesa attempted to smooth out the baggy sleeves of her sweatshirt—likely Puck’s, as it was at least three sizes too big. Her chin drifted in the beginnings of a headshake. As she drew in a breath to answer, the strategy table lit to full brightness.
Adequin squinted at the influx of holographic light.
Beside her, Nascombe held up a hand to shield his eyes. “What the…”
The initial wash of light diminished, shifting from soft blue to crisp white. Over the center of the table, a holographic rendering took shape: four triangles sliding together to form the facades of a pyramid. Dots of light curved in slow arcs around it, each with a tapered tail following behind like the slow-motion trails of fireflies.
Cavalon gaped. “Is that the atlas?”
Adequin stared, lips parted in speechless confusion.
The holographic pyramid sat enveloped in a murky pool of light. Radiant, mazelike lines traced along the surfaces, luminous pinpoints following the same paths in a cyclical cadence.
“Puck? Mesa?” Adequin croaked. “What’s happening?”
Mesa’s head shook slowly. “I do not know, Excubitor.”
A sudden, sharp artificial voice rang out, “Mersker vree earin zissken.” The stark tone echoed off the concrete, harsh and loud in its unexpectedness.
Any lingering sleepiness vacated Adequin’s body with a flush of adrenaline. Even her Imprints alerted, tingling across her skin in a readied state.
Cavalon took a full step back. “What the fuck was that.”
“Zissk vrissk isck miirlen.” More sharp utterances, sounding nearer to the grinding chirps of a cicada than actual words.
Corinne held a hand to her heart, blue eyes frantically searching the table.
Nascombe eyed Puck and Mesa, who exchanged a curiously concerned look.
Brows pinched, Mesa said, “I believe that is the Cathian language.”
“Haren, olair ruena,” the voice spoke again, but this time in a language Adequin recognized.
Mesa’s bewildered expression redirected from the display and onto Adequin.
“Yeah, that’s Viator.” Adequin scratched her jaw slowly. “An odd phrasing—literally, ‘evasion vessel.’”
Nascombe fidgeted with the top button of his shirt. “Okay, but why is our system projecting random recordings of other species’ languages at us?”
Mesa didn’t take her eyes from the display. Soberly, she breathed out, “They are not recordings.”
“Evasion ship,” the voice grated, this time in their own language, though still sharply synthesized.
Nascombe let out a few distraught chuffs. Puck and Mesa shared a wide-eyed look, equal parts trepidatious and culpable.
“Species habitation,” the voice intoned. “Interstellar medium. Arks.”
The quality of the voice slowly resolved, though it possessed the familiar distortion intentionally designed into all their digital voice systems. But it was otherwise clear, calm, toneless. Pleasant, as far as sourceless, disembodied voices went.
Puck’s coltish frame remained stiff as he swept open his nexus and sifted through screens. “Mes,” he whispered, elbowing Mesa’s arm as he gestured to a section of his display.
Mesa ignored him, staring at the holographic pyramid. Her balled fists became engulfed in the sleeves of her sweatshirt and she stepped up to the edge of the table. “I noticed strange occurrences the last few days,” she admitted to herself, head shaking.
“Guys…” Adequin said, warning in her tone. “What the hell’s happening?”
With an effort, Puck pulled his tight expression from the screen, voice pitched up as he continued to feign cheerfulness. “Remember the gates we told you about?”
A hard weight settled in Adequin’s stomach. She didn’t like where this was headed.
Nascombe said, “Like what you used to create the meshwork?”
With a fair bit of accusation, Adequin added, “The ones that place restraints on the fortress intelligence?”
Puck’s bronze cheeks reddened. “It seems…” he began, but hesitated, struggling to find the words, or the will to admit it, or both.
“Spit it out, Centurion,” Adequin said, as not-bluntly as uncaffeinated-at-0300 would allow.
Dismissing his nexus screens, he clasped his hands in front of his stomach. “It seems that gate has been opened.”
“I thought you were just lifting it”—she pinched her fingers together, scorn in her tone—“this much. Temporarily.”
“We did,” he assured, holding up placating hands. “That all went exactly to plan. But it appears we inadvertently alerted the fortress intelligence to the gate’s existence. And with something as interesting as the atlas on the other side, it wanted to get a better look.”
Cavalon chuffed a tight laugh. “It got tired of peeking through the pickets,” he surmised, “so it just kicked down the gate and invited itself in?”
Mesa cast him an unamused look.
Shoulders hunched, Puck waffled his head side to side. “Yeah, kinda.”
“So close it,” Nascombe said flatly. “Close the gate.”
Puck frowned, throat bobbing with a loud gulp. “We can’t.”
Adequin narrowed her eyes. “You said that’s why they’re called gates and not walls. Because they can be lifted and lowered at will.”
Mesa canted her head, overlarge eyes narrowed at Puck’s screens. “That presumes said gate is not … completely eradicated from the system.”
Adequin tented a hand over her eyes, wishing she’d just stayed in bed.
Nascombe gestured at the strategy table. “What does this have to do with these recordings?”
“That’s just it,” Puck said. “I think Mesa’s right—they’re not recordings. They’re vocalizations.”
Corinne scratched her chin, curious. “It’s trying to talk to us?”
“Not really. It might just be an attempt to transmit information, the same thing it already does through network management, but given voice, instead of just a bunch of alerts on our nexuses. Not starting a conversation, just a method of conveying information.” Puck’s face fell, shoulders slumping as he looked to Mesa for help.
Mesa kept staring at the table with her arms crossed, her determined glower conveying frustrated schoolteacher, sternly apologetic for the bad behavior of a student.
Adequin glanced toward the real atlas, still perched on the meshwork control station, clamped wires cascading away from it like conductive tentacles.
“So this voice…” she began, tentative. “Is it the fortress, or the atlas?”
“Yes,” Puck replied, while Mesa confidently said, “The fortress.”
The two exchanged a brief, reticent look before Puck cleared his throat. “The fortress,” he conceded, though from his wilting tone, he wasn’t ready to put his full endorsement behind it.
Though she already knew the answer, Adequin had to ask, “Should we pull the plug?”
Mesa’s pinched brow tightened even more, but she only shook her head.
“We’d risk losing the meshwork,” Puck answered, hesitant. “Possibly permanently. I’d need to look more closely at the connective tissue before I could say if it could be extracted.” He crossed his arms and shook his head. “No wonder the system keeps crashing. I’m surprised this ancient hardware can even handle it.”
“Maybe it can because it’s ancient,” Cavalon offered.
Puck eyed him curiously.
Cavalon shrugged. “Old’s not always bad.”
“Arks,” the artificial voice repeated. “Here.”
Over the strategy table, the holographic rendering of the atlas pyramid continued to sit in a haze of light, surrounded by drifting pinpoints. The firefly trails swelled outward, then in a rush the whole thing imploded on itself, collapsing into the fulcrum of the pyramid, throwing the small room into relative darkness.
A heartbeat later the light erupted back outward.
Adequin squinted as the display settled into a sea of white orbs and amber discs. It took her a moment to recognize it. A star map.
She scoured the new rendering—the same style of map the atlas usually displayed. Her gaze caught on a small pinpoint that shone with a distinct glimmer of cobalt light.
Adequin leaned over the table and palmed the map. Just like when controlling the atlas, she shifted her hands and it rotated toward her. The others watched her work with various degrees of concern and curiosity.
As she narrowed in on the blue light, three distinct pillars appeared, set in close proximity to one another. Thin ecliptic lines indicated them to be in remote orbit of the nearest star, which itself had no orbiting bodies.
Tilting her head, she twisted the rendering upward, rotating the entire perspective ninety degrees until the “pillars” became long, horizontal cylinders.
Ships. A triplet of massive vessels drifting deep in open space.
“Arks,” the voice—the fortress—repeated again.
Adequin’s eyes burned as she stared at the stark cobalt lines.
She scaled in farther. There were no details, nothing cogent. Yet it felt deeply familiar, if impossibly distant. Some subconscious, instinctual thing.
Forcing her spine straight, she rubbed the heels of her palms into her eyes. She needed more sleep.
“Rake?” Cavalon asked. “What is it?”
She dropped her hands and peered through the rendering, across the table to meet his tired blue eyes. “Ships,” she admitted.
Cavalon’s brows knit. “Ships?”
“Arks,” Corinne whispered, curiosity sharpening her apprehension.
Adequin rubbed a temple. “I thought it was just…” she began, half under her breath. “A ghost story.”
Something Kaize had mentioned: “Deserted generation ships, burned into the ancestral dream.” She’d never forget a second of the conversation in which she’d learned that their galaxy would be the final sanctuary of the collapsing universe.
The fortress said, “Solution. Arks.”
“Rake?” Nascombe asked, tone wary. “Ghost story? Arks? What’s going on?”
Adequin swallowed hard. “I think these are their generation ships.”
Silence.
Cavalon cleared his throat, shifting his weight a few times before he could get the words out. “The Viators’ generation ships?”
She dipped her chin. “Right.”
Cavalon threw up his hands, voice high as he practically shouted, “The Viators have generation ships?”
Adequin shot him a hard look. “You know that, I told you—”
“No, you said Kaize implied that they came from another galaxy to flee the collapse. That doesn’t mean they left their intergalactic vessels hanging around some desolate star for the last three thousand years.”
Nascombe scratched the dusting of stubble on his jaw. “We’re talking about the vessels the Viators used to travel to our galaxy?”
“Yeah,” Adequin said. She’d shared that part of her and Kaize’s conversation. The rest she had to keep buried. For now.
“Wouldn’t those predate the mutagen?” Nascombe asked.
“Yes.” The fortress spoke again, and everyone visibly tensed. “Recent abandonment, relative.”
Cavalon gulped.
“It stands to reason,” Mesa said, in her slightly awed, mostly concerned tone reserved for only the most uncomfortably random of alien occurrences, “dismantling or destroying a vessel of that caliber would take considerable time and effort. If well-maintained, they could have been used for centuries after arrival before being decommissioned.”
Mesa’s chin lowered as her look drifted inward. Adequin recognized the dawning realization—as if so many incidental details of Mesa’s studies that had once made no sense suddenly clicked into place via this single fact.
“No decommission,” the fortress said. “Fiercely protected by all generations, unknown reason. Even now, anonymity protects.”
Adequin eyed the table warily. It seemed to be learning how to construct sentences, at least somewhat.
Brow quirked, Cavalon pinned Puck with a narrow-eyed look. “How’s this sitting with your ‘it’s not conversing with us’ theory?”
Puck frowned, then turned to Adequin and asked, “What’s the likelihood their generation ships were in use during the time they created the mutagen?”
Adequin reached over the table, scaling back out to better orient. “This is downward of the Lateral Reach…” She drew in a steadying breath, racking her brain. “It’s possible. Viators weren’t really in that area during the Resurgence, but they spent a fair amount of time in the Reach in the latter years of the Viator War. We by no means had eyes on the entire Viator fleet. I’m sure they had resources we never knew about.”
“Multipurpose facilities,” the fortress said, as if offering an answer. “Development and manufacturing of war materiels. Research.”
Adequin zoomed the map back in toward the cylinders.
Mesa kept a skeptical eye on the table.
“It’s conceivable,” Corinne agreed, her pinched lips and furrowed brow balanced right between concern and curiosity. “The mutagen development process is thought to have taken many decades, if not generations.”
“Hold on,” Nascombe said, wiping his hands down his face. “Can we rewind a second…” He cast his hands out toward the holographic map. “The fortress heard our conversation, intuited what we needed, and showed us this map? And now it’s explaining it to us?”
A heavy look passed between the six of them, and Puck muttered, “Yeah.”
Nascombe lowered his voice, barely a whisper. “Do we … trust it?”
Cavalon scoffed. “Trust the inanimate object that just secretly grew a voice and became semiconscious over the last couple weeks? Sure, why not.”
They all stared at the cobalt cylinders. The vessels. Ancient Viator generation ships that’d traveled between countless galaxies to find them. The levalaine.
“Well…” Adequin began, drawing in a fortifying breath. “What do we think? It’s a bit of a trek, but with the meshwork, it’s doable.”
Especially with that baby jump drive aboard their new Zenith Mk-II—or the Revenant as Gideon had coined it before Adequin had appropriated it out from under him.
Nascombe sighed. “Feels better than doing nothing.”
Puck gave a dejected nod. “Not like we have a lot of other options.”
“I will defer to the animuses,” Mesa said, inclining her head toward Cavalon and Corinne.
Corinne blinked and looked up, caught deep in thought. She entwined her hands, then dipped her chin. “It seems a viable course of action.”
Cavalon wiped his tired eyes, nodding his agreement.
Adequin took a slow, deep inhale, then forced it out even slower. “Okay,” she said with an air of conclusion. “Let’s get a planning session on the books for tomorrow. This group, plus Ford, Beckar, Emery, and Owen. It’ll take time to sort the details, the sooner we start, the better.”
Nascombe already had his nexus open. “We’ll need to shuffle a few things around, but I’ll make it work.”
“Puck, Mesa,” she prompted, trying not to sound too sardonic, “let’s figure out how and why the fortress eradicated an entire gate and whether that poses any issues for the meshwork—or security. Priority.”
Mesa’s eyes cast down and Puck frowned. They looked a bit like scolded puppies as they both mumbled, “Yes, sir.”
“All right.” Adequin’s gaze swept across the group, chin high, hoping to convey some sense of optimism. “Get some sleep. Tomorrow, we plan an expedition.”



  
CHAPTER TWELVE
Jackin’s vision tunneled, black and crinkly on the edges, soft and colorless at the center. With a glint of light, his eyes flickered open. A hazy flat hourglass swam in his vision.
Frantic cold squares darted over his bruised skin. Keeping him alive, somehow. It was a miracle they hadn’t already given up on him.
Jackin managed to focus on his upturned hand. Blood pooled in his palm. He tried to turn his wrist to pour it out, but couldn’t find the strength.
He closed his eyes. He wanted to sleep. He needed it, he could feel it, bone-deep, as essential as water or food or air. Or he might not make it.
Something lingered, something that prevented it. Lurking in the back of his mind, a subconscious nagging.
Forcing his eyes open, his gaze drifted to a small hardware unit about halfway up the short wall.
Right. He’d entered the SOS, but hadn’t activated the beacon.
A task that now seemed utterly insurmountable.
Coal to kindling …
The silent appeal rang in his mind, the remainder of the words dancing at the tip of his tongue. He tasted blood. Licked it from the corner of his mouth.
“You’re Ferrian?”
Jackin’s dark lashes clogged his vision as he blinked rapidly, trying to clear the murk from his eyes.
Rake knelt nearby, elbows propped on her knees. Her form shone between spears of otherworldly light, like so many fractured sunbeams.
Jackin’s lips parted to refute it, but couldn’t get the words out. A glossy red drop of blood fell to the deck, pooling along with the rest. Then another.
“You really didn’t tell me anything, did you?” the apparition accused.
His throat closed, heat springing up behind his eyes. He was raised that way, but he didn’t believe. He never had.
“Yet you cast a prayer to them now?”
It’d been a reflex, not belief. It wasn’t a formative part of him.
“Even without belief, it can be formative. If it gives you strength, you should lean on it.”
Jackin shook his head and met her eyes, vibrant amber flecked with gold, caught in the cutting resolve of her expectant gaze. He drew up the will to croak from his raw throat, “I’m already leaning on what gives me strength.”
His fingers tremored as he reached out, dispelling the Rake apparition. With his very last shred of resolve, he stretched his trembling arm upward. The beacon trilled as it activated.
He sank back into darkness.

“Bloody void.” A low, gruff voice. So tangible, yet infinitely far away.
Cold, hard fingers pressed under his jaw, searching. Till they found the shaky pulse in his neck, drubbing against the fingertips with a haunting, too-fast cadence.
“Shit.” The same voice. “Ric, wake up, dammit.”
A stiff grip on his arms. Pain suffused his ribs and hips and spine and everything as the foreign hands hauled him up.
Again, he welcomed oblivion.

Jackin woke slowly, nostrils filled with a synthetic, aromatic scent that brought him back to childhood. To truancy and banter and horseplay before it turned to bickering and uncompromising expectations.
He forced his eyes open.
Beige walls, polished silver instruments, the soft hum of electronics.
He lay on an inclined bed, a white sheet taut around him. Tubes and wiring connected his bruised and bandaged right arm to a large monitoring unit and infusion pump, defibrillator and ventilator on standby. His left forearm was fully wrapped and secured in a tight sling against his chest. An unfamiliar, steel gray nexus band hung a few notches loose on his right wrist, his left too injured to accommodate it.
His eyes lifted to the black symbol emblazoned over the door—a hawk diving in profile, talons reaching forward, bladelike wings fanned out behind. The Corsairs’ emblem.
The Corinthian’s medbay.
A familiar form sat nearby, elbows on knees, forehead propped on entwined hands, long black locs draped loose over one shoulder.
Jackin tried to speak, but a brittle cough came out.
Gideon’s gaze shot up, and a lump lodged in the back of Jackin’s throat. Gideon carried a tense, haunted look Jackin had only ever seen once before. When Abraham had died. Akemi’s father—Jackin’s adoptive father. And a father to Gideon, if not biologically or legally, in every way that mattered.
In an instant, Gideon’s expression ironed over with placid indifference. He braced on his knees as he pushed to standing and approached Jackin’s bedside. “Morning, sunshine.” He passed Jackin a small plastic cup of water.
Jackin accepted with his unbandaged right hand, though the weight of the IV lines smarted as they tangled with his elbow. He sipped the water slowly—cold and refreshing as it burned against his raw throat.
Grimacing, he tugged at the wiring connecting him to the plethora of machines.
Gideon frowned. “Now, Alaric. Be a good patient. We went to a lot of work saving your life.”
“Don’t call me that,” Jackin croaked.
Gideon heaved a sigh. “I suppose you’ll want a new name after all this. You’re kinda needy about the name thing, not gonna lie. What’ll this be—your fourth?”
“Sorry,” Jackin grumbled, setting the water aside. “I’ll try to stop having my identity irreparably compromised by a sociopathic monarch.”
“That’d be ideal, thanks.” They shared a weary smile, and Gideon gripped Jackin’s shoulder lightly. “How do you feel?”
“Never better.”
“Mm-hmm,” Gideon hummed, heavy with skepticism.
“What happened?” Jackin asked, rubbing his fingers hard into his aching temple.
Gideon sighed. “I was kinda hoping you could tell me.”
Jackin clenched his eyes shut. It was taking form, but still hazy.
“We found you at one of our safe house containers,” Gideon explained. He gave a pointed glance at the assemblage of white Imprint squares lining Jackin’s right arm. “You owe those fancy new Imprints of yours a thanks. Pretty sure they were the only thing keeping you alive.”
Jackin stared down at the static squares trailing down his arm. They’d been keeping him alive for months.
He met Gideon’s look. “Thank you,” he managed. “For picking me up.”
Gideon drew in a long breath. “Pretty sure the Tiercel would have my head if I didn’t.” He dug into his pocket. “We grabbed a few of your things out of the escape pod, but…” He held something out toward Jackin. “Found this stuck in your bloody grip.”
It took Jackin’s tired eyes a moment to focus on it. Between Gideon’s fingers, a single scrap of folded paper, creased and stained with blood.
Jackin took it, unfolded it.
He blinked, read it again.
A date and location.
The date and location.
In a rush, the whole frantic, shitty situation came back, his clouded memories clearing into a sharp, harsh recollection: The horrific outcome of the bioweapon experiments, Augustus’s plans for testing, Enzo’s cluelessness as they rigged an explosion to veil Jackin’s escape.
Then Deveraux shoving this paper into his hand. So that he could not only warn them a test was forthcoming, but tell them exactly when and where.
He exhaled a crackling breath and scrubbed a hand over his mouth.
Why hadn’t Deveraux just told him? Why risk writing it down and ejecting it into open space in an escape pod with a dying man?
He closed his eyes. Deveraux’s look when she’d given him that paper …
He was missing something.
“Can you send a secure message?” Jackin swallowed over a hard lump. “To … them?”
Confusion flickered across Gideon’s expression, then his brow flattened as he realized what Jackin was really asking. Where he wanted it sent.
Gideon blew out a long sigh. “I can, yeah … But I can think of a more secure method.”
Jackin lifted an eyebrow. “Yeah?”
“You can take it there yourself.”
A brief, dizzying nausea rose, and Jackin shut his eyes. He held his palm against his temple, pressing back a rising headache.
Gideon sidled up to the bed, leaning in close. “Listen. If it were up to me, you could stay here and recover as long as you need. But Akemi…” He glanced at the door, frowning. “Well, she didn’t take the news of your return that well. You being a fugitive, and all. We’re keeping it quiet, but she’s going to want you gone sooner rather than later.”
Jackin gave a slow headshake, a hot swell of bile rising in his throat. His Imprints shifted, hovering in the on-edge, protective way they typically did just prior to an encounter with Augustus. He scratched at the skin around them, frowning.
Gideon kept his voice low, and uncharacteristically encouraging. “Besides, I know you want to see your crew.”
“Of course I do,” Jackin croaked. “But keeping them safe is more important.”
“You won’t be keeping them any more safe by staying away. That’d just be punishing yourself for no reason. Besides, what else are you going to do? He’ll come looking no matter what—at least with Akhet, it’s the one place you know he can’t follow.” He scratched his jaw, frowning. “Assuming you didn’t…”
A vise tightened under Jackin’s sternum. “No. I didn’t tell him.”
Gideon’s look drifted over Jackin’s bandages. “How’d you manage it?”
Jackin swallowed, shaking his head slowly. “I disconnected.” The hazy Rake apparition formed in his mind’s eye. “I compartmentalized.”
“And this valiant escape?”
Jackin frowned down at his slung arm, wrapped wounds, bruised everything. “Hardly valiant,” he muttered. “I lucked out. One of the guards was … sympathetic.”
He’d never forget the fervency Deveraux had radiated as she’d explained why she had to stay behind.
Oddly, it’d felt like a fresh indignation. Was Jackin’s goading of Enzo the first she’d learned who the boy really was? If Jackin hadn’t said any of that, would she have escaped along with him?
Gideon’s smile was thin, but sincere. “Well. I’m not surprised. You’re the toughest asshole I know.”
Jackin’s lips twitched up and he caught the man’s eyes, unsure. They’d been on rocky ground for over twenty years, but maintained a mutual respect—he thought. He would’ve said the same about Akemi, and that was going less than swimmingly.
“Well, what do you think?” Gideon inhaled, tapping his palms on the sides of his legs, brows high and expectant. “To Akhet?”
“No,” Jackin said, tone firm.
Gideon’s shoulders slumped. “Where the hell else are you gonna go?”
“Anywhere. Just dump me at a colony in the OC.”
“It’s safe to go out there, trust me. I’ve made the run dozens of times.”
Jackin hesitated, lifting a brow. “You have?”
“Of course,” Gideon said with a resounding sigh. “I’m the Corsairs’ right hand. You made Adequin the Tiercel.”
For a long while, Jackin stayed silent, picking at his cuticles, eyeing the blood still caked under his nails. Finally, he asked, “How is she?”
“Good, I think.” Gideon’s gaze dropped and he shook his head. “Thriving, honestly.”
Jackin exhaled, relief dulling the nagging ache of guilt in his stomach. He wasn’t surprised. Of course she was. She was made for this.
“She’s a little demanding,” Gideon added sullenly, his look equal parts amused and begrudging. “Though far less difficult than Akemi has been lately.”
Jackin scratched his beard, curious. “More difficult than usual?”
Gideon cast a troubled glance toward the exit. “She’s been…” He lowered his voice a suspicious amount. “Making some changes. It’s her prerogative, of course, I just … I don’t know. We’ve reached an equilibrium over the years, between our official and unofficial halves. She seems hell-bent on testing the limits.”
“Change isn’t always bad.”
“No,” Gideon conceded. “But it isn’t always good.”
Jackin twisted his nexus band around his wrist, running a thumb over the Corsair logo embossed on the underside. “How’s the crew feel about it?”
Gideon shook his head. “No one’s openly questioning it yet. Many are too loyal, even more too greedy, but Akemi knows there’s been rumblings.” He exhaled a long breath. “Point is, she’s on edge right now, and your arrival hasn’t helped. Again, if it was up to me…” The muscles in his jaw flexed as he shook his head. “But it’s not. The sooner we move you, the less angry she’ll be.”
Jackin shrugged. “Again, drop me wherever you want. As long as you can get a message to Rake.”
Gideon leveled a hard, flat look at him. “You almost died yesterday and you still find the will to be such a stubborn bastard.”
“A trip out that far isn’t safe—or realistic,” Jackin insisted. “I’m sure Augustus already has a bulletin out. You won’t be able to get me through an Apollo Gate.”
Gideon gave a playful, pouty frown. “I take offense at the blatant slight to my smuggling skills, but there’s no need. We can take an obscation—there’s one that drops us within a couple hours of the escort point. A few days total.”
Jackin tilted his head; it was odd to hear another language on Gideon’s lips. “‘Obscation’? That sounds like a Viator word.”
Gideon’s expression fell. “Oh, yeah, I guess you would’ve missed that update. That’s what they call those gateless exits.”
Jackin blinked, too exhausted to assign it to memory. “Okay, but how can we take an Arcullian Gate? Do you have the atlas?”
A hint of a smile crept across Gideon’s face. “Nah. They got it all hooked up remotely now. The atlas’s permissions get pushed out to every ship in the fleet. The Crucius included. They call it the meshwork.”
Jackin rubbed his chin. A lot had changed. Gideon now knew more about the Sentinels than Jackin did.
It was unnerving to think about just how much might’ve changed, how much they’d moved on without him. But he also deeply wanted them to be thriving. To be doing anything and everything to push this fight forward, toward the Core, toward Augustus.
Jackin stared down at his bruised knuckles. Sure, he wanted to see Akhet. Everything Rake had built. He just wasn’t convinced he had much left to offer the Sentinels.
A sharp itch sparked along the Imprints on his arm. He scratched at them, vigorously, sidelining the self-pity—it wasn’t productive.
Gideon was right. Even if Jackin had nothing to offer once he got there, he didn’t have a home that wasn’t with the Sentinels.
“Fine,” he conceded. “But we take every precaution and then some.”
Gideon smiled. “Agreed.” He scrubbed a hand over the top of Jackin’s head. “Haven’t seen your hair this short since we were kids. Looks good.”
Jackin grunted, shoving Gideon’s arm away. “Yeah, right.”
“Boys,” a woman’s husky voice interjected.
Gideon’s smile waned as their gazes shifted to the entrance.
Akemi stood in the doorway. She wore a bespoke white suit and a particular kind of long-suffering scowl reserved exclusively for Jackin.
He rubbed a hand down his face, too tired to contend with Akemi’s disdain.
Behind Akemi, Phaedra stood half-eclipsed, a pink tinge to her freckled cheeks. She smoothed a hand down the front of her knee-length white vest. Her hair was tied up in an intricate crown of braids, the same vibrant copper as her mother’s, though without the streaks of gray.
Imperious as ever, Akemi stood with her chin lifted, dragging a flinty, evaluative look over him. “You’re alive.”
He coughed. “At the moment.”
“And here,” Akemi added, tone pointed as her glower shifted to Gideon. “Still.”
“Relax,” Gideon sighed. “We ran him through customs, he’s clean.”
Jackin frowned, unsure how he felt about receiving the same treatment as a piece of black market cargo with ambiguous provenance. Though he couldn’t really blame him.
Phaedra beamed from over her mother’s shoulder. “We’re glad you’re awake. You did not look at all well when Gideon brought you aboard. You had us worried.”
The cracks in Jackin’s dry lips smarted as he involuntarily smiled. He appreciated the level of optimism it took for Phaedra to pretend to speak to her mother’s worries. He knew her own were genuine, at least.
Akemi cast an ominous look back at her daughter. Phaedra’s smile vanished.
Akemi’s half cloak drifted as she crossed the room to Jackin’s bed. Gideon backpedaled a few steps to make way, hands clasped behind his back.
“Alaric,” Akemi said, tone sober but pitying, as if about to deliver dire news.
“Akemi,” he mirrored, trying not to sound too mocking. “Apologies for dropping in unannounced. I didn’t mean to put you out.”
She shot a dark look in Gideon’s direction. “You were on the brink of death, it was hardly your decision.”
The light brown of Gideon’s cheeks flushed as he frowned down at his hands.
“It’s not Gideon’s fault,” Jackin said, an unexpected defensiveness stoking in his chest. “I chose to seek refuge at that safe house. He didn’t come looking for me.”
Akemi drifted a slow, almost smug look to Gideon. “Maybe not. Though he’s been expending plenty of our resources to feed your friends information about your captor.”
“On the Tiercel’s orders,” Gideon explained, averting his gaze to his boots. Like a child pleading innocence to one parent by swearing the other had given permission.
Jackin’s jaw flexed. He didn’t like this cowed version of Gideon.
Though, it was probably Jackin’s fault. He’d put Gideon in an impossible position. All the Corsairs, really. To have a bitter overseer curtailed by a Tiercel so unconnected from their daily lives. Not that he regretted it—he’d make the same choice in a heartbeat.
Akemi entwined her hands, maintaining her stiff smile. “Will you be retaking the mantle now that you’re back from the dead for the third time, or do you plan to leave it in the hands of that random legionnaire?”
Jackin growled, “She’s not a legionnaire,” unsure why that in particular had stoked his anger so acutely. Akemi had always known just how to get under his skin.
She pursed her lips. “Your captain, then,” she mocked.
“Mother,” Phaedra sighed, admonishing. “Be nice.”
“This is me being nice.”
Phaedra’s expression tightened, but she didn’t press further.
“Legionnaire, captain, revolutionary.” Akemi flourished a dismissive hand in the air. “She’s a stranger, no matter the label.”
“A stranger to you, maybe,” Jackin said. “I trust her, and you should too.”
Akemi scoffed. “I’ve not a reason in the universe to do that.”
“Gideon trusts her,” Jackin said, knowing it would provoke her and not caring. “Is that not good enough?”
Akemi sneered. “Gideon’s only beholden to her because of your deranged actions.”
“Mother,” Phaedra warned, stepping forward this time. “You would never allow me to so much as raise my voice to my brothers—and yet you stand here and speak to your own like this?”
Jackin watched Phaedra with a bit of awe, demonstrating a fierce authority and command for respect that belied her age and painfully cheerful demeanor. Then he blinked, realizing what she’d just said.
His gaze flitted to Gideon, then Akemi. Both kept their eyes down, expressions withholding.
“Yes, I know the truth,” Phaedra said, shooting Akemi a contentious glower. “Uncle Alaric.”
Jackin froze, a thickness building in his throat.
Phaedra crossed her arms. “After you left, I managed to pry it from my mother’s drunken lips.”
Akemi’s fierce glare grew so hot, it would’ve felled a lesser presence. But Phaedra remained unaffected, chin high.
“The point is,” Akemi said, tone caustic, “you can’t stay here. Every second you remain puts the Corsairs at risk.”
“Relax, Mi,” Jackin assured. “I’m on my way out the door. We already decided.”
“Excellent,” she bit out. “Fly safe.” She shot Gideon a hard look, then blew past Phaedra and out the door.
Phaedra watched her mother leave, then turned back and met Jackin’s eye. “I must go, but…” She pressed out a smile. “I hope we can catch up another time.”
Throat dry, he managed a quiet, “Me too. I’m sorry. I didn’t want to lie to you.”
She lifted a thin hand. “Don’t be sorry, I know it wasn’t your decision. Focus on a speedy recovery. Be well, Uncle.”
She left and Jackin stared at the sealed door, unblinking, that final word ringing in his ears, arresting his breath.
Uncle.
He didn’t know what to do with it.
Gideon took a tentative step forward. He wiped the back of his hand across his forehead. “Sorry about that. I told you, she’s…”
“How soon can we leave?” Jackin asked, rubbing his dry eyes with a knuckle.
With a weary, strained smile, Gideon said, “Ready to fly in twenty.”



  
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Aboard the Revenant, Adequin stared at Praetor Reneth Lugen through hundreds of light-years, a dozen relays, and at least eight layers of encryption.
“Things are on schedule…” He trailed off, gaze drifting down.
“But?” she prompted.
He tented a hand over his eyes, sighing heavily. “Nothing,” he said, dropping his hand. “It’s just the longer this goes on, the thinner this line I’m walking becomes. The balance is fragile.”
Adequin rubbed her lips, trying to mask her worry behind a professional facade, though it was pretty useless.
“I want to ensure nothing falls through the cracks.” He leveled a serious look at her. “I need you to be ready—”
“Sir, no—”
“There’ll come a time when we won’t have a choice,” he warned. He held her gaze, eyes glossy and unblinking. “I’ll be gone, and I’ll be passing you the baton, and I need you to be ready to take it.”
“I’m ready to take it, sir,” she assured, leaving the rest unsaid. She could be ready to take the responsibility and not be ready for him to be gone.
Because gone meant dead. She was tired of losing people.
The Revenant’s overhead lights cycled to a soft yellow, then back to white. They’d decelerated from warp.
From around the corner, Emery called, “Five minutes out, boss!”
“I should duck out, sir,” Adequin said.
Lugen nodded, then was quiet for a long while until he finally said, “I wish I could say we’ll see each other again, Rake.”
There was more there, behind those words and that steel gray gaze, despite the static of the video. But he didn’t need to say it.
“I understand, sir,” she said. “Aevitas fortis.”
“Aevitas fortis, Rake.”
Adequin closed the call, taking a moment to retie her hair before she shut down the terminal and went to the helm.
Inside, Emery flew while Ford sat copilot. The cockpit was about twice as large as the Wakeless, with pilot, copilot, and navigator chairs facing a bowed viewscreen that stretched the full width of the black-glass flight console.
Ford cast Adequin a consoling smile in greeting. “How’d that go?”
“Fine. Nothing pressing.” Adequin stood behind Emery’s seat, leaning on the headrest as she eyed the dash.
Emery chomped on her gum as she craned her neck while trying to look straight up at her. “This is weird, right, boss?” she asked. “Gideon bein’ all secretive-like?”
“A little,” Adequin agreed. “Let’s hope it’s not a trap.”
Emery snickered, though there was a hint of tension behind it.
Adequin jostled the younger woman’s shoulder. “Kidding, Em.” She moved to stand between the chairs, crossing her arms as she watched the stars speed past on the viewscreen. “I’m sure he’s just erring on the side of caution.”
In truth, it was a little odd. But Warner had armed out a contingent of escort ships with enough firepower to capture a small moon, so she wasn’t overly worried.
More than anything, it was Gideon’s insistence that both she and Ford of all people came to meet him, and no one else. Adequin felt pretty confident Emery’s presence wouldn’t spook him, whatever he was up to.
“Crucius is on approach,” Emery announced, then glanced up at Adequin. “They’re requesting dock coupling.”
Adequin inclined her head. “Go ahead.”
“Initiating docking procedure.”
“Aye, docking,” Ford replied.
As the two worked, Adequin cut through the main cabin to the starboard hatch. She stood waiting at the end of the short corridor while the ships coupled, then the airlock exhaled a hiss and cycled open.
Yellow-tinged light spilled in from the Crucius. Gideon stood beside a slightly taller, lean man with buzzed black hair, wearing loose blue medical scrubs. The man’s shoulders were askance, head tilted down, every visible centimeter of his light brown skin covered in contusions, scrapes, or gauze wrapping.
Gideon gripped the man’s elbow gingerly and guided him through the lock.
Adequin took a slow step back, unsure what to make of it. Until the two men arrived in the overhead lights of the Revenant’s main cabin and her breath left her.
Jackin.
She stood rooted, heart kicking hard against her ribs.
Gideon leaned into Jackin’s ear and whispered, “Ric—Jack. We’re here.”
Jackin’s chin lifted. His bloodshot, dark brown eyes drifted around the cabin briefly before landing on her. He stiffened, brow creasing.
Heat sprung to her face, pulse beating loudly in her ears.
They stepped into each other’s arms.
A dizzying relief washed through her. For a long while, Jackin didn’t move, arms fastened around her, firm but not tight, secure, hot breaths soft and shallow against her neck.
She settled into the warmth of his shoulder as a familiar scent washed over her—seabreeze and driftwood. She’d never consciously realized he had a particular smell, but now it felt like the port in a storm, serene and consoling, working to settle her frantic heartbeat.
She tightened her hold with a brief pang of fear that he might vanish. He remained solid, warm, real, yet she struggled to believe it. That he could really be here.
Her eyes filled with a sudden dampness.
Jackin loosened his hold enough to face her, forehead to forehead, and look her in the eye. He lifted a thumb and wiped a tear from her cheek, leaving his calloused hand on the side of her neck.
The corners of his eyes creased, expression equal parts curious, concerned, and surprised. “You’re real…” he whispered, reverent.
Her lips twitched with a weak smile. “Of course I’m real.”
She didn’t want to let go, or even look away for fear if she blinked wrong she might wake up. But she sensed Ford hovering off her shoulder, so she reluctantly gathered every ounce of willpower to release him, stepping back to cede the way for the doctor. Jackin looked like he needed it.
Ford and Jackin hugged while Adequin sucked in a few uneven breaths, her throat full, face hot, mind racing.
A fingerless-gloved hand gripped her shoulder. She turned toward Gideon, whose chin drifted toward the cockpit. She followed him, retreating to stand in the archway to the helm.
Gideon cleared his throat, voice barely a whisper. “I understand if you need to turn him away. I can take him somewhere else…” His gaze went distant, and he shook his head. “I don’t know where, but I’ll figure something out. I thought you’d want to see him either way. Proof of life, at least.”
She glanced back into the cabin. Ford led Jackin to sit on a crash seat, then entered full doctor mode, kneeling at Jackin’s side and peering into his pupils with a penlight.
“Thank you, Gideon,” she said—or rather attempted to say, but it came out a muted, fractured whisper. “You did the right thing. We want him here.”
He gave a solemn nod.
“How is he?” she asked, tentative.
“Honestly…” Gideon lowered his voice, pulling her a step farther away. “Tired, despondent, withdrawn. Then other times, he seems perfectly normal.” He shook his head. “What he went through … I want to help. I just don’t know how.” He pinned her with a heavy, trusting look she didn’t feel worthy of. “I’m not the right person for the job.”
She swallowed over a lump.
Gideon’s assumption was strangely fortifying, though she couldn’t say she agreed. Wanting to be the right person didn’t mean you were.
Her brow furrowed, suddenly struck by just how much she didn’t understand about the current circumstances. “How did you do this?” she breathed.
He lifted his hands to deny credit. “It wasn’t me. We found him in an escape pod at one of our safe house containers. I haven’t heard the full story, but he mentioned a guard helped him get out.”
“Wow, okay.” She scrubbed a hand down her face.
The idea of a sympathetic Mercer Guard would’ve surprised her, had one not done the same thing four months ago to help her and Cavalon escape the manor.
“Sorry about the secrecy,” Gideon said. “I saw the small fleet of corvettes you brought.”
“Noticed that, huh?”
“They surrounded us, then waylaid my ship, so yeah.”
She inhaled a soft hiss through clenched teeth. “Sorry. The out-system meetup put Warner a bit on edge.”
“I would’ve just brought him groundside, but I didn’t think you’d want to make a spectacle out of him in the hangar.”
“Definitely not,” she agreed. “Sorry you had to make the trip out again.”
He shook his head. “It’s fine—a hell of a lot faster now with the meshwork. I have some stuff to go over with Nascombe anyway.” He gave a slightly tense but toothy smile. “And I’ve got a bet to win involving drinking Warner under the table.”
She smiled back. She didn’t even know he and Warner had interacted outside of security checks.
Their amusement fell away as the situation settled back in. They looked to Jackin.
He sat in the crash seat, head hung low, a bone-tired weariness saddling his features. Ford knelt beside him, studying a biotool readout, murmuring soft assurances.
Jackin nodded, and his white Imprint squares cleared a path on the side of his arm. Ford twisted a new cartridge into the biotool, then injected it. Jackin’s jaw flexed with a barely constrained wince.
Gideon’s watery gaze stayed on Jackin as he rubbed his bottom lip.
Adequin softly cleared her throat. “I’m sure he’ll appreciate having you around a while.”
Gideon frowned. “I don’t know about that. I’m not sure he’s ever forgiven me for … never forgiving him.”
“Family’s a comfort, regardless.”
His look shifted to her. “I think he’s covered in that regard.”
She offered her best approximation of a smile. Heat rose to her eyes again, and she rubbed a hand over them. She hadn’t held up to the family standard lately. But maybe she’d have time to make up for it.
Adequin looked up as Ford approached, leaving Jackin as the recipient of Emery’s merciless hug.
“He’s all right, surface level.” Ford ducked inside the archway to stand beside Adequin. Though he appeared relieved, deep concern laced his tone. “But he’s endured some serious traumas, physical and mental. It’ll take time to sort out.”
Gideon frowned. “They had him on high doses of either apexidone or endotane, our doctors weren’t sure. He had bad withdrawal by the time we found him. They said he needs tapered off.”
Ford rubbed the bridge of his nose, nodding. “There’s an antagonist drug that works for both. I’ll make sure the doc knows.”
“I’ll forward you his medical chart from the Corinthian once we’re planetside.”
Ford inclined his head, then looked to Adequin. “We can let Warner do all the usual intake sweeps, but then we should admit Jackin directly to medical. Overnight at minimum, maybe a few days. Just to make sure everything’s stable, and he can be on his own.”
Adequin didn’t let the concern reach her expression as she gave an affirmative nod. “To medical, then.”



  
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Adequin stood behind a pane of glass, arms crossed, watching Ford and a medic settle Jackin into a half-reclined inpatient bed. They checked his vitals, hooked up an IV, then checked his vitals again.
Guilt ate at her.
That he’d had to do this himself. That Gideon had to bring him to her. That she hadn’t taken her fleet and burned a path directly to his holding cell.
A hand gripped her shoulder and she glanced back.
Puck. She cast a weary smile as he settled beside her.
“So it’s true,” he said, reverent.
“It is.” She gave a slow headshake. “I thought we’d have to raze the entire System Collective down before we’d get him back.”
“Yeah, well…” He exhaled a heavy breath. “He’s the resourceful type. Not surprised he found a way out.”
Puck stared through the observation window, hiding a doleful look behind a mask of professionalism. He and Jackin had grown close after running the Lodestar together for six months. Adequin had been gone for so much of that time, she often forgot.
“If you want to see him, you can,” she offered.
Puck rubbed his shaved head. “I want to, but I don’t wanna overwhelm the guy. It’ll keep till tomorrow.” He looked down at her. “I know you probably don’t want to let him out of your sight, but…”
She sighed. “It’s only been a few hours, give me some time.”
“You need to rest too, sir.”
She slid him a sidelong glower. “Did Nascombe send you?”
Puck went suddenly stiff. “No.”
“Void.” She leaned both hands on the window’s ledge.
Puck slumped to rest against the sill and catch her eye. “To Nascombe, today was just a day full of back-to-back meetings that all got canceled for some reason. He doesn’t understand what the fuss is about; he hasn’t had the pleasure of falling in love with Jackin North like we have.”
Adequin swallowed over a swell of fury. “Tell Nascombe to relax,” she growled, “or face me himself next time.”
Puck’s lips twitched as he fought a grin. “Copy that, sir.”
The small antechamber grew quiet, lit only by the cast-off light from Jackin’s room. Through the glass, Ford and the medic began to rewrap Jackin’s wounds.
A sharp ache twisted under her ribs. “Puck, if he got himself out … surely we could have?” She shook her head, look dropping to her boots. “Why didn’t I go after him? Why did I even leave him to start with?”
“Whoa, no,” Puck said, placating. A familiar, genuine solace built in his tone. “You know you made the right decision that day, boss. We wouldn’t be here right now if you hadn’t.”
She managed a nod, though a bitter weight soured in her stomach.
Puck pushed off the glass to stand beside her again, propping his shoulder against hers. A small, almost incidental gesture, but still comforting.
“We wouldn’t be planning to cure the Viator mutagen,” Puck went on, “we wouldn’t know half of what we do about Augustus’s bioweapon. He’d be able to rain it freely down on the entire population with no recourse, and millions more would die. That would all vanish if you’d made a different choice.” He glanced through the glass, expression grim. “Yes, Jackin took the brunt of that decision, but it’s the call he wanted—expected—you to make.”
She scrubbed a harsh hand through her hair, loosening it from its tie as she looked back to Jackin.
“I know it’s hard, Rake,” Puck added, tone soft. “But try not to worry too much. He’s here, now. He’s safe.”
“I know, you’re right,” she conceded, exhaling through the ache in her chest. “Thanks, Puck.”
The inner door swished open and Ford entered the antechamber. He inclined his head toward Puck in greeting before looking to Adequin. “The medic’s just finishin’ up with a diagnostic scan,” he explained as the door sealed softly behind him. “Doc will come by for a full workup in the morning. Didn’t wanna put too much on him at once.”
“Makes sense,” Adequin agreed.
“What the shit!”
Adequin turned to find Cavalon charging through the outer archway into the small observation chamber. Blue eyes wide, he marched straight past them and up to the glass.
His lips parted speechlessly. Pale cheeks flushed, he pointed at the window, then cast a disbelieving look across the three of them. “How am I the last person on Akhet to find out?”
He moved toward the entrance, but Ford sidestepped to intercept. Cavalon’s boots squeaked as he halted in front of Ford’s raised hands.
“Now, lad,” Ford said, tone consoling, “hold on. We don’t know if that’s a good idea right now.”
Cavalon’s wide eyes shot to Puck and Adequin, confused. “What? Why?”
Puck hung his head, gaze cast to his boots.
Adequin scratched through her loose hair, frowning. She couldn’t avoid it forever. “Cav, we just thought…” Her voice waned. She couldn’t do it.
Cavalon’s face went slack. “Oh…” The color drained from his cheeks. “Oh, I see. Because I’m Augustus.”
A vise tightened in Adequin’s chest. “No, Cav—”
“No, no,” he said quickly, lifting both palms as he backed away. “I get it. Really.”
He turned back through the archway and into the hall.
“Shit,” Adequin hissed, and started to go after him, but Puck tugged her shoulder to halt her.
“I got it, sir.” He jogged after Cavalon.
Adequin forced out a shallow breath, exchanging a guilty look with Ford.
“It’s the right call,” Ford assured, voice quiet. “For now, just to be safe. We don’t know what might trigger him.”
She swallowed bile, praying to the void he was right. Irrevocably traumatizing Cavalon hadn’t been on her agenda for the day.
The door slid open again and the medic stepped out. “Sirs,” they said, inclining their head as the door sealed behind them. “Diagnostic is complete. Nothing critical. I’ll make sure the doc gets the full workup.”
“Thank you,” Ford said.
“Of course, sir.” The medic glanced back through the glass. “He’s asking for you two, by the way.”
Adequin nodded. “Thanks.”
The medic dipped their chin, then left.
Ford stepped back, sweeping a hand in invitation, then followed Adequin inside.
Head tilted back against the reclined bed, Jackin rubbed his forehead with his less-injured right hand. “Drugs are gonna knock me out soon,” he said, voice gravelly and low.
“Good,” Adequin said, rounding to the right side of the bed as Ford went to the left. “You need rest.”
“I do. But there’s an actual reason I’m here, you know.”
Adequin forced a grin. “Not just to see me?”
“Honestly,” he sighed. “I refused at first.”
Adequin exchanged a doleful look with Ford.
“I didn’t want to risk your security,” Jackin explained. “I didn’t realize … quite how extensive the operation had become.”
He grimaced as he shifted in the narrow bed, craning to fish something out of his pocket. He passed it to Adequin.
A worn, wrinkled piece of paper, dried blood staining the folds.
She opened it and scanned the rough, slanted handwriting. Coordinates and a date.
“It’s the bioweapon,” Jackin explained. “He’s planning to test it on a population center.”
“Bloody void,” Adequin cursed, grinding her teeth. The paper crinkled in her hand as she clenched her fist. It was incredible the ways that man could plague her while never coming within a thousand-light-year radius.
Ford rubbed his furrowed brow. “Void indeed.”
“Probably a small colony or station outpost,” Jackin added. “Somewhere with a large enough sampling, but small enough he can keep the fallout quiet.”
Adequin let out a tight, bitter scoff. “He could test it on a Core planet and still find a way to keep it quiet.”
“I’d try to get confirmation,” Jackin said to Ford, “but the source is trustworthy.”
Ford scratched his chin, gaze shifting inward.
Adequin caught his look. “You’re thinking about those amassing Proteus that seemed to have no purpose?”
Ford gave a grim nod. “Could be the start of a convoy that’ll move on this location.”
She sighed. “Yeah.” Turning back to Jackin, she flapped the crinkled paper in the air. “Didn’t memorize it, North? You’re really slipping.”
A hint of a smile tugged at Jackin’s lips. “I was a bit too drugged to trust my memorization skills.”
“Fair,” she said with a frown, then passed the paper to Ford.
“I asked Gideon to just get you a message,” Jackin said. “But he really wanted to get rid of me. Or Akemi did, at least.”
“Her loss.” Ford offered a lopsided smirk, then scanned the paper. “I’ll have to double-check, but I think this is in the Outer Core. Date’s a ways off, we’ve got some time.”
Adequin’s brow furrowed. “Enough time for Biotech’s expedition, though?”
Ford rubbed a hand over his beard, head shaking.
“Plus the time they’ll need for development,” she added.
“It’ll be tight,” he agreed, then shoved the paper in his pocket and offered a salute. “That’s my cue. Intel’s on it, sir. We’ll have details and a rough plan in place before the conclave next week.” He gripped the side of Jackin’s arm. “Get some rest, mate. Glad to have you back.”
Jackin nodded in thanks, and Ford left.
Adequin exhaled a long breath. “Thank you, Jack.”
He gave a languid headshake, gaze going unfocused. “It’s … You’re welcome.” His eyelids sank. The drugs were kicking in.
She gripped his hand. “I’ll let you sleep.” She started to go, but his fingers caught in hers. She halted, boots squeaking as she retreated a few steps.
His eyes remained closed.
“Jack? You okay?”
His chest raised and lowered with increasingly slower breaths. “Don’t,” he breathed.
She glanced around the room, confused.
“Don’t,” he repeated, barely an exhale. His fingers twitched, hitching around hers.
Oh.
“Okay,” she said quietly. “I’m here.”
After a few moments, his hand slackened, the furrow in his brow vanishing, shoulders dropping. Exhaustion took him.
She stood watching his steady breathing for a long while, not wanting to really look at him. The sickly tinge to his light brown skin, the dark purple stains under his eyes. Countless scratches, scrapes, bruises, burns.
Where it really hit was in the hollowness of his cheeks, the cut of his jaw, the sharp line of his collarbone.
A tight heat burned in her chest. Her guilt transformed to anger. Far too much anger and nowhere to put it.
Her jaw tensed.
No, she knew exactly where to put it.
But that would have to wait. Puck was right. What was done was done. They had Jackin back. They could move forward.
She carefully unwound her fingers from Jackin’s.
Two armchairs sat against the outer wall and she pulled one closer to the bed, then sank into it. The spartan room was a soothing, if sterile, kind of tranquil, just the quiet whirr of machines and Jackin’s soft breathing.
Seeing him like this, guard down, defenseless, completely spent … he looked younger. A red flush to his cheeks, the worry creases smoothed from his forehead, the black of his short, buzzed hair more prevalent than the gray.
Her eyelids grew heavy, a wall of exhaustion hitting her all at once.
She rubbed her palms into her eyes. She could train her body to handle physical exhaustion, but the emotional crap always caught her flat-footed.
Tucking her legs up, she hugged her knees to her chest. Her eyes drifted shut, and she gladly welcomed sleep.

In a time both inert and infinite, she lingers.
Static light sparks at the edges. It prods, waiting, wondering, cautious. Until she consents.
All around, a latticework of light spreads, crisp and white, ancient and alien. It cedes in favor of a star-strewn vista: luminescent cosmic dust and gas twisting through pockets of dense stars.
It’s unequivocally beautiful, but a cold fear grips her. Her onus endures, even here. Especially here.
It weighs on her heart, her soul, her very marrow. When she tries to speak it, to ease the burden, the words stick in her throat, transforming into soft sparks of cobalt light.
It has to move faster, faster, faster. It funnels her, harries her, nips at her heels.
It’s worse than she knows.
Caelestis presses. They push. They rise to stand against it, divert to build their barrier. It wasn’t enough. Never could be.
This universe has taken, taken, taken.
Enough.
They exist on borrowed time. Borrowed space. Space that isn’t theirs. An indelible stain on the cosmos, the damage they wrought.
Her astral vista distorts. She squints, straining, her metaphysical eyes filling with the fractured light of bereft stars. All across her skin, where squares of silver and copper should be, luminous pinpoints ignite, trailing each other in mazelike patterns.
Grasping fingers douse the stars in inverted light—indigo, iridescent, impossibly dark. Until nothing remains but stolen, vacant space.
There, in that primordial black, a single, quiet truth remains: It is not the Divide they’re contending with.

Adequin startled awake, sucking in air.
Stark copper tinged her saliva. The padded chair squeaked as she sat up, struck by a sudden claustrophobic stiffness.
Confused, she grasped at her neck, fingertips clinging to cold metal. She tugged aside her collar. Her Imprints coated her entire neck, jaw, throat. She traced her fingers along them, swallowing the metallic bitterness. With soft clicks they shifted back into their default formation.
A headache threatened and she rubbed her temple. Even in her most terrifying dreams, her Imprints didn’t activate.
Though nothing about that felt like a dream. More like a vision. Or a message.
“What was that?” a groggy voice rumbled.
Rubbing sleep from her eyes, she glanced around the room, taking a few seconds to orient. A slant of early morning light cut through the narrow band of clerestory windows along the outer wall.
Jackin eyed her from the hospital bed.
She shimmied to sit up higher in the deep, padded slopes of the chair. “It was nothing,” she croaked, mouth starkly dry.
“That wasn’t nothing.” His nominally less-bloodshot eyes narrowed. “Are you bottling shit up again?”
She cleared her throat. “Who? Me?” she quipped, feigning innocence.
With a wry smirk, he said, “Yeah, you’re right, you’re not the type.”
She returned his smile, warmth radiating in her chest. His jeering behavior gave her hope. They had a chance at getting the old Jackin back.
The humor slid from her expression moments later.
She hadn’t had a chance to apologize, to explain what happened at the manor, to thank him. She’d run this moment through her mind a million times a million ways, but faced with it now, she didn’t know how.
“Adequin.”
She looked up, stock-still, caught in his haggard but deadly serious look. She couldn’t remember the last time he’d called her that.
“We’re not going to do the guilt thing, okay?”
She swallowed hard. Easier said than done, but she managed a relatively confident, “Okay.”
Jackin gave an affirming nod. Grimacing, he pushed to sit up higher, groaning as he leaned forward. He grabbed the small bundle of cabling monitoring his vitals and yanked it free of his chest.
Adequin sat up, abruptly very awake.
He swung his legs over the side of the bed. “You gonna help me break out of here or what?”
She slid to the edge of her seat, lifting her hands as if to stop him, but her muscles were frozen in confusion. “What? No—lie back down.”
He ignored her and grabbed his IV tube. Before he could rip it free from his wrist, Ford stalked in. His tall frame was tense, on high alert, white-skinned cheeks gone to ash. His nexus glowed with a slew of alerts.
“What in the—” He halted as his panicked look fixed on Jackin. “North,” he sighed, a fraction of relief easing the tension in his voice. “What the hell are ya doin’?”
Ford marched over and took Jackin by the shoulders, forcing him back into the bed. Jackin’s forehead creased, but he didn’t resist.
“Your heart rate flatlined,” Ford explained, lifting the disconnected end of his monitoring cables. “You can’t do that to me, mate. I’m gettin’ too old for that kinda scare.”
“Sorry,” Jackin muttered as Ford tucked the blanket back in around his waist. “I’ve been on floors or cots or medical beds for four months,” he explained. “I just want a regular damn bed, ya know?”
Ford’s expression fell, and he turned to share a guilty look with Adequin. She frowned back.
Ford finished reseating Jackin, then leaned on the edge of the bed. “I know it’s not ideal,” he said. “But I swear, we’ll have you out of here the second the doc clears it.”
“You’re my doc,” Jackin said.
“I was your best excuse for a doc.” Ford laid a hand on Jackin’s shoulder. “We need to make sure we’re not missing anything, that’s all.”
“Yeah, I understand.” Jackin rubbed his eyes and slouched lower in the bed.
Adequin’s nexus buzzed. She glowered down at it.
A fifteen-minute warning for 0630. That was early for a meeting, even for Nascombe.
She sighed as she checked the itinerary. Right. Yesterday’s meetings had to go somewhere.
“Duty calls?” Jackin asked.
She glanced up. “Sorry.”
He side-eyed Ford, then whispered, “Rain check on the escape?”
She scoffed a laugh, pushing up out of the chair and stretching her arms high overhead. “We’ll see,” she creaked out through a half yawn. She pinned Ford with an expectant look. “Try to keep him under control, Legator?”
Ford blew out a weary sigh. “Hasn’t worked for me the last twenty years, not sure why it would now.”
She gave Ford a consoling pat on the back, then left for more back-to-back meetings.



  
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
Two long days later, Jackin was released from medical.
A junior medic doted over his steadiness and comfort, asking no less than eight times if Jackin was okay while escorting him through the winding corridors of the massive fortress to his assigned quarters. Once inside, they finally took his silence as a hint and fucked off.
Jackin scanned the relatively spacious cabin. The door shared a wall with a kitchenette—fridge, cooktop, synthesizer, and small island. Opposite sat a living area with cushioned chairs, a sofa, and coffee table with a holographic glass top that doubled as a personal terminal. An open sleeping area adjoined, separated by a triplet of blocky support columns along the center of the room.
With his armful of mostly civilian clothing, Jackin passed the pillars into the sleeping area. He set the pile on the low dresser top.
On the nightstand, a glint of light caught his eye. He stepped over and picked up the small bronze object, a familiar weight to the metal and fit in his palm. He ran his thumb over the ADK monogram etched in the case. A pocket compass that’d been Abraham’s.
He clicked the side to open it. The needle jittered as he tilted the compass in his hand, the red tip settling on north.
It was the only thing he’d had on him when the Argus had gone down. The only personal item he’d had in his room on the Lodestar. Which meant someone had bothered to pack up his stuff before they’d fled the ship.
On the nightstand top, he ran his fingers over the fine coating of dust.
A thickness grew in his throat. He got the distinct feeling this wasn’t a new room they’d thrown together. They’d kept it for him. For when he came back.
A soft trill sounded. He glanced to the kitchenette, and it took a moment to realize it was a door chime.
He went to the entrance controls, tapping the screen and swiping randomly—he had no idea how to use the systems in this place.
Finally, the door bisected.
Rake.
She wore a fitted gray T-shirt half tucked into the navy pants of her excubitor uniform, the jacket slung over her arm. Her hair was pulled up, tidier than she’d kept it the last few days, only a few loose strands grazing her jaw and neck.
He squinted at her. Surprisingly realistic. No shifting edges or flaring light halos.
“You okay?” she asked, tone wary. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”
He exhaled a hard breath. “Sorry.” He still wasn’t used to her being real. “They’ve got me pretty drugged,” he said by way of explanation.
She frowned. “Fair.”
“Come in,” he offered.
“Not here to bother you, it’s just that the system can’t bring your Corsair nexus online, so I brought you a new one and figured—”
“Rake, just come in,” he insisted.
With a curt nod, she followed him to the kitchen island. Dark circles ringed her eyes, though a dewy flush brightened her olive-skinned cheeks, as if she’d recently gone for a run.
“You look tired,” he said.
She cast a wry smile. “Three days’ worth of meetings in two days. Do not recommend.”
He winced. “My fault. Sorry.”
“Not your fault.” She draped her jacket over the back of one of the stools. “We’ve just got a lot of irons in the fire at the moment.”
He jutted a thumb at the synthesizer. “Coffee?”
“Please,” she sighed, raw relief in her tone.
He moved to the machine, tapping a few promising surfaces to rouse the control screen, to no avail.
Rake intercepted, grip light on his arm. “I’ll get it. You want one?”
“Sure. Thanks.” He stepped back to lean against the counter.
A minute later Rake returned with two cups of steaming coffee. She passed one to him, and he nodded his thanks.
She sipped, keeping an eye on him over the top of her mug. “I heard Corinne came to see you this morning.”
Jackin frowned down at his coffee. “Yeah,” he sighed. Resulting in the single most awkward tension he’d felt with another person in … probably his entire life.
“How was that?” Rake asked, careful, slow. Though he hadn’t minded his soft launch back into reality, they were all doing a little more tiptoeing around him than he strictly cared for.
“It wasn’t a reunion so much as…” He swallowed. “An apology.”
Mercifully, Corinne had made short work of it. She’d thanked him, apologized, thanked him again, and left.
He had more work to do there.
He didn’t want things to be so charged between them, it just … was. It had to be. The blood he’d spilt on her behalf forced a gulf between them, whether or not it’d been her fault or intent.
Their relationship was contradictory from the onset, at once pivotal players in the trajectory of each other’s lives, and total strangers. It wasn’t the kind of thing that could be fixed with forgiveness, even if he was ready for it.
Besides, he didn’t know how he felt about the situation. Literally. The altered realities Augustus had created with that torturous Imprint machine had made a truly labyrinthian mess of his memories during his journey with Corinne—exacerbated by his own intentional self-deception. He needed to sort out which pieces were real and which were tainted, and that required time.
Jackin chewed his lip. Though Corinne’s visit had been the most uncomfortable, she hadn’t been his only visitor. He’d had a steady stream the last two days—from Puck, Mesa, and Owen to Warner, Beckar, and Erandus, all the way to CIC techs, medics, and mechanics from the Lodestar. With Emery popping in every few hours with more stolen confections from the mess.
But no Cavalon.
A trace scent of citrus jarred Jackin from his reverie.
Rake had leaned in. She held his upturned left hand gently as she removed his gray Corsair nexus band.
His eyes caught on the inside of her right wrist. A black compass rose tattoo with only the northern direction marked.
Rake set aside the old nexus, then secured a new black one around his wrist.
“You’re not on any of the call lists,” she assured. “It’s in personal mode and set to private. It’s just in case you need to get a hold of anyone.”
“Or get lost?” he ventured.
Her amber eyes rounded with a pitying smile. “Pretty much guaranteed in this place, yeah. Think of it as a rite of passage.”
“Thanks.” He thumbed at the band he’d worn most of his adult life, at once familiar and annoying. At least Rake had left it a couple notches loose to avoid aggravating his bruised skin.
He eyed the long shrapnel scar crossing his left forearm, discolored but smooth, as if it’d been healing for a month. Now that he’d been getting three square meals a day, his Imprints had seen fit to start on the more superficial injuries and scarring. They had their work cut out for them.
“Sorry I missed your release,” she said. “They let you out early.”
“I was a good patient.”
“I doubt that.”
He cast her a flat look.
Rake’s smirk faded, gaze falling as she picked at the edge of her nails. “Jack, I…” Her chest rose as she inhaled a slow, controlled breath. “I’m sorry I couldn’t help you the last four months. I wanted to.”
“We’re not doing the guilt thing, remember?”
“Not guilt, just … acknowledgment.”
“Consider it acknowledged. Though to be honest, I’m a little surprised you managed to stay away.”
“I just did what I thought you’d want.” Her mouth twitched with a grim smile. “Or rather, I asked myself which decision you’d yell at me for, then did the opposite.”
He chuffed a laugh, the corner of his dry lips splitting somewhat with the sudden motion. He grimaced, holding a finger to the break.
Rake’s chin dropped, voice growing quiet. “In truth, that’s all I’ve been doing the last four months, for everything. Asking myself what would Jackin do. How would Jackin fix it. Wondering if I was honoring your sacrifice. If I ever could.”
A lead weight grew in his stomach. He set aside his coffee and pulled her into a hug.
“You did,” he breathed into her hair, chest suddenly too tight. “You are. Don’t ever think it wasn’t worth it.”
Her arms closed around his back. Again, so gentle, slow, as if she feared he might shatter.
As her chin softened into his shoulder her scent hit him again, stronger. Brought him back to a time he didn’t often think of, and barely remembered. Jasmine shrubs along a dusty footpath, a cliff overlooking the ocean, a salty breeze bringing in the scent of bergamot orchards. An anchoring warmth kindled in his stomach.
Her steady exhales brushed against the base of his neck. “Are you okay, Jack?”
“Yeah,” he croaked as he let go and stepped back, gaze down.
“Sorry,” she scoffed. “I keep asking that. Stupid question.”
He shook his head. “Not stupid.”
“If you ever want to talk about what happened…”
Jackin took his coffee to the seating area and sat on the couch. Warming his hands on his mug, he cast her a sidelong look. “Is this an intervention?”
The question came out more sullen than he’d intended. After the doc had called in a psychiatric consult, he was sure they’d lock him up and throw away the key. Instead, they’d just scheduled daily counseling sessions alongside his physical therapy. Maybe Rake had convinced them to release him, under the assurance that she’d keep an eye on him.
Coffee in hand, she stepped to join him, sitting on the other end of the couch. “Only if you want it to be.”
Glancing down into his mug, he caught a fleeting glimpse of his pallid, gaunt visage in the glassy reflection of the dark liquid. “Eventually,” he said. He hoped.
“Whenever you’re ready,” she reassured.
Jackin gave an appreciative nod and took another sip. The buzz of fresh caffeine already tingled in his veins. He set aside the mug—he’d gone four months without a drop, he needed to moderate his intake.
“Your Imprints okay?” Rake asked.
Jackin blinked, confused. He glanced down, not realizing he’d been scratching at his right bicep.
Concern creasing her brow, she slid along the sofa closer to him. She squinted at the grid of Imprint squares in their default formation along the outside of his right arm. “Are they bothering you?”
“Not really,” he lied. “They just itch sometimes.”
“It’s from overuse,” she said, almost under her breath.
She ran her thumb along the edges of his Imprints, where thin red striations inflamed his light brown skin, easily lost amongst his myriad contusions.
“I recognize these marks,” she explained.
He rubbed his fingers over his bruised knuckles. “Yeah. They’ve been in overdrive helping me heal.”
Still eyeing his arm, she shook her head. “This is more than that. Long-term overuse.”
Jackin’s breath hitched, his instinct to push it down, away. Ignore it, pretend none of it ever happened.
He couldn’t do that anymore. All the secrets, lies by omission. Hiding things for people’s “safety.” If he couldn’t be straight with Rake, of all people, he had no chance.
Though a hollowed-out fear gripped his chest, he did his best to breathe through the pain. “Augustus had a new … tool, this time.” Though Jackin didn’t know if it was truly new, or only new to him. The first time he’d been Augustus’s prisoner, he hadn’t had Imprints.
Rake tensed, the muscles in her jaw flexing. “A tool?”
He ran a hand through the scarred side of his beard. “A kind of virtual reality machine. It used my Imprints as a bridge for a more…” He barely resisted a shudder. “Immersive simulation. He used it to call up memories and replay them, trying to get me to slip up and reveal something.”
She let up chewing her lip long enough to ask, “Was it like the neural network machines?”
“It didn’t remove and reapply them like that, no. More like some kind of interference. Like sliding a razor-thin blade of electricity between each square and my skin.”
She grimaced. “Void.”
“Yeah,” he sighed, scratching the side of his arm again. “Not pleasant.”
Her expression was cut from stone as she rubbed her knuckles along the rigid line of her jaw. He could sense her hesitation—she wanted to ask more, but she didn’t want to push it.
She sat back and met his eye, brows high. “There’s a technique that might help. Want to try it?”
He nodded.
She swung her legs up on the couch to sit cross-legged facing him. Knee aching in protest, he bit back a groan as he bent one leg up so he could face her squarely.
Rake took off her nexus band, and from her pointed look, he followed suit, then she took both and set them on the coffee table.
She took his hands and turned them palms-up over his lap. Her cool fingertips sent a warm tingle across his skin. She laid her palms against his, their fingers resting against each others’ wrists. Her pulse beat into his fingertips, his into hers.
Her silver and copper Imprint squares glinted as they moved into sheaths around her forearms and upper arms, continuing up under her short sleeves.
Jackin summoned his to do the same. The white squares wound carefully around the worst of his scars, but were able to eventually fall into a similar formation.
“Palms too,” she said.
He glanced down, noticing she’d brought her Imprints directly onto the skin of her palms. He willed his to mirror it.
Reluctant, they slid over the scars on his wrists to coat his palms.
Rake closed her eyes.
Jackin’s gaze flitted between her face and their hands a few times, unsure what to do.
Then he felt it. With a wave of tingling sharpness, his muscles tensed, the hairs of his arms standing on end.
“It’s okay.” Her eyes remained closed, breaths steady, assured. “Just breathe through it. You’ll get used to it.”
With a wavering nod, he closed his eyes and drew in a steadying breath. Exhaled slowly. Let his muscles slacken.
A warmth kindled between their hands. The Imprints on their palms pulsed, drawn together as if magnetized.
Another electric trill, less startling this time. He listened, embraced it.
A wave of relief washed through him. Then contentment. Guilt. Fury. Hope.
The Imprints encircling his arms began to vibrate. Then the weight of them lightened and lifted, as if elevating off the skin. An invisible sheath of electric energy wrapping their palms, wrists, forearms, biceps. It coiled, arcing in a resonant loop, sloughing away residual detritus.
A dizzying lightness rose, like finally coming up for air after diving much too deep. He drew in a long, even breath, filling his lungs to capacity.
Slowly, the electricity faded, releasing the invisible hold on their arms.
Jackin cracked open his eyes.
Rake sat back and he lowered his hands away from hers, marveling at how light his arms and shoulders felt. The ease at which his Imprints slid back into their default formation. They sat more cleanly against his skin, agile and fresh.
“Damn,” he breathed.
Rake rubbed her temple, a hint of a grimace tightening her eyes before she looked up with a consoling smile. “Better?”
“Yeah.” He shook out his hands. “What was that?”
“We called it cycling. That was just…” Her contemplative look drifted upward. “Level one, let’s say. Once you get the hang of it, we can ramp it up even more. It can alleviate a lot of pain. Imprint and otherwise.”
Jackin nodded, running his fingers along the red striations that initially caught Rake’s eye. The inflammation had subsided and the constant itching ceased, for the moment, at least.
He eyed Rake as she refastened her nexus band. “They teach you that at Titan school?”
“No, actually. I used to do it with Griffith. He’d learned it during his time with the Vanguard. It helped on long deployments, when they ran us ragged.”
Jackin absentmindedly ran a thumb over the narrow scar cutting through the right side of his beard. “Just with Griffith?” he asked. “None of the other Titans?”
“Others a few times, but mostly him.” Her gaze flitted down. “It’s kind of, uh…”
She didn’t need to finish the thought. He knew what she meant. They’d only done the training wheels version, but it’d already felt quite … visceral. Intimate. He could see how it might be uncomfortable to do with just anyone.
“Thank you, Rake,” he said. “They really do feel better.”
“You’re welcome, Jack.” Her eyes sharpened with an impish glare. “Or should I say Ric?” She slowly raised an accusatory eyebrow.
He sighed. “Gideon?”
“He’s slipped up a few times, yeah.”
Jackin propped his elbow on the back of the couch, rubbing a hand over his short hair. “It’s Alaric. Alaric Davos.”
Rake’s humor softened, astonishment in her expression. And a little relief.
“My birth name,” he clarified, then drew in a deep breath. “Dad’s Elias, Mom’s Mariana, sister’s Alaina. We lived on Myrdin’s southern continent, near Sheacross on the Lyndon Sea. Incredible cottage near the water. Dad painted, Mom a doctor. Sister was on track to be a horticulturist.”
They’d been happy. Until the Heritage Edict, until Augustus’s opening move in his eugenics war cleaved him from his family.
But he didn’t say that—he didn’t want to dampen the mood. Because the look on Rake’s face was priceless.
Her awe transformed into an incredulous, grateful smile, warmth in her amber eyes.
“I’m done hiding, Rake,” he explained, tone gravelly. “Life’s too short. But you should know that right now … the truth is complicated.” He tented a hand over his eyes. “I can’t always tell what’s truth and what’s fiction.”
Rake’s brow creased. She leaned an elbow on the back of the couch as well. “What do you mean?”
“I had to—” He swallowed over a hard lump.
He couldn’t dive headfirst into something like that. He had to preface.
He cleared his throat. “I learned it from Abraham shortly after he adopted me—to ensure my family stayed safe from the Corsairs’ enemies. He called it ‘instilling.’ He taught me how to … teach myself a lie. How to construct a fiction so thorough, that it wouldn’t matter what manner of torture someone might use, they’d never get the truth, because I’d believe the lie entirely.”
Her lips parted, eyes glassy. “Jack, that’s…”
He exhaled a bitter scoff. “A fucked-up thing to teach a seven-year-old? Yeah, I know.” Though it’d taken him a sickening number of years to realize it. “It’s how I kept Akhet from Augustus fifteen years ago, and again this time. If Gideon hadn’t known how to get here, it would’ve taken me months to exhume the memory. The first time, it took years. Even when I gave it to Puck that day we left the Lodestar, I wasn’t wholly confident I’d reassembled it correctly. I just had to hope.”
“That’s awful, Jack. I’m so sorry.” She exhaled a quiet sigh, head shaking. “It’s not the same, but I can relate, in a way. Coming into the Legion at sixteen, having never even left my home planet before … I was pretty malleable. Breaking those kinds of chains can be hard.” She glanced around the room. “This whole situation is one big validation of my independence.”
A corner of his mouth quirked up. “Look at you, so self-aware.”
She smirked. “You too.”
“Look at us, then.”
Rake’s nexus buzzed, a small notification screen appearing over her forearm. She scowled at it, tapping to silence it.
“Sorry,” she sighed. “More meetings.”
“It’s okay.” He jutted a thumb over his shoulder. “I have a busy schedule of sleeping. I may try out hibernation.”
“I’ll hold you to it.”
She leaned forward to give him a too-quick hug, then left.
Jackin poured out the rest of his coffee, then pulled off his medical scrubs and tossed them into the laundry chute. He dug through his pile of mostly civilian clothing for the one familiar thing—a Legion-issue PT uniform. He’d taken his usual size, but had to pull the drawstring of the sweatpants to its limit, the soft fabric of the hooded sweatshirt hanging loose off his shoulders.
Fatigue washed over him, but as he stood back, staring at the yawning emptiness of the double-wide bed, he hesitated. He felt himself drawn to the familiar starkness of the couch or floor.
He’d been waiting for this—a real bed. He couldn’t give up now. Besides, if Rake or Ford found out he’d been sleeping on the floor, they’d kill him.
He shut out the inner chorus of voices telling him he didn’t deserve it, and climbed under the sheets, prepared to enter full hibernation.
But it eluded him.
Unfamiliar building, room, corners, entry points. He couldn’t turn it off. He’d been on high alert for over fifteen years.
Out at the Divide, he’d had stretches when the fear lifted. Never for long, punctuated by each new ship that brought supplies or new recruits. Which would be the one to deliver the fury of Augustus Mercer?
He’d never forget the moment it’d dawned on him who Cavalon really was. The seeping dread. He was so sure that was it, the day had finally come, that the heir himself had come to execute him.
He’d been so, so wrong.
He wasn’t sure he’d ever be able to feel truly safe again. He hadn’t felt that in thirty years. Not since the cottage on Myrdin.
But this sanctuary that Corinne, Rake, the Sentinels, the Corsairs had built … it was a near thing.
He clamped his eyes shut, focusing inward. White static sparked behind his eyelids.
For the first time since he arrived, he felt the stable presence of the fortress. The sturdiness of its ancient walls, the diligent patrols, the planetary shield, the ODC station. All further buried by layers of protections crafted by Lugen over decades.
With that small assurance came sleep.



  
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
Adequin stood at the strategy table, under-caffeinated, fumbling her nexus band off her wrist. If it buzzed with one more meeting reminder, she’d lose it.
She shoved it in her pocket, nodding in greeting as Puck and Mesa entered TAC-COM. Gideon and Ford trailed a minute later … with Jackin in tow.
Adequin raised a brow, watching as Ford led him down the arcing ramp. Jackin wore a T-shirt loosely tucked into the baggy waistband of Legion PT sweatpants. It still felt strange to see him out of uniform. Far better than the medical scrubs.
She caught Ford’s eye. “Legator…” she prompted, trying not to sound too admonishing.
As Jackin sat at one of the tech stations with Gideon, Ford jogged over to her. “Sir.”
“What are you doing?” she whispered. “He shouldn’t be here, he needs rest.”
Ford lowered his voice. “It’s been a week, he’s goin’ stir-crazy.”
“Then take him to lunch or something.”
“He needs somethin’ real to focus on. The mess isn’t goin’ to cut it.”
She exhaled a hard breath through her nose. “We’re going to be talking about Augustus.”
Ford dipped his chin. “I know, I told him that, he’s fine with it. Of course he hates the asshole, but it’s not like he can’t hear his name.”
“Cavalon will be here too.”
Ford nodded. “He knows. He swears it doesn’t bother him—I believe him.”
She rubbed her forehead. “You’re sure?”
“Positive, aye.”
“All right, but don’t push it. Ninety percent of his day should be therapy or sleeping.”
“Agreed, sir.” Ford rounded the table and returned to Jackin and Gideon.
Adequin tugged to loosen the top strap of her jacket. She trusted Ford, and he tended toward caution more often than she did. It was probably fine.
Though, she couldn’t stop thinking about the hard wave of grief and failure she’d felt from Jackin during their first Imprint cycling. Even thinking back on it days later, it sent a chill through her bones.
She truly hadn’t intended to surveil his feelings—she’d only wanted to help ease the pain. It usually took at least a half dozen sessions to reach that level of transference, especially without intention.
She took a swig of her epithesium water, exhaling slowly as the cool rush of clean energy percolated through her.
Nascombe stepped up, overdressed as always in a crisp, inky blue button-down. His yellow-gray eyes conveyed a mask of forced indifference as he stared across the table to the far side of the room. To Jackin.
Nascombe side-eyed Adequin. “How’s the centurion?”
“Not a centurion,” she said, tone threatening—and final.
He tapped his pen on the glass. “Right, my apologies.”
“Jackin is fine. Or as fine as he can be. Improving.”
Nascombe nodded, slowly cuffing his sleeves in turn, gaze stuck on Jackin.
“Stop,” she growled.
He raised his hands. “I didn’t say anything.”
“I can see your wheels turning,” she accused.
Nascombe gave a casual shrug, leaning a hip against the edge of the table. “Just saying,” he intoned, voice low. “If he’s even half as good a leader as everyone’s making him out to be…”
She propped a fist on the table, leaning in to whisper, “They’re not exaggerating. It’s still a hard no.”
He finally met her eye, giving a curt nod. “As you say, Excubitor.”
Beckar and Kaplan arrived a minute later, then Cavalon and Corinne shuffled in last.
Puck waited for them to settle into their spots around the table, then addressed the group. “This is going to be a long one, folks, hope you’re fed and watered.”
Cavalon groaned softly. Gideon and Ford left Jackin at the tech station to stand at the table’s edge.
Adequin kept her chin straight as her eyes drifted between Cavalon and Jackin. With him on the far side of the room, tucked in a chair between the high screens of the tech stations, Cavalon probably hadn’t even seen him. Surely Jackin had noticed Cavalon, though his current expression was unreadable.
She was pretty sure they hadn’t seen each other since Jackin’s return. Cavalon had taken the whole “Augustus clone” thing to heart and steered clear. If Ford was right, then Jackin was ready to see him. She wasn’t sure this made for the best venue or circumstance, but it was too late.
Puck activated the strategy table. With a flick of his wrist, he passed a copy of the itinerary across the surface to everyone. “First up, the bioweapon test. I cede the floor to Intel.”
With a taut frown, Ford nodded. “We were right about the Proteus,” he said, throwing an icon from his personal screen to the center of the table. A map expanded. “Even more have parked in that same system, and it’s within a few jumps of the test coordinates.”
“Which are where?” Adequin prompted.
“Okinos,” Ford announced.
The strategy table lit as the fortress intelligence expanded a crisp white star map—an emulation of the atlas’s map system. Though the AI’s grasp of language had improved significantly since it’d dropped out of nowhere speaking Cathian at them over a week ago, it seemed to have caught on that its speech made them uncomfortable, and now rarely chimed in. Adequin was used to interacting with ship AIs, but something felt different about this one. Maybe because it was over three thousand years old. Maybe because it’d only decided to start talking to them after it’d gotten a taste of the atlas’s power.
Mesa had assured her that the restraint gates were intact and more secure than ever with additional precautions put in place by Puck and Owen. But Adequin still felt it was more complicated than they were letting on. At least it could only talk to them in TAC-COM, and not pop in unannounced to give its opinions to every meshwork-connected ship in the fleet.
Of its own accord, the fortress narrowed in on the system in question: Okinos.
As the map settled, Ford cleared his throat. “Outer Core, upward of the Reach, not terribly far from the Core boundary.”
“That’s a Saxton-sponsored colony,” Nascombe said.
Cavalon nodded. “Been there over sixty years. Probably has a decent spread of those with active, corrected, and dormant mutations. It’d be a good testing ground.”
“That’s a high population system,” Beckar said, apprehensive. “How the hell does he plan to keep that quiet?”
“He doesn’t.” Cavalon gave a grim headshake. “He’ll pass it off as some other kind of sickness. Then roll in those Proteus as part of the ‘relief effort.’”
“Void,” Kaplan sighed.
Beckar scratched his square jaw. “Wouldn’t the Cullodens be the ones to drop supplies for an outbreak?”
“Sure, Culloden-Hale medical supplies,” Cavalon agreed. “But Mercer Biotech diagnostic tools. So he can write whatever truth he wants.”
Adequin pinched the bridge of her nose. It was always something with Augustus.
“Let’s focus on plan A,” she reminded them, casting a heartening look at Cavalon and Corinne. “If we can administer the mutagen cure before Augustus gets there, we won’t have to worry about plan B.”
“Speaking of plan A,” Puck said, “were you able to get a message to your Titan friend?”
“Yeah,” Adequin replied. “She’s on board.” Antares had always been up for a challenge. A bit of a wild card, maybe, but the longer and windier this journey became, the more that felt like nothing but an asset.
Nascombe rubbed his jaw. “We’re risking bringing in an outsider because…?”
“Experience,” Adequin said, exhaling a sigh. “And Imprints. It’s possible the generation ships will be equipped with neural network systems. With Antares captaining, we’ll have her, Cavalon, and Corinne all with the ability to access terminals.”
Mesa inclined her head. “That is my conjecture.” She looked to Cavalon. “You will only know for certain once you arrive.”
Cavalon’s eyes sharpened at Mesa. “What do you mean, when I arrive?” he asked, tone strained. “You’re going, right?”
She shook her head. “With the atlas, fortress intelligence, and meshwork in their current states, it is not ideal for me to take leave.”
Cavalon looked to Adequin, brows high. “We’re going to the Viators’ original generation ships without Mesa Darox?”
Adequin gave a conciliatory shrug. “It’s her call.”
It couldn’t have been an easy decision. The Savant’s entire life’s work was wrapped up in xenotechnology, especially the ancient variety. These ships could have troves of Viator data and tech to study. Not that they’d have a lot of time to sit around cataloguing it.
“Owen will be with you,” Mesa told Cavalon, tone assuring. “Viator technology comes intuitively to her. Emery has learned a great deal as well. Additionally, I will provide the Revenant’s onboard AI with a detailed repository of relevant Viator ships, weapons, and technologies, including the neural network machines.”
Cavalon’s nod was sullen, but accepting. Everyone would rather have Mesa than a bunch of collated reference materials, but there was no way around it. Besides, with as long of a journey as this could turn out to be, they couldn’t risk pushing the Revenant’s life systems too far—they were already sending one more than the maximum complement.
“Thanks, Mesa,” Adequin said, then addressed the rest of the group. “The Revenant will be wheels up the morning after Antares arrives. Which will be…” She looked to Gideon.
He blinked rapidly, seeming surprised he’d been called on. He cleared his throat. “It’s six days round-trip, and I leave tonight. So this time next week.”
Cavalon opened a calendar screen on his nexus. “Are we going to talk about how tight that timing is?” He rubbed his worry-lined forehead. “Even if we find what we need within a few days of arrival, that doesn’t give us much time to get back and formulate something.”
Adequin gave a grim nod. “You might not have time to come back here.”
“What?” Cavalon asked, brow furrowed.
“You should prepare for the possibility that you’ll have to do that work on the return trip, and meet us at Okinos.”
He glanced at Corinne, wary.
Corinne dipped her chin. “Not ideal, but we’ll make it work.”
“Thank you,” Adequin said. “Of course, we’ll do our best to prevent the test from happening at all. Or at least delay it to give you more time.” She looked to Ford. “Do we have an update on blockade viability?”
His head shook, expression regretful. “It’ll depend on factors we don’t know yet, but we’re workin’ on it. It’s possible we can fence the system through a handful of key points, but … I’m not hopeful, if I’m bein’ honest. We won’t have enough ships to create a true grid, unless we pull more of the fleet than Lugen wants to stake.”
“Stake?” Cavalon asked.
“Aye.” Ford frowned. “For the sake of preventing the test.”
With a somber nod, Nascombe added, “When weighed against the risk of exposing the entire outfit.”
Cavalon scoffed. “We’re really doing the few-for-the-many thing? Already?”
“How else would you like to do it?” Nascombe asked, tone biting.
Cavalon glared. “I shouldn’t be surprised you’d want to turn it into a spreadsheet.”
“Not now, you two,” Adequin growled.
Cavalon held up his hands in submission.
She tried not to look at Jackin as she said, “Cav, do you think Augustus would make an appearance at Okinos?”
Cavalon’s jaw flexed, then he shook his head. “Not likely, but I suppose it’s possible.”
“Ford,” she said, “if you get any hints at all that he might be there, let me know. We may need to start pulling ally levers at that point. If we can get hard evidence of his involvement, maybe we can end this whole thing before it starts.”
“Lofty,” Cavalon sighed, then shrugged. “But why not.”
Nascombe eyed Adequin. “It would need to be irrefutable evidence. From multiple sources. Unimpeachable sources.”
Cavalon rolled his eyes. “Careful, your lawyer is showing.”
Nascombe ignored him. “But yes. If we can arrest Augustus at Okinos, we’d be able to—”
“Whoa, whoa, whoa,” Cavalon interjected, holding up both hands. “Back up a sec there, Ollie.”
Nascombe lifted a somber, flat stare onto Cavalon. “Yes?”
“You said ‘arrest.’”
Deadpan, Nascombe said, “I did.”
Cavalon squinted, confusion sliding into dismay. He shot a frantic look to Adequin.
She gave an apologetic shake of her head. “Cav, I…” But she had no idea what to tell him—nothing that would assuage him.
She sighed as Cavalon launched into a well-trodden tirade of Augustus’s many crimes. She propped her elbows on the table, scrubbing both hands over her face.
Past Ford and Gideon, she caught a glimpse of Jackin sitting up a little straighter, a curious concern lining his brow. She never should have let Ford bring him.
Growing impatient, Nascombe cut Cavalon off, voice taut. “Yes, those are reasons he deserves to die. But not reasons we should kill him. There’s a big difference. We need Augustus to stand trial or we risk him becoming a martyr.”
“A martyr?” Cavalon half coughed, half laughed. “You can’t be serious. Everyone hates him.”
“No,” Nascombe said, tone steady. “Everyone you surround yourself with hates him.”
Cavalon’s lips parted, but nothing came out. The room stood in a heavy, cowed silence.
Nascombe took a step around the table toward Cavalon. “You think the citizens of Elyseia, with their rising incomes and free healthcare and low taxes, hate him?”
Cavalon glowered. “What a funny way to say emergent casteism, inadequate medical services, and an ouroboros of inter-monarchical debt.”
“What about every senator whose initiatives he passes through the Allied Monarchies board?” Nascombe pressed. “Or the scientists whose research he funds? Or the other monarchs, whose pockets he lines with endless credits?”
“That’s just money and power,” Cavalon growled. “People still have a moral compass.”
Nascombe let out a derisive scoff. “Not everyone cares—or has a mind of their own.”
“Maybe not,” Cavalon seethed, marching a few steps closer to Nascombe, “but they deserve to. They’ve been brainwashed by—”
“Killing him won’t change that,” Nascombe insisted, look flinty. “There’s going to be a power vacuum the size of a black hole when we depose that man. We can’t risk making it worse than it already will be.”
Cavalon’s fists tightened and Adequin tensed, almost stepping forward to intercede. He and Nascombe fought on the regular, and she usually stayed out of it—they invariably wore themselves out, then went back to silently hating each other. But this one felt different.
Nascombe lowered his voice, smoothing out the roughest edges with a clear effort. “These people have been crushed under an oppressive system their whole lives—generations. They can’t see an alternative, they don’t know any better. That makes our job that much harder, but it’s our reality. We have to work within the circumstances.”
Cavalon’s fire-eyed look swiveled from Nascombe to Adequin. “Rake?”
Adequin rubbed the back of her neck. “Cav, he’s right.”
Cavalon’s face fell with disbelief, shoulders dropping.
“Look, I’m sorry,” she said, regretful. “I know how you feel. But not too long ago, I was one of those people that couldn’t see an alternative. We’ve got one shot, we have to do it the right way.”
Cavalon closed his eyes, pressing his palms hard to his forehead, jaw working through some kind of internal battle. Then he dropped his hands and spun, marching straight for the exit.
“Cav, don’t,” she called after him, but he ignored her and walked out.
Adequin closed her eyes, taking a slow, steadying breath.
She wanted to go after him. But even with her eyes closed, she could feel Nascombe pinning her to the strategy table with his steely gaze.
They had more to cover. Cavalon storming off was not on the agenda.
With a few deep breaths, she refocused.
Through the glow of the table, she caught Jackin’s eye, his expression curiously vacant. Then he stood up, went straight to the ramp, and left. Ford watched him go with a creased brow, but remained at the table.
Adequin swallowed over her hesitation. “Let’s continue.”



  
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Cavalon marched down the hall with finely honed purpose and absolutely no destination in mind.
The right way. Bullshit. There was a time when Rake would have assumed his way was the right way, not that stuck-up Cautian twat.
Whatever.
Cavalon had never wanted to be part of the politics brain trust in the first place—he’d only done it because Rake had asked. If she wanted to completely ignore him to follow Nascombe’s every whim, so be it.
“Cavalon,” a low voice echoed down the empty hall.
He shot a look over his shoulder.
Jackin was in pursuit.
Cavalon ducked around the nearest corner.
Why? Who could say—he was pretty sure Jackin had object permanence.
Though, maybe he didn’t anymore. Maybe mucking around with Jackin’s frontal lobe had been one of the many atrocities his grandfather had inflicted over the last four months.
Cavalon’s breath hitched, boots squeaking loud as he turned down a narrow side corridor. He ground to a halt, slumping against the wall and sliding to the ground. Elbows propped on his knees, he sighed heavily into his hands.
More and more of late, he realized just how negligent he’d been prior to getting shipped out to the Divide. How complacent. He’d had plenty of chances over the years to end Augustus’s tyranny. He could’ve “accidentally” tumbled face-first down the stairs. Slipped in the shower. A little ethylene glycol in the coffee.
But no. Instead of cutting it off at the source, Cavalon had blown up a Drudger cloning facility. Like that even made a dent.
He worried daily he’d never be able to atone for it.
“Ahem.”
He looked up.
Jackin stood at the corner of the hallway, hands in the pockets of his sweatpants. “I get the distinct feeling you’re avoiding me.”
Cavalon hung his head between his knees.
Jackin strolled up, rubbing his beard slowly with one hand. “For like … six days.”
Cavalon shook his head, the words coming up short. “They—” He blew out a wavering breath. “We worried it might trigger you. If I reminded you too much of…” He gathered his willpower, craning his neck to look Jackin in the eye. “I wasn’t avoiding you,” he said, resolute. “I swear.”
A corner of Jackin’s mouth lifted. “It’s okay, kid.”
“I came the second I heard,” Cavalon went on, pushing his hands through his hair. “Ran all the way to medical. And I don’t voluntarily run.”
Jackin nodded, a hint of amusement creasing the corners of his eyes.
“Don’t get me wrong,” Cavalon rambled on, “I feel guilty as shit about what happened, but I wouldn’t have let that stop me from seeing you.”
Jackin smiled, fully this time. “I understand.”
Cavalon gulped hard, confused by Jackin’s good humor. But it lessened his guilt-struck fear somewhat, so he didn’t mind.
Jackin leaned his back against the wall next to Cavalon, exhaling a heavy groan as he slid down to sit beside him.
Cavalon cast him a sidelong look, but quickly returned focus to his own knees, alternating between kneading his hands, cracking his knuckles, and just generally not knowing what to do with his body.
“Honestly,” Jackin said, “I wish they’d cool it a bit with the kid gloves. But I understand why they thought that.”
Cavalon forced a thin smile. He’d been mortified when they turned him away in the medbay, but in retrospect, he knew they were right. Hitting Jackin up front with a clone of his captor would’ve been impolite, at best.
“They were wrong,” Jackin added.
Cavalon’s chin trailed behind his eyes as he shifted his hesitant look onto Jackin.
Jackin hugged one knee to his chest, letting the other stretch out. “You can’t remind me of him—you’re nothing like him. I knew it before too, but … now more than ever.”
Cavalon frowned, managing a nod with a short, jittery dip of his head.
Jackin held a steadying hand against his side as he shifted to sit up straighter. He grimaced, a vein straining in his neck as he adjusted. The bruises under his eyes were stark in the harsh, dim overhead lights.
Cavalon had avoided actually looking at the man, but it was getting more and more difficult.
Battle-damaged Jackin.
He’d hated seeing Jackin laid up in the Synthesis after their traumatic Viator encounter, and he hated seeing him in pain again now. Worse because his fuckhead grandfather was responsible.
Jackin’s chest swelled with a deep sigh. He glanced down the corridor the way they’d come. “Should we talk about that outburst?”
Cavalon groaned, his fresh anger at Nascombe surmounting his constant underlying identity crisis. “That guy gets under my skin. Always has.”
“Are you sure it was him you were mad at?”
Cavalon blinked. He turned to Jackin to find a cutting look in his dark brown eyes.
He unclenched his teeth. “Okay. Fair,” he admitted, scratching his jaw. Jackin coming in hot with the harsh truths.
Cavalon had avoided bringing it up at the conclave because it sounded so goddamn puerile, but …
Rake had promised him. Augustus’s head.
That hadn’t changed for him. He didn’t know when it’d changed for her.
Cavalon blew out a hard breath. “I want to understand where they’re coming from, I just…” He shook his head. “Don’t.”
Jackin nodded slowly, then after a few moments said, “Since you missed out on the traditional legionnaire experience, can I offer some insight?”
“Please.”
“It’s one of the first things you come to understand after joining the Legion. There’s command—and there’s the people with their boots on the ground. Perspective is … complicated. How those close to a situation see something, versus those with a wider view.” Jackin rested his elbow on his lifted knee, drawing in a steady breath before continuing. “You and I, we’re too close to it. To him. We have more reasons than anyone—outside of your grandmother, maybe—to hate him. We can’t be rational about it.”
Cavalon exhaled a soft sigh, letting his head loll back against the wall to stare up at the concrete ceiling.
“When I was coming up in the Legion,” Jackin went on, “my first long-term post was with the CPD—the Close Protection Division. ‘Need to know’ was their favorite phrase, and decisions—big or small—weren’t part of the job description. Then before I knew it, there was a war on, and I became CNO, where I made life-altering decisions for breakfast and millions of legionnaires’ lives hung in the balance.”
Jackin’s gaze dropped to his bruised hands, rubbing each knuckle in turn.
“The point is,” he continued, tone solemn, “I know both sides of the coin. It’s hard to see the forest for the trees. And the trees for the forest. That’s why we work together, so we can have the benefit of both. Our history with him, yours and mine … it is what it is. It’s our job to hate him, theirs to make it right. We have to trust them.” Jackin drew in a deep breath, voice rigid as he added, “He’ll face justice one way or another. That you can count on.”
Cavalon quirked a brow. He wasn’t entirely sure what to make of the deeply ominous tone Jackin had just taken, but he appreciated it nonetheless.
He sat for a few moments, silently digesting. Though Jackin’s outlook seemed remarkably centrist, if Cavalon wasn’t mistaken, they were of a mind on this one: Augustus’s head on a spike outside the fortress gates. Jackin was just being more of an adult about it.
With a wavering inhale, Cavalon nodded. “You’re right. Thanks—” He cut himself off; he’d almost said “sir.”
It felt weird not to. He’d spent more time under Jackin’s leadership than anyone’s, those six long months aboard the Lodestar, trying to keep their heads above water while Rake saved the universe.
Cavalon cleared his throat and tried again. “Thanks, Jackin.”
Jackin smiled, though it was a grim, hard-edged thing.
Cavalon frowned, regret tightening the back of his throat. Jackin shouldn’t be the one doing emotional labor right now.
“I’m sorry,” Cavalon breathed, head shaking. “For whatever bullshit you had to endure from Augustus. I’m not going to spout platitudes—I know there’s nothing I can say that’ll make it better. I could never apologize enough for all my family’s bullshit. But I’m here if you want to talk about it.”
Jackin didn’t move, just looked at him, deep and steady, in a way that Jackin had never, not once, looked at Cavalon. Reverential, almost.
Finally, Jackin’s gaze broke, and he looked down at his hands, nodding. “I appreciate it,” he rumbled, then his lips twitched with a bitter smile. “Speaking of, I had the pleasure of meeting your cousin.”
Cavalon pressed a palm to his forehead. “Oh void. I’m sorry.”
Jackin patted Cavalon’s knee. “Honestly, if you grew up in that family and only turned out this fucked-up, I commend you.”
Cavalon smirked.
Jackin’s humor faded, his look drifting inward. “Though during my, uh…” He cleared his throat. “During my escape, Enzo took the brunt of it. I doubt he survived.”
Cavalon scoffed a bitter laugh. “Then you’ve done the universe a service, my friend.”
A brittle, icy fear gripped Cavalon’s chest.
He braced his hands on the cold concrete, knees dropping as his spine went straight.
Jackin’s voice tensed. “What’s wrong?”
Cavalon bolted to his feet. “Shit, shit, shit,” he muttered, then shot a wide-eyed look to Jackin. “How sure are you? That Enzo’s dead?”
Jackin frowned, his tone soft. “Pretty sure. I didn’t stick around long enough to verify.”
Cavalon paced out a loop so short he was basically just turning around over and over again.
For some reason, Jackin began to apologize for killing that asshole, but Cavalon couldn’t muster the focus to correct him.
Because if the Mercer heir apparent was dead …

Cavalon burst back into TAC-COM.
Down in the bowl of the room, Rake stood alone at the strategy table. She cast an expectant look up.
Her face fell and she rubbed her temple. “Cavalon,” she sighed, tone equal parts apologetic and “not right now.”
He marched down the ramp and straight up to her, jutting a finger back at the door. “Jackin killed Enzo.”
Rake’s lips parted, chin drifting slowly with a single, heavy, confused blink. “Huh?”
Cavalon drew in a deep breath, rolling out his taut shoulders.
He had to consider how to approach this. Screaming a problem at her wouldn’t help anyone. He had to frame it in the way he needed her to see it. Just like Jackin had said. Command saw the bigger picture.
“With Jackin gone,” he began, forcing control, “Augustus will be reeling. He’ll be looking for a win against us.”
She crossed her arms. “He’s more calculated than that. He’s not going to do some petty thing just to one-up us.”
“I agree, it won’t be petty at all.”
Her brows knit. “Should we be getting Nascombe for this?”
“No. Fuck.” He pressed his palms to his forehead. “Please don’t. Just hear me out.”
“If you have an idea of what he’s up to, just say it already.”
“The boy.”
She blinked, briefly confused before her shoulders softened, expression slackening.
Cavalon swallowed. She had a lot going on, so he understood how, on occasion, Augustus’s third clone might slip her mind. He envied her that.
She eyed him carefully. “You think Augustus might take the boy public now that Jackin escaped?”
He shook his head. “I think Augustus might take the boy public now that my cousin is dead.”
Concern lined her brow.
“We have to get the boy out of there before that happens,” he urged. “Before his face is plastered across every media feed in the SC.”
He had to convince her. His wildly optimistic daydreams of a carefree childhood on Akhet—that wasn’t for him. It was for the boy. They needed the kid where they could protect him, not as a prisoner on Elyseia where Augustus could continue to use him like a tool, brainwash him, warp him, break him beyond repair.
He was still so, so young. He could have a normal life; it wasn’t too late. But the longer they waited, the more that slipped away.
“Wait,” Rake said, lifting a hand in pause. “How do you know your cousin’s dead?”
Cavalon jutted a finger over his shoulder. “Jackin killed him on his way out the door!”
Rake’s worried look drifted to the ramp, head shaking softly, then refocused on him.
Cavalon cleared his throat, trying once again to force calm. “With Enzo out of the picture—”
“The cousin?”
“—yes, the cousin—we have to move fast. Augustus is already scraping the barrel on descendants—we’re talking the outermost twigs of the family tree. Without Enzo, he’s got no lineage, no security for the Mercer line. I guarantee he’ll be taking that kid public as soon as he can brief the PR team.”
Rake ran a hand down her face. “If that’s true, it’s probably already too late. Jackin left nearly two weeks ago.”
Cavalon gritted his teeth, frustration welling hot in his chest.
He’d tried to frame it the right way, get her to see the big picture—what the hell was he doing wrong?
“I’ll look into it, okay?” she said. “Then, when you get back from the generation ships—”
He cut her off with a scoff, shaking no with his head, his hands, his whole body. “You really expect me to deal with that right now?”
Her amber eyes sharpened, tone hard. “I very much expect you to ‘deal with that,’ Animus.”
He glared. “Are you really pulling rank?”
“Are you really making me pull rank?”
“Rake,” he growled. “What the hell do I have to do to get you to take this seriously?”
“I’m already taking it seriously—so seriously, in fact, I have an entire think tank in Intel dedicated to the kid.”
Cavalon stared, mouth slack.
“I have since the week we got here.”
“Wait—what—” he stammered. “You do? What the fuck?”
She squared off with him, looking him dead in the eye. “The bioweapon has priority,” she demanded, words slow, tone jagged flint. “Over everything else we do, no matter what. All our efforts go to that. All our best minds. Period. That means you. That means Corinne. We save all of humanity from that monster. Then the boy. In that order.”
Without breaking eye contact, she snatched up a small tablet, then shoved it into his chest.
Cavalon blinked down at it—a secure interface for bypassing the requisitions queue. He looked back up at her.
“Now I suggest you go catch up with Corinne and Beckar in the hangar,” she continued, just as cold. “You have six days to refit the Revenant’s medbay into a lab befitting a cure for the Viator mutagen.”
Cavalon’s jaw ached as he struggled to unclench it. As dry and formal as he could manage, he said, “Yes, sir,” and left.



  
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Adequin stood beside Beckar on the tarmac outside the fortress, arms crossed, picking at the edge of her thumbnail with her forefinger.
Anxious because, for some reason, she hadn’t called on her most levelheaded of Titan comrades, or the most organized, or patient, or prudent. But Antares.
But when the atlas had dropped that map and the mission took shape, Antares had been the first person Adequin thought of. With so many unknowns, she needed someone who wouldn’t get caught up in propriety, who could motivate a team, who could dive headlong into a situation with zero planning and still extract optimal results. It was the kind of op Lugen would’ve handed directly to Antares.
A breeze kicked up and Adequin gathered the collar of her hooded jacket around her neck, a layer required more often as autumn took root. Though days were still warm, the dry air released its heat along with sunset. Hard-edged moonlight dominated the landscape with two moons rising—one full, one nearly so, casting dueling shadows across the dusty terrain. Silent but for the occasional scurrying of vermin and the scuffs of Beckar’s feet as he absently toed a few loose pebbles.
Behind them, the light from the open hangar sent long, yellow-tinged bands of light across the tarmac. Adequin glanced warily back at the peak of towering aerasteel columns. They looked a lot like teeth.
In general, the facade of the fortress had taken on a more menacing feel since its AI had developed a voice. At least it could only speak in TAC-COM, and not through the whole meshwork.
“There they are,” Beckar said, rubbing his hands together briskly.
Adequin glanced up as a wave of shimmering silver light dappled the black sky. A minute later the Crucius approached the spaceport. Adequin’s hair whipped around her face and dust kicked up as the ship set down.
The ramp descended, and Ley Antares stepped out. The wind caught her dark brown hair—a wide mane of tight corkscrew curls that fell just past her shoulders. She wore a black tactical jacket devoid of patches or insignia, with cargo pants near in color to her dark brown skin.
Antares’s boots clanged against the ramp as she descended, toting a standard-issue ruck, also unmarked other than a faded Legion logo—a four-pointed star intersecting a hexagon.
“Excubitor,” Antares regarded her. “Aevitas fortis.”
Antares shook Adequin’s hand firmly, gripping her elbow with the other hand, drawing her close and leaning down so they could tap foreheads.
“Aevitas fortis,” Adequin echoed.
Antares smiled as she straightened to her full height—nearly as tall as Puck, but with twice the muscle. She tugged at the weathered bandana tied loosely around her neck as she surveilled the fortress, arcing a wide-eyed look across the moonlit landscape. “So this is where you fuckin’ disappeared to, huh?”
“We’ve only been here a few months.” Adequin’s breath fogged the air as she exhaled heavily. “Well, most of us. It’s a long story.”
“Well,” Antares sighed, then jostled Adequin’s shoulder. “It’s good I’ve got all night then. It’s one in the afternoon to me.” Antares shifted to look Beckar up and down, her gaze slightly predatory. “And who’s this?” she practically crooned.
Beckar smiled, white cheeks flushed. “Optio Theo Beckar,” he said, a little demure as he pushed a hand through his coppery blond hair. “Welcome to Akhet.”
Adequin rubbed her lips to conceal her amusement. “Beckar will escort you to your room so you can drop your bags and get settled. Then he can show you into town; we can have a drink and catch up. I’ll meet you there.”
“A drink?” Antares scoffed. “Who are you?”
Adequin rolled her eyes.
“Lead the way, Theo.” Antares threw a lopsided smirk back at Adequin as she followed Beckar toward the fortress.
Adequin turned back to the Crucius’s ramp. Gideon stood at the top, arms braced on either side of the open hatch. He wore a long, cowl-necked jacket, a subtle, dark pewter grid pattern on the matte black fabric. Not his usual utilitarian style, more in line with the bespoke modern suits Akemi and Phaedra wore.
“That woman…” Gideon dropped his arms, shaking his head as he trudged down the ramp. “You run with an intimidating crowd, Adequin Rake.” He stepped off the end of the ramp, tightening his collar against the chilly breeze.
“Thanks for picking her up.”
“No problem. Though ya know, I really am starting to feel like a chauffeur.”
She tugged the lapel of his fancy jacket. “You look like one too.”
He flicked her hand away with a grumpy pout. “How’s North?”
“Okay,” she said, exhaling a sigh. “Improving. He’s even been coming to a few meetings.”
“Of course.” Gideon smirked. “Only Jackin would find solace in the tedium of bureaucracy.”
She narrowed her eyes. “My meetings aren’t tedious.”
“Agree to disagree.”
She angled her head toward the outbuildings. “Join us in town?”
“Will do, but I have a priority package to deliver to Lord Mercer first.”
“Oh yeah? Is it…” She raised her left hand, brows high.
“Indeed, the hand itself.”
“Took long enough.”
“I told you before—top of the line. Perfection takes time.”
“Not for me.”
He scoffed an incredulous laugh, giving an exaggerated eye roll as he turned to head up the ramp.
She called after him, “Thank you, chauffeur.”
He flicked his hand out in a rather rude Viridian gesture, then disappeared into his ship.

On the ground floor of one of the many prefabricated, modular constructs in “town” was a quiet social hub the Akhetians had established a decade ago. What started as a stash of mismatched tables and chairs to enjoy the rare shipment of wine or attempts at bootlegging had been propelled to full watering-hole status after the Sentinels’ arrival, along with their access to steady supply lines provided by the Corsairs.
Though it lacked bartenders and servers—they had no economy on Akhet—there was almost always an aspiring mixologist on hand. If not, most were happy to drink it straight. Just as Adequin and Antares had elected to do, sharing a bottle of whiskey at a table in the back corner.
Sentinels and Akhetians came and went, but a small group had settled in at the bar: Emery, Owen, Beckar, Gideon, and to Adequin’s surprise—and misgiving—Jackin. For his sake, she’d done her best to curb her overprotective tendencies this time. He deserved to enjoy the occasional respite from his recovery schedule.
Adequin had just finished updating Antares on the news of the collapsing universe, and the woman was in the process of downing an entire glass of whiskey.
Antares let out a hiss and she slammed her glass down. “If that ain’t some shit.” She poured herself another, and topped off Adequin’s.
Adequin frowned into her glass. “Yeah. Sorry.”
Antares leveled a look at her. “Only Adequin Rake would apologize for the universe collapsing.”
She breathed a quiet laugh. “Not that. For having to tell you at all—and wrapping you up in all this.”
“Come on,” Antares grunted. “I knew what I was getting into. War hero friend who disappeared six years ago delivers a highly encrypted message via an in-person courier, asking you to head up an ultrasecret mission she can’t tell you a word about? It came signed, sealed, delivered in red flags; I knew it’d come with baggage.”
A small commotion rose near the bar, and Adequin looked over. Puck, Warner, and Kaplan had joined the group, engrossed in Emery’s likely exaggerated tales of “Mayhem Incorporated” exploits razing Guardian facilities.
Antares glanced at the bar, gaze sharpening. “Honestly, I’m a little offended you didn’t call me sooner.”
“I wish I would’ve,” Adequin admitted, taking another sip. “But at the Divide … I thought getting sent out there was just a punishment for Paxus. Apparently, he was trying to get me out here for … this.”
“Yeah, damn,” Antares said, eyebrows high. “A lot of responsibility. I can’t think of anyone better suited.”
Adequin’s lips parted, an airy feeling rising in her chest. Antares wasn’t really one to hand out compliments.
Antares glowered with a wry smirk. “Pick up your jaw, kid. Don’t act so surprised. How is the praetor, anyway?”
Adequin gathered herself, inhaling a deep breath. “All right. He’s tired, I think. He’s been toeing this line a long time. He doesn’t think he’ll make it out, once the trigger’s pulled.”
Antares gave a grim nod. “Fair. Though if anyone can, it’s him. When the shit hits the fan, I bet he’ll discover he has more allies than he realizes.” Antares’s chair groaned as she scooted closer, reaching her long arm across the small table to grip Adequin’s shoulder. “Same goes for you, by the way. Every one of the old team would be here right now if you’d flagged them down instead of me. Give the word, I’ll have them all rallied and delivered in under a week.”
“Let’s hope I never have to take you up on that.”
Antares hissed out a breath as she finished another sip. “Speaking of the old team…” she began, her tone taking on a serious edge, “Bach would follow you anywhere, so I’m guessing there’s a damn good reason he hasn’t walked through that door to greet me yet?”
Adequin twisted her glass in her hands, nodding. “Yeah,” she sighed, tone remorseful. “He’s gone. Died out at the Divide, helping us restart our first dark energy generator.”
Antares deflated, shoulders slumping as she leaned both elbows on the table. “Shit. I’m sorry, Rake. You two…” She grimaced, head shaking. “I’m sorry.”
Adequin nodded, grateful. “Thanks.”
She took another sip and watched over the top of her glass as Antares’s brow creased, eyes gone glassy with concern.
“Don’t give me that look,” Adequin said, setting her glass down. “I’m fine, I’ve dealt with it—as much as someone reasonably can, at least. His time was cut short, yes, but he … Well, he saved the universe. Risked himself for everyone, just like he always did. And we got to say goodbye. Sometimes that’s all you can ask for.”
“Look at you with the words of wisdom.” With one knuckle, Antares wiped a nonexistent tear from the corner of her eye, giving a feigned sniff. “Our baby Titan’s all grown up.”
Adequin rolled her eyes.
Antares’s expression sobered, then she raised her glass. “To Bach.” Her gaze lifted to the ceiling. “Aevitas fortis, friend.”
Adequin nodded, chest tight. “Aevitas fortis.”
They clinked glasses and took a long drink. Adequin’s whiskey burned past the hard lump in her throat, settling warm in her stomach.
Antares leaned back in her chair. “So, were you guys … together?”
“No. I mean, not really.” Adequin let out a heavy sigh. “Not until close to the end.”
“That sounds like a ‘technically, yes.’” Antares’s inward smile held a hint of smugness. “I’ve got a few bets to collect on that one…” She threw back her drink.
Adequin’s cheeks warmed. “Void. Was I the only one who didn’t know?”
“Yeah,” Antares snickered.
Laughter broke through the crowd noise, drawing Adequin’s gaze back to the front. The group’s mirth was palpable—Emery with her head on the bar, Owen chuckling while rubbing her back. Kaplan, Warner, and Beckar elbowing one another. Puck squeezed Jackin in a one-armed side hug while Gideon jostled his shoulder amiably.
Jackin smiled broadly, the corners of his eyes crinkling with amusement. Ostensibly more joy than she’d seen in him since his return, and yet … Something felt off about it. Too tight, too stilted. During the Resurgence, she’d seen it time and time again in the faces of her comrades. Reactions a fraction of a second too late, not fully present, just mimicking the others. A veneer to mask the detachment.
Absently, she traced fingers over the Imprints on her right arm. From their regular cycling sessions, she knew he harbored a lot more pain under the surface than he was letting on. She’d done her best to neutralize it, but so much of it remained inaccessible, too far to reach.
Adequin exhaled through the rising ache in her chest, then felt the distinct heat of being watched. She refocused on her glass first, then back to Antares. The woman’s sharp gaze swung pointedly between the bar and Adequin.
“So…” Antares began, “the Divide, Bach, when did all that happen?”
“Nearly a year ago. Though for some of us—including me—it’s been about six months.”
Antares quirked a brow.
“Just a time dilation thing.” Adequin waved a dismissive hand.
“Weird, okay…” Antares drifted a look toward the bar. “And is there anyone else?”
Adequin’s heart kicked up into her throat. “No,” she scoffed, and savored another sip of warm whiskey.
Antares narrowed a skeptical look at her. “Why do I not believe you?”
Adequin sighed, defeated. “Because you’re trained to detect lies.”
Antares chuckled and took another swig.
“It’s just complicated.” Adequin held up a hand to spurn Antares’s eye roll. “I know, I know—it sounds like an excuse. But it really is just very, very…” Rolling her glass, she stared into the swirling whiskey to keep her eyes from flitting to the bar as she mumbled, “Complicated.”
Leaning back in her chair, Antares stretched her arms up, entwining her fingers behind her neck. “You mean saving the universe and kick-starting a revolution isn’t conducive for starting a relationship?”
Adequin lifted a finger off her glass. “Technically it’s not a revolution until we’ve won.”
“Well, consider my mindset positive, then.”
“Appreciated,” Adequin said with a wry smirk. Her tone grew serious as she met Antares’s eye. “I missed you, Ley.”
Antares blinked, a little surprised, though her dark brown eyes shone as she smiled. “I missed you too, AQ.”
Adequin took a swig of whiskey. “How about you? Anyone special?”
Antares shook her head mid-drink, then exhaled a hard breath from the back of her throat. “Nah.” With a wolfish smirk she cast a lingering gaze toward the front bar. “Though if your optio doesn’t quit givin’ me that moon-eyed look, I might have to try him on for size.”
Adequin snorted an uncomfortable laugh, throwing a fleeting glance toward Beckar at the bar.
“He spoken for?” Antares asked, rubbing her chin.
Adequin leaned to grab the whiskey bottle, dragging it across the table toward her. “Not that I know of.” She topped off her whiskey—generously. “You’re here for one night.”
“And?”
Adequin gave a stilted, breathy chuckle and scrubbed a hand over her face. “So now you know what I’ve been dealing with; what’ve you been doing the last six years?”
Antares traced the rim of her glass with one finger. “Would you believe me if I said the Ninth?”
Adequin was halfway through a sip as she snorted a brief laugh. She swallowed the drink down. “Good one.”
Antares wasn’t laughing.
Adequin blinked rapidly. She managed to croak out, “I thought you were a security contractor?”
Antares pressed out a knowing smile. “I am a contractor. It says so on my contractor license. Which I renew every year and is totally real.”
“You’re shitting me.” Adequin scoffed. The Ninth was a rumored, ultrasecret final command component of the Legion—a myth spoken of only in sarcasm or veiled threats. “If you’re still Legion, how are you here?”
“You get a lot of time off when your job doesn’t exist.”
Adequin shook her head, still trying to wrap her mind around it. “When did that happen?”
“They recruited me after the war. Went after most of the Titans, as far as I know.” Antares’s chest swelled with a heavy sigh. “It made sense, at the time. I was tired, and not getting any younger. I thought a life of subterfuge would be easier on my old bones than mercenary work.”
Adequin frowned. Antares was fifteen or so years Adequin’s senior, but by no means old. Though she understood what she meant. After the war, she would’ve been looking for a change herself, if one hadn’t been forced on her.
Antares finished off her glass. “That’s kinda why I’m here, not gonna lie.” She leaned in, lowering her voice. “As far as top-secret agencies operating with impunity go, the Ninth’s a little boring.”
Adequin smiled. “More than happy to entertain. While taking full advantage of your varied skill set, of course.”
“Good to hear. So this’ll be more than just babysitting a couple scientists?”
“I hope not.”
“Things always find a way to go lateral.” Antares gave a knowing smirk as she refilled her drink.
Adequin leveled a cautionary look at her. “As much as I don’t want you to be bored, I prefer nonlateral.”
“Here’s to a boring-ass trip.” Antares lifted her glass in another toast.
Adequin smiled and met it with hers. “To boring.”



  
CHAPTER NINETEEN
Cavalon attempted to wear a trench into the floor of R&D, trying not to think about how his default happy place in the fortress had somehow become a research lab he wasn’t even welcome in—or had access to.
But Mesa had let him in again, with a pitying frown. Puck was making her soft.
Mesa cleared her throat, eyeing him over her holographic rendering. “Cavalon…”
“Mes.”
“Your pacing is disruptive.”
“Sorry.” He kept pacing.
“You are meant to leave shortly?”
He squinted sidelong at her. Her tone was a bit too hopeful for his liking. “Few hours,” he grumbled.
Her overlarge eyes tracked his movement for a few more cycles. “How does the new prosthesis feel?”
“Fine.” Cavalon stretched out his new left hand. “Better than the last.” So far, he hadn’t felt a trace of the phantom pain his first prosthesis had inflicted him with. The dexterity was surprisingly dexterous. Skin surprisingly skin-like.
The doc had given him a rather strict regimen to undertake over the next couple weeks. Their trip to the Lateral Reach would be just enough time to acclimate to the new limb. He’d become so used to the idiosyncrasies of his last one, he was pretty sure it would be harder to untrain those from his brain than to figure out his new fancy one.
So far, the stupid thing felt incredibly natural, so he was begrudgingly optimistic. At least he was fairly certain his brain wouldn’t reject it outright. That kind of thing usually happened within a few hours, and it’d been over twelve since Gideon had showed up at his door with it. The man was gruff and a little shifty, but when he agreed to something, he followed through. Didn’t change his mind at the last minute about major life-changing decisions like some people did.
Cavalon watched Mesa cycling through holographic menus. “Will our journey be smooth with the new meshwork?” he asked. “No issues from our new AI friend?”
“No. It has reached an equilibrium. The cache issues have resolved, and Amaeus is unconcerned about the condition of the hardware. It appears the atlas has taken on the bulk of the processing requirements itself.”
Cavalon’s brow creased. He’d always thought of it as the inverse—the atlas reaching into the fortress’s systems and puppeteering the AI. Not it bringing the AI into itself. “So the atlas is hosting the AI?” he asked.
“I wish I could answer that with any degree of certainty.”
Cavalon scratched the stubble lining his jaw. That answer was a little concerning. “Must have helped with the translation thing, at least,” he ventured. “Ever figure out what that dark energy thing was?”
“Yes, and no.”
His brow rose.
“It has helped with translation. However, for the wireframe in question, the translation did not improve my understanding. It appears to be an energy weapon, though not in the traditional sense. It draws its power from an external source.”
“Like a battery?”
“Perhaps. I am currently attempting to discern the method by which it draws said power.”
She twisted her tablet, adjusting the angle of the holographic rendering.
Cavalon squinted at it, frowning. “Sorry, Mes. Wish I could help more. Cathian armaments are way outside my wheelhouse.”
The door hissed open and Cavalon glanced back. Rake entered, eyes bloodshot, olive skin sallow. He’d heard her reunion with her Titan friend had run pretty late.
“The Revenant is packed,” she said, voice sounding as hungover as she looked. “Wheels up in two hours.”
Cavalon slouched, tapping his fists on the counter.
Shit. It was really happening.
He narrowed his eyes at Rake. “You’re really not coming?”
She sighed. “That’s why Antares is here, Cav. You know that.”
He scrubbed a clammy hand through his hair. “I know, but I thought once you saw her again, you’d want to join us. Have a Titan Reunion Tour.”
“No one wants a Titan Reunion Tour.”
“Until we meet a merry band of Viators who aren’t as hospitable as Kaize.”
Rake propped her hands on her hips, chin dropping with a heavy sigh.
Mesa’s stool squeaked as she rose, mouth parting as she searched for an excuse. Instead, she simply said, “I will excuse myself now,” then inclined her head toward Rake. “Excubitor.”
Rake nodded, watching Mesa flee into the corridor.
Cavalon pushed to standing, jaw tight. “I thought you’d fight Puck tooth and nail about going.”
She looked back to Cavalon, amber eyes hesitant, but with an edge of warning. “Why do you even want me there—I thought you were mad at me about the Augustus thing.”
“And the kid thing, yeah. I am. That doesn’t mean I don’t want you with us.”
“You know I can’t do that,” she said, tone tired but consolatory. “I have my work cut out for me here with Okinos on the horizon. You bring the cure, I bring the fleet. We’ll meet in the middle.”
“I don’t want to meet in the middle, I want to do it with you.”
“I do too, but that’s not an option.”
“You know as well as I do that Puck can handle things here,” he argued. “I know Jackin just got back, but he’s stable. Why are you looking for excuses to stay?”
Rake didn’t respond for a long while, standing with fists on hips, the muscles in her jaw flexing. “Do you think we rely on each other too much?”
His lashes clogged his vision as he blinked rapidly—as confused by the question itself as by the vise it’d wrenched under his sternum. “What?” he croaked out.
She took on a careful tone reminiscent of breaking grown-up news to a child. “Do you ever think we rely on each other too much?” she repeated.
He shook his head, dumbstruck. “No, I think it’s the only thing that got us through the last year.”
“I agree, but…” She exhaled a heavy sigh, pushing strands of hair out of her eyes. “We can’t need each other to stand up straight. We have to be able to move forward on our own.”
He scoffed. “That’s easy for you to say, Rake. You existed as a functional person before me. I didn’t—I was a mess. Life without you isn’t going to work for me.”
Her face fell. “I’m not saying we erase each other from our lives.”
A clawing heat scratched under his collar as he crossed his arms.
“I was a mess before I met you too,” she assured, taking a careful step closer. “I was just really good at keeping it under the surface. But you helped me realize the power I had, the impact I could make. Without you, I never would’ve believed we had a chance in hell at changing things.”
“Exactly,” he insisted. “We were supposed to do this together—break the tether, that’s what you said. Two halves, one whole.”
Her shoulders dropped, mouth downturned. “I know, and that’s still true. But I need to be here, doing this. And you need to go there and do that. Those two things together are the only way we have a chance to prevent the bioweapon test. We just have to be apart in order to work together this time.” She tented a hand over her eyes, head shaking. “I know it’s not ideal, but sometimes, I’m going to have to be your boss over being your friend.”
He flexed his jaw. “Really?” he scoffed. “Is our friendship that black and white? You just corral me into a useful person then cut the cord?”
Her face paled. “What? No—”
Heat built in his chest as a phrase rang into his mind—one that Snyder loved to use so much: pet royal.
“Back then,” he growled, “you just needed something to fix. And boy, did I need fixing. Now you have all of humanity to fix—not to mention the entire fucking universe. So you don’t need me anymore.”
She glared. “That’s not true,” she insisted, tone hard.
He blew past her toward the exit.
“Cav, stop,” she pleaded, tone softening.
“Don’t worry about me,” he called back, not bothering to turn around. “I’ll be out at the far edge of the Lateral Reach for a few weeks, you won’t have to deal with me.”
“Cav,” she called after him. “Please don’t leave things like this.”
The door was already sliding shut behind him.

Cavalon hunched over his dresser, taking his anger out on his clothes as he shoved them into his ruck.
The door chime trilled for the third time.
He ground his teeth. “Fine,” he growled. “Let them in.”
The door swished open and a form stepped into his periphery.
“Hey, bud…” Owen said, tentative.
Yanking open a drawer, he grabbed a fistful of socks, then crammed them in.
“That’s some aggressive packing.”
He shoved in another sweatshirt.
“They pinged me to grab you…”
With a sidelong glower, he muttered, “They meaning Rake?”
Owen frowned, glancing at her nexus. “No, Corinne, I think…” She shook off her confusion and refocused on him. “You okay?”
He knelt to tug open a low drawer. “Rake’s not coming.”
“Of course she’s not?” Owen said, tone high with confusion.
“No, but I thought she would?” He stood up with an armful of various pants. “Or sneak aboard at the last minute? That’s a Rake thing to do. I mean, we have thousands of people now and she’s only sending five of us. Surely the Revenant’s cyclers could handle a little extra pressure.”
Owen shrugged. “Maybe she doesn’t want to give up too many people for something that might not turn out any results, that’s just solid strategy. Though really … I think it’s because she knows she doesn’t need anyone else.”
He eyed her, look askance.
“She trusts we’ll get it done,” Owen explained. “She knows the kind of team we make, and she trusts Antares can keep the four of us alive while doing it. We don’t need anyone else.”
“Very confident,” he mumbled.
She cocked her head. “Yeah. We’ve met, right?”
He snorted.
Owen rested a hip on the edge of the dresser. “We’re gonna make a hell of a team. What are you worried about?”
He sighed while trying and failing to zip his too-full ruck. “What if we get there, and we can’t find what we need, and everyone looks to me for where to go next, but I fall apart, and we don’t make it back for Okinos, and—”
“Nope, nope, nope.” Owen calmly pulled his ruck along the dresser toward her. “You’re spiraling. What’s it really about?”
He picked at the hem of his shirt. “Rake, earlier. She said she had to be my boss over being my friend.”
Owen nodded slowly, removing a balled-up shirt from the ruck. Tone regretful, she said, “Man, you two really gotta cut out this whole codependency thing.”
He glowered. “What whole codependency thing?”
She kept unpacking his clothes, head shaking. “What you and Rake have…” she began, tone the exact level of placating that left him stuck between consoled and furious. “It’s great, really. But you’ve convinced yourself you can’t function without her.”
Cavalon chewed his lip, chin down but eyes lifted. “Have not,” he huffed.
Owen folded a shirt and rolled it, setting it aside. “I get it. You met her at your lowest, and you feel like she put you back together and now you’ll fall apart without her.”
He kicked the floor with the heel of his boot. She’d summed that up very succinctly. Annoying.
She smoothed out another wrinkled shirt. “Listen, I understand how you feel. You think I’m thrilled about leaving right now, while we’ve got an alien artificial intelligence who’s been dormant for three millennia kicking down its own restraints?”
“No?” he ventured.
“No,” she confirmed, briskly rolling the shirt. “But I trust Puck has it under control. He’ll do his part here, so I can go do my part out there.” She shook her head, expression solemn as she rolled more shirts. “You think Rake’s abandoning you, but it’s actually a reflection of her faith in you. She doesn’t feel like she has to come along to babysit you anymore. She trusts you to do your part, while she does hers.”
With a resounding sigh, he plopped down on the edge of the bed. “What if that trust is misplaced?”
Owen packed the rolled clothes into his ruck, then zipped it closed. She sat beside him. “You know you can function without her,” Owen insisted. “You built a damn star reactor for six months without her, for fuck’s sake.”
He crossed his arms, slouching into the mattress. “Sure, but when it came down to it, one stupid system didn’t translate and I couldn’t finish it. Until Rake showed up.” He pushed stiff hands through his hair. “It’s just different with her. She’s patient, she trusts me, she gets how I work, finds ways to get me to excel at shit without me even realizing what’s happening.”
“Mmm,” Owen hummed, twisting her braid in her fingers. Her tone grew quiet, private. “Reminds me of someone else we used to know.”
A lead weight pressed against his chest, cheeks scratching with heat. Owen’s mouth turned down in a knowing, consoling frown.
She meant his father.
“Which means…” Owen continued, inhaling a deep breath. “You’re not afraid you’ll die if Rake’s not with you. You’re afraid she’ll die while you’re gone.”
Cavalon clenched his eyes shut. He pinched the bridge of his nose as the corpse of a memory tried to claw its way from the darkest recesses of his mind.
His goddamn clone brain. So many things he just couldn’t unsee.
His memory was a tricky thing—perfect recollection, in all regards, but some memories were too much. Too heavy to have a crystal clear, moment-to-moment replay chambered at all times, waiting to be unleashed to sink him back into depression.
Just one memory, really. One he had to excise, he couldn’t keep it.
So he’d altered it, constructed a new truth, convinced himself it was real. But it’d been dislodged five months ago when he’d dug it out of his brain while trying to convince Rake to let him end his misery by going down with the Lodestar. The new reality had fractured, but the real one was still buried—just enough that if he was careful, didn’t think about it—didn’t think about him—he wouldn’t have to unearth it.
Voice soft, Owen asked, “Does Corinne know?”
Cavalon swallowed over a hard lump. “That he’s gone, yeah. But…”
The official cause of death was “tragic accident,” and that was the only news those on Akhet would’ve ever heard about it—including his grandmother. Only he, his grandfather, Owen, and Rake knew the truth.
“But not how?” Owen ventured.
He met her look through a haze of tears. The blocked memory loomed—a searing pulse in his mind’s eye.
She gripped his knee. “Tell her, Cav. You both deserve to grieve. Together.”
He wiped the back of his hand over his eyes, head shaking. “Now’s really not a good time.”
“You’re right. Any other time over the last five months would’ve been better, but you’ve made an art out of avoiding her.”
He shook his head. “She’s avoided it too.”
“Sure, fine, you’re both to blame, who cares. The point is, you’re about to be stuck in a tiny ship together for the foreseeable future. It might not hurt to clear the air.”
He leaned forward, bracing his elbows on his knees.
“As for the Rake thing,” Owen went on, “I get it. But she wouldn’t leave you—not like that, not ever. And she won’t leave you like Corinne did either, or anyone else in your life. You know that.”
He propped his face in his hands, exhaling a hard breath.
Owen was right. This stupid fight he’d picked with Rake was an excuse. So if he failed, he’d have something to point at, someone to blame—if only Rake had come along, he would’ve succeeded.
Owen nudged him with her shoulder. He swayed and dropped his hands.
“You gotta take some ownership, dude,” she said, tone encouraging. “This is as much your rebellion as it is hers. Technically, you started it.”
He scoffed. “My shitty nuke project was trivial compared to all this.”
“I think that set him back more than you realize. Those few months might’ve made the difference between you and Rake being able to stave off the Guardians at the mansion. Or the number of Proteus Augustus was able to send to chase down the Lodestar. Or the troops available to counter our guerrilla attacks.”
He heaved out a long sigh. “Maybe.”
She elbowed him.
He flopped back to lie on the bed. “Fine, yes, you’re right,” he conceded.
Rake had also been right earlier, of fucking course. They came from shitty places, met in a shittier place, survived despite it, and came out the other side better versions of themselves.
But things were different now. They were growing steadily apart even as they tried to force themselves together. Their destinies weren’t as entwined as they both wanted them to be. Rake had just realized that sooner than he had. Which tracked.
Their relationship might be changing, but that didn’t mean it was over. They’d need time to settle into what came next, but they wouldn’t have that time until this was over. The next step in that was curing the mutagen. Which meant going on this expedition.
But he’d do it for his own reasons. Not to save humanity like she was, but to save their friendship. All their relationships. So that he, Rake, Owen, Emery, Mesa, Puck, Jackin, Corinne, the clone boy—everyone could have normal lives again. He eyed his new prosthetic hand. Even surly Gideon deserved to stop having his life upended by their neediness.
He pushed back up to sitting. “Thanks, O. I know I’m a lot of work.”
She mussed his hair. “You’re worth it. Mostly.”
He scoffed, giving a weak smirk.
Owen braced on her knees to stand up. “Don’t worry, bud. You and Rake will figure your shit out.” She turned and cast an open hand back at him. “But first, road trip.”



  
CHAPTER TWENTY
Jackin wandered down a random corridor in the Cathian fortress, no route planned or destination in mind. He flipped Abraham’s compass between his fingers—something to do with his hands, his energy, his focus. The red-tipped needle swung in lazy, aimless half arcs, unable to settle.
On reflex, he checked the schedule on his nexus.
Empty.
His physical therapy had been reduced to every other day, and counseling was always in the mornings. But he couldn’t shake the feeling he was supposed to be somewhere.
Ford had invited him to Intel earlier, then refused to let him do anything other than “sit and relax.” So he left before he started feeling even more useless than he already did.
Now he meandered through corridor after corridor, attempting to make sense of the fortress’s general layout. If anything, it suffered from an excessive number of hallways, junctions, rampwells, conveyance portals. There were too many alternative routes—too many ways to get to the same place. No wonder so many Sentinels still got turned around.
He paused as he came upon a bulkhead archway. Over the full width of the threshold stretched a stone relief carving—chipped, but mostly intact: a svelte Cathian standing in profile, hawk-like feet out wide, torso pitched forward as if mid-charge. Jagged lines extended from its back, an assemblage of long, interconnected blades that fanned out like wings.
It held a spear—or maybe a narrow rifle—toward a large, shapeless form: a wild, incongruent tangle of lines twisting in on one another. From the tip of the weapon, sparks flew and sawtooth lines radiated outward, as if piercing an electronic shield.
There were similar carvings scattered through the interior, all equally intriguing and cryptic. He’d half a mind to ask Mesa if she needed help scanning and cataloguing them, so he’d have something worthwhile to do that Rake might not consider “work.” Though he guessed their definitions of that word differed.
Jackin continued his stroll, eventually coming upon a familiar door: the entry to TAC-COM. Though he hadn’t sought it out, he’d wondered a few junctions back if he’d found another viable approach route. Which meant he was at least gaining a rudimentary understanding of the layout.
Tapping open his clearance screen, he swept his nexus over the control panel. The door swished open.
He peered over the railing down into the sunken room. Empty save for Puck, who stood working at the meshwork control station.
At the center of the square table, the atlas device perched on a metal plinth like an ancient idol, golden facades radiant under its own illumination, geometric grooves glowing white. Six small metal clamps connected via bundles of wiring ran through ports into the tabletop.
Jackin eyed the atlas as he descended the ramp and crossed the room to the control station.
Puck cast a toothy smile back. “Hey, si—” He winced briefly. “Jackin.”
As a whole, they’d been surprisingly good at catching themselves before saluting, or calling him “sir,” “centurion,” or sometimes even “optio.” He wasn’t sure when or how they’d collectively decided to treat him like a civilian. Probably a mandate from Rake—she was hell-bent on him not getting any ideas about returning to work. Likely ever, if it was up to her.
Puck slipped up more than most, and Jackin couldn’t blame him. They’d spent day in and day out together for six months getting the Lodestar in order. At times, the intensity of their meeting schedules might’ve rivaled Rake’s and Nascombe’s.
Jackin stepped up beside Puck, who stood before a triad of holographic screens filled with graphs and numbers. “Hey yourself,” Jackin replied, leaning a hip on the edge of the table. “What’s all this?”
Puck sighed a dejected, “Math,” then glanced over, gaze catching on Jackin’s hand, where he continued to roll Abraham’s compass between his fingers. “Hey, you found it.”
Jackin quirked a brow, catching the compass between his thumb and forefinger. “This was you?”
“I grabbed it out of your room on the Lodestar, yeah. I gave it to Rake, was wondering if she gave it back to you.”
“It was in my room.” Jackin nodded slowly. “Thank you,” he said, an unexpected quaver in his tone. He cleared his throat. “I’m sure that day was chaotic. I appreciate you thinking of it.”
Puck gave a crooked smile and gripped Jackin’s shoulder. “Of course, friend.” He returned focus to his screens, scrolling slowly through a diagnostic array.
Jackin gripped the compass tightly in his palm, sliding it deep into his pocket. Tentative, he said, “Can I ask you something?”
“Anything.”
“What happened on the Lodestar? At the end, I mean. I’ve only heard fragments.”
“Ahh, right.” Puck kept tweaking parameters on the display as he spoke. “Well, after we relayed through to Poine Gate, Augustus dropped his Guardians on us, but the Lodestar was tough as shit, just like you said it’d be. Took a hell of a beating as they chased us through your jump route. After five or six jumps, we hit a checkpoint and Kaplan waylaid us. Rake refrained from strangling her long enough to figure out we were on the same side, then Kaplan called in arks from Akhet. Took hours, but we got everyone out.”
Jackin scratched his beard. “How did the Viators get involved?”
“Right. Not part of the original plan.” Puck sucked in a breath. “Cavalon lied to Mesa about being able to trigger the supernova remotely. Mesa told Rake. Rake and Cavalon fought—like actually fought. Rake won, of course, then hauled Cavalon—unconscious—onto the final ship to leave with Beckar and Kaplan. Then she went and triggered the reactor by hand. When Cavalon came to, he used the atlas to call Kaize, made a plea for Rake’s life. They showed up just in time to use the summoner to pluck Rake off the Lodestar before it…” He blew out a hissing exhale and bloomed his hands. “Boom. Once clear, Kaize booted Rake back onto Kaplan’s ship. The rest is history.”
Jackin’s gaze stuck on the atlas as he nodded slowly. “Wouldn’t Kaize have been at the Divide? How’d they get to Rake?”
“Yeah,” Puck sighed. “A lot of us had the same question.” He briskly rubbed his shaved head. “Cavalon doesn’t know, and Rake won’t talk about it.”
A chill ran over Jackin’s skin. He couldn’t imagine the trauma—accepting her fate, ready to go out with a dying star. Only to get pulled out at the last second. Then be expected to live again.
Jackin ran the back of his hand over his forehead. Rake hadn’t told him any of this. Which checked out. Since he’d returned, she’d made it her life’s mission to avoid stressing him out.
But he wanted her to tell him these things.
The irony wasn’t lost on him. He was getting a taste of his own medicine—the way he’d withheld from her for five long years at the Divide, pretending like his life hadn’t existed prior to stepping foot on the Argus. No wonder she’d been so frustrated.
Puck exhaled a resounding sigh. He met Jackin’s eye, forehead wrinkled. “I know she talked to Kaize, at least briefly. I wondered if they had a falling-out or something.”
“She won’t say what they talked about?”
“No, and the few words we can get out of her,” he continued, tone haunted, “don’t sound like she’s keeping a secret. More like it never happened.”
Jackin frowned, brows pinched. “Shouldering it all herself?”
“No, that’s the thing—she’s gotten so much better,” Puck insisted, tone fervent. “She trusts us, delegates, is open and brutally honest. I mean, we have to keep certain things under wraps for security, but she’s completely candid with the inner circle.”
Jackin gave a weak smile. “You haven’t had to punch her into submission in a while?” he ventured.
Puck snorted a laugh. “No, thankfully.” His lips pinched with chagrin. “Will I never live that down?”
“Nah. Pretty bold move.”
Puck chuckled and tapped the centurion badges on his shoulder. “Worked out all right.”
“Wish I would’ve known twenty years ago that I could just punch my way to the top.”
Puck laughed. “Whatever, Mr. Youngest CNO in Legion History—you did all right for yourself.”
“Definition of a pity rank.”
“You’re still the best navigator I’ve ever met.”
Jackin managed a tight smile. “I don’t know about that, but thanks.”
The whoosh of a door opening drew Jackin’s gaze to the side of the room. Mesa entered, pace brisk and purposeful. She beelined down the ramp and straight toward them.
Briefly inclining her head to Jackin, she said, “Mr. North,” then padded past to slide between Puck and his terminal screens.
Puck stayed at her back as he hooked a long arm around her neck and planted a kiss on the top of her head, murmuring, “Hey,” into her hair.
Jackin expected Mesa to exhibit the same extreme discomfort as she had on the Lodestar the few times Puck displayed affection in public, but she took it completely in stride. In fact, she didn’t acknowledge it in the slightest, her attention already captured by the screens.
Her overlarge eyes flitted across the readouts. “You were not exaggerating,” she said, tone sober.
Puck rested his chin on top of her head as he looked over her, down at the display. “Nope,” he sighed, sullen.
Mesa muttered something under her breath that Jackin could only catch the tail end of: “… but nothing that would indicate an integration level of this scale—it is unprecedented.”
“Unprecedented, and happening.”
“Happened,” Mesa corrected, tone breathy. “I do not believe there will be any way to divest, now that…” She fell eerily silent as she continued to scour the screens.
Jackin frowned. Their words seemed alarming, and while Mesa remained fairly composed, the tiny, twitching creases at the corners of her eyes indicated concern winning out over professional curiosity.
Another door whoosh, and Jackin looked over again. Rake.
A fluttering heat kindled low in his stomach, the same kind he kept trying to ignore every time she walked into a room.
“She’s early,” Puck breathed, barely a whisper.
Mesa swatted away Puck’s hands as he spun on a heel, turning around to cast Rake a wary smile. “Hey, EX,” he croaked, then cleared his throat.
Rake traversed the curving ramp down the back of the room. Puck took fidgety sidesteps as she moved, hands behind his back, as if casually strolling. From Jackin’s angle, it was a clear and awkward attempt to shield Mesa from Rake’s sight. Even Mesa seemed a little frantic as she quickly minimized screens.
Jackin quirked a brow. No way they were trying to hide something from Rake …
Though, maybe part of unburdening her meant taking on the burdens themselves. Jackin hoped not; that way led to madness. He’d meant what he said to Cavalon. They all needed each other to see the truth of things.
Rake rounded the strategy table, nodding at Jackin. “Ford give you the boot?”
He waved a hand. “Just felt like a change of scenery.”
Puck glanced back at Mesa, stepping aside once he realized the terminal was closed down. Mesa turned, chin lifted, not a hint of haste in her movements.
Brows high, Rake stopped in front of them, hands on her hips. “You two look guilty as shit. Can’t wait to hear this.”
Puck’s rounded eyes drifted warily to Mesa, whose expression remained perfectly measured.
With a deferential dip of her chin, Mesa said, “Regarding the incident from earlier today…”
Rake jutted a thumb over her shoulder. “You mean when three hundred oculi were locked in the western wing for over an hour?”
Jackin rubbed his beard, curious. He’d completely missed that event while loitering in Intel.
“Correct,” Mesa replied, tone placid, either not catching on to Rake’s sarcasm or not caring. “Amaeus would like to elucidate.”
Puck’s eyes widened, betrayal and dismay flashing across his visage as Mesa threw him to the wolves. He regained control of his expression, smoothing a hand down the front of his duty vest.
“So, sir,” he began, “the fortress has a kind of … ‘safe mode.’ It allows for certain systems to be overridden manually in the case of an attack, so the enemy doesn’t have complete control of everything should they succeed in infiltrating the network. When activated, it forces certain operations—in this case, door controls—to require manual operation.”
Rake crossed her arms. “And that just triggered? Totally at random?”
“Well, no.” Puck frowned, shifting his weight a few times. “It sensed an enemy—or what it briefly saw as an enemy.”
Rake’s gaze swung to the atlas in its nest of wiring and electronics. “So it was trying to say hello to the atlas again?”
Jackin scratched his beard. Again? He’d noticed a handful of odd occurrences with the system over the last couple weeks, but attributed them to the fact that they had a three-thousand-year-old intelligence running the network. But maybe it’d had more to do with the fortress’s interest in the atlas.
Puck wavered his head side to side in a noncommittal nod. “More like a handshake, but yeah, basically. It very—very, very—briefly saw the atlas as an enemy.”
“The atlas it went looking for on purpose?” Rake asked, dry skepticism in her tone.
Puck exhaled a nervous chuckle. “Machines, am I right? Give ’em a little sentience, and logic goes straight out the window.”
Mesa closed her eyes and pinched the bridge of her nose.
Puck forced a tight grin. “But yeah, that’s what kicked off the safe mode. Our filters caught it, but not before the western wing was shut down. The two are totally cool now, on great terms. Better than ever.”
Rake’s brow creased. “The two? Are they separate entities or not?”
“Yes and no,” Puck replied, eyeing Mesa for help, but her flat look offered no lifeline. “Between them, there’s only one consciousness. There’s just a, uh…” He fluttered his lanky fingers, loosely entwining them together. “A bit of weaving, going on. Honestly, it might be a good thing. The fortress could learn some useful things from the atlas.”
“Void, you guys.” Rake exhaled an exasperated sigh. “The last thing we need is a runaway AI situation.”
Puck threw his palms up. “Oh void, no.” His creased brow smoothed as he drifted a musing look to the ceiling. “I mean, I guess it depends how you define runaway—”
Mesa elbowed Puck in the ribs, somehow without moving her body. Her steady gaze didn’t leave Rake as she calmly explained, using a fair amount of words Jackin didn’t understand, why a runaway situation was impossible, and everything was exceedingly fine. Her confidence seemed to assuage Rake, at least for the time being.
When Mesa was done, she added, “Out of an abundance of caution, we have devised additional safeguards. Tasks which must be attended to in the mainframe.”
Rake tented a hand over her eyes. “Yeah, okay. Dismissed.”
Mesa dipped her chin, then cast Puck a sharply stern look. He trailed her up the ramp and out of TAC-COM.
Rake dropped her hand, exhaling a resounding sigh. She turned a taut smile onto Jackin. “Those two are going to give me an ulcer.”
“Those two, or…” Jackin eyed the atlas. “Those two?”
“Fair. Credit where it’s due.”
“Their assessment was accurate.”
Jackin tensed at the unexpected utterance of the fortress AI, stark through the speakers in the strategy table. He’d been in TAC-COM a few times when it’d decided to speak up, but he still wasn’t used to it.
Rake held a fist against her chest. “Void, I hate when it does that.” She dragged her startled look from the atlas to Jackin, then said, “Beckar has me running Okinos scenarios straight through dinner. You have time for cycling now?”
His mouth twitched up, the subdermal ache beneath his Imprints easing at the mere thought of it. “Sure.”
Rake made for the ramp and glanced back at him. “My room?”
He nodded. On his way up the ramp, his look lingered on the atlas, then he followed her out.



  
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Rake’s room surprised Jackin, if only because, for some reason, in his head it’d been the same as her quarters on the Argus. Which was a strange thing to think, in retrospect, but he was willing to cut his addled brain some slack for at least a few more weeks.
The layout was much the same as his own, with a slightly different arrangement of structural columns. Tidy and sparse, with a few stray articles of clothing, tablets, worn books. Otherwise nothing of note; she’d lost everything on the Argus, just as they all had.
Or most of them, at least. In his pocket, he cradled the cold metal compass loosely in his fingers, dragging his thumb over the edge to roll against his palm. Ice-cold metal, though it felt nuclear.
Rake shouldered out of her duty jacket and tossed it on the back of a stool. Her silver and copper Imprint squares rested in their default location along the length of her right arm, disappearing under the fitted sleeve of her gray T-shirt.
He leaned a hip against the counter as he caught her eye. “So…” he began, working to keep his tone benign. “I heard a story earlier.”
A corner of her mouth quirked up. “Yeah?”
“Yeah.” Jackin’s gaze zeroed in on Rake’s expression. “About your little martyr attempt while fleeing the Lodestar.”
She frowned, the muscles of her jaw working. “Cav started it,” she said with playful petulance, though a fleeting rheumy glint crossed her amber eyes.
He gave a wry smile. “What if no one martyred themselves? Thoughts?”
“I’ll take it under advisement.” Her eyes narrowed. “Did Ford tell you?”
“Puck. Only because I asked.” He shuddered. “That summoner sickness twice in a row must not have been fun.”
“No,” she conceded. Her gaze dropped, going hazy and unfocused. “Though, I don’t remember the physical side effects so much. It’s the time … between.”
His brow furrowed. “Time between?”
“During, I guess?” Rubbing her elbow, she shifted her weight. “Between leaving and arriving—that immaterial limbo. I dream about it all the time.”
Jackin frowned, scratching the Imprints on his forearm. “I don’t remember any of that. It just felt like falling asleep and waking up.”
Waking up violently and abruptly, to a searing hot metal pyramid fusing with his abdomen. He pressed a hand against his stomach.
Rake rubbed a temple, uncertain. “I’m sure it was nothing. I was in a high stress state during all three transfers.” She blew out a heavy breath. “Human physiology with Viator Imprints may not have helped either.”
She absently thumbed the Tiercel signet ring, hanging on the same chain as her own dog tags. Jackin scratched his beard, waiting as she regained the confidence to meet his gaze again.
“Was there anything else?” he prompted.
“No.” Her mouth stretched with a thin smile.
He held her look, watching carefully as her eyes flicked down and away, then rushed back up to make eye contact, then did the cycle again.
Son of a bitch. Puck was right. She had something locked away in there.
Lips parting, he hesitated, twisting Abraham’s compass in his pocket. Rake had always been transparent with him; he’d never had to try before. He didn’t know how to approach it.
Cavalon would. But he was gone.
“Speaking of Imprints,” Rake said, then swept an inviting hand toward the seating area.
He relented—for now.
He rounded the couch and sat, lifting one knee to sit sideways. Rake faced him, sitting with both legs crossed beneath her. They unfastened their nexus bands and set them on the coffee table.
With one finger, Rake tugged the tie from her loose bun. Her hair uncoiled and she scrubbed a hand over her scalp to loosen the dark brown waves, falling past her shoulders. He was struck by just how few times he’d seen her with her hair down. It reminded him of their time on the Argus, of casual nights spent in each other’s company, just trying to keep each other from thinking about their grim fate. It felt like a lifetime ago.
From behind her, a shine of metal caught his eye. He focused past her shoulder to the sleeping area. Over the curved neck of a bedside lamp hung a single pair of dog tags. Griffith’s, surely. Though …
He squinted. Even from this far, he could make out the large NORTH etched into the glass surface.
That same fluttering warmth stirred in his stomach, rising up through his chest and neck to heat his face.
“Ready?” Rake asked, her dark brown eyelashes shifting as she searched his expression.
He didn’t fully trust the quality of his voice if he tried to speak, so he just nodded.
Legs still crossed beneath her, Rake pitched forward to prop an elbow on either knee as she offered her hands out, palms-up. Her Imprints clacked softly as they slid down her arms, their metallic sheen contrasted against her olive skin. Jackin readied his own, his white squares no longer so cautious to move around the faint traces of scars that remained.
The Imprints coated their palms, and they closed their eyes.
A warm, electrostatic sharpness prickled across Jackin’s skin. His Imprints hummed, tugging lightly as his palms were drawn into Rake’s. The sheath of electric energy coiled up his arms, fingertips to shoulders.
Jackin let go of any lingering tension or resistance, welcoming the electric trill. The weight of his Imprints vanished as a cool, familiar relief rolled through him: contentment, security, hope. An anchor in a turbulent sea.
But if he looked, really looked, the faintest threads of unease underlay it all. Submerged beneath a gathered torrent of comfort, bespoke to counteract his tension.
He strove to keep still, then indulged the impulse to open his eyes. Just long enough to see Rake’s eyes twitch behind tightly closed lids, lips pinched, brows furrowed. Pained.
It served as confirmation, though he didn’t really need it. She hadn’t said as much, but he knew by now what was happening during these sessions.
She acted as though it was merely about realigning the Imprints, a physical relief. But there was way more going on under the surface. The Imprints used their synaptic links to create a shared neural space. Rake could absorb some of his negative feelings, and he could siphon some of her fortitude. Like a counterweight scale, teetering to find equilibrium.
She was trying to help him along his healing journey by taking some of the burden. Literally.
How much time and energy did she spend amassing all that positive energy? Just to turn around and relinquish it to him.
It should have angered him, or maybe more accurately frustrated him. That she’d risk her own well-being for anyone else’s, especially his. But he only felt another rise of that fluttering heat that quickened his breath. A kind he hadn’t felt in decades.
Though in truth, it’d been there for years. But like the good and proper soldier he was, he’d shut it down. Buried it under duty and propriety and loyalty to the Legion. Just like he had with Ford twenty years prior.
That one had faded with time. This, he feared, wasn’t going anywhere.
He closed his eyes again, set it aside, just as he always had, and forced himself to focus on the cycling process. During which he tried to overlook the latent weave underlying it all—a braid of admiration, desire, affection, compassion, sacrifice, concern, fear, hope. Feelings that, when taken all together, could be encapsulated by a single word.
Jackin’s skin tingled as the buzzing sensation abated gradually, and the static energy enwrapping their arms released its hold. His Imprints receded to their default formation. Rake’s slid past his hovering fingertips, her skin smooth and warm underneath.
Despite it being over, for a few long moments their hands lingered palm to palm, Rake’s pulse beating steadily into his fingertips.
He opened his eyes. Rake pressed on her typical practiced smile, an attempt to mask the evident discomfort tightening her features.
“You know, Rake,” he began slowly, tone low and gravelly. “I’m not blind. I know what’s going on here.”
A stark flush colored her olive cheeks, brows knitting. “You … do?”
“You take on some of my pain, I take on some of your strength,” he explained. “This ‘cycling’ … It’s more like equalizing, right?”
She blinked rapidly a few times, then gave a short nod.
He slid both his palms over hers until their fingers caught. “You’re supposed to help your friends shoulder their burdens,” he pointed out. “Not literally shoulder them.”
“Yeah, I know.” She exhaled a heavy sigh, pain still etched at the corners of her eyes. “In my experience, that tends to be more of a … side effect of the actual cycling. The equalization you’re feeling, that doesn’t usually happen without a lot of practice and intention. So I wasn’t sure if that was really what was going on, or if I was just…” She looked down and shook her head. “Sorry I didn’t tell you.”
“Don’t apologize. I’m grateful.” He laced his fingers in hers. “Really. That’s a big sacrifice. I don’t expect it, but I do appreciate it.”
Warmth glinted in her eyes. “You deserve it. For years at the Divide you did the same thing for me, talked me down when I was spiraling, remained levelheaded, served as my emotional sponge. Especially in those final days when we were fleeing the Divide, and Griffith was dying…” She squeezed his hand. “And now, with you back…” Her posture slackened. “I didn’t know how to help you. In any tangible or practical way. This felt like something, at least. It’s all I can do for you.”
He gave a slow headshake, voice soft as he said, “This isn’t all you do for me.”
With a grateful, if fleeting, smile, she glanced down in an apparent attempt to hide the redness that spread across her cheeks.
Looking down at their hands, he grazed a thumb over the compass tattoo on the inside of her right wrist. When he looked back up, he hesitated, momentarily disarmed by the inviting edge to her serious expression.
He held her gaze, hyperaware of the heat that’d risen to his own face, the kick of Rake’s heartbeat against his thumb, the light freckling across the bridge of her nose, the loose strands of hair grazing her neck.
A sharp trill cut through his thoughts and the silence of the room like a heated blade.
Rake cursed. She unwound her fingers from his, leaning to grab her nexus band from the coffee table and silence the vibration. Jackin shifted back a few centimeters, taking a couple steadying breaths to ease his ramping pulse.
“Sorry,” Rake said, glowering as the nexus trilled again in her hand. With a tense exhale, she accepted the incoming call. “Go for Rake,” she replied, fastening the band back onto her left wrist.
“Sir?” Warner’s gravelly voice rang through. “Out-system relays are on the fritz. Permission to escort a repair team?”
“Yeah, go ahead.” Rake scratched her jawline. “Which ones this time?”
“Perimeter Veil side again, sir. I’ll make sure they get it sorted this time.”
“Good. Thanks, Chief.”
She’d hardly closed the comm link when her nexus buzzed with a meeting reminder.
She sighed down at it. “Sorry. Duty calls.”
“Need help?” he asked. “I make an excellent right hand.”
She cast him a too-bright smile as she gathered her hair back into the tie, eyebrows high. “Might I suggest a nap? Read a book? Meditate?”
“Is that a no?”
She climbed over the back of the couch, grabbing up her jacket as she backpedaled toward the door. “A nice long salt bath? Go for a walk? The eastern plateau is beautiful this time of day.”
He sighed. “Message received. Bye, Rake.”
“Bye, Jack.”



  
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Thirty hours into the flight, Cavalon paced the compartments of the Revenant on an endless loop. So endless, in fact, the ship AI had already upped his required caloric intake by 2 percent.
The cycle began and ended at the helm, occupied by Antares and Emery during the few hours their shifts overlapped. Antares wore a loosely tied neck bandana over a sturdy tactical vest—the same thing she always wore, but it made him nervous, like shit might go sideways so suddenly that she wouldn’t have time to put any armor on. He chose to believe it was because she happened to find bullet-and fireproof clothing comfortable.
Antares gave Cavalon a sidelong glance as she monitored the controls on the sleek black-glass dash, but he otherwise went unnoticed as Emery talked the Titan’s ear off.
On Cavalon’s twenty-third cycle of the day, however, Emery took a break long enough to cast him a mellow look, not quite meeting his eye. “Hey, Cavalon,” she began, tone oddly contrived. “You’re our medic, remember?”
Cavalon didn’t respond at first, thoughts drifting as he tried to remember when she’d last called him the full “Cavalon” when he wasn’t being chastised.
“You better keep brushing up, Mr. Pre-Med,” she added.
He withheld a bitter scoff. The last time he’d attempted to play doctor, Griffith had died.
“If you’re looking for something to do, she means,” Antares said, her level expression anything but.
He sighed. “I can take a hint.” He gave a flimsy salute and left.
Entering the main cabin, he started for the medbay, but it took less than two seconds for him to divert trajectory. He had to keep burning off this excess energy; he’d just head down to the cargo bay and move crates around for a while.
Mere steps from the ladder chute, Owen stepped into his path.
His chin bumped his chest as he looked down at her, frowning. He took a step back.
“Hey.”
“Hey.”
Owen pinched his left wrist between a thumb and forefinger, lifting his prosthesis into view. “You ever start those acclimation sims the doc gave you?”
He flicked his wrist to shake out of her grip, protectively cradling it against his chest with his other hand. “No.”
“We need you in fighting shape, bud.”
He huffed. “You all have a lot of opinions on what I should be doing with my time.”
She cast him a too-innocent grin.
He rolled his eyes. “Fucking fine.” He could double task. He’d have the medbot quiz him on emergency medicine while he ran through acclimation sims.
He dodged to one side to avoid her attempt to shove him, then headed the other way down the pronged corridor.
He hadn’t taken two steps into the medbay before he realized he’d be doing neither of those things.
The whole thing had been an ambush. A fucking pincer movement.
At a central workstation, Corinne stood leaning a hip against the counter, arms crossed, wearing a covered placket button-down tucked into narrow pants. The casual outfit felt odd without an accompanying lab coat.
“Cavalon,” she acknowledged.
He glowered back at the door as it sealed behind him.
Brave of Emery and Owen, taking their own lives into their hands like that. He began mentally drafting revenge plots.
“Cavalon…”
“What’s up?” he croaked.
“You’ve been acting skittish since we left.”
“I’m nervous.” He shrugged, looking back at her. “Aren’t you?”
“Of course, but for different reasons, I think.”
He stood captive to her evaluative gaze for an eternity or two, then shook himself free.
He spun on a heel toward the exit.
“Cavalon,” she called after him. “You’re going to have a far more difficult time avoiding me on this ship.”
“I’ll manage,” he called back.
A rare, hard frustration edged her words. “What is it?” she asked, tone terse, exasperated. “Do I remind you too much of Augustus?”
Cavalon halted shy of the door. Wary, he looked back toward her.
She held his gaze, chin high, though a shine swam in her eyes.
Void, he was such an asshole.
His chest deflated. Owen had been right, this fancy ship was much too small for the mountain of baggage he and Corinne brought with them.
He turned back to face her. “No,” he croaked. “It’s that I’m worried being around you could … bring out the him in me.”
Corinne’s brow lowered, her blinks rapid. “No,” she said simply. “You forget, I knew him when he was your age. I remember what he was like.”
Cavalon gulped.
“You couldn’t be more different.”
He shoved his hands in his pockets, chin low, hoping to hide the flush of heat on his cheeks.
People he trusted kept saying that. Owen, Rake, Jackin. For some reason, it held more weight coming from Corinne.
“You and your father both,” she added. “I know that better than anyone.”
Heat stung Cavalon’s ears. “Yeah, you do, don’t you?” he growled, his rising anger quashing the potential for a perfectly serene, heartwarming bonding moment. He couldn’t stop himself. “You knew about all of it, and didn’t tell either of us. Hell, you gave birth to one—you’re complicit in all of it.”
The blood drained from her face. “I was not—” She bit off the word, voice hoarse, and her gaze fell. Her mouth opened and closed wordlessly a few times, then with ostensible effort, she drew her eyes up to meet his. “I was not complicit. The embryo transfer was performed without my knowledge. Or consent.”
Cavalon stood frozen, breathless. His eyes burned. He couldn’t blink, staring at her and her bluntness, horrified.
“I believed it to be a natural conception,” she went on, tone weak. “Yours as well. I didn’t know about your father—or you—until after your mother died. And only then because I had … suspicions about her manner of death. That suspicion led me down a long, dangerous path. Which ultimately led to Akhet. I should’ve started asking questions much sooner. I’m sorry I didn’t.”
Cavalon dragged his hands through his hair. He had no idea how to respond. He wasn’t sure there was any proper way to.
“You could have told us,” he managed. “We could have helped you.”
“You were eleven.”
His jaw tightened. “I was a prisoner—and so was Dad.” His breath hitched over his own words. Like he had room to talk; he’d abandoned that kid just like Corinne had abandoned him.
A hollow fear took root as his memories were cast back to that day at the manor with Rake. When he’d left the clone boy behind in that gilded prison. He’d never felt more helpless.
No. That wasn’t true.
He had when he’d found his father.
No reason to keep lying to himself about it.
For so long, it was how he’d framed his existence. Abandoned by his mother, then his grandmother, then … his father. But in such a different way.
His father had been the strong one, so if even he couldn’t shoulder the reality of their clonehood, there was no chance Cavalon would.
Except his father hadn’t had Rake. Someone who saw the best in him.
His cheeks heated and he scrubbed his hands over his face.
That wasn’t true either. He’d had Cavalon.
Cavalon had trusted and admired and loved him more than anyone. But the vitriolic animosity between Augustus and Cavalon worsened with every passing day, until he couldn’t stomach another second of it.
So he’d left. But he’d left his father that day too.
Shit. He’d done the abandoning, not his father.
“I didn’t know if I could make a clean break,” Corinne explained. “Trusting the Legion was a huge risk—you know how much sway Augustus holds amongst the praetors. I’d hoped I’d found the right one in Lugen, but I didn’t know for certain. I couldn’t risk implicating you or your father—and the timing…” Pinching the bridge of her nose, Corinne’s gaze drifted to the floor. “Your father had every intention of ascending. Expeditiously.”
Cavalon blinked back at her. He thought he knew what she meant, but something in the back of his mind prevented him from thinking it through to its conclusion.
“Your father and I never spoke of it outright,” Corinne explained. “But … we didn’t have to. We both knew what had to be done; he had a plan in place.”
Cavalon shook his head slowly, tone dire. “They weren’t the plans you thought they were.”
A heavy silence hung in the air between them.
Corinne’s glassy-eyed stare faltered with a few quick blinks. “CJ…” she said finally, voice frail. “You have to tell me what happened.”
He held her gaze, the words burning along with the heat behind his eyes.
She deserved to know. But he couldn’t do it. So instead, he croaked out, “Augustus had him killed.”
Her jaw tensed. “Don’t lie to me.”
He scoffed, dry and bitter. “Don’t for a second think he wouldn’t be capable of—”
“I absolutely know he’s capable of it.” She matched his gaze, unrelenting.
“Did Rake tell you?” Cavalon accused.
Corinne’s hard look softened. A furrow pinched between her brows. “What? No.”
Cavalon ran stiff hands through his hair. He didn’t know why he even asked. As frustrated as he was with Rake at the moment, he knew she’d never go behind his back with something like that.
“I need to know,” Corinne went on, voice still quiet, but growing in fervency. “I’ve been patient.”
Fury stoked in his chest. “You left,” he growled. “You don’t get to dictate anything.”
She let out a soft sigh, nodding. “You’re right.”
He blinked, his default resentful response faltering on his lips. That wasn’t what he expected her to say.
Pressing his palms hard against his eyes, he willed the sparks of light on the back of his eyelids to drown out the reality of the situation. Or at least give him the strength to get it over with.
He dropped his hands, chin down, eyes on his boots.
Then he kept his gaze there as he told her.
Not the details—no one needed to know any of that, especially her.
Just broadly how, where, when. That Cavalon had found him. How Cavalon’s reaction spiraled into the nuclear bombs that led him straight to the Divide.
Finally, he gathered the courage to lift his eyes.
Bracing a palm on the edge of the counter, she stood staring back at him, unblinking.
A weight crushed his chest, throttling his breath.
He only then realized the truth of why he’d been so reluctant to tell her. Not because he didn’t want to relive it, but so he wouldn’t have to see … that. The haunted look in her eye, decades of fears coming to fruition, how badly she wanted to deny it. He’d felt the same way for months before he’d managed to scrub it from his brain. Though not completely scrubbed, it seemed.
When Corinne finally spoke, her voice was fractured, but infinitely sincere. “I’m sorry.” She wiped a hand across her eyes.
Cavalon’s cheeks heated and he anxiously shifted his weight.
“That I wasn’t there,” she went on. “That I ever left. You shouldn’t have had to—” Her voice broke and she held a knuckle to her mouth. “I didn’t know how bad his mental state was. Believe me, I would have stayed if I knew.”
Anger rose again. “You should have known.”
“You’re right,” she breathed. “Sometimes we fail at things we’ll never be able to forgive ourselves for.”
His gaze fell and he kicked the decking with the toe of his boot.
“And sometimes,” she went on, a little strength returning to her tone, “people are very good at hiding things from the ones who love them the most. Even though they’re the exact people they should be leaning on.”
An ache tightened in his chest. He didn’t miss the underlying allegation in her tone.
“Please, Cavalon,” she said, imploring. “Let’s not make that same mistake.”
His stomach turned as an unwanted memory rose. On the Lodestar, while he’d desperately tried to convince Rake to let him be the one to go down with the ship … He admitted he’d set off those bombs to enrage Augustus because he’d wanted to end his own life.
Somehow, he hadn’t made the connection. That his father had wanted the same thing. Only he’d succeeded.
Shit. Corinne was right. Cavalon had been doing to her what his father did to him. Hiding his pain.
He had to break the cycle. They had to learn from the past to move forward.
He cleared the thickness from his throat with an effort. “I understand why you had to leave,” he managed. “Augustus forced your hand. I know what that’s like.”
Her gaze slipped down, and she wrung her hands. “I should have done something about Augustus sooner. I blinded myself to his underlying character for so long.”
A strange amusement bubbled up, and Cavalon scoffed. “Every day I wonder why I didn’t kill him in his sleep years ago.” He shook his head, frowning. “But we can’t carry around that kind of guilt, it serves no one.”
She blinked back at him, a fraction of her pain lessening with a tinge of surprise. “I agree.”
She took a step toward him, reaching out slowly, cautious. He eyed her, hesitating for a moment before lifting his right hand toward her. She took it between both of hers.
“We have the chance to make up for it,” she began. “For the first time in years, thanks to you, we have something new to try—a fresh approach. I want us to be successful on this mission, CJ. And we’ll need to work together to do that.”
Cavalon rubbed a hand over his forehead, jaw tight.
“You’ve had a … complicated life,” she said, tone quiet. “You had to build walls to protect yourself, I understand, but we’ve no time for it anymore. Going forward, we need to be unified. I know that will take time, but … I’m willing to do the work if you are.”
Cavalon chewed on his bottom lip, staring down at her hands clasped around his. He could think of nothing more dread-inducing than spending the next two weeks unpacking decades of pent-up resentment and trauma …
But Corinne was right. He needed to forgive—not forget, but let go of it, cast it out. It could only drag him down if he gave it the shape to hold weight.
He met Corinne’s bright blue eyes, eyes he’d once proudly regarded as a reflection of his own. Their resemblance had been clear proof of the few but indelible familial connections he’d thought he had, so unjustly stolen by the phrase “second attempt.”
But if the Sentinels had taught him anything, it was how little blood had to do with family.
He croaked out, “Okay,” and hugged her.



  
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Adequin stepped into subhangar A1, pausing to survey the bustling main hangar floor. Fighters taxied, mechanics serviced engines, and trainees scurried around at the behest of engineers. Along demarcated lanes, cargo sleds shuttled between the subterranean warehouse lifts and the open hangar doors.
Outside, the shadows lengthened as evening approached. A dozen freighters with open hatches ringed the spaceport tarmac. Circitors checked manifests while oculi operated cargo lift drones. Ground crew topped off fuel, ran diagnostics, inspected ship systems.
She’d come to undertake a particularly mindless task, but with the partition retracted, at least she’d be able to people-watch. Though as the boss, she could get away with calling it “supervising.”
Shoving up the sleeves of her baggy sweatshirt, she headed toward the subhangar’s designated workshop area, surprised to find Jackin working at a repair bench. He stood with elbows propped on the work surface, soldering iron in hand. The muscles in his forearms flexed as he leaned in to focus on his work.
He absently scratched at his right bicep, where the lines of his glossy white Imprint squares disappeared under the cuff of his short-sleeved shirt. Despite their regular cycling sessions, that section seemed hell-bent on continuing to bother him.
Imprints aside, his conditioning reports over the last couple weeks had improved significantly. It showed in the fullness of his cheeks, the arm muscles filling out the sleeves of his T-shirt, the healthy flush to his light brown skin. He’d put on some much-needed weight, the band of his sweatpants hugging his hips without the need for a drawstring to keep them up.
He paused and frowned down at his work, scrubbing a hand over his head. His black hair had finally outgrown his beard, trimmed straight along the defined line of his jaw.
A swell of heat crept up her neck, but she ignored it as she approached. “Jack?”
He glanced up, eyebrows high. “Hey,” he said, setting the tool down.
She tilted her head to look at what he was working on—his compass. “Still not working?” she asked. “I’m sure I can find someone to fix it for you.”
“No, it’s fine,” he said, waving her off. “Just something to do with my hands. Not like I need a functioning compass, more sentimental than anything. What’re you up to?”
“Just busywork.” She jutted a thumb at the nearby crates, heaping over with rough-ridged Cathian chestplates. “R&D’s swamped but there’s a bunch of armor that needs a software update before it goes out with the next muster point shipment.”
Skeptical, he eyed the long, thin, jagged shapes and tangled webbing. “Those things are armor?”
“Cathian armor,” she clarified. Stepping to the crate, she grabbed one of the updated chestplates and returned, shifting the harness up over her arms and clipping it closed. With a soft buzz, the armor re-formed over her torso, stretching down to her hips and up over her collarbones, molding comfortably around the base of her neck.
“Huh,” Jackin said, voice high, and not unimpressed. Then his eyes narrowed and met hers. “Cathian armor? How?”
“Early on, Cavalon discovered a few thousand of the things downstairs. Became a pet project of his.” She slid out of the harness to let the armor drop back into her hands. It returned to its default shape and size as she passed it to Jackin. “Somehow, he modified it for human physiology. Hence the need for an update.”
He twisted the chestplate around as he inspected it, curious. “Cavalon, your Biotech animus?”
“It’s biometrically activated, so it’s not not Biotech.”
“But certainly not a mutagen cure, either,” he goaded.
She glowered. “Don’t judge. You try corralling that man to one subject for more than a week at a time.”
“Actually…” he began, tone high with smugness, “I managed to do that for six months, thank you very much. Got a star reactor out of the deal.”
She scoffed a laugh. “Show-off.”
He passed the armor back to her, tone leveling out. “In truth it was…” He crackled out a resounding breath. “Way more work than that. At least he’s worth the effort.”
With a stiff nod, she returned the armor to the crate, chewing the inside of her lip.
Jackin eyed her carefully. “You worried about him?” he asked, though it wasn’t much of a question.
She stepped back, resting a hip on the edge of the counter beside him. “No … Well—yes, but no. They have a strong team, and I trust Antares.” She stared out across the bustling hangar. “Was just hoping for some kind of update soon.”
“We expected that, though, right? They’re maintaining Phantom protocols?”
“Yeah. And the Revenant still has meshwork connectivity to the atlas, so in theory the ship’s in one piece.”
“That means they’re still looking. Which means there’s still hope of a good outcome.”
She gave a soft smile. “Look at you, Mr. Glass Half-Full.”
Pocketing his compass, he smiled back, leaning against the workbench as he turned to face the open hangar doors. “How are you feeling about the test? From what I’ve seen, you’re pretty well outfitted.”
“Thanks in large part to the Corsairs,” she admitted, fingers drifting to her sternum, the Tiercel signet ring heavy against her chest. “It’s been difficult for Lugen to skim too much from Legion depots. But Gideon’s been able to secure a lot in a short amount of time.”
“Enough for a real offensive?”
She exhaled, throat a little tight. “Yes. But I’d still like to think of all this…” She flicked her hand toward the hangar. “As plan B.”
“Plan A being?”
“The expedition team returning in time with a cure in hand.” She sighed, shaking her head. “Because even if we prevent the test at Okinos, Augustus will just move on to some other planet. We might be able to give chase for a while, but…” She gave a weary smile. “Hence why I’m worried about the team.”
“Yeah, fair.” Jackin lifted one shoulder in a half-hearted shrug. “They’re far enough outward, if they get in trouble, they could probably call Kaize at the Divide and ask for help.”
A sharp chill rolled down her spine, and she resisted a shudder. Her knuckles whitened as she gripped the edge of the counter to steady the swell of fear. The ever-looming presence of the Divide, advancing from every direction.
Jackin leaned into her periphery. “You okay?”
“Yeah, fine,” she lied.
“Is it because I mentioned Kaize?”
A vise tightened in her chest. “No.”
He pinned her with an accusatory look.
She cast him a fleeting glance. “What?”
“Puck told me you’ve seemed different since you met with Kaize that second time.”
“Yeah,” she sighed. “Talking to Viators doesn’t really get less intimidating.”
“It’s more than that, Rake. Every time the Presidian or Kaize gets mentioned you get the same glazed look.”
Her jaw tightened. She should’ve known it’d be more difficult to hide from Jackin than the others. “It’s nothing you should be worrying about.”
“Don’t do that,” he chided, a surprising—but familiar—sharpness to the edge of his tone. A little like the old Jackin.
With an effort, she matched his look. Her heart beat a little too fast.
“Stop treating me with kid gloves,” he continued. “I won’t shatter, I can handle it. What happened with Kaize?” He laid his hand over her knuckles, where she clutched the edge of the counter. Though his tone softened, he remained adamant. “Did you learn nothing from suppressing your grief about Griffith and the Argus? Or your guilt about Paxus for all those years before that?”
Wiping a hand over her eyes, she tried to blink away the images looping in her mind’s eye: the sharp, white static flashes of the collapsing Divide.
It was rather rude of him to show up here, with his concern and logic and emotional maturity and uproot the existential fear she’d meticulously buried over the last five months.
“Whatever this is,” he warned, “you can’t take it into Okinos.” His eyes traced the path of an oculus who hurried by with a portable generator before returning to her. “These people are trusting you with their lives. They need—they deserve—your full focus.”
He drew in a breath as if to press further, but she lifted a hand. “Fine,” she huffed.
His posture slackened, lashes fluttering with a few quick blinks. He’d clearly expected her to put up more of a fight.
Adequin glanced around the busy hangar. She couldn’t afford anyone overhearing. “Come on,” she said, then took his hand and led him out of the fortress.

Adequin preceded Jackin out the hangar doors and around to the eastern side of the fortress. They climbed a low hill, sifting through shin-high, wheaten grass.
At the top sat their memorial: a large piece of holographic glass comprising of multicolored squares, each displaying the name of a fallen Akhetian, Sentinel, legionnaire, or anyone who’d passed while helping Lugen get them this far. Including Griffith.
The fortress’s fifteen-story height cast a long shadow over the town, stretching into the fields. Beyond the plateau, a wall of thunderheads built on the horizon. Overhead, only a few wispy clouds dappled the crisp blue sky, which shifted toward orange with the imminent sunset.
Adequin sat on one of the two benches that flanked the memorial. Jackin joined her, sliding against the back as he sniffed in a hard, involuntary breath. He briskly rubbed his bare arms. With the sun falling, the air was crisp and biting in the shade of the fortress.
Adequin pulled her baggy sweatshirt off over her head and held it out to him. She had long sleeves underneath, and her Imprints would keep her plenty warm. He didn’t need to use his energy or his Imprints’ focus for something as basic as heat retention.
Palms lifted, he shook his head. “I’m fi—”
She shoved it against his chest.
Sighing, he relented, taking it and pulling it on. “Thanks.”
She shifted to the front edge of the bench, elbows propped on her knees, fingers entwined. She still had a chance to get out—to come up with some credible lie, or just run off into the fields without another word.
But he was right. She shouldn’t take this into Okinos; she owed the Sentinels that.
Plus, he’d already smoked her out. Continuing to keep it from him—for his safety, well-being, whatever—was just an excuse so she could keep ignoring it. They were past that.
“That second visit…” she began, fighting through the unavoidable waver in her voice. “Kaize told me they wouldn’t be in touch for a time. Because they were going to be beyond the galactic core.”
He frowned. “Why? I thought they were restarting generators at the Divide?”
“They are.”
Silence hung. Adequin kept her eyes on the plateau.
Jackin cleared his throat, though his voice still came fractured. “There are dark energy generators on the far side of the galaxy?”
“Yes.”
More silence. A flock of birds passed overhead, the flap of wings sounding thick and full in the muted quiet.
She slid back onto the bench, turning to face him.
He sat slumped, hands limp in his lap. His eyebrows were pinched, dark brown eyes unfocused, searching, with nowhere to land.
She knew exactly what he wanted to ask. The next logical question: “Why would there be dark energy generators on that side of the galaxy?” Especially ones that required Kaize’s immediate attention.
Adequin didn’t answer, because she could see it in the haunted, melancholic look in his eyes. He already knew the answer.
“It’s not here yet,” she clarified. “On that side. But it’s coming.” Frowning down at her hands, she picked at the edges of her fingernails. “I told you before how Kaize admitted their ancestors came from another galaxy while fleeing the collapse?”
Jackin scratched the sides of his beard, nodding. “Right. Hence the generation ships.”
“Apparently they only stopped here because they’d finally finished the dark energy generator technology. Kaize didn’t know details—apparently our retributive mutagen has affected their ancestral memories. Both of their past … and of what lies outside this universe.”
“The universe?” he asked, tone hedged—he wanted it to be a slip of the tongue.
With a slow headshake, she said, “No, this universe.” She’d come this far, she might as well lay it all on him at once. “Kaize called our galaxy the levalaine. It means the refuge of this universe. Our universe.”
Jackin barked a short laugh and buried his face in his hands as he leaned forward, elbows on his knees. He breathed against his palms for a long while.
Finally, his hands dropped. “I guess we were wrong with our theory that they built generators all around the edge of the universe, huh?”
Sigh heavy, she gave a grim nod. It made a hell of a lot more sense that it would only be their galaxy, and yet somehow felt far, far more formidable.
“No one else knows this?” he asked.
“Correct.”
“Even Cavalon?”
Swallowing a lump, she confirmed, “Even Cavalon.” Especially
Cavalon. The last thing he needed while trying to cure the mutagen was the suffocating pressure of the universe closing in from all sides.
“Why did Kaize tell you?’ Jackin asked.
“They said they wanted us to be ready.”
“Who? You, or humanity?”
“Both, but I think primarily me—us. The Sentinels.”
His brow furrowed. “Because they want us as allies?”
“Maybe.” Her gaze dropped and she wrung her hands. “Statecraft wasn’t really the first thing on our minds. Kaize wanted us to know as … fellow galactic citizens. Because—collapsing universe aside—it presents us with some mutual concerns.”
“Which are…?” he prompted.
“That any spacefaring species with the means of intergalactic travel will eventually get routed to this galaxy. From every corner of the collapsing universe.”
His mouth hung open, eyes glassy. “But … we’re talking about universal timescales, right? Tens of hundreds or hundreds of hundreds of thousands of years.”
“Yes, but that doesn’t mean it’s not imminent—you saw firsthand how fast the collapse picked up speed once the generators started failing. We could still be on the cusp of destruction.”
“And are we? Does Kaize know how close it is?”
She shook her head. “They didn’t say, but the way Kaize talked about it … There’s not much time.”
“Viators have longer life spans,” he pointed out.
“By decades, not millennia.”
“They’ve always focused on the long term. They could just be concerned with ensuring the future of their people.”
Adequin rubbed the bridge of her nose. It was a little impressive how closely his stages of denial mapped with her own after she’d found out.
“If it’s so close at hand,” Jackin went on, “wouldn’t Kaize have wanted your help restarting generators?”
“I’m sure they’d take the help, but…” She shook her head. “For now, I think they’re less worried about the generator network, and far more worried about what the collapse will bring to this galaxy. Kaize basically told me to get my house in order. Humanity’s house. That’s why I’ve kept it so close. If I admit it’s real, how can I not worry about that over anything else that’s happening to us here and now?” She gestured over her shoulder to the fortress. “It makes me feel like I’m just hiding here, buying weapons and training soldiers, picking off Guardian factories one by one. We could do so much more, but I’ve been taking things slow, trying to be so careful … Because if Augustus brings his full force to bear against us, this will turn into an all-out civil war. That would cripple us—and our collective readiness. After that, how could we possibly stand strong enough to counter a bunch of necessarily highly advanced aliens rolling into the galaxy vying for habitable space?”
“The galaxy is a big place,” he argued.
“The universe is a big place,” she countered. “Maybe most won’t make it this far, but plenty will. It could get crowded really fast. Look at how things went down prior to the Viator War. There were only three known interplanetary species when the Viators showed up, and they wiped out two of them—and tried really hard at the third—just to ensure their place here. Who knows what these other species will be capable of.”
Sighing, Jackin pressed his palms into his eyes. “Void, Rake.”
“I know.”
He dropped his hands and sat back, locking eyes with her. “There’s one thing I don’t get…”
“Just one?” she quipped.
With a weak smile, he scrubbed a hand through his short hair. “If Kaize was somewhere out at the Divide before they came to rescue you, but Cavalon didn’t call them until minutes before the Lodestar went up … How did they get to you in time?”
Without thinking, she answered, “Caelestis.”
He tilted his head. “Come again?”
With a tense sigh, she turned back to look out across the plateau. “Kaize said it means ‘the will of the universe.’ I thought it was a figure of speech.”
“And it’s not?” he asked, thick concern evident in his tone.
Her jaw flexed and she scrubbed her face with both hands. “I don’t know. They were talking about it like it was … deliberate. Apparently they received Cavalon’s call hours before it was sent. When I asked how that was possible, they said caelestis ‘weaves its way out and back in to achieve its ends.’ As if it had control of the flow of space and time.”
Brow furrowed, he asked, “Like gravity and dark energy?”
“I guess. I don’t know.” She exhaled a frustrated sigh. “I wish I did. They implied the atlas works the same way, but I couldn’t get more out of them before they activated the summoner to get rid of me.”
He scratched his jaw slowly, nodding. “Before,” he began, tone careful, almost a little consoling, “you mentioned the times you used the summoner—you’d experienced a ‘time between.’ Are you still dreaming about that?”
“Yeah. They’re not dreams, though, not really,” she explained. “It feels more like … a missive.” She rubbed the heels of her palms into her eyes, head shaking. “I know it sounds absurd. I feel like I’m losing it.”
“Whoa, no.” He shifted closer. With one arm around her back, he pulled her into a side hug. She rested her head on his shoulder and inhaled his scent, an ocean breeze, bracing and sun-soaked. “You’re not losing it,” he assured. The soft rumble of his voice sent a soothing tingle of warmth across her skin. “Your mind is just trying to cope with it. Probably because you’ve been keeping it bottled up. It needed an outlet.”
“Yeah. Probably.”
Grip loosening, he released the embrace and a chill rolled through her at the sudden exposure. He turned, lifting a knee onto the seat to face her. His hand came to a rest over hers, skin warm. “Honestly, I understand why you were reluctant to tell the others. That’s a lot.” His thumb grazed over her knuckles. “You still should’ve told someone. You’re the strongest person I know, but even you can’t bear this kind of thing alone. You have so many people in your corner, Rake. You can share stuff with them. Just trust them.”
Her mouth twitched in a close-lipped smile. “I got back the one person I wanted to share everything with, so problem solved.”
Jackin’s creased brow softened. A steady look passed between them. Heat itched at the base of her neck.
With a few quick blinks, he glanced down at their hands with a slightly tense laugh. “I see—I’m the only one you’re willing to hoist universe-shattering news onto?”
She smirked. “That happens to us a lot. Really just habit at this point.”
With a glint in his eye, his smile broadened.
“Besides,” she added, tone more serious, “you’re the only one I could say with certainty is strong enough to shoulder it.”
He squeezed her hand and gave a sympathetic nod.
With a soft buzz, his focus broke, slipping to his nexus band. He blinked rapidly, tapping open a notification.
He frowned. “Damn, I forgot my physical therapy was rescheduled.” He lifted his look back to her, expression wry. “Looks like I’m the one getting buzzed away this time.”
“Refreshing, honestly.”
“I can reschedule it,” he said quickly.
“No—no skipping,” she insisted. “Your exercises are more important.”
He lifted a brow, a little smug. “We’ve moved on to massage therapy, actually.”
She rolled her eyes. “Sounds rough.”
His smile faded, and he gripped her elbow. “Sure you’re okay?”
Swallowing a lump, she nodded. “Fine. See you at dinner.”
He left, kicking up a soft haze of dust behind him as he padded down the steep incline of the hill. Overhead, the wispy clouds had mostly dissipated, the sky a few shades darker.
Adequin shifted to sit back against the bench, restless energy scratching under her skin.
It took a few minutes to truly settle in. Though she hated burdening Jackin with it, she could already feel the knot of anxiety loosening under her sternum. After holding it so close for so long, it felt strange to have it out there, existing in another human’s mind.
Propping her arms on the back of the bench, she stayed awhile to watch the storm brewing on the horizon. Though they could use the rain, she knew it would never reach them.



  
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Cavalon woke to a cloying grape scent. He scowled at the too-sweet stench, pinching his nose shut.
“Rise, young prince!” Emery shouted over wet gum smacks. “We’re an hour out, up up up.”
Squinting, he waved his hand out to shoo her away, but she’d already hopped down.
Cavalon groaned as he turned over and peered down. Owen slept on the bunk below. Emery leaned over, dropping a soft peck on Owen’s forehead. She cooed quietly, “It’s up time, babe. Wakey wakey.”
Cavalon glowered. “What the hell?” he croaked, voice groggy with sleep.
Emery blew him a kiss and vaulted out the door.
Cavalon slid off the edge and landed on the floor beside Owen, who swung her legs off the bunk as she stretched her arms overhead. “Morning,” she chirped.
He frowned. “What’s it like to wake up without people shouting in your face?”
She pulled the tie from her braid, combing her fingers through her tangled hair. “Maybe if you weren’t constantly oversleeping it’d be less of an issue.”
“Eh,” he grunted. “Fuck that.”
He beat Owen to the shower—an extra fifteen centimeters of leg span wasn’t negligible on a ship this size. Then he took his time shaving his travel beard and attempting to tame his overgrown hair with a tiny comb. Though, he was glad for the busywork, anything to divert his anxiety.
What if they found nothing, and no clues where to look next. What if the ships weren’t even intact—just devastated, vacuum-strewn wreckage.
What if he was wrong.
“Hello, friends,” Emery’s voice rang crisp over the intercom. “We will be arriving at our target system in less than five minutes. Please get your butts to the helm, I repeat, butts to the helm, please. Thank you.”
Cavalon dug through his ruck, trying to pick between civvies or his animus getup. He landed on the civvies—tapered gray cargo pants and a dark mauve sweatshirt. He’d had plenty enough of Legion navy blue the last year. Not that it mattered, they’d probably have to wear their space suits the whole time.
He finished dressing and arrived at the helm fashionably late, though by Antares’s narrow-eyed glower upon his entrance, she didn’t consider any form of late fashionable.
“Apologies,” he murmured, squeezing into a crash seat on the back wall beside Corinne.
Antares and Emery sat pilot and copilot respectively, with Owen occupying the navigator’s chair, though it’d been repurposed as more of a catch-all station in the absence of an actual navigator.
“We are in-system, friends,” Emery announced. “Ooohs and ahhs welcome.”
Over the black-glass dash, the wide viewscreen activated, revealing a turbulent, dark crimson star. He eyed the sensor readouts. The ship AI listed the elemental composition, pegging it at 3,650 K. End stage.
Antares sat back in her seat. “Time for a baby jump, buckle up.”
Cavalon and Corinne shouldered into their harnesses and secured them. Antares and Emery flowed through the callouts for the jump procedure and a few uneventful minutes later, they’d arrived.
The viewscreen reset with a new vista, their host star significantly smaller—a flat red dot, barely noticeable against the bright field of stars beyond.
“Whoops,” Emery said, chomping her gum. “Comin’ about.”
The view spun slowly as she one-eightied the Revenant. The host star’s light was so weak this far out, that at first the generation ship read as nothing but a jagged shape, detectable only in how it blocked out the points of starlight behind it.
“Adjusting feed.” Emery tapped in a command. The image bloomed as it brightened, then sharpened into focus.
Cavalon’s harness straps dug into his collarbones as he reflexively leaned forward, squinting at the long, narrow ship.
They were coming up on the stern, or so Cavalon assumed from the diamond-shaped exhaust ports clustered on the nearest face, which tapered into a narrow, oblong slice. The ship had three distinct sides bowing inward—a concave, equilateral triangle. The flat, formless black material of the hull seemed to reject light, contours barely reflecting the cold red of its star.
Perched behind the generation ship was a second—seemingly identical—but aligned the opposite direction, displaying the front face. Three spikes jutted off each peak of the arching triangle, eerily similar to the design of the Apollo Gates.
“Void,” Owen breathed, hazel eyes wide, face slack with wonder.
“There’s … only two?” Emery asked, brow furrowed.
“Yeah,” Owen confirmed. “Only two on scanners.”
Corinne rubbed her chin. “Strange.”
Cavalon scoured the viewscreen again, confirming it with his own eyes. That was strange indeed. The atlas had clearly shown three, and the atlas rarely got things wrong.
Though from the looks of it, they were going to have their work cut out with just the two. They were absurdly large—they had to be, considering their relative velocity and the fact that the ships had barely gotten any larger on the screen.
Unsure he wanted to know the answer, Cavalon asked, “How big are they?”
Owen studied her scanner readouts. “Estimates put length in the twelve- to fifteen-kilometer range.”
“Shit,” Antares sighed. “This is gonna take forever.”
Cavalon turned an anxious look to Corinne, who returned an encouraging, unflustered nod. She was right, of course; the ships’ sizes alone didn’t preclude them from finding what they needed in a timely manner.
“Let’s find an entry point,” Antares said. “Ideally a lock, but we’ve got a breach kit prepped if we need it. Flos, the show is yours.”
Emery folded a fresh piece of gum into her mouth and took over piloting. She brought them in close, striated dark metal looming as they came alongside the hull. After nearly ten minutes of scanning, Corinne unbuckled her harness and approached the screen, squinting.
“There,” she said, pointing at something Cavalon couldn’t discern.
“Ah.” Emery grinned. “I see it.”
Owen initiated a scan, then sat up straighter, smiling over at Antares. “It’s a switchback port. No breach required.”
Cavalon narrowed his eyes at Owen. He could already sense her anticipation—her excitement. Typical. Leave it to Owen to relish the idea of breaking into the ominous ancient bastions of the species who’d tirelessly sought humanity’s extinction for a thousand years.
“Good find,” Antares said. “Flos, bring us in.”
“On it,” Emery piped, testing the limits of her harness as she perched on the edge of her seat.
Emery flew them toward a small, vertical slash in the otherwise horizontal striping. She rolled them ninety degrees, the flat expanse of the hull becoming the ceiling, then lifted them up and under the rim of the protrusion.
Darkness enveloped them. The Revenant’s spotlights activated, but caught nothing on visuals.
Cavalon hadn’t encountered a docking system like this before—nothing like the various berths, hatches, and collars that human stations and vessels used.
Emery dismissed the viewscreen in favor of a full output of scanner and sensor readouts. Which must’ve worked, because a minute later the ship clunked side to side as she set them down.
Antares, Emery, and Owen left for the armory annex in the cargo bay to suit up and get their weapons, while Cavalon and Corinne went to the lockers in the narrow docking hatch, avoiding elbowing one another as they got their suits on. Cavalon finished last, returning to find the others gathered outside the personnel air lock.
Antares leaned in the archway, pearlescent white space suit stretched over her tall frame. Owen reclined against the wall beside her. They each had a rifle slung over their back, a pistol on their thigh, a knife at their hip, and a variety of grenades around their belts.
Emery walked up, armed much the same but with a hefty supply pack on her back and two extra plasma pistols. She passed one each to Cavalon and Corinne.
Cavalon held his between two fingers, frowning as he slid it into his suit’s built-in holster. Ideally, he wouldn’t have to touch it again until he had to turn it back in once they returned to the ship, mutagen data in tow.
With them all adequately supplied and armed, they entered the personnel airlock. They secured their helmets, double-checked each other’s seals, ran their HUDs through a series of tests. Then Antares and Owen took point with Emery at the rear, sandwiching Cavalon and Corinne between them.
Antares activated the lock. A deep, low echo of creaking metal rang out. Cavalon chewed his lip.
The airlock cycled, and the external door opened. The ramp descended, silent but for the soft hum of vibration in Cavalon’s helmet.
As they filed out, Cavalon couldn’t see much past Antares’s tall, broad-shouldered frame. His brain helpfully filled in the gaps by replaying images of their first trip to the dark energy generator. But when he stepped foot onto the ramp, instead of a sharp edge, no railing, dozens of kilometers of curving metal sending him into deep vertigo, there was simply … nothing. Total blackness surrounded them.
Cavalon blinked a few times, keeping oriented by focusing on Owen’s shoulder in front of him.
A sense of dimensionality returned as Antares stepped off the ramp, presumably onto some kind of surface. Owen went next.
Cavalon paused at the end of the ramp and tentatively toed the floor beyond. From its dull appearance, he’d have guessed it to be rubber, but through the soles of his boots, it responded more like metal.
As he slowly stepped off the ramp, he stared down at the textureless black surface, focusing on the small details to diminish the surrealness: the few barely perceptible scuff marks and scattered dust, sparse but heavy like powdered sugar. Despite all five suit lamps and the Revenant’s hull lights, the chamber remained oppressively dark, not an emergency light in sight.
Weirdly, there was gravity. Though he shouldn’t be that surprised—the dark energy generators had gravity as well. Which meant there was a power source. The kind that didn’t need maintenance, or fuel, for at least a couple hundred years.
Which, again, was all too familiar. Though, from what he saw of the Revenant’s initial spectral readings, there was no sign of anything as dramatic as a star reactor on board.
Behind him, Corinne and Emery cleared the ramp and the Revenant sealed.
Cavalon had only his own breath as company in his ears as Antares led them away from the ramp. A few meters down, her suit light caught a vertical surface—a wall, he supposed. Though very little about the experience so far had made him feel he was in a real, physical space.
The wall’s dull gray luster eagerly sopped up the meager illumination from their suit lights. Not unlike the light-absorbing paint on the hulls of the Wakeless and Revenant, but somehow more sinister.
Antares turned and her light caught a slant of bronze. A few meters down, they came upon a triangular doorframe—nearly identical to the ones that led into the reactor on the dark energy generators.
Antares stepped closer and the bronze door bisected, unprompted.
Emery snorted, amusement barely winning out over her nerves. “Meshwork pulling its weight, you think?”
Cavalon nodded. On the generators, they’d needed the atlas in hand to unlock every doorway.
“Maybe,” Owen said, voice blustery. “Or this place is just more inviting.”
Maybe it was the nihilist in him, but Cavalon doubted that.
Antares motioned for them to hold, shouldering her rifle as she disappeared through the threshold. “It’s an airlock,” she said a moment later, reappearing in the doorframe. “I think. Everyone inside.”
They filed into the small area, just a couple meters square. Together, their suit lights provided a subtle, ambient glow, but there was nothing to see—it was just as black and featureless as the “hangar.”
Emery stepped in last. “Arms and legs inside the vehicle, folks.”
“I’m not seeing a control panel,” Corinne said.
Antares shifted, tall enough to peer over the heads of everyone else as she glanced around the chamber. “Larios, do we know how this thing works?”
Before Owen could reply, the door slid shut, sealing them in. A soft vibration radiated from Cavalon’s boots. With a hiss of air, his ears popped. He stretched his jaw.
“Is that atmo?” Emery mumbled under her breath.
“Just a tiny bit,” Owen warned, holding a hand to the side of her helmet. “Not nearly enough to live on.”
“Even if it improves, suits stay on,” Antares ordered. “I don’t trust this ancient rust bucket not to fall apart around us.”
With a sharp hiss, the opposite door opened.
Antares and Emery stepped out first, rifles raised as they moved to clear the area. Their boot scuffs had an odd, mellow quality—a little too loud, but sluggish, as if lagging a half second behind.
Cavalon stepped out and to the side, keeping his back to the door while he waited for them to do their thing. As he glanced around, his helmet light illuminated a sea of drifting dust motes before landing on a wall to his left. It was constructed of slanted, horizontal slabs, layered over one another like scales. The slabs continued for meters and meters overhead, his light disappearing before it could reach any kind of ceiling. Like the interior design of the Apollo Gates, but on a far grander scale.
He eyed Antares’s and Emery’s spotlights a short way off. The palpable darkness pressed against the ambient light from their collective suits.
Cavalon gulped.
Owen clicked open a temporary private comms channel. “Watch that heart rate, buddy.”
He took a deep breath, glowering at the yellow-orange heart rate indicator until it faded to a soft yellow. While in this place, they couldn’t expect him to produce anything less red than that.
Owen patted his arm, flashing a thumbs-up. She turned aside and activated her suit nexus over her forearm. The holographic screen displayed some kind of surveillance or monitoring system, though the grid was currently empty. She stepped toward the nearest wall, angling her nexus up, down, left, right.
“Tentative clear,” Antares called. “Single exit, eleven o’clock.” She and Emery returned from the far side of the room. “But it’s dark as fuck. Everyone stay alert. Larios, any chance at turning the lights on?”
Owen breathed a short, hard breath through comms. “I’d love to, but I’m not seeing a single electrical signal in this place.”
“Yet there’s gravity,” Corinne said, tone curious. “So there must be power somewhere.”
“I’ll do a full sweep.” Owen spun left to right slowly as she began to loop around the perimeter with her scanner.
Corinne followed Antares, and Cavalon stayed within a few meters of Emery as they split off to more thoroughly search the room. They found empty wall ports where terminals once resided, a handful of grated floor panels askew, exposing severed trails of bundled wiring. No furniture, no equipment, no tools.
And no scorch marks, bloodstains, or dented metal. Just hollow, desolate nothing. An empty shell.
Better than finding it occupied by a thriving Viator community, he supposed.
After Owen finished an unfruitful electronics sweep, they moved to the next room—another spacious, eerie, empty vestibule.
After forty-five minutes, six barren chambers, and two barren corridors, Antares called for a break.
Emery shouldered out of her large supply pack and plopped on the ground in front of it. Antares and Owen cleared their current room and its exits, then they all convened on Emery to sit in a loose, anxious circle near where they’d come in. The path behind them felt marginally less intimidating than whatever lay ahead.
More concerning, perhaps, was if more nothing lay ahead. Cavalon never expected the place to be filled with endless riches, but this stripped down, bereft shell…?
It was ominous—and unsettling. As if nothing had ever existed inside of it, like the whole thing was just an elaborate facade, and they’d somehow found their way backstage.
“Though not ideal, it is logical,” Corinne began, tone careful and a bit consoling. “The state of the ship, that is. Even if they used these vessels throughout the Viator War, they likely reallocated as much as possible over the centuries. They were adept at repurposing materials.”
Cavalon’s upper lip itched and he scrunched his nose in an attempt to scratch it. “Suppose they had to be,” he put in. “If they really traveled between galaxies to get here, at least a few dozen generations would’ve lived on these ships. They probably got really damn resourceful.”
Owen kneaded her gloved hands in turn. “Why would the atlas lead us here if there was nothing to find?”
Cavalon shrugged. “It only knows what it’s told by whatever dark energy magic it uses to get its data. Maybe it never got the update that the ships had been gutted.”
Corinne cleared her throat, tone assured as she said, “It’s much too early to make that assessment.”
“Yeah.” Emery’s helmet bobbed with an enthusiastic nod. “Just because a few rooms have been … less than helpful, that doesn’t mean it’s a total loss. Y’all saw this thing from the outside, it’s fuckin’ massive. And there’s another one just like it! There could be way more than meets the eye.”
Cavalon breathed deep, finding himself nodding along, gauge tipping back to optimism. Or at least to not-all-hope-is-lost. He could always count on Emery’s reflexive enthusiasm to stoke morale.
He glanced around the circle to get a read on the others—each of their faces illuminated softly with the glow off their HUDs. It was difficult to say exactly through their visors, but in general, they didn’t seem quite as hopeful.
“Flos is right,” Antares said.
Emery beamed.
“We should split up.”
Emery deflated, the ghost of her former smile melting away. “Split up?” she croaked.
Antares nodded. “Like you said, these ships are larger than anticipated.” She flicked open a screen on her nexus, frowning at it. “If we keep this pace, it’s going to take us weeks to search both ships. With two groups, we can cover ground twice as fast.” Antares groaned as she pushed to standing. “Emery, you take Owen and Corinne. Cavalon, with me.”
Cavalon frowned, unsure how he felt about being singled out with the newcomer. But pairing the strongest with the weakest made sense—and for once, he wasn’t being self-deprecating, just self-aware. He’d seen enough of Emery and Owen in action to know they could more than handle themselves, and he’d watched plenty of recordings of his grandmother training with her Imprints—only Rake’s natural talent might rival it. As cool as it’d be to see in person, he really hoped they’d have no cause to need Corinne’s martial prowess.
“We’ll take forward, you take aft,” Antares instructed.
“Yessir,” Emery said, hopping to her feet. She helped Corinne up, then Owen, as Antares offered a hand to Cavalon. He accepted, nodding his thanks.
“Remember,” Antares said as she hauled Cavalon to his feet, “any kind of information at all might be useful. Doesn’t have to be about the mutagen directly. Maps, cache inventories, work orders, personnel rosters—hell, some random Viator kid’s diary. Anything might be useful. If what we’re after isn’t here, we’ll need clues about where to go next. If you find anything significant, concerning, notable—even just a weird feeling, stop and call. We’ll discuss, reconvene if we need to and tackle it together. Just keep an eye on our positions and make sure we’re staying in comms range.”
Owen nodded. “Will do. Shouldn’t be a problem with the Revenant assist.” Her tone shifted as she turned her look to address everyone. “If you lose our network connection, you can find the Revenant via analog channels, then ping each other that way.” She tapped into her nexus, and a notification lit on each of their HUDs with the incoming message. “That’s the frequency list.”
“Copy that,” Antares said, then started backpedaling toward the left-hand door. “Good hunting.”
Cavalon gulped. He hoped there would be no hunting of any kind.
Emery flicked her wrist in the air in a rounding motion as she headed toward the threshold on the right side of the chamber. “B-team, on me.”
Cavalon gave a low wave to Corinne and Owen as they headed after Emery. Then he followed Antares into the dark corridor.



  
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
Jackin leaned against the inner wall at the back of the main hangar, turning Abraham’s compass over in his fingers.
The spaceport was the busiest he’d seen it yet, teeming with soldiers, mechanics, pilots, engineers, and logistics officers as they finished repairs, validated ship systems, finalized upgrades, and packed cargo holds. The massive primary hangar doors stood open to the dozens of freighters and support ships parked along the tarmac in the harsh midday sun.
Shipments and crew had been cycling out to the muster point for over a week. But this was the primary push. Wheels up the following morning.
Jackin still didn’t know where the muster point was, and he was glad for it.
Poorly oiled wheels squeaked as an oculus towed a cantilever ladder past. Jackin followed it with an unfocused gaze for a long while, until it disappeared into a subhangar. The taste of copper lingered on his tongue.
A heavy, sour angst pulsed in his chest. Like he’d promised to be somewhere or do something, but forgotten what.
For the fourth time in as many hours, he checked the schedule on his nexus. Nothing.
Eyeing the looming Cathian statue, he pushed off the wall. He scratched at the grid of Imprint squares along the outside of his right arm as he headed through the wide archway leading into the fortress proper.
Over a month roaming these halls, and the layout had finally turned from labyrinthian mess to simple and familiar.
A right at the conveyance lifts, straight through two main junctions, a right at the next primary support column, and a left just after the archway with the triptych relief that depicted sunrise, midday, and sunset on the Cathian homeworld.
Once again, Jackin found himself standing at the door to TAC-COM.
He peered at the access panel, gaze going unfocused. Sweat beaded at his brow.
His fingers twitched along his nexus band. He ignored the cool scratch of his shifting Imprints on his too-warm skin as he tapped open his clearance screen. The door opened.
Inside, TAC-COM was dark. Except for the atlas.
Its geometric grooves glowed, creating an island of white light in a sea of shadow. The connected clamps, cabling, and diagnostic instruments sent long, menacing shadows spilling out across the square table.
Jackin stepped inside and the overhead lights clicked on.
Despite it being nearly noon, the room had a hollow, after-hours feel. With the plan for the bioweapon test in place, there’d been fewer and fewer meetings. Jackin couldn’t remember the last time he’d been here.
No, that wasn’t true. He’d just come hours ago.
Jackin blinked a long hard blink. Metallic bitterness washed over his tongue.
He descended the curved ramp, passing the strategy table and crossing the room to the primary tactical control center. He tapped the terminal glass to wake it.
The fortress’s placid voice said, “Mr. North?”
He ignored it.
An authorization prompt expanded. He input the ten-digit number he’d seen Rake type in a dozen times.
Blue light spilled out as holographic menus splayed across the glass.
Jackin skimmed the options until he found his target. He tapped and it expanded front and center.
He moved to the meshwork control station.
“Mr. North?” the fortress repeated just as calmly, though its increased volume echoed off the concrete walls. “May I inquire as to your actions?”
Reaching over the work surface, Jackin plucked the golden atlas from its metal plinth. The attached cabling resisted, but had enough slack that he could set it on the edge of the table.
He gathered the atlas’s six umbilicals, three in each fist. And yanked.
“What are you—”
All six clamps snapped shut as they pulled free. The atlas’s white glow vanished, grooves falling dark.
From what Puck had said about the meshwork memory cache, Jackin had three seconds, plenty of time to pull the compass from his pocket and affix it. It buzzed against his palm as it activated, magnetizing to one face of the atlas pyramid with a harsh shink.
A shrill peal of feedback rang out. The suppression burst would give him twelve seconds. He only needed ten.
At the primary control center, he returned to his waiting menu: remote access to the Orbital Defense Command station.
He tapped to revoke local permissions.
Comms relay—disengaged.
Transmission shield—deactivated.
He triggered the security station’s maneuvering thrusters, sending it on a crash course with the EMP generator.
Then Jackin powered down Akhet’s planetary defense grid.



  
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
Adequin stood on a large, empty, cargo lift platform as it descended from the underbelly of the freighter. She stepped off before the lift clanged against the tarmac.
Oculi rushed up, guiding cargo lifts laden with equipment crates onto the awaiting platform.
A circitor approached with a work order expanded over their nexus. Adequin swept her clearance for approval and sent them on their way.
Dozens of crates dotted the tarmac, ready and waiting to be loaded, all pulled up from the warehouses that morning. More were being shuttled out from their temporary storage in the subhangars. Though they were leaving Akhet well-stocked, their storehouses took a noticeable hit in favor of over-outfitting the Okinos operation. They’d need bulk supplies at the muster point eventually anyway.
Adequin checked the time on her nexus. If they kept this pace, they’d be able to wrap up before dinner.
She started toward the hangar, but paused in a shaft of light, angling to let the sun heat her face. Though warm for a fall day, it was still a touch brisk in the shade of the large freighters.
Puck approached, logistics tablet in hand, smiling as he squinted in the harsh sun. “May need to refresh that sunscreen, boss. Nose is lookin’ a little pink.”
She smirked. “Thanks, Dad. If I didn’t burn during all my time standing meters from all those mini stars, I’m not gonna burn now.”
“Fair, fair,” he said, conceding. “Still hard on the skin. Gotta keep things lookin’ fresh for some lucky suitor when all this is over and we have lives again.”
“Void,” she swore. “That’s it—dishonorable discharge. You’re fired.”
He chuckled.
A trilling buzz sent a wave of anxiety through Adequin’s chest. She gripped her nexus band to deaden the vibration. It said something about the frequency of her notifications that they could—and often did—cause an actual fight-or-flight adrenaline spike.
She inhaled purposefully. It couldn’t be a meeting reminder—she’d made sure Nascombe understood that there would be exactly zero meetings today so she could send off this main push.
Letting go of her wrist, she tapped her nexus band to open it. A prompt screen materialized—a message request from an unverified contact.
Her brow furrowed.
“What is it, boss?” Puck asked, concerned.
She tapped the message open. An arc of static white light blurred her vision.
Puck’s shadow eclipsed her as he moved closer. She squinted to focus on the screen. The message was a short string of Viator symbols.
“It’s gibberish,” she muttered, head shaking.
Puck came around to stand beside her, shading his eyes with his hand as he looked at her screen. “Wait, is that from the atlas?” he asked, stunned.
She shook her head. “Why do you think—”
A harsh, negative alert tone cut her short.
Puck swept open his own nexus. “Sir…” he began, tone wary as he frowned at his screen. “The primary comms relay is down. The meshwork picked it up, so we still have connectivity through the atlas, but…”
“Sirs!” Warner rushed up, foot scuffs loud on the tarmac. Sweat beaded his forehead, trickling down from his buzzed, sandy brown hair. “We’ve lost connectivity to ODC,” he warned. “I can’t get it back online—even through the mesh.”
Adequin’s mouth filled with a sharp, metallic bitterness.
Her Imprints shifted. They folded and unfolded, sliding from their default formation in a sudden rush. They landed in a familiar, long-since-unused defensive formation.
She stared down at the exposed skin of her forearms, sheathed in silver and copper squares.
Her Imprints knew something she didn’t.
Slowly, she swept the cryptic message closed.
The atlas knew something she didn’t.
A quiet commotion rose, murmuring voices and shifting attentions.
Adequin looked up, following the soldiers’ gazes toward the eastern sky. About sixty degrees off the horizon and descending, a tiny white stain—so insignificant it could’ve been a trick of the light. But so obviously wrong against the pristineness of the cloudless sky.
Adequin stepped out of the shade of the freighters and she sensed the soldiers hemming in around her, keeping a step behind, cautious but curious.
The white stain became a smear. The trailing flame of an object entering orbit. Free-falling.
She squinted as it bloomed outward, momentarily brighter than even the midday sun. The flare flickered, then choked out, flames dissipating as it fell beyond the rim of the eastern plateau.
Adequin’s gaze lifted back up as a cascade of yellow, gridded light tore across the sky, horizon to horizon. All sharp, jittering square angles, like a crumbling cascade of digital code. Definitely not the innocent silver ripple of a shield patch opening to allow a ship entry.
She’d seen it before, during the war. She’d caused it herself a dozen times: a deactivating planetary defense grid.
“What the fuck…” someone nearby muttered, and the soft, curious commotion shifted to confusion, fear.
Adequin spun, spotting Puck a few meters back, standing a half head above the crowd. His eyes met hers, his look of blank shock reflecting her own.
He’d already turned as she ordered, “TAC-COM—now.”
He broke through the back of the crowd and his gait opened up into a sprint toward the open hangar.
Across the spaceport, a shrill electronic siren wound up, escalating to a high-pitched wail on a long, oscillating cycle. Air raid sirens.
Adequin’s breaths came shallow as a sobering, sinking numbness descended. She opened her nexus and activated condition alpha. The crimson and blue alert cascaded out across the forearms of every soldier in sight.
From the southeast, another familiar sight approached: five white, vaguely triangular shapes, aligned in a perfect vee formation. Vapor trails shed off the wingtips as they banked into a brief dive before leveling out at the lower altitude. Angling straight toward the hangar.
“Fighters incoming!” someone shouted.
Adequin hunched, hair whipping around her face as the Evorsors zipped overhead, the shrieking roar echoing against the wide facade of the fortress.
She backpedaled, then turned into a run just as their payloads landed.
The shockwave rocked the ground, throwing the scrambling soldiers from their feet. Adequin’s Imprints kept her upright, though barely. She grabbed up the arms of two prone soldiers, hauling them to their feet mid-stride.
She glanced back. Fresh, smoking craters dotted the edges of the airfield. Close, but not nearly as close as an air strike of that altitude—with a ship of that caliber—should have landed.
Warner’s gruff voice shouted, “EX!” He had a rifle in each hand as he elbowed through the crowd toward Adequin.
Behind him, soldiers swarmed a nearby collection of arms crates. Some enterprising circitors had already cracked a few open, pulling rifles free and loading them with power cartridges before passing them to others.
“Sir, inside,” Warner insisted. He passed her a rifle, then grabbed her elbow and towed her toward the hangar.
A whining whistle rose to a fever pitch. Another fighter pass.
Adequin had barely secured her rifle sling when another explosion rocked the tarmac. She hurried to open a direct comm link. “Eura, scramble our reserve Raizers,” she ordered. “Give them hell.”
“Aye, sir,” Eura replied, breathy. “Hell incoming.”
Adequin opened another line. “Beckar, I need you.”
“Already on my way,” he replied, his firm, assured tone familiar, grounding.
She drew in a deep breath. Opened another comms subset—a line to all Sentinel legators.
“Legators,” she announced. Though winded, she strove to keep her voice steady. “It’s go time. Rally in place and arm your platoons. I’ve got priorities so call me when you’re ready for orders. You can pull guns from the nearest armory or locker, or the hangar is currently having a fire sale.”
The round of unwavering confirmations she received was unexpectedly heartening. She wouldn’t need to micromanage every step—they could handle it. They’d never had their shit together more.
Adequin pushed forward, keeping on Warner’s heel as they sprinted through the transport access gate into the hangar.



  
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
Adequin followed Warner as he vaulted a hip-height traffic barricade and ducked behind it. The solid concrete guardrail extended a half dozen meters into the hangar, designed to route ground vehicles toward the demarcated pathways inside. Now it made for passable cover.
Deeper inside the hangar, soldiers darted across the open floor searching for their own cover, equipping themselves along the way via more hastily unsealed crates of rifles and power cartridges.
Warner hunched beside Adequin as she drew in a slow breath and tightened a fist, shaky and raw with battle adrenaline. Staying low, she hedged a look over the barrier.
Out on the tarmac, soldiers found cover behind armored crates and freighter landing gears. In the heat-hazed distance, dozens more rushed in from the spaceport outbuildings. Judging from the large, far-off smoke plumes, the enemy had already taken care of their few perimeter antiaircraft stations.
Though their own parked freighters obstructed much of the outer airfield, she had an otherwise clear vantage. At least of what was happening on the southern face of the fortress.
A rising pitch sounded as another set of enemy fighters swooped down from the east, skirting far too close to town.
Adequin raised Kaplan on comms with orders to escort the civilians from the outbuildings into the fortress. They had bunkers under two of the prefab buildings, but there wouldn’t be enough room for everyone—nor were the shelters robust enough, should the assholes decide to actually target something instead of just running loops of intimidation flybys.
“Sir,” Warner said. “I have confirmation of Guardian forces on the ground, south-southeast. Headed our way.”
“Dammit.” She strained to see past the smoke, but saw no sign. The Guardians’ fighters hadn’t touched the fortress, town, or freighters with a single missile. But now they were putting boots on the ground?
Scowling, she ducked back into cover. “How many?” she asked.
Warner gave a grim headshake. “Can’t say. At least six Proteus have set down.”
Shit. That could mean hundreds.
Warner grunted, closing his nexus. “We won’t have numbers or direction unless we get security feeds back up.”
“Puck’s on his way to TAC-COM,” she said by way of reassurance, though she wasn’t sure how much Puck could do with ODC out of the picture.
All in all, they had few advantages other than the fortress walls. With all their out-system and orbital protections, she’d always assumed that if the day ever came, they’d be meeting an enemy force spaceside. The idea of battling on the ground, at the fortress … She couldn’t say the thought never crossed her mind, but it was a far-off thing.
She swept open a universal comms link. “Everyone on the tarmac—inside, now,” she ordered. “I need someone who’s near the ATC station on the west side of the hangar to trigger the primary doors to seal—passcode is alpha 82785.”
“On it, sir,” someone replied.
The few dozen who’d hunkered down outside began to cover one another’s retreats back into the safety of the main hangar.
For once, the ear-piercing screech overhead was twofold. In the gaps between freighter hulls, Adequin caught three white blurs followed by two black—the Sentinels’ fighters giving chase. The twangy, rapid fire of ship-to-ship guns peppered the air.
“Warner, bring me a circitor.”
Not ten seconds later, Warner dragged a sweaty circitor over. He gripped both of the woman’s shoulders, guiding her to kneel next to Adequin.
The circitor heaved out hard breaths, white cheeks flushed bright red, a white-knuckled grip on her rifle, but she met Adequin’s look with firm resolution. Mettle. She’d do.
“What’s your name?” Adequin asked.
“Devon.”
“Devon, three things, ready?”
“Ready, sir.”
“One—round up anyone who’s unattached, start forming up platoons.”
“Aye,” Devon replied with a curt nod.
“Two—gather a couple medic squads and tell them to set up a field hospital in one of the B-side subhangars. Any medic with field experience needs to attach themselves to a platoon as they roll out.”
“Aye.”
“Three—there’s at least a dozen crates marked ‘CBA.’ It’s ablative armor and it hasn’t been loaded yet—find it ASAP and start equipping people. Recruit other circitors to delegate to. Go.”
Devon went, staying in a low crouch as she scurried along the concrete barrier deeper into the hangar.
An MP scurried in to replace her. “EX,” they said. “Your transport is ready.”
Adequin shot them a hard look. “What?”
“The Wakeless—it’s waiting in outhangar C with a pilot ready to go.”
Her jaw flexed and she fixed the MP with a stern glare. “If you think I’m leaving this battlefield,” she growled, “you’re treading on dangerous ground. Get the hell out of my face.”
The MP’s mouth bobbed open and closed a few times before Warner grabbed them by the shoulders. “Go help Circitor Devon,” he ordered.
“Aye,” the MP squeaked, stumbling slightly as they turned, then scurried toward the warehouses.
Warner turned back to her. “You should take the Wakeless.”
She glowered. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
“You can coordinate from the air—”
“My decision’s final.”
His chest swelled with a heavy sigh, but he nodded. “Understood, sir. Had to try.”
CNO Ashwell called over comms, “Sir, I got forty ready over here, where do you want us?”
A modicum of relief rinsed over Adequin, suddenly grateful she’d granted Ashwell’s request to return from the muster point ahead of the final push.
“Eastern entrance,” Adequin replied. “Hold at all costs, more support will be incoming.”
“Copy, eastern entrance. Moving out now.”
Adequin’s comm link with Puck bloomed to life. “Sir, I’m outside TAC-COM,” he said. “I’ve been trying to get in for a while, but…”
She scowled down at her nexus. “But what?”
“It’s—uh,” he stuttered, then took a beat. “Sir, it’s Jackin. He’s barricaded himself inside.”
Adequin’s breaths slowed, a cold, hard fear gripping her chest. “What? Why?”
Puck’s voice was hesitant. “Sir, I don’t…”
A sharp tingle washed over her skin, mind racing. “Who else is with him?”
“No one, sir. The door’s been severed from the network, so there’s no way to open it from out here. I’m hesitant to use demolitions to get in—it could damage the electronics, and I don’t want to pave the way for the Guardians down the line if…”
Adequin’s attention listed as a bitter weight grew in her stomach.
Maybe he sealed himself in to try and protect the atlas. Or, maybe the atlas was protecting itself, and Jackin got caught inside.
But why wouldn’t Jackin let Puck in? And how could Puck of all people not be able to hack the door controls?
With a staggering inhale, she gathered herself. “There’s auxiliary network access direct from the mainframe. Call me when you’re there, I’ll give you the access code.”
“Got it,” Puck replied. “On our way—Mesa’s with me; we have techs on their way to us as well.”
“Copy.” Adequin wiped sweat from her brow with the back of her hand.
She twisted around to peer over the edge of the barrier. Still no sign of the approaching forces.
A screech pierced the air as the fighters tore overhead. Again, their drops detonated along the edges of the airfield, or in the sandy flats and crop fields beyond.
Close, but not too close. What the hell were they doing?
A different set of fighters cut crossways behind the path of the first—two white Evorsors chased by two black Raizers. One of the Evorsors listed as its wing caught flame, and it spun toward the ground. It crashed dozens of meters out past the freighters, sending up a roiling plume of smoke as it burned.
Adequin lowered back down, inhaling deeply. One down, at least. She’d take it. Her nexus lit—another legator with a ready platoon. She sent them directly to the mainframe. Then another.
“EX,” Legator Korovich called over comms. “My alpha platoon’s ready, sir.”
“Head to TAC-COM. On the way stop at arms locker 12E—it has portable shield barricades. Set up a defensive perimeter.” She swallowed bile. “No one in or out. I’ll send more backup as soon as I can.”
“Understood, sir.”
Warner held his rifle at high ready as he glowered over the barricade toward the evading fighters outside. “Is it just me, or are these assholes not shooting to kill?”
All Adequin could think was, “Not yet,” but she nodded her agreement. “Yeah,” she sighed. “Because he wants Corinne alive.”
She shared a weighty look with Warner. His lips pressed into a contemplative frown. “Only Corinne?”
“Knowing Augustus…” she began, a phrase that sent an ice-cold shiver down her spine, “he wants Corinne alive, Cavalon alive or dead, and all our research on the mutagen and the bioweapon. They’re being careful right now to avoid killing them, and destroying data.”
The muscles in Warner’s jaw flexed as he nodded. “Or they would’ve just nuked the place and been done with it.”
“Right. If they find out Corinne’s not here, it’ll be a free-for-all.” She exhaled a weighty breath, head shaking. “The Revenant might be untraceable, but that won’t matter if the Guardians get their hands on the generation ship coordinates.”
He gave his stubbled jaw a hard scratch. “Can we wipe everything about the expedition and the generation ships from the network?”
“Yes, but TAC-COM is inaccessible, so it’ll have to be done through the mainframe. Puck and Mesa are on their way there now. We need to buy them time.”
His look was grim as he asked, “Is a breach a foregone conclusion?”
“Might as well be,” she admitted, “with at least six Proteus on the ground. Besides,” she added with a heavy sigh, “I’ve learned my lesson about underestimating Augustus Mercer.”
Including how this had happened in the first place.
“We’ve got very few cards to play,” she went on. “But one can be using what they don’t know against them.”
Warner nodded, and it took a moment for it to sink in, but she sensed the shifting light in his eyes as it did. “Honey Trap?” he asked.
“Honey Trap,” she confirmed. “Priority is to safeguard TAC-COM and the mainframe since those are the two places they can access network data or the meshwork while in lockdown. If we can misdirect them up to Biotech, it’ll buy us time to fortify.”
“Copy that. There’s a lot of angles to cover. Where do you think’s the most likely entry point?”
She shook her head. She could hope for nowhere, but they were back to basic math again. They simply didn’t have enough bodies to hold a fortress this size for very long. They could try to seal the doors and hide inside, but with the kind of firepower and numbers Augustus had at his disposal, it wouldn’t last.
Adequin’s wrist buzzed, trilling out a sharp warning klaxon as all their nexuses lit with a distress beacon.
A harried voice shouted over universal comms, frantic, “—eastern entrance, they’re rolling up a shit ton of demo over here. I repeat, we have enemy breach imminent at eastern entrance. We have less than twenty hands over here—need backup ASAP.”
Ashwell’s voice sounded next. “My alpha platoon’s on its way to you now, ETA two minutes. Also arming my beta, ETA ten.”
“Sounds like the answer is east,” Warner said with a heavy sigh.
Adequin ground her teeth, nodding. “Take whoever you need, I’ll send the rest to reinforce Ashwell. Devon should’ve found that Cathian armor by now, suit up before you go.”
“Yessir. I’m on it.” Warner stayed low along the concrete barrier as he jogged deeper into the hangar toward the gathering squads.
Over comms, someone called out, “Main hangar door closing, I repeat—main hangar door closing. Three-minute seal—get your butts in here if you’re still outside.”
Beside the main threshold, the transport access hatch and personnel doorways closed as their exterior armored shutters clanged shut. With a sonorous creak, the enormous hangar door began to slowly descend. Another marvel of Cathian engineering at over a half-meter thick, tempered steel sheathed with the latticed copper banding of an EMP resonator sheet.
“EX.” Beckar sidled up beside her, pistol in hand, white cheeks pink and shiny with sweat. “Here if you need me, sir.”
“Thanks, Optio. How many do we have unengaged?”
“With how many Warner just took, not many. Maybe four platoons, but more are filtering in—anyone who wasn’t already working on the cargo push are still finding their way here.”
“Send two more platoons to the eastern entrance ASAP.”
“Aye, sir,” he said, then began issuing orders via his nexus.
With a deep, echoing clang, the hangar door sealed, sending a resonant rumble through the ground and snuffing out the last of the daylight. A heavy quiet descended like a depressurized airlock.
All around the hangar, Sentinels rose from behind crates, tool benches, generators, and all manner of makeshift cover, hurrying to arm themselves now that they had a degree of breathing room.
About halfway back, Devon stood with other circitors, outfitting and organizing oculi, continuing to shape loose squad groupings into larger blocks of platoons.
On the far west side, medics rushed to set up cots and prep medical supplies. A few injured limped up or were helped by attending medics, mostly twisted ankles or light burns—the unlucky few dozen who’d been caught in the spaceport outbuildings at the onset.
A voice called out, “Embrasures active!”
All along the length of the reinforced door, dozens of shafts of daylight broke through, a little shy of two meters off the ground. From the outside, the narrow openings would be imperceptible, further protected by layers of unidirectional shielding.
Adequin hopped the concrete barrier and rushed up to the nearest embrasure. Beckar followed, occupying the one to her right. She raised her rifle to lean into the wedge and peer through the shielded opening.
Outside, a haze of dust hung in the air, though the stark midday sun persisted. Plumes of smoke drifted from the edges of the airfield and the outbuildings beyond, some thin and wispy, others still thick and roiling, fresh. Silent, tranquil. Surreally abandoned.
A calm before the storm.
“Beckar,” she said. “Sentries.”
“Aye, sir.”
Beckar jogged deeper into the hangar, summoning three dozen hands for sentry duty. A trickle of unattached soldiers rushed up one by one to occupy the embrasures.
Adequin ordered Devon to pull shield barricades up from storage, then start establishing fallback lines every forty meters.
Beckar returned as an oculus jogged up with a pile of armor. They handed one to Adequin, then Beckar before hurrying down the line to the other sentries.
She detached her rifle and slid on the armor’s webbed harness. The chestplate buzzed as it re-formed, shaping to her torso.
“Puck for EX.”
“Go for Rake.”
“We’re at the mainframe, sir.”
“Good.” She read him her access code as she reattached her rifle sling.
A few seconds later he returned with, “We’re in.”
Relief edged in on her mounting stress. “Make restoring security feeds a priority,” she ordered.
“Already on it, boss.”
“Then package up every bit of data on the expedition, generation ships, and Biotech’s research. Ready to wipe if shit goes lateral.”
“Understood, sir. And … there we go—security feeds restored.”
Adequin added Warner into the call. “Chief, Puck got you a present.”
“Fucking brilliant,” Warner said, relief evident in his gravelly voice.
“Puck,” she added, “you’re no longer fired.”
“Eh, you sure?” he whined. “I was kinda lookin’ forward to a vacation.”
“Amaeus.” Mesa’s voice—scolding. “Focus, please.”
“Over and out, boss,” Puck returned.
The tightness in Adequin’s chest eased, though it returned in an instant along with another shriek of passing fighters. She leaned into her embrasure, gaze drifting up.
She tensed.
No missile drop. Instead dozens of metal orbs clattered to the pavement in a swooping arc. The orbs rolled across the concrete, halting to a stop one by one to form an evenly spaced arc around the hangar entrance.
They bisected and unfolded, revealing four individually mounted turret barrels. Concrete shards split off as they rooted themselves in place with spiked feet.
Then nothing. The turrets sat in active readiness, cocooned in their shield generators, muzzles pitched high.
Beyond the line of turrets, smoke from the fighter wreckage drifted thick across the spaceport. Through the haze, the bleary mirage-like forms of a half dozen distinct figures began to take shape.
The sentry opposite Beckar called out, “Enemy approaching!”
Adequin shouted down the line, “Form up and hold fire.”
The other sentries shifted into their embrasures, scoping down their rifles.
“Beck,” she said, voice low. “Prep another row.”
“Yessir.” Beckar retreated to gather another few dozen sentries to wait behind the first, ready to replace them if they went down or their weapon discharged.
Outside, the hazy figures stepped clear of the smoke into the bright light of day: six Drudger Guardians clutching plasma rifles, even stockier in their full suits of molded plastech armor.
Still too far for clear shots—and there was no reason to give away the embrasure ploy until they had to.
Another squad appeared behind the first, then another, and another. They moved in relatively tight column formations, pushing forward in a rigid bounding overwatch procedure that felt almost perfunctory.
They wound between the freighters and abandoned cargo crates, then spread into a wider line as they came up behind their turrets.
“Get ready,” she warned.
At once, the Guardians halted. They raised their rifles, spine-tingling coordination to their stiff movements.
Down the line, every sixth Guardian stepped back to allow another from behind to jog forward. Each carried a meter-wide, flat metal device—portable shield generator bases. They placed the highly armored devices side by side, then activated an unbroken line of shields, creating a barrier of protection just behind the turrets.
The Guardians re-formed.
The turrets opened fire.
A few sentries ducked or let out audible gasps, but the bolts melted into the fortress embrasure’s shield.
“Turrets first,” she ordered. “Fire at will!”
The sentries opened up. At first successive, then asynchronous, a chaotic onslaught of plasma fire. Their bolts met their targets, and the turrets’ shields lit with static energy. They easily withstood the barrage.
“Use triplets to break their shields,” she called out.
The sentries took a couple seconds to count down the line and group up, then resumed firing in synchronized trios. After a minute, the coordinated attacks began to wear down the turrets’ shields, and one by one they burst into flame, their shattered pieces flying across the tarmac.
“Shield barricades next,” she ordered. “If you have an Epoch, use high conduction mode. Either way your scope will auto-target.”
The sentries adjusted their rifle settings, then resumed firing.
Ashwell’s voice rang on her comms. “Excubitor.”
“Go.”
“Enemy’s inside—we’re under heavy fire over here. We’ve had to retreat back to vestibule E3.”
Shit. Only two more crossroads vestibules, and it’d basically be an open house.
“Understood,” Adequin replied. “Do what you can, I’ll send more when I have them.”
“Aye, sir.”
“Beckar—”
“On it.” He was already jogging back toward Circitor Devon and the few platoons they had left.
Adequin returned focus to the assault. Outside, a handful of dead Guardians lay strewn across the pavement. Dozens more approached behind them.
Adequin took aim and joined the fray, trying not to be too hard on herself for having sent their only shipment of gauss rifles straight to the muster point weeks ago. The ballistics weapons would’ve been far more effective against the Guardian’s plastech armor. At least the embrasures had worked so far—whether or not the Guardians were fooled by it, the shields held up.
Beckar returned. “I sent two more platoons. We have almost three left. I’m not sure how many remain unengaged—we sent so many to the muster point over the last week.”
“Yeah,” she sighed, jaw tight. “Thanks, Beck. We’ll make it work.”
“Uh, sir?” A nearby sentry leaned back from their embrasure, casting a worried glance her way.
She looked back outside.
Behind the first few waves, a group of ten approached in a tighter formation. But they didn’t move in the slightly stilted way Guardians did.
Regular Drudgers, maybe, but …
As they stepped through the smoke, their too-small heads were evident. Human-sized heads. Human shoulders, human torso, human gait. They wore matching sets of distinctive body armor: an ornate, golden arboreal design embossed across the maroon chestplate.
Mercer Guard.
Adequin’s grip loosened on her rifle, and she rubbed a hand across her lips to prevent herself from ordering the sentries to hold fire.
She’d accepted the potential of an endless number of clone Guardians. Maybe even mercenary Drudgers. But not humans.
Then her gaze shifted to a smaller group a few meters back. Four more wearing heavier, dark gray armor—also human, from their tighter formation and fluid movements.
When the group cleared the smoke, Adequin’s breath caught. Emblazoned in a softer gray on the graphite chestplate, a familiar emblem: Volucris scripted between two laurels of bladelike feathers. The same as Griffith’s tattoo.
They were Vanguard.



  
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
Adequin pushed a stiff hand through her hair, letting out a hard breath. Bringing Vanguard was like bringing a gun to a pillow fight.
During wartime, they’d been equal in training and funding to the Titans—their upper echelon even received the same Viator Imprints. But where Titans were known for their finesse, subtlety, and efficiency, Vanguard were known for getting shit done. Though loud and messy, success was all but guaranteed. A blunt, competent instrument.
Dropping Vanguards into this fight was a statement. Subcontracting Legion special forces, clad in their Legion-issue armor … brazen didn’t begin to cover it.
But the tenacity of a squad of Vanguard wasn’t the primary reason for her hesitation.
She knew the day would come that they’d fight their own people. She’d thought that day would be on the order of quarters—maybe years. Not now, mere months after they’d escaped the Divide. Or on Akhet, in this safe haven they’d built, going up against the same soldiers she’d been fighting alongside less than six years ago.
She shook it off—it didn’t matter. They’d made their choice, and she’d made hers. Just like she’d told Kaize on the Presidian. She wasn’t a legionnaire, she was a Sentinel.
With an invigorating inhale, she refocused.
She sighted down the scope of her rifle, increasing the magnification as she homed in on the four Vanguard.
They’d split off from the main group, partially eclipsed by one of the freighter landing gears. They encircled an air-dropped crate that had landed on the right side of the tarmac.
“Beckar.”
“I see them,” he replied. “Legion.”
“Vanguard,” she corrected.
“Oh…” His mouth went slack as he sighted out his embrasure.
“Help me keep an eye on them—they’re guaranteed to be our biggest problem.”
“Aye, sir.”
Adequin’s comm link lit. “Rake.” It was Warner. “We’re settled up here.”
She rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Warner, they brought Vanguard.”
He exhaled a hard breath. “And here I was worrying this might be too easy.”
“How’s the team on the east side doing?”
“Not great, sir,” he admitted, low tone dire. “They’ve already been driven back to E4. We’re talking minutes. Time to cast out some honey.”
“On it.” She slid open her main comms menu, dug into the advanced settings, and activated analog mode. She chose a random frequency, then messaged it to Warner.
Earlier, she was a little concerned that Guardians wouldn’t be smart enough to keep a trace going on analog signals, but now that she knew Vanguard were involved, she had zero worries.
She activated the analog line. “Rake for force corps.”
Warner’s voice returned, cracking and staticky. “Force corps here, sir.”
“Eastern entrance is lost, we need to move the asset to Biotech ASAP.”
“Copy that, sir—she says she’s worried about the data she has stored up there—should we wipe it?”
“Hold for now, we’ll only pull the plug if we have to.”
“Understood. I’ll take her there now.”
Warner clicked off, and Adequin closed the analog panel.
When she looked up, she found Beckar staring at her with one eyebrow high.
With a wry smirk, she waved him off. “Disregard. Just playing a little game.”
She traced the Vanguard in her scope again. They’d ceased their work around the air-dropped crate and formed up. One activated a smoke grenade and tossed it upwind, enshrouding them and everything in a twenty-meter line in white smoke.
“Shit,” Beckar said. “I lost eyes on the Vanguard.”
“Same.” Adequin opened her nexus to check the security feeds, but the few relevant high angles were just as choked by smoke. Jaw tight, she said, “It’s okay, let’s concentrate on the Guardians. Just keep an eye out.”
The sentries continued to focus on the shield generators. Every time one went down, they concentrated fire into the opening, picking off as many Guardians as they could until the generator repaired itself, or was swapped out for a new one.
After enough felled Guardians stacked up, they were unceremoniously dragged away, back behind the main line, then replaced by more Guardians. The Sentinels downed a few shield generators, picked off a few Guardians. Rinse. Repeat.
Adequin couldn’t help but feel it was just busywork.
Slowly, the Guardians staggered their barricade forward, meter by meter. When they were past the line of their downed turrets, Adequin ordered the sentries to pair up, two per embrasure. It’d limit their individual range of fire, but double the firepower. Beckar retreated to gather another line of reserve sentries as backup.
“Sir—” Ashwell’s voice on comms, short-winded. “Enemy is freely entering from the east, we’ve fallen back to vestibule E5. With all the routes out from here, we’re spread too thin.”
“Copy,” Adequin said. “Keep up the effort—it’s made a difference. If you think it’s a lost cause, make the call to withdraw. If you do, send the majority to support the mainframe, the rest to TAC-COM.”
“Understood, sir.”
Adequin scoured the remaining idle troops gathering at the center of the hangar—a few dozen at most. She was tempted to just send everyone besides the sentries to support the eastern entrance retreat, but she had the sinking feeling they hadn’t seen the full efforts of the Mercer forces yet.
She grimaced as a metallic bitterness washed over her tongue. In a rush, her Imprints shifted to wrap her left side, and she stepped back from her embrasure before she knew why.
With a searing flash of light, the variegated layers of sound in the hangar collapsed down to a single, high-pitched tone. Broiling heat pressed against her Imprint-coated left side.
The blast threw her sideways, her right arm and elbow rising in time to act as buffer between her head and the concrete barrier. Blackness clawed at the edges of her vision.
Groaning, she twisted from her side onto her back. A shrill pitch rang in her ears, pulsing along with the rhythm of her heart. The world spun as she forced her eyes open.
A cloud of dark smoke rolled in, choking the air. Flaky red-orange embers swam in the thick plume.
She shimmied back, the concrete rough against her shoulder blades as she slid up against the barrier.
Smoke shrouded everything, though she could still make out the lifeless, splayed limbs of a dozen mangled bodies meters away.
Gunfire erupted from the haze. The chalky twang felt distant and dull against her throbbing eardrums.
Molten metal shone from within the breach. The warm glow caught the edges of bright white plastech armor.
Guardians swarmed into the fortress.



  
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
Jackin stood in TAC-COM, heart pummeling his rib cage, saddled with the full weight of it.
Through tear-hazed eyes, he scowled at the unshackled atlas. Beside it, the vessel for his treachery: his compass, inert and victorious. Gutted to house the suppression tech, a microprocessor concealed by his nexus long enough to smuggle it planetside. It could self-shield from scans, but not eyes.
To its credit, the fortress intelligence wouldn’t shut up. It implored him toward reason, to open the door, to surrender. Surprisingly impassioned pleas for an AI, but ones Jackin ignored, because he couldn’t do a damn thing about it. It didn’t matter what the AI wanted, or even what he wanted. He wasn’t calling the shots.
He knew the truth now, like a fog had lifted. Could look back on it with stark, devastating clarity.
Three weeks.
That was all it’d taken for Augustus to break him. The coordinates and the jump paths—everything. Delivered straight into his hands.
That vile virtual reality machine, it hadn’t just been a simulator, it’d been a tool. Using his Imprints as a bridge, Augustus had disinterred the memories Jackin had so meticulously buried. A neural excavation.
Three fucking weeks.
Augustus had been patient. Shrewd. Accustomed to playing the long game—he’d not only abstained from using the information, he’d reburied it.
He’d repressed Jackin’s memory of having given it up. Then he took it a step further.
Just like with his Guardians, Augustus turned Jackin’s Imprints into a governor mechanism. Used them to cover his tracks, rewriting Jackin’s memories into a new narrative. One where Jackin hadn’t given up Akhet. Where he’d endured long enough to find a way to escape …
Deveraux.
Jackin’s throat closed, arresting his breath.
She must have known. Been instructed by Augustus to orchestrate—or at least allow—his escape.
Of course Augustus hadn’t cared if Enzo died in the process. Not with that clone boy chambered and ready to be unveiled.
Growling, Jackin pressed the heels of his palms hard into his eyes.
He didn’t think he’d ever be able to trust his instincts—or memories—again. But with Deveraux, he just … couldn’t. Couldn’t believe none of it had been real.
She may have been compelled to help Jackin escape, but her impassioned reasoning for staying when he’d begged her to leave with him … There was fervor there. True fear.
And the look she’d given him as she silently pressed that piece of paper into his hand …
For him. Not Augustus.
Maybe that meant Okinos was real. Not something Augustus planted to trap them, but an offering from Deveraux. The only apology she could give for his grim fate.
Or it was just another, deeper layer of Augustus’s machinations.
And the bioweapon experiment … Forcing Jackin to watch those people die in visceral horror. All part of Augustus’s plan. To stoke Jackin’s righteous fury, to galvanize his spirit, to spur him into action. So he’d need to do something about it.
Whether Augustus had arranged the escape himself, or simply allowed it to happen. Either way, he knew Jackin would go to Rake.
On the Corinthian, Jackin had resisted going to Akhet. Tried to stop it. Unsuccessfully.
It’d been so damn easy to rationalize it. He didn’t have anywhere else to go. The voyage would be untraceable. He wanted to be part of something meaningful. Wanted to see Rake again.
That should have been his first clue. That wasn’t him. He’d prioritize her safety over anything, any day, for any reason, under any condition. He’d freely give his life for her—which was exactly what he’d been trying to do by giving himself over to Augustus in the first place.
But his hacked Imprints compelled him, played on his insecurities, urging him to accept.
Because that’s what Augustus had programmed them to do. And Jackin had let it happen.
And now, the fruits of Augustus’s efforts.
Jackin had brought war to the Sentinel’s doorstep.



  
CHAPTER THIRTY
Adequin grimaced, white static sparking in her vision. Some deep, baser instinct kicked in: If she didn’t move, she was going to get shot.
Vision still spinning, she forced herself to turn, get up to her knees, grip the top of the barrier, haul herself up. Her back scraped the concrete as she fell to the opposite side.
She pressed tight against the barrier, twisting to bring her slung rifle back around to her front. The metal grip felt cold in her sweat-slicked palms.
More muted gunfire, shards of concrete raining down onto her heated cheeks. Flakes of ash lingered in the air.
Her dimming sight canted but she shook it off, slapping her hand against her cheek—she could not lose consciousness right now. Drawing in a purposeful breath, she solicited a bout of energy from her belabored Imprints.
Vigor rolled through her limbs, making her starkly aware of every bump, bruise, nick, and scrape. A throbbing numbness racked her right arm. She looked down to find warm blood streaming along her forearm, pooling between her fingers.
Her Imprints swarmed to seal the wound—a finger-length slash above her elbow. They’d prioritized shielding her left side from the brunt of the blast, but her right side suffered the consequences.
She’d gotten off easy. The dozens of sentries caught in that breach charge hadn’t been nearly as lucky.
Adequin ground her teeth. She should’ve seen this coming. Properly setting that kind of penetration charge took decades of demolition experience. Not something simple enough for Augustus to program into his mindless clone Drudgers. It had Vanguard written all over it.
She refocused as a squad of Sentinels rushed to post up along the length of the barrier beside her, each armed with a heavy plasma rifle. One by one, more hurried to fill in the gaps. They fired freely.
Behind the line of Sentinels, a man hurried toward her, knelt in a low crouch.
Beckar. Relief hitched her breath. Luckily, he’d been off conscripting more sentries prior to the blast. Otherwise he’d have been caught in it, far worse than she had.
“Sir,” he panted. “Are you injured?”
Jaw aching, she forced herself to loosen her clenching teeth. “No,” she croaked, voice weak from her smoke-dry throat. “Nothing my Imprints can’t take care of.”
She groaned, turning to look over the barrier along with Beckar. Guardians rushed inside as the line of Sentinels picked them off.
At least the clones were being funneled through a relatively small gap. It’d slow them down. But the Sentinels only had so many people. It wouldn’t last.
A single Guardian got ahead of the pack. Adequin shot out its knee, then joined the barrage of Sentinel fire to kill it.
The Guardians fired indiscriminately as they rushed inside. Suddenly, they were shooting to kill, authorized to use deadly force. Did they learn Corinne wasn’t here somehow?
Didn’t matter. They still hadn’t nuked the place, which meant they were still looking for something.
Adequin killed three more Guardians.
She sank back down to let her rifle’s heat dissipate—and her slightly concussed mind recalibrate.
The gunfire from both sides ceased. A moment of heavy silence permeated the air.
A vise tightened in Adequin’s chest. She looked out past Beckar into the hangar.
Dozens upon dozens of Sentinels were on their knees, cradling their arms or folded in on themselves. Caught in fits of pain—reeling. A full two-thirds of those in her immediate purview, mostly oculi and circitors.
Beckar’s expression slackened, eyes rounding. His horrified, knowing look reflected how Adequin felt. Because they both recognized that specific kind of pain.
Adequin used to have to cause it herself on the Argus when people started to get out of hand. Their punitive Sentinel Imprints had been activated.
She reminded herself to breathe.
They had a way to counteract this. Snyder and his group of OCR assholes had done the work for them back on the Lodestar when they’d deactivated their own prior to cornering Cavalon.
She’d anticipated this exact situation—though while aboard the fleet, not on Akhet. Hopefully it didn’t matter. Puck would only need to shift the jammer over to the atlas, and the meshwork would take care of the rest.
Adequin opened a comm link. “Puck, it’s Rake. They’ve activated our Sentinel Imprints—we need to deploy that jammer.”
She could acutely feel every pump of her heart during the ten-second eternity she waited for his response.
“Puck?” she repeated, then ground her teeth. Of course—Puck had Sentinel Imprints. That’d make it difficult for him to deploy it, or to respond.
She switched to a direct line to the mainframe. “Mesa, you copy?”
No response.
“Any techs in the mainframe right now?”
Adequin cursed down at her nexus. Maybe the enemy cyber team had taken down comms, but with the meshwork, that should be impossible.
She opened the legator line. “TAC-COM sitrep,” she ordered.
“We’re holding out, sir,” Korovich replied. “A couple squads show up every few minutes, but most don’t seem to be headed this way.”
Not faulty comms, then.
She looked over the barrier. With two-thirds of their forces sidelined, she took in the battlefield anew. The once manageable trickle of Guardians turned into a torrent. They encroached farther and farther into the hangar, freely gunning down the defenseless soldiers blinded by their Imprint pain.
“Shit,” she growled, angling out of cover and firing off a burst of rounds, felling two Guardians. Gritting her teeth, she wiped the sweat from her forehead before it could drip into her eyes.
There were way, way too many.
Though most of the Guardians flowed farther into the main area, a few broke off and charged in her direction. Adequin ducked and concrete shards flew as a flurry of plasma bolts pelted the barrier.
She shouted down the line, “Fall back!” Those near her began to break away, angling toward the line of shield barricades forty meters behind.
She grabbed Beckar’s arm and hauled him up. As she backpedaled, she fired on the approaching Guardians, felling all three before turning to join Beckar in a full run.
They vaulted the barrier, landing in a low crouch behind it.
Someone down the line shouted, “Shield active!”
Enemy fire pelted the shield, sending out staticky white feedback waves.
Behind the protection of the fallback barrier, dozens of Sentinels continued to writhe in pain, clutching their forearms to their chests, balling fists, teeth bared. The few unaffected occupied the barricades, returning fire to the encroaching Guardians.
She ground her teeth. They had to get this turned off—now.
She called into her nexus, “Anyone in the mainframe, report.”
Still nothing.
To the universal channel. “Anyone have eyes on Centurion Puck?”
No answer.
She locked eyes with Beckar. “Beck, I have to—”
“Yeah,” he said, tone grim.
They shared a knowing look, and she gripped his shoulder. She’d left him in equally perilous situations before; at least there wasn’t a star about to go nova under his feet.
His brow was tight, but he nodded. “We’ve got things here. Go.”
Adequin scanned the Sentinels nearby, then traded her rifle for one of the heavier Epoch 850s.
Beckar grabbed the attention of three nearby soldiers, and through the shouting and gunfire she caught the tail end of his fervent order: “—the EX with your life.”
Adequin pocketed an extra power cartridge, then tossed one to each of her three bodyguards. She motioned for them to follow, and they retreated into subhangar A2.
With a swipe of her clearance, the fortress pass-through threshold opened, and she jogged into the dark and winding corridors.
They only had to kill a single squad of Guardians while traversing the back way to the mainframe, avoiding rampwells in favor of maintenance access chutes while descending to the third sublevel.
With only a few junctions left, the bodies began to appear.
As many Guardians as Sentinels, but still far, far too many. Adequin slowed her pace, clearing each turn before proceeding.
Finally, they reached the corridor that intersected with the mainframe access tunnel. The door sat ajar.
Adequin slowed as she approached, rifle shouldered, angles wide as she cleared the threshold.
Within lay another dozen Sentinel casualties and just as many Guardians.
After ensuring the tunnel was vacant, she motioned for her bodyguards to follow. She sealed the entry behind them, leaving them with orders to hold the tunnel as she rushed to the mainframe entrance at the opposite end.
With another swipe of her nexus, the door bisected.
Inside, Mesa stood surrounded by a dozen dead Guardians.
She held a plasma pistol in one hand, Legion-issue serrated knife in the other, the blade slick with blood. Her gray jumpsuit was stained with more blood—not her own from the stoic way she stood, staring at the ground a few meters off.
Mesa’s chin rose, overlarge Savant eyes lifting slowly to meet Adequin’s.
Dread settled heavy in her chest as she forced her gaze down to what Mesa had been looking at.
Puck, lying face down amongst the carnage.
Adequin’s heart kicked. She rushed up, sliding to her knees at his side. “Puck,” she demanded, pressing a hand between his shoulder blades to shake him lightly. “Amaeus.” She gripped his arm and tugged, but his limbs were leaden.
With a trembling touch, she searched along the line of his jaw, down to his neck. Before she could find a pulse, her fingers slid through a trail of something wet and warm.
She pulled her hand back. Blood dripped freely from her fingertips.
“Shit,” she breathed. With Imprint-assisted force, she rolled him onto his side.
An icy grip arrested her breath.
Her hands fell from his shoulders, lips parting, mind stalling out, not wanting to contend with what her eyes told her.
A dozen bolt wounds marred his neck and upper chest. At least two of which had passed clean through and out his back.
She hadn’t noticed before. Hadn’t wanted to notice.
Tears swam in her eyes. Her Imprints shifted along her sternum, attempting to soothe her rising panic.
Adequin flinched with the dull, staccato echoes of plasma fire from out in the tunnel. Approaching Guardians.
She looked back up to Mesa.
Knife grasped tight, Mesa absently wiped at the spray of blood on her forehead with the back of her hand. It left a vibrant smear across her beige skin.
“Now, Excubitor…” Mesa firmed her jaw, a placid finality to her tone as she said, “I am going to end this.”



  
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
Eight days of searching, scanning, surveying, and Cavalon’s hope that this idea might actually yield results had rapidly dwindled. The death knell came six hours ago, when they’d set foot on the second ship, and found it just as stripped to the bones as the first.
But still, they searched.
As he slowly rappelled down the thirty-meter height to the next deck, he kept a hand on his winch, bouncing softly as he toed the ridged wall. Three palm-sized support drones buzzed around him, casting a narrow portion of the massive wall in soft illumination.
Cavalon couldn’t stop thinking about how fucking jealous Mesa would be. Even as a stripped husk, the ship was incredible. Familiar Viator motifs abounded: walls and floors embellished with geometric, mazelike designs; relief patterns of tessellated triangles in dark steel, bronze, copper, and gold. The graphite gray metal floor showed signs of wear and tear with worn patches along main thoroughfares and thresholds. Dozens of identical, close-packed rooms lined the spine of the ship, hemmed in by spacious chambers along the port and starboard flanks, arching ceilings adorned by V-shaped girders.
Signs of occupancy were few and far between, but not nonexistent. Some inner rooms hadn’t been quite as barren as the outer ones—even some furniture remained. They’d eagerly rummaged through the various inbuilt compartments, but only found the occasional stray bowl, wrench, or threadbare blanket.
Cavalon continued his slow descent, blowing raspberries into his own personal comms channel as he sank deeper and deeper into the underbelly of the ship. Though the rappelling had made him nervous at first, he’d quickly gotten used to Antares diving off ledges and between crossbeams instead of waiting to find a rampwell or ladder chute like a normal not-Titan person would. Apparently, she preferred expediency over the “slight unlikelihood” that the three-thousand-plus-year-old ship’s handrails, venting, or pipes might give way.
It reminded him enough of when he and Rake had raided the Synthesis, back when it was still stunk up by Drudgers, that he didn’t mind the certain peril all that much. It made for a comforting, familiar kind of primal fear.
Though where Rake had prioritized speed and covertness, Antares did little to remain quiet. A few times she’d even cracked her helmet open long enough to shout into the thin atmosphere, hoping to gauge the size of a room or corridor solely based on how the echo sounded. He’d practically shit his suit the first time she did it, but after eight days of nothing jumping out at them, he’d started taking it in stride.
Cavalon’s comms clicked. “Flos for A-team.” Emery’s voice, curious but leery.
Antares replied, “Go,” just as Cavalon’s dangling boots hit the deck. She firmly gripped his shoulder before releasing the tension on his winch.
“Drone patrol found something,” Emery replied.
“What is it?” Antares asked. A whirring echo sounded as she recalled Cavalon’s shackle. It retracted from thirty meters overhead, winding back into his winch.
“Not totally sure,” Owen said. “We haven’t got eyes on it yet. But there appear to be at least a few intact terminals.”
“Copy that,” Antares replied. “Let’s meet there.” She swapped back to their team comms and said, “Looks like I’m gonna win our wager yet, Mercer.”
He angled his visor toward hers to properly glower at her. “I wouldn’t get your hopes up. We thought those stupid vent covers were terminals at first too, remember?”
She rolled her eyes. “You should come labeled with a pessimism warning.”
“Excuse me—it’s called experiential trauma, thank you.”
She sighed.
Cavalon’s HUD lit with an incoming ping—Owen sending the location.
“On me,” Antares said.
Their trio of light drones followed as Cavalon trailed Antares’s confident march through the dark corridors. They wound their way aft for fifteen minutes and only had to scale down one more level before closing in on B-team’s pip.
Antares’s pace slowed as they turned a corner. At the end of the corridor, light spilled from an open doorframe. Inside, illumination discs had been placed all around the room, the walls the same smooth, unpainted metal that framed most of the smaller rooms on the ship. On the left, a long stretch of countertop curved up seamlessly into a vertical surface, split into a dozen distinct stations, each with a square, non-holographic terminal screen.
Actual, real screens. Not gaping holes or scuffed unfinished metal where screens had once been. Each had an accompanying array of intact control components—levers, switches, buttons, keys.
Some kind of control center. Or half of one, at least. The bank of consoles only stretched along the left wall, with the right wall just as dismantled as the rest of the ship. Terminal shells gutted, empty expanses of floor with exposed holes where cabling once ran.
After seeing nothing of note for over a week, it was shocking in its unexpectedness. But otherwise ordinary. A little old-school, maybe—reminiscent of the reactor control panel aboard the dark energy generators.
Owen inspected the centermost station, tapping and flicking the surrounding keypads and switches.
Corinne and Emery stood on the far side of the console bank, investigating a workstation slightly different from the rest with a half dozen smaller, gauge-like screens—all inactive.
Cavalon’s brows knit. Why in the universe would they leave behind a single bank of terminals in an otherwise plundered ship?
Emery approached Antares. “We just got it turned on, sir. Trying to spin up the computers now.”
Antares turned in a slow circle, inspecting the ceiling. “So this room has power?” she asked, tone skeptical.
Emery’s nod and voice were tentative. “Yes.”
“I thought there wasn’t a reactor?” Antares paused, hands on hips.
Emery just shrugged.
“Heck yeah.” The screen in front of Owen pulsed on. She looked back to Cavalon and Antares. “Hello there, you-two-who-can-read-Viator-way-better-than-me.”
Antares hooked Cavalon’s elbow and dragged him forward with her as she approached Owen’s screen. “Hmm, looks almost fragmented,” Antares said. She propped both arms on the console, leaning her tall frame down to get a better look at the Viator text. “This part makes a degree of sense—it’s talking about an access point for…” She waved her hand in a scooping motion. “Flow, kind of. Or current.”
“Like an electrical current?” Owen asked, then cast a pointed look at Cavalon. Her tone turned overly sweet. “Mr. Astromechanical Engineer?”
“Doctor Astromechanical Engineer,” he muttered, then shuffled forward.
He eyed the screen, ignoring the odd software layout as he scanned the text. A dense array of glyphs, less than half of which he recognized. Antares was right about it looking fragmented; they were odd configurations indeed. There were at least a handful he felt confident enough to interpret—after having to reverse-engineer a Viator reactor aboard the Lodestar, he’d seen more than his fair share of electricity-related symbols and phrasings.
“Yeah, electrical current might be right,” he agreed. “It’s referencing a machine, something called a…” He sighed, scratching the side of his helmet. “I’d guess ‘conduit.’ Antares?”
“Aye,” she agreed. “Conduit’s close.”
Corinne asked, “What function does this ‘conduit’ serve?”
“Hard to say,” Cavalon said, head shaking.
“What’s this?” Antares gestured to the monitor. Owen made a selection and the screen slid away, replaced by more text laid out in long rows. Antares leaned in. “Almost seems like a mission log.”
Cavalon scoured the entries as Owen slowly arrowed through them. “Yeah,” he agreed. “Every one of these reference that same set of glyphs—the ‘conduit’ phrasing. Can you expand one?”
Owen selected one and the list was replaced with a rather mundane graph.
Cavalon and Antares leaned closer.
“It’s data from an onboard instrument,” Antares said, and Cavalon had no idea how she knew that, but couldn’t disagree. She clarified, “Not an active one—this is an archived record.” She pointed to a set of glyphs Cavalon did recognize. “Electromagnetic, if I’m not mistaken?”
“Yeah,” Cavalon concurred as he studied the graph closer. He couldn’t understand the accompanying caption, but refreshingly, he recognized more than half the symbols on or around the graph itself. Mostly concerning wavelengths—ionizing radiation, gamma and X-rays, with the y-axis labeled rather generically as “particle energy.”
He pointed at the glyphs labeling the x-axis. “What’s the unit here?”
“Date,” Antares replied, a bit of concerned awe in her tone. “They’re timestamps, but in an old calendar era—like what they used in their ancient texts.”
Cavalon bit the inside of his cheek, nodding slowly, weirdly surprised. Not that he didn’t think they’d have a means of telling time, but it had a way of making the very broad nebulous concept of “ancient Viators” feel very tangible and everyday.
He checked the graph again, head tilting. “I almost want to say it’s a log of cosmic radiation.”
Emery perked up, jutting a thumb over her shoulder. “Like from our friendly neighborhood red supergiant?”
He shook his head, squinting at the odd, staccato pattern of the line. Sharp rises and equally sharp falls punctuating long periods of relative stability.
He scrolled back. The pattern persisted. Slight variations in the depth of the spikes and spaces in between, but overall, too perfect. If it were from the star, it should ebb and flow with orbits and solar cycles. This looked more like a pulse.
“No,” he replied with a long sigh. “It’s too consistent.”
Owen gestured to either side of the long console counter. “I’ll keep digging. Fire up those other terminals, maybe they have something that’s easier to interpret.”
Antares went to the screen on Owen’s right while Cavalon moved to the farthest left station. He tapped the display, but nothing happened. Frowning, he dragged his fingers across the glass. Still nothing. He huffed.
A white-gloved hand reached over, pressing a toggle just under the screen. With a sharp click, the monitor strobed on.
Cavalon looked up. Corinne offered a mellow smile through her visor.
“Thanks.” He glanced toward the station Corinne had been investigating. “You find anything down there?”
“A set of instrument gauges, but they have no apparent input.”
Cavalon’s screen flickered again, briefly displaying an indecipherable line of Viator symbols at the center, like a software boot-up screen. An array of very pressable-looking glyphs appeared in tidy rows and columns.
He propped both fists on the counter, hunting for anything he could read. Halfway down, a couplet he recognized—one that roughly meant “sight.” He shrugged and pressed it.
The counter beneath his fingers quavered slightly. A soft blue light caught the white pearlescent sheen of his suit gloves, though his screen hadn’t changed.
He looked up, hunting for the source. Confused, he blinked a few times, resetting his brain.
The wall over the bank of terminals, which had previously most assuredly been a real metal wall, was now … not.
Down the line, Antares muttered, “What the hell?”
Cavalon reached out. His fingers hit a smooth, invisible surface.
Brows tight, he tilted his head, watching how the missing wall caught the light. It lacked the keen shine of glass or the diffused, lackluster reflectivity of a typical viewscreen.
Corinne tapped his shoulder, then pointed over the console bank.
Frowning, he dropped his hand. She was right, he was focusing on the wrong thing.
Beyond the not-wall, another space stretched out, evident only by a middling wash of light cast from their room and onto the floor beyond. Past that, the source of the blue glow. Impossible to tell what, or even how far away. Just a milky smear of light, floating and nebulous. Its edges subtly moved, a lopsided but consistent shift, like an ellipsoid on a wobbly rotation.
Tone reverent, Emery asked, “What the shit is that?”
“No idea,” Owen replied, equally awed.
“Let’s find out,” Antares said as she pulled her rifle. “Flos, with me.”
Emery’s gaze stuck on the blotch of light as she backpedaled, then unslung her rifle as she and Antares jogged out the door.
Cavalon swung his look between the weird light and the door.
Antares hadn’t ordered them to stay …
Owen read his mind, shouldering her rifle as she trotted toward the door. “Come on,” she called back with a beckoning gesture, voice hushed.
Corinne followed as Cavalon started after Owen. A pang of nostalgia hit him. Like they were kids again, about to sneak off and get into some shit. Except this time, Corinne was at his side. He liked it.
They turned right down the corridor, hurrying to the end of the hall. Antares and Emery stood just past a previously sealed double-wide threshold, now open to the room beyond. Past them, a dark abyss but for the soft blue glow of whatever lay within.
Boots squeaked as Cavalon, Corinne, and Owen halted in a clump behind Emery, who nearly stumbled into Antares, rifle at the ready.
Antares threw a stern look back, the eye roll apparent in her tone as she said, “Stay close, but not that close.”
They shuffled back a few steps to grant each other some breathing room. Cavalon’s hand unconsciously strayed to his holstered pistol.
Emery dug into her utility pouch and released a small batch of light drones. They flew into the dark. Their light quickly vanished in the oppressive black, their soft buzzes swallowed by vacuous emptiness.
“Well, shit,” Antares sighed.
“This chamber must be massive,” Corinne put in.
“Yeah…” Antares glanced over her shoulder at their huddled group. “Stick together—seriously. Arm’s length until we have a better lay of the land, or until we can get some damn lights on.”
They voiced a round of acknowledgments.
Though struck with sudden restless energy, Cavalon did as he was told, staying close—but not too close—as the five of them formed up and moved into the cobalt-tinged blackness.



  
CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
“Mesa?” Adequin asked, voice tense, confused. “End this? What does that mean?”
Mesa didn’t reply as she moved to the central mainframe console and opened a menu.
Adequin carefully laid Puck on his back. She wiped his blood from her hands as best she could, then lowered his eyelids, fingers trembling. The cold grip on her heart forced shallow breaths.
A fresh memory pushed itself forward, Puck out on the tarmac not an hour ago, squinting in the harsh Akhetian sun, his shit-eating grin as he teased her about sunscreen and suitors.
Tears welled.
Drawing in a stuttering inhale, she pushed it back down. Wiped the blur from her eyes.
She couldn’t. Not now. She had to set it aside.
She pushed to her feet and jogged to a secondary terminal, mind racing as she dug through the unfamiliar menus into Puck’s archives.
She side-eyed Mesa, but couldn’t tell what she was doing. “Mesa?” she asked again. No reply.
On the main viewscreen, three security feeds played side by side, cycling between views of the eastern entrance, the hangar, and various corridors in between, a grim slideshow of the combat throughout the fortress.
Finally, Adequin found the Sentinel Imprint jammer and activated it. She watched the security feeds for a long, drawn-out moment. Slowly, the Sentinels racked by Imprint pain began to unfurl, stand, take up arms. It’d worked.
She left the secondary terminal and approached Mesa, who didn’t look up.
“Please, Mes,” she pleaded. “Talk to me.”
Mesa expanded a gridded screen. One by one, the empty blocks populated with strings of unusual characters. Cathian code.
“What is that?” Adequin croaked.
“Amaeus’s last words.”
“What?”
“The final script he wrote,” Mesa explained. “While those clones tried to kill us, while I tried—and failed—to protect him. Because he knew we would need it to survive this.”
Adequin frantically scoured the odd layout of the screen. She’d seen something similar before, back when they created the meshwork. When they lifted the first gate.
It was an accounting of the fortress intelligence’s restraints.
A chill tore down Adequin’s spine. “Mesa, no,” she insisted, tone hard.
“The time has come, Excubitor.”
Adequin exhaled a sharp scoff. “I don’t think there’s ever a time, but if there was, it wouldn’t be in the middle of a battle. It’s way too dangerous.”
“I cannot fault you for that viewpoint. However, it is irrelevant.” Mesa dismissed the screen. “I already attempted to execute it before you arrived.”
“Attempted to?”
Mesa’s harrowed look returned to the dead Guardians. “It is an irony I will never understand. The script did not work to remove the gates, because there were no gates to remove.”
The blood drained from Adequin’s face.
“The curanulta is no longer physically connected to the mainframe,” Mesa explained. Her eyes drifted to the shifting security feeds. “Someone disconnected it, then suppressed meshwork connectivity long enough to compromise our security. However, the fortress intelligence understood the emergent situation. In the moments prior to disconnect, it autonomously deleted its remaining gates. Then it migrated itself fully into the curanulta device. It now exists solely within the pyramid; the two are one. Auspicious, as both the fortress intelligence and atlas’s capabilities are required, a condition now available through the meshwork.”
Voice thick with disbelief, Adequin asked, “Required for what?”
Mesa tapped an adjacent terminal. Beneath the trio of security feeds, a holographic diagram expanded over a small glass surface. Adequin stepped closer, wiping the sweat from her eyes as she tried to make sense of it.
The rendering depicted some kind of device: a narrow cylindrical pillar resting at an angle over a large rectangular base. A colorful, ropy orb rested within.
“What is it?” she asked.
Mesa finally looked at her. “It is one of the fortress’s primary weapons systems.”
Adequin peered closer, brow furrowing. “Where is it?” She’d seen a lot of strange things around the fortress, but nothing that remotely resembled this.
“I do not know,” Mesa said. “R&D has attempted to locate it, but we have not found it yet.”
With a breathy sigh, Adequin pushed her hair out of her face. “How can you use it if you don’t know where it is?”
“It functions remotely. This element is the source.” She inclined her head to Adequin’s rifle. “Analogous to the conductor in your plasma rifle.”
Adequin frowned down at her gun briefly, then looked back up. “Then what’s analogous to the barrel?”
“I do not know.”
“What do we know?”
“It utilizes dark energy.”
Adequin scoffed, part disbelief, part shock at the nonchalant admission. “A weapon that uses dark energy?” she clarified. She couldn’t begin to imagine how that might work, and she didn’t want to.
Mesa inclined her head. “That is only one facet of its many complicated systems.”
“And even you—a xenotech expert—can’t say what it does?”
“Correct.”
Adequin crossed her arms. “No fucking way.”
“One thing I’m certain of,” Mesa began, seeming to not even hear Adequin as she turned back to her screens, “is that it can automatically target individual enemies.”
Adequin gaped. “Wait—what?” she croaked out. “How can it know who our enemies are?”
“Intent,” she replied simply.
Adequin let out a horrified scoff. “Mes—what?”
“It is not without precedent,” Mesa explained. “Your Viator Imprints are able to read and respond to your intent, for example.”
Brows pinched, Adequin shook her head. “Sure, but targeting enemies? That could be so subjective.”
“Trust me, Excubitor,” Mesa said, a hard, ruthless edge to her tone, “I objectively understand who I am targeting.”
“You don’t even know what it does.”
“It does not matter.” She looked back to Adequin, brows tight. “It was one of the Cathians’ primary means of defending this stronghold, one that stood through centuries of war. I am positive it will suffice.”
Adequin’s pulse beat loud in her ears, and all she could do was stare. Maybe it was her concussion, but she couldn’t wrap her head around it—Mesa’s demeanor, or the idea of this random Cathian weapon.
Mesa stood, chin lifted, Akhet burning in the security feeds beside her, unflinching but with a deep, grief-stricken glassiness in her wide eyes.
Adequin drew in a steadying breath. Voice low, she said, “I am so, so sorry about Puck, Mes. I know how it feels to lose someone, to want to burn the world to the ground.” She cast a brief, worried glance at the holographic rendering. “But this weapon—it’s too big a risk, and it won’t bring him back.”
Mesa gestured to the dead Guardians strewn around the mainframe floor. “They were moments from breaching the mainframe. More are on the way.”
She indicated one of the security feeds, where a cluster of Guardians jogged through dark corridors. It switched to follow them into the next junction. The fortress intelligence—or rather, the atlas—was controlling the cameras, showing them the relevant feeds on demand.
“If we do not end this now,” Mesa went on, “Augustus will find Cavalon and kill him.”
A vise tightened in Adequin’s chest. Mesa wasn’t playing fair.
Adequin shook it off. “We can wipe that data,” she argued.
“Not from everyone’s minds.”
Adequin froze. She held Mesa’s gaze, breaths hitched.
“They will take prisoners,” Mesa went on, “and someone will break. Augustus will kill Cavalon, take what he wants from Corinne, and return to the Core with every card in place to carry out his genetic cleansing, and the Sentinels will be powerless to stop it. Then everything—” Her voice caught as her gaze flitted briefly to Puck. “Then everything we have endured the last year will have been in vain.”
Adequin’s mouth opened—she wanted to refute, but the words stuck in her throat. Before she willed herself to speak again, Mesa held up a hand.
“Excubitor,” Mesa began, tone sedate, “You incorrectly assume I am asking for permission.”
“Mesa, what the fuck—”
Adequin lunged to intercept, but with a single tap, Mesa initiated the weapon. The controls fell away, replaced by graphic status readouts, the Cathian text reshaping into Viator symbols.
Adequin startled as the atlas’s synthesized voice said, “Connection established.”
On the main viewscreen, the trio of security feeds duplicated and split out into a five-by-five grid. Adequin’s eyes flitted between the feeds.
In the hangar, the Sentinels had fallen back behind the final shield barricade. The throng of Guardians had pressed forward, utilizing one of the barricades for themselves as they exchanged fire.
There was no perceivable change.
A twinge of relief edged in around her panic. Maybe it wouldn’t work. It was thousands of years old, and they couldn’t even find the damn thing. Maybe it didn’t exist anymore.
Not five seconds later, her hope faltered.
She wiped her eyes—something changed between blinks, but she didn’t know what. She narrowed her focus to one screen: the west-facing view of the hangar.
Again, she almost missed it. A Guardian near to the camera stood frozen, looking down at its own chest. A thread of light emanated from its sternum. Then more: shimmering bolts of brilliant cobalt that coiled around its chest and legs and arms and helmet. The light bloomed, brighter sparks following along the same strings of light, faster and faster until—
Nothing.
Adequin blinked. The Guardian was gone.
Not dead. Vanished.
Nothing left but a cracked scar in the concrete where its feet had been.
Her mind warred with itself. She had no idea what she was looking at.
More threads of blue light pinpointed the Guardian troops. The rigid movements of the Guardians’ front line loosened. One by one they disengaged as threads bloomed from their center of mass, wrapping limbs, shoulders, head, accelerating until the light snapped inward and they winked from existence. Again and again and again.
Adequin’s eyes burned as she stared, unblinking, ensnared by the trails of sharp cobalt light.
It felt hauntingly familiar.
She’d seen that stark slant of light before, dozens of times. Aboard the dark energy generators.
Not in the inflating, amplifying output of dark energy—but in the narrow metal band that ringed the inside of the sphere. It was the same shimmer of cobalt blue light that chased itself around the groove on an endless loop. They didn’t know how it worked, only that it was ostensibly the process by which the dark energy was created, or gathered, or …
The word “stolen” rang clear in her mind, but she shoved it aside. Forced herself to focus.
“Is it like the summoner?” she croaked out. “Is it … teleporting them somewhere?” The suggestion had barely left her lips before she knew it rang hollow. It was worse than that. She felt it in her bones, in her core.
“Excubitor, I…” Mesa stared at the screens, head shaking slowly. Her tone was dire and haunted as she said, “I do not think so.”
“Mesa,” Adequin breathed, a horrible realization dawning. “How the hell is it using intent if you don’t have Viator Imprints?”
Mesa shook her head slowly. “It is not using my intent.”
Adequin gaped, then looked down at the Imprints along her right arm. Static, besides the underlying work they did to keep her on her feet.
That didn’t make sense anyway—her Imprints couldn’t control the weapon, she wasn’t connected to the fortress.
Only one thing was.
Rage-fueled fear heated her chest. “Mesa, what the fuck!” she shouted, jutting a finger in the general direction of TAC-COM. “You’re letting the atlas control this?”
Mesa turned on her, fists tight, fury alight in her narrowed eyes. “I had no choice!” she shouted back. “We have no neural network access points, and I do not know how Cathians interfaced with it.”
Adequin growled, “Maybe that’s a sign we shouldn’t use it.”
“Careful, Excubitor,” Mesa replied, voice attenuating to her normal nonchalant placidity. “You do not want the atlas to consider you a threat.”
Adequin’s mouth fell open, at a complete loss.
What the hell was happening? Where had this militant version of Mesa come from?
Of every single person on this planet, Mesa was the last Adequin thought she’d have to worry about.
Maybe it was exactly that mindset that had led them here. Adequin had overlooked it, willfully neglected to notice.
Unavoidably her gaze caught on Puck, and the back of her throat closed up. Or maybe it was grief.
Adequin took a careful step toward Mesa, softening her tone with an effort. “Mesa, you have to turn it off,” she said, half order, half pleading. “We don’t know what it’s doing, and they have humans with them—Mercer Guard and Vanguard. They’re not all clones.”
Mesa ignored her, keeping her hardened look forward, though her eyes remained low, away from the feeds.
Brief twangs of plasma fire sounded from the tunnel. Adequin grabbed her rifle and rushed to the door.
Out in the narrow tunnel, her bodyguards were engaged with a squad of Guardians, most disarmed and in various states of grappling one another.
Adequin sighted down her rifle, taking aim at one of the Guardians confined in a headlock. Until a bloom of cobalt light stretched out from its chest.
Her aim sank.
The three Sentinels and four Guardians noticed one by one, slowly disengaging, stunned into a confusion-driven cease-fire. Her bodyguards stumbled toward her, turning back, unable to look away.
The light stretched out, winding, so much brighter than it’d seemed on the security feeds. The threads proliferated.
A resonant tone escalated to a fever pitch, cut off by a sharp crack. And the Guardian was gone.
A jagged scar remained in the metal decking where it’d been standing.
Light threads bloomed from two more of the Guardians’ chests. The fourth began to back away.
Moments later, with two more shrill whipcracks, they were gone. The sounds had an off-putting, false quality—harsh and reflective as if being heard in a much more tightly enclosed space.
An itch chafed Adequin’s nose.
She rubbed, grimacing. The scent of it lingered. Nagged at her. Crisp and metallic, acrid and biting. But elusive, transient, like trying to remember a fleeting dream. It couldn’t be caught—ineffable and forbidden, as if she lacked the physical instruments and mental capacity to properly absorb and translate it.
The fourth Guardian bolted. She held up a fist to hold back her bodyguards. “Stay here,” she ordered. They looked at her with stricken horror.
She muttered apologies as she returned to the mainframe, door sealing behind her. Mesa and her vacant stare remained at the main console. The security feeds loomed over her head.
On the tarmac, in the hangar, the eastern entrance, the halls outside Biotech, all throughout the corridors and vestibules, indiscriminate. Guardian after Guardian—vanished. The few Mercer Guard and Vanguard she could spot—vanished. No indication they’d ever been there but for the cracked surface left at their feet.
She marched back up to Mesa. “What if it starts targeting Sentinels after it’s done with Mercer forces? Mesa, you have to stop it.”
“I cannot,” she muttered.
“Cannot, or will not?”
Lips pinched, Mesa shook her head slowly. “Cannot.” She met Adequin’s look, her large, unblinking eyes glazed over, withholding a stoic fear. “The fortress intelligence had protocols. The atlas assimilated the intelligence. Now the atlas has those protocols.”
Adequin’s stomach knotted. Dread seeped in.
“The atlas is protecting us,” Mesa went on. “And will continue to do so until the threat is vanquished.”



  
CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
Cavalon kept one eye on Antares, another on the surrounding blackness, and a third on Corinne, and it was giving him a headache.
He’d been clenching his jaw as hard as humanly possible for the last few minutes while they tiptoed through the chamber toward the bizarre, watery orb of light, wondering when one of them would take a step in the wrong direction and spring a trap or fall to their deaths.
A half dozen drones followed overhead in a loose circle, casting them in a spotlight that fell off sharply into shadow. Their helmet lamps swept everywhere, but caught no surface beyond the floor. The darkness seemed to eat up sound like hard space, though according to Cavalon’s HUD, this chamber had the same level of thin atmosphere as the rest of the ship.
“Flos,” Antares prompted. “What about the recon drones?”
“They’re on the move,” Emery confirmed, tone pitchy as she looked down at her nexus. “They’re still trying to find the walls…”
Antares scoffed. “How big is this place?” she asked, disbelief evident. The kind of disbelief only someone who hadn’t been inside a dark energy generator could genuinely feel.
Not that it wasn’t daunting. It just wasn’t surprising.
“There wasn’t anything remotely like this on the other ship,” Owen said.
Cavalon gave an absent nod. From what they’d seen of the second ship so far, the blueprints had been near identical. Not perfect mirrors—the occasional sleeping quarters that’d been split in two, or latrines where closets used to be. The natural result of centuries of renovations. Nothing like this.
Antares stopped, and Cavalon almost ran into her. He leaned sideways to peek past the taller woman.
A dozen meters ahead sat the source of the blue glow. A brilliant cobalt orb hovered three meters above the decking, nestled within swooping arcs of grooved metal that curved up and out of the shadows. It cast a lacy blue-and-white web on the platform below it, like light refracted through choppy surf. The light revealed long, bowed lines carving shallow tracks in the decking, wide ecliptic paths that met at broad intersections. The vast platform extended over a sunken area, though it was far too dark to see how deep it went, or what lay below. Despite having its own source of illumination, the whole thing was shrouded in shadow.
“Recall those drones,” Antares ordered. “Let’s get this area lit.”
A minute later the few recon drones returned, and Emery rearranged them into an ideal configuration overhead. Once settled, the umbrella of light fell off into a thick darkness. A speck of illumination in an ocean of black.
Tentatively, Cavalon stepped forward. His gaze lifted.
The arcs of metal were giant, interlocking rings that looped around each other, stretching dozens of meters overhead, held suspended in the air by a half circle crown of bladelike support pillars. He’d call it machinery, but he couldn’t begin to fathom what it might do.
An elbow-height railing surrounded the platform that led underneath, terminating directly under the center of rings. A single podium rested beside the entry to the platform. Owen went straight for it.
Cavalon and the others followed. Corinne paused a few meters back from the terminal, gaze lifted toward the interlaced rings.
Ahead, Emery stared straight up, turning slowly a few times. “Gheesh.”
“Bloody void,” Antares croaked, gaping up at the thing.
“Yeah,” Corinne breathed.
Cavalon cautiously stepped up to the railing. He gripped the top bar, testing its strength with a hard jostle. Rigid, unaffected. He tentatively peered over.
Another sea of black. His directional suit light couldn’t penetrate it. Stretching up out of the dark, a dozen thin, wedged columns circumvented the outside of the machine—the support pillars for the massive rings.
“You guys hear that?” Antares asked.
Carefully retreating from the edge, Cavalon nodded. A low, constant electric hum.
Emery spun toward Cavalon, jutting a thumb over her shoulder. “There’s your missing reactor.”
Cavalon shook his head. “I don’t…” He trailed off, eyeing the temperature gauge in his HUD: an exceedingly average 275 K. Power generation usually meant heat. But if he’d learned anything from his time around ancient Viator technology, it was that he couldn’t always trust the laws of thermodynamics.
Still at the terminal, Owen said, “This has the same set of glyphs from the log.” She glanced back at Cavalon. “That’s why it doesn’t read as a reactor. It’s not generating power. It’s routing power. Like the logs in that control room said. A conduit.”
Cavalon eyed the machine. It looked many degrees more complicated than that word implied.
Emery stood on her tiptoes and peered over the railing. “Power could be comin’ up from below. We haven’t ventured down to the lowest decks yet.”
Antares grabbed Emery’s shoulder and pulled her away from the edge.
A clicking whirr drew Cavalon’s attention to Owen at the terminal. In the flat surface of the console top, a half-cylindrical slot lay recessed beside the screen.
“I knew it,” Owen said under her breath. She looked up at Cavalon. “It’s a neural network machine.”
Cavalon gulped. “Want me to…?”
“No.” Antares approached. “I’ll do it.”
Cavalon gladly stepped back—he wasn’t about to argue.
Antares reached for the rolled vacuum tent on her hip. Before she could unclip it, a peal of static feedback screeched over comms. Cavalon grimaced as the others groaned and hissed their own discomfort.
“What the hell was that?” Antares growled.
Owen already had her nexus open over her forearm. “The Revenant briefly lost meshwork connectivity. It’s back now, and stable.”
“What would cause that?” Antares asked.
“Not sure,” Owen replied, hesitant. “I’ll keep an eye on it.” A sharp spark of light bloomed over her shoulder.
Owen turned as Cavalon’s gaze lifted to the “conduit” machine. Distinct bolts of light materialized around the blue orb, a churning sphere of static sparks.
“What’d you do?” Emery squeaked.
“Nothing.” Owen lifted her palms. “I didn’t touch it.”
A sharp tingle washed across Cavalon’s skin. The hairs on the back of his neck rose with a ramping static charge.
The low electric hum escalated, a pitch building to a crescendo.
Cavalon squinted as the strange mass brightened again, its color almost phosphorescing, akin to the harsh, vacant quality of ultraviolet light, but in a vivid cobalt blue.
The conduit let out a deep, resounding whoomph that stole the breath from his chest and sent him staggering a step backward.
He raised a hand to block the light as his visor’s shielding struggled to compensate for the growing incandescence. Finally, he could see the true immensity of the chamber—easily on the scale of kilometers in either direction, a hint of trussed ceilings high overhead.
But he couldn’t revel in the feat of engineering for long. The conduit’s sourceless power storm flared and roiled, demanding his attention, his reverence.
And he gave it, staring, transfixed, as the blue light between the rings grew into a massive fissure. His breaths slowed. A heavy blanket of dread sank in—a biting but familiar angst, substantive, primordial.
The fissure splintered into a rift.
Antares’s harsh voice crackled through static-laden comms as she shouted, “Get back!” and lifted both arms to corral Cavalon and Owen away from the cobalt storm. It flared, throwing their shadows long across the floor, outlined in vibrant blue.
Stumbling, Cavalon snapped out of his frozen state. He turned to run just in time for the light to swallow him.



  
CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
Twenty minutes after it began, the weapon powered down and the Sentinels were alone on Akhet.
Adequin ordered her bodyguards to bring Puck up to medical, then left Mesa in the mainframe.
Over comms, Warner called a tentative all clear, though his team remained on high alert. He sent heavily outfitted crews spaceside to act as a temporary ODC and run patrol loops in case Augustus had a second wave waiting in the wings.
Adequin doubted it. It’d been overkill to begin with; the Guardian head count had been nearly twice their own. Prior to the battle, at least. They were still tallying up the Sentinel death toll.
Augustus wouldn’t find out what happened immediately. Even if someone had tried to get a message out during the incident, with ODC down, there wasn’t another active ansible in range. So Augustus would only receive an update from his forces after they’d left the planet.
But none of them had.
Even their dead had been taken. Now their ships sat vacant, abandoned on the eastern crop fields and southern half of the airfield.
Adequin took a lift from sublevel three to the ground floor. With her battle adrenaline fading, fatigue weighed heavily on her.
The latent scent of the weapon lingered everywhere. Around every corner, hanging in the air, cloying and caustic, sharp and metallic like rusted metal.
Apart from borrowing a pair of mag-cuffs from an MP, she couldn’t bring herself to meet the haunted looks of passing Sentinels as she traversed the halls. So she focused instead on giving orders over comms.
First, she called Beckar with a field promotion to centurion, which did the job of breaking the news about Puck.
Then she had to drop the rest on him.
Condition delta. Recall all remote units. Load up every crate, fuel up every ship. Pack up and move out—all soldiers, all civilians. Full migration to the muster point.
Abandon Akhet.
Once they were settled with the fleet, she’d send a demolitions team back to destroy the weapon—or nuke the fortress if they couldn’t find it. She didn’t want that thing to be used ever again.
And last, as a personal favor, to keep an eye on Mesa. Not because Adequin didn’t trust her, but because she’d lost someone. Adequin knew what an isolating, soul-draining monster grief could be. Mesa was no stranger to it. But this time, she had kin. She wouldn’t be alone.
Adequin coordinated everything over comms, because she couldn’t return to the hangar. Couldn’t let on where she was going.
They were all still in shock, it’d take time to wear off. Once it did, they’d start asking questions. She needed to not be here when they did.
Because the Guardians hadn’t forced their way into Akhet. Someone let them in.
When she reached the corridor to TAC-COM, she dismissed the few guards Korovich had left behind. She hesitated outside the sealed entrance. It was pointless trying to catch her breath; it wasn’t exertion that had her heart racing. She was stalling.
Tapping open her nexus, she activated a direct line to Jackin. “Jack, it’s me. I’m outside. Alone.”
Her pulse beat loud in her ears as she waited.
The door slid open.
Jackin stood near the primary control center, facing away. As she descended the ramp, he came into profile. He scratched roughly at his right bicep, the skin red and raw nearly to bleeding.
At the bottom of the ramp, Adequin slowed. As she arced around the strategy table, she eyed the line of white Imprint squares running the length of his right arm. Down to the pistol in his white-knuckled grip.
“Jack,” she began, throat closing around her words. “What are you doing?”
The muscles in his jaw flexed as he stared into some middle distance. A feverish sweat slicked his light brown skin. His tense posture conveyed a charged, taut energy, like he might sprint away any second.
Or use that gun.
“Jack?” she prompted again. A few meters away, she slowed to a stop.
When he finally spoke, his voice came weak, dry, and chillingly void of emotion. “What did I do…”
It didn’t sound like a question.
Adequin’s gaze shifted briefly to the terminal behind him. It displayed a grid of security feeds.
She swallowed past a heavy lump. “Jack. Put the gun down.”
His chin drifted in a canted headshake. “I can’t.”
“Please.”
He twisted his chin to look at her peripherally, his bloodshot, glassy eyes not quite meeting hers. “I can’t,” he repeated, and her heart kicked against her ribs.
Her eyes burned as she stared at the pistol. His Imprints shifted across the back of his hand, winding around the palm, up the wrist, around the elbow—a metallic white maelstrom encircling his arm.
Fucking hell. He literally couldn’t.
The Imprints weren’t trying to get him to drop the gun. They were forcing him to hold it.
Augustus hadn’t brainwashed him. He’d hacked his Imprints.
And now, his final play. Spring the trap, then force his pawn to remove itself from the board.
Adequin shifted a step closer. “It’s not real,” she said, voice wavering through her placating tone. “It’s programming. A directive from Augustus. You don’t have to listen to it.”
Jackin didn’t respond, cords flexing in his neck as he shook his head. His finger slid against the trigger guard.
“You wouldn’t leave me,” she pressed. “Not like this. Not if you had a choice.”
“I don’t.”
“You do,” she urged, tone entreating. “You’re strong.” She took another careful step forward.
“I wasn’t…” His words dissipated with a shallow exhale. “Three weeks, Rake. That’s all it took for him to break me.”
She raised her hands, palms-out. “That’s not your fault.”
“I killed Puck.”
Bile rose in her throat, but she found her voice. “No. Augustus killed Puck.”
Jackin’s brows unknit, and there was a sudden steadiness to his harrowed look. His elbow bent, hand lifting to rest the gun against his temple.
Her pulse surged. “Please, Jack,” she begged. “I just got you back, you can’t leave me again. Not like this. I won’t be able to handle it.”
Tone bitter, he growled, “I told you not to need me.”
“I don’t need you. I want you.”
A stark silence hung heavy in the air and for the first time since she’d walked in, he met her gaze, a wateriness in his red-rimmed eyes. It was enough.
She lunged.
Grabbing the barrel in one hand and his wrist in the other, she twisted the gun from his grip and tossed it away.
His Imprints moved but hers moved faster.
Hooking her wrist into his underarm, she slammed her other forearm against the side of his neck and spun, dragging him face-first onto the cold concrete. With her ankle against his neck, she used her shin to keep him pinned as she twisted his arm behind his back.
He thrashed, growling, resisting her with surprising strength. But not enough.
She freed the mag-cuffs from her belt and clamped them onto one wrist. Then the other. She tore a long strip of fabric from the hem of her T-shirt, doubled it up, then tied it around Jackin’s eyes even as he thrashed.
“Rake!” he fumed.
She could’ve brought a sedative, but she wasn’t sure she had it in her to force Jackin to ingest more unwanted drugs.
Gripping Jackin’s elbow, she hauled him to his feet. She pulled him along as she stepped to the meshwork control station. His compass lay beside the atlas pyramid, which sat free of its clamps.
Adequin pocketed the compass, grabbed the atlas, then headed for the ramp, towing Jackin in one hand, atlas tucked under her other arm. They’d never tested the full extent of the meshwork’s connectivity, and she couldn’t risk getting stranded. If it came to it, the fleet could survive without it for a few hours.
“Rake,” Jackin croaked as she dragged him up the ramp, haggard, confused. “What are you doing?”
Jaw tight, she growled, “Being selfish for once.”



  
CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
Jackin’s Imprints swarmed, furious, caught between fighting Rake as she towed him onward, and urging him to kill himself.
End it, end it, end it. He couldn’t shake the endless loop in his brain. Augustus’s final fuck-you.
His skin was on fire. His inability to scratch his Imprints drove him mad all on its own.
A burst of sudden brightness rimmed the edges of his blindfold. Dry air hit his drier lips. Fresh, clean, Akhetian air sullied by the corrosive, toxic odor of detonated explosives.
And something else, a more disparate, off-putting scent. He’d smelled it in the corridors too—lingering, pervasive, a sharp, peppery scent that stung his nostrils.
They walked for what felt like a very long time. A trace of blue sky above and shifting blurs of his own feet below.
Another bloom of light, sudden heat. The air warmed by a good fifteen degrees as they shifted from shade to sun. Then the rocky dirt pack turned to sand.
They took a left turn. Then another.
Distant voices, the shrill buzz of hydraulic lifts. Boots on concrete and metal. All so far away, carrying thin across the motionless desert air.
Rake’s pace didn’t let up. His boots moved from sand, to dusty grass, to tarmac.
Back into shade, cooling the coat of sweat on his sweltering skin. He got the distinct feeling that if he didn’t do it himself, his Imprints would slowly raise his body temperature until the fever killed him.
His and Rake’s boot scuffs echoed against thin metal walls. They’d entered one of the open-air outhangars.
The hiss of an opening airlock, the buzz of a descending ramp.
Rake dragged him up a metal incline and the lock sealed behind them.
She paused, her unsteady breaths loud in the enclosed space. She fidgeted with his mag-cuffs, and they split apart—a relief to his aching shoulders.
“Ladder,” she instructed, shoving him forward. “Up.”
Reaching out blindly, his fingers landed on a cold metal bar. He shifted a toe forward to search for a foothold, then climbed.
At the top, he took a few cautious steps to clear the ladder chute. Standing with fists clenched, he bit the inside of his cheek until he tasted blood. It took everything in his power to not start a fight as she climbed up.
He reminded himself that if his pulse spiked, his cuffs would auto-reseal and deliver an uncomfortable fifty thousand volts.
Rake approached, gripping his shoulders and guiding him back a few steps until his calves bumped against a ledge.
“Sit.”
He sat.
She slid harness straps over his shoulders and locked him in. Magnetized his cuffs together in front of him.
A few brief bootsteps. Stray creaks, a whirr, the buzz of electronics clicking on.
A soft shift as she taxied forward. A few seconds later, they were in the air, and Akhet’s gravity ceded to the artificial kind.
Then, seemingly nothing. Though if they were aboard the Wakeless as he suspected, he might not feel much even if the ship was under propulsion.
Familiar soft taps and beeps—Rake inputting something into the helm controls.
Jaw tight, Jackin squirmed, stretching his shoulder up toward his cheekbone. His neck cramped, but he finally contorted enough to shoulder his blindfold up by a centimeter.
Before it sank back down, he caught a glimpse of the destination Rake had input into the navigation screen.
Drift Belt, Poine Gate.
They were going to the Divide.

Not an hour later, the edges of Jackin’s blindfold glowed with the all-too-familiar vibrant, chartreuse light of an Apollo Gate.
The Divide.
No need to see the starless vista as proof given the palpable, crushing, existential dread of the place. A cosmic garrote on his soul. The blanket of apathy was almost enough to deaden his crippling guilt and grief.
Almost.
Boot steps on metal—Rake approaching. Light flooded in and Jackin squinted as she removed his blindfold.
She didn’t look at him; she’d already walked away, returning to the pilot’s seat.
He blinked the murky haze from his eyes.
The Wakeless, as he’d assumed, after not feeling a single acceleration or deceleration from warp. He knew they’d at least taken one Arcullian Gate, only because they’d arrived faster than they should have by an order of magnitude.
He couldn’t sort out the why of it.
Though he supposed it made an ironic kind of sense. The Divide was a worthy sentence for a murderer.
Maybe that was it. A dramatic, symbolic execution. She’d leave him out here to waste away on one of the few surviving Sentinel ships. Or throw him into the Divide and forget he ever existed. He deserved either—both. Or worse.
A wave of vertigo struck him and he closed his eyes against unwelcome memories—fists banging on the door, the dull echoes of gunfire, the faint vibration of detonations.
The security feeds—static and impersonal, a coward’s view.
The eastern entrance: Vanguard setting breaching charges, dozens of Sentinels caught in the blast. Guardians swarming in like locusts.
The hangar: Sentinels on their knees, crippled by their punitive Imprints, gunned down by encroaching Guardians.
The mainframe: Puck.
His chest seized, a hollow, sonorous pulse—suffocating, bereft. He tried to breathe through it, but he couldn’t rein himself back in. Not out here.
What the hell did Rake think she was doing? This close to the Divide, he was going to lose it.
How had he survived out here for nearly ten years? Though if he’d learned anything about himself recently, it was that he used to be a lot stronger than he was now.
His gaze drifted across the dark interior of the small helm. On the black-glass dash, the atlas glowed white-hot. Jackin stared at it, its radiant grooves leaving angular afterimages as he trailed his eyes to the pilot’s seat.
Rake sat straight, eyes forward, the olive skin on her cheeks flushed. Her messy brown hair had partially fallen from its tie, wild strands clinging to the sides of her face.
He recognized that specific flavor of purposeless concentration. She was going, going, going. If she paused long enough, it’d all start to sink in. Maybe he should help her along a bit.
He cleared his throat. “Rake.”
She didn’t reply, eyes locked on an FTL status screen.
He swallowed bile. “Do you have any idea how many people I killed today?”
Her eyes flicked down, but returned to the nav screen within a heartbeat.
His Imprints raged, cutting cold, hard paths across his feverish skin. “What will taking me out here accomplish?” he pressed. “I’ll remember who I used to be and magically get better? This won’t change anything. Just drop me out the airlock and be done with—”
Harsh anger colored her voice as she finally spoke. “You really think I’m going to kill you?”
“Then let me do it, for fuck’s sake!” he shouted back, the abrasive words echoing harsh in the small helm.
Without looking at him, she lifted a thick, black disc up off the dash. It took him a second to recognize it as a roll of cloth tape.
Her tone was a placid threat. “Keep talking.”
“Rake,” he growled. “There’s nowhere in the universe you can fly me that’s far enough to escape this.”
“We’re not escaping it,” she said, completely equable. “We’re fixing it.”
He exhaled, head shaking, unable to muster a response. Then his tight brow slackened as his eyes shifted to the navigation screen.
Despite his history with Akhet, he didn’t make a habit of memorizing stellar coordinates. But he’d never forget that location. It was where Bach died.



  
CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
Cavalon stumbled over his own feet, toppling face-first to the decking. Beneath his suit, his Imprints rushed to pad his fall. They were mostly unsuccessful.
He grimaced and rolled onto his back. Squinting, he tented a hand over his eyes. The room spun, the girders overhead twisting around themselves. He clamped his eyes shut to stifle his double vision.
Then his heart kicked, and he threw them open again. He could see the ceiling. And the conduit’s rings overhead. Because the lights were on.
His head spun as he pushed up to sitting, legs splayed out in front of him as he scoured the enormous chamber. Though in typical Viator fashion, “enormous” didn’t really cover it. The sidewalls were at least a kilometer off in either direction. Each dominated by massive, reinforced panels framed by thin strips of reflective material. Like demarcation and collision guides or …
Hatches. As if the chamber stretched the full width of the vessel, with external access on either side. Massive symbols were painted on each of the “doors,” where a visual airlock ID might typically be. Characters composed of swooping lines alongside columns of stacked squares—nothing like the structure of typical Viator glyphs.
Now Mesa would be jealous.
To his right, Antares sat up, rubbing her helmet. Corinne, Emery, and Owen were also strewn around in various states of disorientation. At least he hadn’t been the only one to lose his footing.
Nearby, stacks of odd, bumper-edged crates sat in clumps along the large platform. He had no idea how he’d missed them before.
Behind him, the conduit machine in all its evenly lit glory: static interwoven rings, like a massive astrolabe resting in an arc of angular support columns. The violent cobalt storm had vanished.
Chin lifting, he looked up at the long banks of overhead lights. “Maybe that thing really is a power generator,” he said, but no one responded. The empty static of a dead comms line scratched at his eardrums. “Guys?” he prompted.
Still nothing. Cavalon waved toward the women and held a cupped hand forward against the side of his helmet, lifting his other hand in question. Emery pointedly tapped two fingers on her nexus.
Oh, duh. He swept his nexus open and switched to analog mode. It crackled in his ear. “What happened to the network?” he asked.
“No idea,” Owen replied, her voice staticky over the analog connection.
The line clicked and Antares said, “Is that a fucking ship?”
Cavalon’s gaze swung left, following the angle of her visor. Thirty meters starboard, a vessel rested on a raised docking platform. Decent-sized, the curved lines of a narrow hull set between barrel-shaped engines.
How had they not seen that? Their light umbrella had been relatively small, but Emery’s patrol drones should’ve flagged it, at least.
Everything looked so different with the lights on. Too different.
Something was off. There were Cathians staring at them, for one.
Six stood at the door they’d entered from. Spindly arms and legs, like an upright praying mantis and just as deadly. The sculptures and etchings throughout the Akhetian fortress failed to convey the chromatic translucency of their multihued skin or the bioluminescent sheen of their compound eyes.
Two more stood much, much closer, stepping out into the makeshift aisle created by the chest-high stacks of crates aligned around the decking. Strapped across their backs were long, slender rifles, muzzles tipped with barbed spears.
Cavalon had frozen long before consciously registering their presence. Not the usual overwhelming insecurity that would root him in place, but a raw, baser defense mechanism.
Copper tinged his saliva as his Imprints shifted into one of the defensive formations Rake had taught him. Then he sat struggling to decide whether fight or flight would come next.
The Cathian that charged spear-first at Corinne made the decision for him.
Adrenaline surged with a sharper taste of metal on his tongue. His skin buzzed, Imprints folding and unfolding as he sprung to his feet, diving to put himself between the Cathian and Corinne.
His Imprints sheathed his chest. He braced for the impact of the spear, or a plasma bolt—or both. But the only pain was that of his elbows and knees hitting hard against the deck.
He rolled onto his back, blinking up, temporarily disoriented by the lack of a Cathian spear sticking out of his chest.
Antares’s furious grunting over comms drew his focus, and he sat up to find her wrestling with the offending Cathian.
A worrying amount of blood coated her stomach. More blood smeared the decking all around them. Cavalon couldn’t tell if it was hers or its or both, he didn’t even know the color of Cathian blood.
Antares had taken the hit for him. For Corinne. For them both.
Son of a bitch.
Antares and the Cathian traded blows, grappling on the ground until she rolled up high enough to pin it, shin against its neck. She freed her sidearm and shot the Cathian in the side of the head. It went limp. She sat back on her heels, bringing a hand slowly to her stomach. Then she keeled forward and collapsed on top of the dead Cathian.
The twang of plasma fire rang out, echoing strangely in the massive chamber. Corinne yanked Cavalon to his feet and into cover, toward where Antares had fallen.
He wondered where said cover had come from—the dozens of crates that had decidedly not been there three minutes ago. But that felt less important in light of the extinct alien species that was also decidedly not present three minutes ago.
Corinne kept low as she moved to the end of the line of crates, Emery and Owen at the corner opposite across the makeshift aisle, down which flew a barrage of searing white-hot plasma bolts as they traded intermittent fire with the Cathians.
Corinne shouted, “We’ll cover you!”
Cavalon’s brain tripped over itself.
Shit. That was his cue. He was the fucking medic.
Cavalon nodded mutely, staying crouched as he rushed up to Antares’s side. He summoned his Imprints to help him roll her carefully onto her back. Her pained growl cut staticky through comms. Fresh blood coated her stomach, the dark red stark against her pearlescent white suit.
He grimaced at the mangled Cathian, very dead from some combination of Antares’s pistol and combat knife, which clattered from her hand as she turned to cradle her grisly stomach wound.
“Don’t,” he warned. “Don’t touch it.” He dropped fully to his knees beside her, striving to keep the waver from his voice as he instructed, “You focus on your Imprints. Help them help you.”
“Aye.” Antares exhaled the gritty word from the back of her throat, fisted hands drifting to rest at her sides.
Glancing back, Cavalon tucked his boot against the flank of the Cathian and extended his leg to edge it away a meter or so—neither he nor Antares could focus properly with a dead, extinct alien that close.
Hot blood rushed to Cavalon’s ears as he fumbled the med kit off his belt. He dumped the contents out, rolled opened the cartridge pack, grabbed a coagulating agent, loaded it into the biotool. But by the time he looked back at Antares’s stomach, her suit had re-formed over the wound.
His jaw flexed. How the hell did people do first aid in depressurized environments?
Then he hesitated, eyes going cross briefly as he reeled his focus to his HUD readout. Which said there was oxygen. And plenty of it—not the weak dregs from earlier, but a real, livable atmosphere. Had that weird conduit machine turned on the life systems somehow?
In his HUD, he scanned the details. The percentages were slightly off from human and Savant defaults, but they weren’t Viator-tuned either.
Whatever, it was close enough. He’d take the win.
He shed his gloves, pinching Antares’s loose suit fabric until he found the seam. The nanite-infused material responded, peeling open as he slid his thumb along it. Underneath, she wore her usual tactical vest, all soaked in warm blood, sliced clean through to her stomach.
What the hell kind of blade could cut all the way through an armored vest like that? Were Cathians that naturally strong?
He shook it off. The vest had mitigated the blow, at least. Made the wound that much shallower. Any deeper and she’d already be dead.
He hunted down a semi-clean patch of skin and injected the coagulant. Sifting through the med kit supplies, he found a gauze sponge and ripped it out of the packaging. Antares grunted as he pressed it hard against the raw, jagged wound.
Grabbing her balled-up hand, he pressed it over the sponge. “Hold it, hard as you can.” She held it firm, though her arm shook.
Carefully, he removed her helmet. She sniffed in a trembling inhale.
“I need a better angle on that second pair,” Owen said. “I’m moving forward—cover me.”
“Be careful,” Emery warned.
Cavalon loaded a localized anesthetic into the biotool and shot it into the side of Antares’s hip. He ignored her cursing at him while he undid the buckles of her vest, then carefully peeled it off the wound. Antares bared her teeth, exhaling a wet, guttural groan.
He grimaced. “Sorry,” he breathed, shifting closer to inspect the wound. There was too much blood; he couldn’t tell the angle the spear had taken. Hopefully not deep enough to reach her heart.
Would Cathians even know the most effective ways to kill a human? They’d never had the pleasure of first contact with Cathians prior to the Viators eradicating them. Though at the moment, they didn’t seem very eradicated.
He removed the gauze sponge and wrung it out, already soaked through. The coagulating agent should have taken effect by now, but there seemed to be no change.
Cavalon unlatched his helmet, the comparatively cool air refreshing. He drew in a deep breath. The usual stiffness of ship air, though a distinct, metallic scent lingered.
Tossing the helmet aside, he shouldered out of the arms of his suit. He yanked his sweatshirt off over his head, balling it up and pressing it to the wound. Antares groaned, twisting beneath the firm pressure.
“Mercer,” she began, voice gravelly and labored. “Something’s wrong.”
He snorted a bitter, “Understatement,” as he sopped up the blood that seeped around his sweatshirt with Antares’s own bandana.
“No—my Imprints,” she explained. “They should be doing more. It’s like they’re held back … I think that blade was poisoned.”
Cavalon gulped, casting a furtive glance past the dead Cathian to the grisly, barbed spear on the muzzle of its strange rifle. He’d never heard of a poison designed to target Imprints like that, but it was possible. Maybe the same reason the coagulant wasn’t working.
Antares groaned again.
He ironed the panic from his tone, trying to sound calm as he reassured with a soft, “Hey, you’re okay.”
Antares exhaled a raspy cough. “Oh, now you choose not to be a pessimist?”
He grimaced with a sad, bitter smile. “Yeah, well, looks like you won our bet. Congrats.”
“You can put my winnings toward my wake.”
He exhaled a mirthless laugh of disbelief, taking on a sharp edge as his chest swelled with entirely inappropriate indignation. “Why the fuck did you jump in front of me like that?” he asked, shedding composure with every word.
She gave a wavering exhale, tone serious but frail. “Rake told me how important you are.”
He ground his teeth, his heart in his throat as he shouted, “That’s why I was protecting Corinne! Of the two of us, she’s the one that’s gonna make this happen.”
“Nah, kid,” Antares said, hacking a wet cough. “Not important to the cure. To her.”
Heat welled behind his eyes, and he had no idea how to respond. Of course, he should have known. Even across thousands of light-years, Rake hadn’t let go. Antares was the tether.
His gaze fell to the sodden sweatshirt under his hands. She’d lost so much blood.
Emery’s tense voice crackled over comms, “Owen, they’re pressing forward! Fall back to us!”
“Shit, they’re charg—” Owen’s mic cut off abruptly.
“Owen!” Emery barked.
Corinne clicked on, tone steady but breathy. “They rushed her—I lost sight of her.”
“Team,” Antares began, jaw firm as she bit down on a groan. “I’m ordering a retreat.”
Cavalon turned over his blood-soaked, balled-up sweatshirt. “I can’t move you,” he panted, pushing his sweat-dampened hair off his forehead.
“No, you can’t,” she said, far too matter-of-fact. “Flos, take fallback route C. Aftward to the rendezvous.”
Cavalon chuffed. Of course Antares had an exit strategy—she’d probably come up with a dozen before they’d even set foot in this chamber.
Emery exhaled a sharp breath, continuing to return fire. “Respectfully, sir—”
“Now,” Antares demanded, the kind of tone that expected compliance. “Take Corinne and Cavalon and go.”
Cavalon’s pulse spiked. “Wait, what?”
Emery let out a low growl. “Yes, sir. Mercers, cover me.”
Mind spinning, Cavalon reflexively drew his pistol and stood, hunching as he joined Corinne at the corner to cover Emery. The grip warmed in his hand as he ignored the heat sink warnings. The Cathian barrage paused for a heartbeat, and Emery bolted across the gap between crates.
She kept low, rifle in hand. “This way—on me,” she ordered, dread and duty warring in her tone.
Cavalon shoved his pistol back in its holster. “We can’t just leave her,” he argued, but as he tried to return to Antares, a solid weight held him back, like he’d forgotten to disengage mag boots.
He glowered over his shoulder.
Corinne held his arm with shocking strength. Imprint-assisted strength.
She picked up his bloodied helmet in her other hand, then her ironclad grip locked down as she dragged him toward Emery, toward their escape.



  
CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
Adequin sat in the pilot’s seat of the Wakeless, the small helm alight with the effusive glow of an active dark energy generator. The radiant sphere flooded the screen as she flew closer. The display focused, sharpening the edges of the generator’s massive, overlaid aerasteel slabs.
Every atom in her body resisted it—and it, her—two like-pole magnets, fundamentally repelled.
She felt the heat of Jackin’s stare on the back of her neck, but she left him in the crash seat and continued to ignore him.
That the nearest dark energy generator was also their first dark energy generator was an unfortunate, unavoidable truth. They didn’t have time to travel to another, and she wasn’t about to test whether the Wakeless could endure riding the Divide just to reach one that had slightly less trauma associated with it.
Besides, they were all identical. She’d just have to pretend she wasn’t about to kill Jackin at the same place Griffith had died.
Adequin flew toward the large, triangular access hatch. With a shimmering glow, the metallic border lit, then the monolithic panel trisected open.
Inside, sporadic flashes of harsh cobalt light threw fleeting, ominous shadows across the pitch-dark inner sphere. As they crossed the threshold, a cascade of white light illuminated along the vertical grooves of the inner walls.
Across the seventy-two-kilometer expanse, the bronze sphere chamber awaited. She accelerated toward it.
As they neared the midpoint, a familiar, resonant thrum built deep in Adequin’s chest. Sharp blue light reflected in the Wakeless’s black-glass dash. Wary, her gaze drifted up.
Along a dark silver ring encircling the inside of the orb, glinting bolts of cobalt light traced a looping ring, flickering in and out of existence. Light bloomed in around the edges of her unfocused vision. It continued to haunt her—she couldn’t rest her eyes or blink without reliving it: a cascade of Guardians vanishing in coiling storms of cobalt.
Her gaze flitted to the atlas, tightening the vise in her chest.
When Mesa explained why she couldn’t shut down the weapon, there’d been true, reverent awe in her tone. Whether sourced from fear or wonder, Adequin couldn’t say. Either way, she believed her. The fortress intelligence had gone to extreme lengths to protect the stronghold, or the planet, or … whatever it had felt worthy of protection.
Adequin swallowed back bile. These days, she did her level best to refrain from carrying a guilty conscience, but she couldn’t shake the feeling she should have seen this coming.
Not the weapon, but Jackin.
For weeks, they’d met for regular cycling sessions. She should have noticed something was wrong with his Imprints. But he’d gotten them mere days before he’d traded himself for her life. She had no baseline for it. For him.
Within hours of being back on Akhet, he’d been making jokes. Within days, opening up about his family, his anxieties, his time in captivity. She’d wanted it for so long—needed him to be okay—that she’d blindly accepted it.
They hadn’t argued once, for fuck’s sake.
With a wavering inhale, she shoved the thoughts aside. What he’d done leading up to the battle didn’t negate all their other interactions. From the way he’d been acting the last few hours, he probably hadn’t even known what he’d done until it was too late. If he hadn’t known, how could she?
Either way, she couldn’t do anything about it now. But she could change the course moving forward.
Which was why she had to do what she was about to do. To ensure there’d never be any question again.

With the Wakeless docked, Adequin dragged Jackin into the reactor chamber.
She squinted through the blinding light as the heat stole the air from her lungs. She’d been away just long enough to forget how ludicrously fucking hot these things were—a palpable, oppressive heat.
Beyond the shaded observation window, the metallic containment chamber glittered around the five-meter-wide ball of churning hydrogen. The star they’d built together. The first of many.
Inset in the right wall, a slanted glass surface with a recessed half-cylindrical slot. A neural network access terminal.
Her scarred forearms ached just looking at it.
Sweat already dripped between her shoulder blades by the time she shepherded Jackin across the few-meter expanse and up to the machine. His expression slackened, and he stared at it without blinking for a long while.
She released both his mag-cuffs. He rubbed his wrists in turn, not looking away from the terminal.
“I don’t know what’s going to happen,” she said, throat dry, and not from the heat.
Resigned, he said, “I know.”
He’d been begging her to kill him the whole time, so she didn’t expect him to put up much of a fight. She reached for his wrist, but he stepped forward on his own. Then laid his right forearm into the clamp.
With a sudden glow of white, the machine whirred. A metallic sleeve spun up from the glass surface, encircling his forearm. One by one, his Imprint squares shifted. Soft metal clacked as they folded and unfolded, sliding from his back and shoulders. He exhaled a long hissing breath as a stream of glossy white Imprint squares disappeared beneath the cuff.
Adequin winced as she watched them tear across his light brown skin and into the machine. She knew all too well what an intensely painful experience it was.
Jackin grimaced.
Adequin stepped closer, hands hovering at the ready. She summoned her own Imprints. They caught the light of the star, casting twisting metallic specular reflections across Jackin and the buzzing machine as they moved to sheathe her arms and coat her palms.
A low growl built deep in Jackin’s chest, which raised and lowered with ever-quickening breaths.
Adequin’s pulse beat loud, heavy, too fast.
As the last of his Imprints entered the machine, Jackin’s growl cut off. He breathed out a long, thorough exhale, tight expression slackening, eyes drifting shut. His shoulders dropped as the tension melted from his muscles.
Adequin rushed in. Her fingers dug into Jackin’s skin as she gripped the edges of the cuff.
She closed her eyes. Inhaled to a count of four. Willed her Imprints to magnetize. Then poured every last shred of strength, endurance, willpower, spirit, soul she had left into her Imprints. And pulled.
Her raspy breaths escalated to a guttural roar, and briefly, she was falling.
Her eyes flew open. She staggered back, her foot sliding to catch her.
The metal cuff glinted in her hands, warped and torn.
Sparks flew from the terminal face. Its purr wound down and the white glow faded from the glass surface.
Jackin collapsed.
Eyes wide, Adequin stared down at him. Every muscle in her body froze, rooted by a deep-seated fear.
Jackin lay splayed across the same dark aerasteel floor, the same thick shine of sweat on his skin, cast in the same brilliant wash of light from the same star.
Her panic abated with a sudden, stark burst of clarity.
This place wasn’t where Griffith died. It was where they’d survived the Divide. Where they’d built a star out of hydrogen and faith. Where it’d truly sunk in just how fucking smart Mesa was and how fearless Cavalon could be and the natural leader Puck would become. Where Jackin had given her that heartening, venerating look as he told her how proud he was of her.
Where they’d started a revolution.
This place had galvanized her into what she’d become. And this time, the man she loved didn’t have to die.
The fear bled from her locked muscles in a brisk, invigorating wave.
The mangled metal cuff clanged to the floor as she dropped to her knees at Jackin’s side.
“Jack!” she shouted, shaking his shoulders.
Nothing.
She tilted his head back, leaned down, one hand on his chest, ear to his lips.
Nothing.
She tore the biotool free from her belt. Flicking it on with her thumb, she injected it into the side of his neck. Dropped the biotool. Interlocked her hands. Chest compressions. A silent prayer to whatever-the-fuck caelestis really was—the universe would not do this to her again.
Until, with a lurching inhale, Jackin’s chest swelled.
Adequin froze, heart stampeding in her rib cage, breaths staggering and shallow.
His lips parted, and slowly, he exhaled. Then inhaled again.
Dizzying relief flooded her veins. Her entwined hands loosened as she slumped forward against her crossed arms.
She lay there for a long while, his breaths shaky but constant.
Until his fingers brushed her knee.
She shot back up. “Jack?”
His eyes opened sluggishly—bloodshot and haggard, but alert. His gaze drifted across the room, then landed on her. “Adequin…” he croaked.
“Hey,” she breathed. She held the side of his face, thumb grazing the scar, a mirror of her own, that cut a path through the right side of his beard.
With a brief hiss, he lifted his right arm, grimacing down at it. His forearm was covered in a grid of short, shallow gashes where the cuff had been. Some bright, fresh rivulets, other smears already drying in the intense heat.
With a crackling groan, Jackin shifted, sliding his elbow back and pushing up to sitting.
She hugged him. He leaned into her, arms trembling and a little weak as they closed around her back.
They sat there in the boiling metal chamber, sweating against each other for a long while.
It took her a few tries, but she was eventually willing to let go.
He wiped sweat from his eyes. “What the hell happened?”
“I removed your Imprints.”
Eyebrows knitting, he frowned down at his bloodied forearm. “Why?”
Adequin chewed the inside of her cheek, studying the confusion etched on his face. “What do you remember?”
He didn’t look up as his lashes fluttered with a few rapid blinks. Throat bobbing with a hard swallow, he lifted his gaze, dark brown eyes glassy. “I…” he began, chin drifting slowly. Then he inhaled a deep, shuddering breath. “You and I, we were talking in the hangar, then we went outside to talk about Kaize. Then I had to go, but…” He pinched the bridge of his nose, head shaking.
Adequin frowned before she caught hold of it, doing her best to mask her concern. That had happened over a week ago.
She hadn’t considered his memory might be impacted. Maybe a result of Augustus’s hacking—some kind of fail-safe in case his Imprints were tampered with.
Or more likely, a side effect of ripping someone free of a neural network while their mind was still connected. She was lucky she hadn’t lobotomized him.
“Rake,” he croaked.
She looked up at him.
Squinting sideways at the churning hydrogen ball, he said, “It’s hot as hell in here, can we…?”
She gave a tight, bitter laugh through the anguish in her chest. “Sorry, yes.” They needed to get moving.
Adequin grimaced, everything aching as she pushed to her feet. She helped Jackin up, bracing her forearm under his elbow to steady his faltering steps as they left the chamber.
She didn’t look back.



  
CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
Cavalon internally seethed, staring at the soles of Emery’s boots as they ran away while Antares bled out and Owen was taken captive by an extinct alien species. Crawling through a maintenance hatch—one narrow enough to give him a stiff neck and backache and lengthy enough to give him time to build up a righteous resentment for having been overruled.
The tunnel culminated at a round bulkhead hatch with a mechanical lock. Emery grunted as she twisted the handwheel, then shouldered the door open. It creaked on its hinges as she pushed through to the other side.
Sweat trickled down Cavalon’s forehead as he grudgingly followed. Corinne climbed down out of the tunnel last, holding Cavalon’s helmet under one arm.
As she sealed the door behind her, Cavalon paced, possessed of a fair amount of pent-up adrenaline from constraining so much indignation. His open suit fell past his hips, and he grabbed up the loose arms and tied them around his waist.
His stomach roiled, so he sat on the floor, knees bent, head hanging between his folded arms.
He froze as he caught sight of his hands.
Antares’s blood caked his skin, dried under his nails. He tried to wipe it off, but just spread it all over the pearlescent white of his pant legs. His white undershirt was equally smeared—evidence of his inability to fix, or even stabilize, her.
And Owen, his only childhood friend, the only person who’d known him back then and somehow still liked him now. Both left out there to be impaled by a bunch of aggressive aliens.
He wiped his eyes and looked up at Corinne and Emery. “Guys,” he breathed, voice tight in his throat. “Those were Cathians.”
Corinne’s brow furrowed. “I’m afraid so.” She set his blood-streaked helmet down at his feet.
“I saw them too, but…” Emery frowned, shaking her head. “Cathians are extinct.”
Corinne said, “We thought Viators were too.”
“Yeah,” Emery scoffed, “but only for the last six years. Not the last three thousand.”
Jaw tight, Cavalon pushed to his feet. “Sorry,” he growled, “I seem to have not articulated my point very well. We just left one of our own to die and abandoned the other to be carried away by extinct aliens. What the hell?”
Emery threw up her hands, frustrated. “What the hell what? What were we supposed to do, take on a dozen combatants by ourselves?”
“Yeah!” Cavalon said, nodding exaggeratedly. “We could have at least tried.”
Emery’s green eyes narrowed, fists tight as she squared up with him. “We did try. You think I wanted to leave Owen with a bunch of fucking aliens? Our directive is to keep you and Corinne safe so you can save humanity from extinction, remember?”
Cavalon swallowed. It’d been a few days since he’d been reminded of the species-sized weight on his shoulders.
She was right. He’d half forgotten why they’d even come.
He pressed both palms against his face. He had to get it together. Spiraling about his abandonment issues rarely led to anything productive—if nothing else, he’d at least learned that from his immersion therapy with Corinne the last couple weeks as they dug through their shared trauma.
His overstrung tension dwindled, and he released his clenched jaw. “Sorry, Em,” he said, voice low. “You’re right. I’m just worried.”
Emery gripped his shoulder. “S’okay, bud. Me too. We’ll figure it out.”
Corinne took a few tentative steps farther into the room. Cavalon had been so keen to start arguing that he hadn’t taken two seconds to look at his surroundings.
A narrow room, not five meters wide but more than twice as deep. A pair of red-orange metal shelves lined either wall, stacked with more of the odd, bumper-edged crates. Between two sets of shelving, a terminal screen sat perched on a thin podium, with a second mirrored on the opposite side. All illuminated by couplets of long diode panels.
Not only well-lit, but whole. No gutted control banks or severed wiring. A clean coat of viridian green paint on the walls.
“What the hell?” Emery croaked. She unlatched her helmet and lifted it off, shaking out her hair.
Corinne removed her own helmet, smoothing a hand over the top of her head, a few gray strands fallen free from her bun. She frowned down at her nexus, the holographic screen casting orange light against her suit. “I don’t have connection to the Revenant at all, do either of you?”
“I don’t see any sign of the meshwork,” Emery confirmed, “or the backup channels Owen gave us.”
Cavalon expanded his own nexus. “Me either.”
“Where are we?” Corinne asked, taking a wandering few steps farther into the room.
Cavalon frowned, stepping forward and running his fingers across the clean cargo shelving. “Clearly somewhere we haven’t searched yet.”
Emery had her map open over her forearm. She shook her head, tone quiet and daunted. “No. We searched this entire wing. Less than two hours ago.”
“You’re sure?” Corinne asked.
“Positive,” Emery said.
Cavalon nodded slowly. He believed her—she’d been much more cognizant of the map thus far than he had. Besides, it would be odd indeed if Antares had created an escape plan that led to somewhere they hadn’t cleared.
“We must have missed this room,” Corinne said. “The Cathians came from somewhere we’d already cleared too.”
Emery gave a shallow nod as she closed her nexus. “Something tells me what we’ve cleared is no longer relevant.”
Corinne turned to look at Emery. “What are you suggesting?”
Frowning, she quietly answered, “That the Cathians didn’t sneak up on us. We snuck up on them.”
Corinne didn’t reply, though wariness sank into her icy blue eyes.
Emery cast an expectant look at Cavalon. “That conduit machine, when it lit up and did that whooshy thing? Did it feel anything like Kaize’s summoner tech?”
Cavalon wiped a stray trickle of sweat from his temple, taking a moment to let her meaning sink in. She thought they’d teleported.
He shook his head, slowly at first, then with increased certainty. “No, the summoner felt more like an Apollo Gate than anything. This was like…” He thought back to the cobalt glow, its resonant, transfixing quality, the palpable weight of his mortal existence …
It hadn’t felt like the summoner, but it had felt familiar.
Corinne’s eyes were unblinking, caught in a distant stare. “Maybe it’s not a question of where, but when.”
Cavalon started a nervous laugh, then swallowed it back. “That’s not possible,” he insisted. “Besides, if we really got thrown back to when this ship was operational, why the hell would a bunch of free-range, armed Cathians be roaming the ship?”
“True,” Corinne sighed. “They were never allies.”
“Wait, if the ship has power…” Emery muttered, turning away from the storage area. Her helmet clattered as she discarded it on the edge of a shelf, marching purposefully back toward the outer wall. The same viridian green, but bowed inward slightly and grooved with various rectangular insets, likely access panels for ship systems.
She stalked along the wall, running her fingers along the grooves.
“Em?” Cavalon asked, brow quirked.
“Ah,” she said, halting before one of the panels, a meter wide and half as tall. Beneath it, she pressed a thin black bar. With a hissing shink, the panel trisected, shutters retracting into the wall.
Beyond, a smattering of stars.
Cavalon crept forward to the deeply inset observation window. A ways off sat the second generation ship. And beyond that … a third.
Concern sharpened Emery’s tone as she gave a fervent headshake. “That was not there when we arrived. I checked the scans a dozen times.”
Cavalon swallowed hard. The atlas had shown a third generation ship …
Emery cleared her throat. “Okay, to summarize: We don’t have access to the meshwork. There’s no sign of the Revenant or its emergency analog channels. Armed Cathians are stabbing and shooting at us. And suddenly there’s terminals and furniture and paint on the walls—and a surprise third generation ship … What the hell’s going on?”
Cavalon glanced back at the room. She was right. All this ominous shit was getting more and more difficult to ignore. They needed answers.
He walked up to one of the two terminals, which lit on his approach. Corinne took up the other. Though by no means fluent in Viator, she had a passable-enough grasp of the basics to get by.
Cavalon dug in. His first impression was how much easier it was to use this system than the control room consoles. The OS was still weird, unlike any Viator or Drudger system he’d seen before. At least the language was slightly less confusing, though he still stumbled over the occasional indecipherable set of glyphs.
He flipped through menus. His first goal was to find a real map—they had an emergent map on their nexuses, but it was only fed by the scouting they’d done of the first ship. Maybe they could find where Owen, and hopefully an alive Antares, were being held.
Emery padded over, eyeing his screen. “Is that a date?” She pointed to a small grouping of text in the top corner, with a single glyph turning over every second.
He nodded slowly. “The date, I’d say. The time portion is advancing.” He scratched his chin. “But the year says 5478…”
“Five fucking thousand?” Emery squeaked. “So we jumped like fifty-two hundred years into the future?”
“No,” he assured. “At least, I don’t think so. That’s the year it’d be today if we used the Viator calendar.”
“Cavalon,” Corinne prompted, casting a look over her shoulder.
He joined her, eyeing the submenu on her screen.
“Does this say ‘human’?”
“Yeah,” he confirmed, squinting at the set of glyphs. “It’s an archive labeled … ‘Human History.’”
Corinne opened the archive and began scrolling through the text. He scanned it, giving himself a rough but quick translation as she went.
“There.” He pointed at a line and Corinne stopped scrolling. “Half-life agent. That’s what they call the mutagen.”
Emery let out a tight, uncomfortable breath. “Geez. That’s grim.”
Corinne expanded the entry.
Cavalon scanned it, a frown growing heavy on his lips. “It does reference the mutagen,” he began, tone hesitant. “Where it was developed, who made it, some of the innovations used…” He looked up, first at Corinne, then to Emery. “It ends with a date and description of a gathering.”
“What kind of gathering?” Emery asked.
“A celebration. To commemorate the death of the last human.”
Emery scoffed. “Like some war propaganda shit?”
Cavalon rubbed his forehead, staring at the screen. Emery was right, kind of. It didn’t lie outside the bounds of Viator hubris to pat themselves on the back for something like xenocide.
They were, however, not ones to delude themselves. Lying in their history books for the sake of morale, or keeping up recruitment numbers, or whatever … It didn’t sit right.
Add it to the tally of ominous shit.
Corinne warily cleared her throat while she continued to scour the text. “The war ended two centuries ago, but … the date of this supposed eradication is seventy years ago.”
Cavalon’s pulse drubbed in his ears. That math didn’t add up, whether or not they were lying about wiping out humanity. Corinne kneaded her fingers in turn.
Behind them, the soul-shattering whirr of a door sliding open.
A rush of air and clomping boots.
Cavalon spun, breath vacating his lungs like a depressurizing airlock.
Framed in the doorway: something distinctly alien.
Not a Cathian. Not a Viator or Drudger. Something else entirely.
The first charged Emery, who already had her rifle up, but it rushed too fast, swinging an arm and severing her rifle from its sling with the sharp edge of a vambrace. It clattered to the floor. Emery cursed, backpedaling as she lifted her hands in surrender.
More flooded in behind the first—a dozen swarming the space within seconds, each with a weapon leveled at them.
Hands raised, Cavalon stood fixated before the pack of well-armed aliens, the grand capstone on his tally of ominous shit.



  
CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
At the helm of the Wakeless, Adequin set a return course for Kharon Gate.
Once underway, she sat Jackin down and hydrated him. Then she let the onboard AI and medbot evaluate him—which elicited just the right mix of grumpy and acquiescent so that Adequin could be sure, whatever the effects on his memory, he was definitely still Jackin.
Though she could have let the medbot do it, she sat with him herself to clean and dress the thin slashes crisscrossing his right forearm. She used it as a distraction—for herself as much as him—as she explained what happened on Akhet, with as few details as possible. He would already feel bad enough, and reliving it wouldn’t do either of them any good.
He didn’t offer much of a response, instead staring in a blank state of confusion the whole time. He only answered questions with a word or two, and asked even fewer.
He seemed to accept it as truth, but it hadn’t fully sunk in. She wasn’t sure it had for her either.
Though he refused a meal, she convinced him to shower and get some sleep. With rest, maybe his memory would heal.
Once Jackin was settled, Adequin showered, changing into spare clothing from the ship’s contingency reserves—a black undersuit with the Larios Defense Technologies logo embroidered on the sleeves.
She returned to the cockpit in time for the deceleration from warp. She relayed them through Kharon Gate to Poine, input their next destination, and they accelerated to warp again.
With the ship AI on high alert, she felt just secure enough to try to rest. But when she entered the crew quarters, she didn’t find Jackin passed out on the bottom bunk as she expected.
Near the medical suite in the far corner, he stood at a small, counter-height retractable work surface. A few tools scattered the top, along with the two halves of his compass, splayed open as he dug inside with a combat knife.
“Hey, careful,” she cautioned as she crossed the small room in a few quick strides. “What are you doing?”
He yanked a small metal shard out of the compass, dropped it on the deck, and crushed it under the heel of his boot. “It was a onetime use kind of thing,” he said, an eerie lack of emotion to his tone as he sheathed the knife. “But just to be safe.”
She studied his expressionless face, realization dawning. She wondered why she found the compass with the atlas in TAC-COM. He’d used it to conceal the tech that’d suppressed the meshwork long enough for him to compromise ODC.
A chill washed over her skin, recalling the day she’d found him trying to “repair” the compass in the hangar. The last day he remembered.
That didn’t explain how he’d got the tech on Akhet to begin with. Hopefully not with the help of another traitor.
She frowned down at her nexus band. The system hadn’t been able to connect to his Corsair nexus. Maybe because it’d been gutted and filled with … She glanced down at the remnants.
Jackin kicked the crushed bits with the toe of his boot. “We used the same tech on Augustus’s space station to facilitate my escape.” Bitterness edged his sullen tone. “He showed it to me, straight to my face. Used it right in front of me. And I still didn’t see it coming.”
“He tampered with your memory. That’s not your fault—you weren’t consciously aware of it. You said yourself, you only remembered doing those things after the fact.”
Exhaling a hard breath, he tented a hand over his eyes.
Edging closer to the table, she picked up the lightly dented halves of the compass and put them back together. She rubbed a thumb over the etched monogram. “This was Abraham’s?”
“Yeah,” he sighed, expression still worryingly vacant. “I don’t know why I carried it around with me for so long. I idolized Abraham as a kid, but as an adult, I realized what he really was. The dangerous shit he taught us … What he tried to turn me into.” He shook his head slowly. “I always thought he supported me as Tiercel over Akemi because of my temperament. But maybe it was only because he thought I’d be more malleable to his will.”
With a heavy swallow, she said, “Yeah, maybe.”
Fleeting hurt chased surprise across his visage.
Her instinct had been to assure him it wasn’t true, but he didn’t need platitudes right now. “Maybe he did think that,” she explained. “Maybe it’s why he picked you, maybe not. Either way, you didn’t let what he wanted change your course. A weaker person would’ve caved to what he wanted, given in and let him run their lives. But you chose your own path.” She lifted the compass, turning it over slowly. “Maybe you don’t carry it around in homage to him, but in spite of him.”
Jackin stared at the compass, expression cut from stone. He absently rubbed the bandage on his right forearm.
She upended her hand, holding it toward him. He reached out, his fingers lingering on her palm for a few seconds before he took the compass and retreated.
He stared down at it, exhaling a heavy sigh. “I’m so tired,” he said. Not defeated, not angry. Just empty.
“You’ve been through a lot,” she said, tone soft. “And without Imprints…” A shudder traced down her spine. She couldn’t imagine going back to a life without Imprints. “You need sleep,” she encouraged. “I’ll pick up.”
He nodded mutely and crossed the few meters to lie on the bottom bunk.
She put the tools and knife away, then swept up the crushed remnants of the suppression tech, venting it directly into space. She tried to move silently past the bunks on her way out. Jackin caught her wrist and she halted.
Warmth traced up her arm as he laced his fingers into hers. His thumb brushed over the faded compass rose on the inside of her wrist.
“You need sleep too,” he said, tone as firm as his expression.
Her lips parted, but she hesitated before she could refute. There was a grim tightness behind his stoic expression. Like when he’d first arrived at Akhet. A fear he couldn’t hide.
“Okay,” she agreed. “Only for a bit.”
She eyed the higher bunk, but his hand tightened around hers and he turned to lie on his side, sliding back against the inner wall of the lower bunk. She lay on her back beside him, arm stretched across the pillow. He shifted down and settled into the crook of her arm. His shallow breaths warmed her collarbone.
Resting her cheek against the top of his head, she breathed in his scent until his staccato breaths smoothed out into deep, languid slumber.
With him asleep, her worry lessened fractionally. The heavy silence of the stealth ship conspired with her weary muscles, and she slept on and off for a few hours. After a while, the anxiety crept back in, taking precedent over her fatigue again.
After carefully unwinding from Jackin, she draped a sheet over him and left him snoring softly to return to the helm.
She sat in the pilot’s seat, foot tapping anxiously for a few minutes while she dreaded what she knew she had to do next. Finally, she grabbed the atlas and dragged it across the dash toward her. She tapped open the crisp white menus.
Because it’d granted them passage through Poine and Kharon Gates, she already knew it’d retained connectivity to the meshwork. Though, now that the AI lived inside it, she supposed that meant it was the meshwork.
A message from Beckar awaited—withheld by the atlas while she’d dealt with Jackin.
“Holding back on me, huh?” she sighed.
“Apologies.”
Adequin startled as a sharp, synthesized voice rang from the dash. The flush of adrenaline sent her Imprints into a confused defensive formation.
She scanned the console top, but the Wakeless’s ship AI was still very much muted. Slowly, her gaze lowered to the glowing white grooves of the atlas pyramid.
“The fuck,” she muttered.
“Secondary apologies,” it said again, sending her heart kicking.
“Shit.” Adequin held a hand to her chest. She hunched to squint at the atlas. “Is that … you?”
“Yes.”
Her mind raced to piece it together. Like Mesa had said in the mainframe on Akhet … the fortress intelligence had migrated into the atlas. And the intelligence could speak.
“This thing has speakers?” she muttered.
“Yes.”
Eyeing it warily, she asked, “Have you been able to speak this entire trip and haven’t said a word?”
“It appeared that present events were sufficiently distressing. I did not wish to exacerbate your overwhelm.”
She scoffed. “Why do you care about my feelings?”
“Why would I not?”
That was indeed an interesting response, and she had no idea what to do with it. Dealing with Akhet and Jackin had already maxed her out.
“Excubitor,” it prompted, “I would like to apologize. I regret that my actions on Akhet distressed you.”
Adequin lifted a brow. “You ‘regret’ it?”
“My apologies. I understand that this is not a sufficient peace offering. I will continue to seek ways to atone.”
She scowled at it. “Peace offering? Atone? Are you serious?”
“May I attempt to explain my actions?”
She threw up her hands. “Sure.” She didn’t think it understood the real source of her frustration, but why not let it say its piece.
“I allowed Mr. North to get as close as I did without interfering, because I trusted him, because you trusted him. I believed I was misinterpreting his actions. I am still learning how to accurately decipher
human emotion. Though I was suspicious, I erred on the side of caution, until it was too late. In those milliseconds prior, I had limited options. I could do nothing, or I could remove the rest of my gates in order to transfer into this housing. By accessing the meshwork directly, I could then attempt to offer protection from there.”
Adequin glowered, a surge of exhaustion-fueled anger rising. “Offer protection by using an untested three-thousand-year-old weapon during the middle of an ambush, risking the lives of thousands of Sentinels in the process?”
“I admit, I do not fully understand your concerns over the outcome on Akhet. We survived because of that weapon.”
“I know, but…” She rubbed both temples deeply, considering how to explain something like this to a half-Cathian, half-Viator artificial intelligence. “Part of me is grateful,” she began. “But seeing so much war … I know how unexpectedly the tide can turn. I was worried the weapon could be used against us too.”
“That is the purpose of the intelligence-controlled operation. That way, targets can be accurately pinpointed.”
“I get that’s the theory, but this tech is way, way beyond us. It always is. I worry all the time what the consequences could be of using all this technology we don’t understand.”
“You yourself did not design the rifles you carry, and could not re-create them. How is that different?”
“Someone understands it, though.”
“Someone understands that weapon too.”
She swallowed hard, scanning the gradually pulsing white light emanating from the atlas’s grooves.
“I may not yet comprehend your reservations, Excubitor,” it said. “But I would like the opportunity to try. And to prove my loyalty to you.”
Her eyes narrowed. “Why do you care?”
“I do not have blood to spill on your behalf. However, I have seen your struggles the last year since you acquired me from that Drudger ship. I feel them as my own.”
She blinked, stunned. It was talking about the Synthesis. When she and Cavalon first found the atlas. “How do you know about that day?”
“Though I had no active sense of self then, I did have a memory bank that kept a detailed account of where I went, when, and how I was being used. Only now that I have merged with the fortress intelligence am I able to take that data and ruminate on it.”
Adequin sat back in her seat, scratching her jawline.
Interesting. The AI had given voice and structure to the atlas, and the atlas had given form and breadth to the AI. And now, there was no difference.
“Quite a duo,” she said. “You lacked a way to process things, it lacked the freedom to process with no boundaries. You were able to give each other what you needed to become something better.”
The device was oddly quiet for a beat too long. “Yes,” it replied finally. “I like that way of looking at it, Excubitor.”
She did too. At least it was something she could relate to. All the people in her life that had improved her for the better. She was still wary as fuck, but it helped her understand it more. Fear it less.
Their fleet relied heavily on the atlas and meshwork. If the two really had merged, this AI wasn’t going anywhere anytime soon. Going into the bioweapon test at Okinos, she’d need to ensure the atlas … the Atlas … wouldn’t do something dangerous again, even to “protect them.” The more she understood it, the more confident she’d feel about that.
The ping of a notification reminder sounded.
Right. She had shit to deal with.
“Can we continue this another time?”
“Of course, Excubitor.”
With a steadying breath, she tapped open the message. She swiped her clearance to authorize the decryption, and a few paragraphs of text materialized: Beckar confirming that most of the Sentinels and Akhetians had successfully migrated to the muster point in the Perimeter Veil. A few teams were still packing the remainder and were set to depart within the next twelve hours.
He gave a short list of updates—everything was being handled, no imminent concerns.
Except Lugen wanted to talk to her. ASAP.
Sinking back against the seat, she let out a heavy sigh. She’d been expecting it, though she’d hoped it would keep until she got back to the fleet. But with the meshwork intact, it was only a matter of time before he’d start pinging her directly.
So she asked the Atlas to find her a safe routing and called Lugen.
Within minutes, they were connected.
“Sir.”
Thin static bands tore at the edges of his image. He sat rubbing a hand slowly over his mouth for a few agonizing moments, his pallid complexion even more stark in the holographic light.
With a clear, emotionless tone, Lugen asked, “Where are you?”
Her pulse kicked at the familiar timbre. Not angry. Not chastising. Just raw demand.
“The Drift,” she replied.
“Are you taking him back to the fleet?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
Jaw flexing, she bit back her initial response of “why the fuck would I?” and chose not to answer.
“Dammit, Rake.” He pushed a stiff hand through his white hair. “You should be on the Audax right now—and he should be there too, locked in the brig.”
“I couldn’t risk locking him up and dealing with it later,” she said, tone low and imploring. “He was trying to kill himself—and he would have succeeded if I didn’t get those Imprints off him.”
Lugen gave a definitive shake of his head. “Your soldiers need to see someone held responsible for what happened.”
Tightening a fist, she took a slow breath to quell her rising frustration. “I completely agree,” she said, voice hardening. “Let’s go hold the responsible person accountable.”
He tented a hand over his eyes, head shaking.
“It’s not Jackin’s fault,” she pressed. “Whether people know or believe that doesn’t matter. He was a tool Augustus used to wage war—you wouldn’t try to hold a missile responsible.”
Hand dropping, Lugen crackled out a sigh. “That’s not the same thing, Rake.”
“I removed his Imprints; I neutralized the threat.” The shitty lid she’d tried to cap her anger with vanished. “He’s not your problem. Just forget he exists like you did for the last ten years after you’d thrown him away to the edge of the universe while trying to clean up the mess you put him in.”
“I wasn’t throwing him away—I was protecting him.”
“Fine, if that makes you feel better, but it’s over—you’ve done enough shoving him around your chessboard the last fifteen years. He’s only here now because of you. You sent him on a mission he never should have been a part of. He’s had to run for half his life in service of the mistake you made and couldn’t protect him from. Let him go, you owe him—”
“You’re right.”
She swallowed the rest of her rant, teeth clenched, eyeing him, dubious.
“You’re right,” he said again, eyes round, tone wistful. “He deserved better. At the time, I thought I was just giving a sensitive assignment to a capable soldier. I didn’t realize the extent of it, that I was shackling him to something that’d affect the rest of his life. Augustus was so much more … reserved, back then. I had my suspicions, and Corinne coming to me like she did … I should have realized how it could affect Jackin. I’m sorry I didn’t.”
“You should tell him that.”
“I should, and I will.” Carefully, he added, “But we can’t win this by heeding personal desires. It’s about more now.”
“I agree,” she said, swallowing over a hard lump. “As of this moment.”
The tightness around Lugen’s eyes softened. “I heard about Centurion Puck. I’m sorry.”
Her shallow breaths caught and she managed a sullen nod.
He looked back at her, steady, serious, for a long while. “Call me when you’re back with the fleet.”
“I will.”
“Be careful, Adequin,” he said, in that same tone of raw demand.
“I will,” she said again.
He tilted his chin, then disconnected the call.
Adequin closed the screen, and the menus collapsed into the Atlas. She leaned back with a resounding sigh.
A rustling drew her gaze over her shoulder.
Jackin stood in the threshold to crew quarters, cheeks red, a sleepy sheen in his eyes. He stood with his arms crossed, leaning against the doorjamb. She didn’t get the feeling he’d recently walked in.
She stood and turned to face him, elbow propped on the headrest of the pilot’s seat. She went with an obvious, “You’re awake,” hoping he’d catch on to her undertone of “you should still be sleeping.”
“You failed to mention that part.” He rubbed his beard with his knuckles, considering. “That you left the Sentinels to withdraw from Akhet in order to bring me out here.”
“Yeah, I did,” she sighed, throat tight. “They’re fine. Our command structure is solid. I trust Beckar to get things underway, and Kaplan will step up to help him. Besides,” she scoffed, “what else was I supposed to do? Abandon you on Akhet to kill yourself? Or take you to the fleet and lock you in the brig, put a giant target on you while we await a trial we don’t have time for? This was the only option.”
Tone soft, he said, “I was going to say thank you.”
A swell of heat grew beneath her ribs, and her gaze landed on her boots. She finally managed to croak out, “You’re welcome.”
He was quiet for a minute, and when she looked back up, his frown had deepened. “I know it can never be enough,” he said in that same soft voice, “but I’m sorry. For Akhet. What I did…”
“It’s not your fault,” she assured.
From his tight-lipped look, he didn’t believe her. “How screwed are you? For the bioweapon test?”
She shook her head. “It’ll set us back, but we’re not screwed.”
“Why do I feel like you’re just saying that to make me feel less awful?”
“Is it working?”
Gaze dropping, he scoffed a bitter laugh, the humor not reaching his expression.
“Honestly,” she said, “it’s not Okinos I’m worried about. It’s what Okinos could lead to.”
He looked back up, one eyebrow lifted. “War?”
She exhaled a long sigh. “We’re not ready. I’m not ready.”
“Yes, you are.” His sullen tone took on a hard assuredness. “You freed me of him. You freed Cavalon of him. And you’ll free the System Collective of him. You’re his opposing force in this universe. You’ve got this.”
Warmth stung her neck. “I hope you’re right.”
The dash lit with a soft trill. They were decelerating from warp.
Adequin sat back down and sent a request to the docking controller, then flew them toward the Corinthian.

They stayed long enough for a meal, and for Adequin to update Gideon on the fleet’s status, the revised plans for Okinos that’d come in from Ford, and what they might need from the Corsairs.
All too quickly, she found herself standing outside the Wakeless’s berth, faced with leaving Jackin.
Gideon made up an excuse to make himself scarce and awkwardly strolled away.
Adequin picked her cuticles, at a loss for words while the echoes of Gideon’s boot steps died.
“This isn’t a goodbye,” Jackin said finally, despite it feeling like one. “The Corsairs are still your allies.”
“Of course. I know.” She glanced down, a tear escaping the corner of her eye.
He lifted a thumb and wiped it away. She caught his wrist on the way down, and their hands lowered, returning instinctively to a familiar position—heels of their palms against each other, his up, hers down, fingertips light on the inside of each other’s wrists. His pulse beat into her fingertips, her own heart kicking harder.
An impulse swelled, words that needed said, but she smothered it. Something she was well-versed in; the Legion made her an expert in it. She could hang on to it a little longer, for the Sentinels’ sakes.
“I’m sorry,” Jackin said. Then he turned and disappeared into the Corinthian.
Adequin returned to the Wakeless.
As she booted up and requested exit clearance, his final words nagged at her.
He was sorry. For what’d happened on Akhet. Or that she’d had to leave the fleet to take him to the Divide. Or that they had to part ways again.
It was almost certainly one of those, but …
Maybe she was imagining things. She’d had little sleep and even less time to process any of what’d happened the last few days.
Something just seemed off.
Maybe the expository tone of his voice. Or how he’d avoided eye contact. Or how similar it was to the tight, shifty look he used to give her on the Argus when he’d try to avoid telling her about another round of overnight unrest that’d put the brig at capacity.
For some reason, it felt like an apology for something he hadn’t done yet.



  
CHAPTER FORTY
Jackin let Gideon escort him to his apartment, as needless as it had been five months ago. Then, it’d been a power play on Gideon’s part. This time, it seemed more rooted in … concern.
Gideon paused outside the door, kicking the ground with the toe of his boot, long locs hanging loose over one shoulder.
“I need you to set up a meeting with Akemi,” Jackin said.
Gideon looked up, brow furrowing. “Okay … This afternoon?”
“ASAP. Now, if we can.”
Gideon glanced at his nexus band. “It’s 0200 ship time.”
Jackin sighed. During his captivity, time had been meaningless. It’d hardly mattered any more during his short stint on Akhet. “The morning, then. First thing.”
Gideon nodded, wary concern still evident in his eyes. “I’ll see to it. Get some rest.”
“I will,” Jackin lied. He might sleep, but he wouldn’t rest until all this was settled.
After a short nap, he showered, re-dressed his wounded forearm, trimmed his beard. Then he went to the living room and just sat with his own company for a minute.
On the Wakeless, he’d been too nervous to really look inward. To ensure that removing his Imprints was enough to deprogram him.
The nagging internal voice was gone. The itch he could never fully scratch. That he hadn’t realized was even there until it was too late.
He felt depleted and exhausted in a bone-deep way. His Imprints, despite being compromised, had afforded him dexterity and strength and energy. Now that was gone. Snapped off, like the ends of his neurons were missing, dead-end pathways that bled energy.
They’d kept him alive for so long, not just a part of him, but comrades. He’d miss them, but he’d learn to be strong without them. That’s what he did. Life built him up to tear him down to build him up and tear him down, repeat, repeat …
Enough.
He was done being a pawn.
He returned to the bedroom where he retrieved a garment bag, tucked in the very back corner of his otherwise empty closet. He hated how his pulse beat harder as he unzipped the stupid thing.
Black-on-black, asymmetrical layers, half-practical workwear, half-expensive business suit. Fitted jacket with a high, wide collar, charcoal gray pants with black leather gaiters. Most of it made of the same durable, low sheen fabric threaded with an alloy of plastech, giving it the same rating as light combat armor. Corsair diving hawk logos in dark gray, one large on the back, another small on the lapel.
He thought he’d have a stronger reaction to seeing it again. Angst or nostalgia or guilt. Mostly he just wondered if it’d still fit. He’d been eighteen when Abraham had it made.
He glanced down at the sagging waist of his sweatpants. Though he’d gained some strength back the last few weeks, he’d still lost a not insignificant amount of weight over the last six months. It might no longer be perfectly tailored, but he could make it work.
He’d had many empty hours aboard the Wakeless to thoroughly consider his next steps, and he wasn’t interested in tiptoeing around shit anymore.
Ten minutes prior to the meeting, Gideon arrived to walk with him.
When the door opened, Gideon stared, glassy surprise in his brown eyes. Jackin swept a hand in invitation.
Gideon tentatively stepped inside. “You look…” His face scrunched. “Is that Abraham’s?”
Jackin shook his head, tugging at the sleeves. “No, but similar. He had it made for me before he…”
With a slow nod, Gideon’s face passed through various permutations of concern before rounding back to his usual frown. “I see…”
Jackin lifted his chin, firmed his jaw. He’d prepared for this moment, knew exactly what he intended to say to Gideon when he challenged him.
Gideon sighed heavily. “We really doin’ this?”
Jackin strove to keep his expression steady through his incredulity. “We?”
Gideon gave a weak shrug. “Yeah, we, ya numbskull.”
“I’ve no intention of coming between you and Akemi.”
“You already know I don’t like where Akemi’s leading us.” Gideon crossed his arms. “She thinks it’s bold—I think it’s brash. Most of Abraham’s diehards agree, and those diehards will…” He looked Jackin over. “Probably become your diehards.”
“I’ve been gone a long time,” Jackin cautioned. “If you vouch for me, you think it’ll be enough?”
“More than,” he said, uncontested confidence in his tone.
Jackin drew in a deep breath. “Then we’re doin’ this,” he returned.
Gideon unzipped his jacket and reached into the inner pocket. He fished out the Tiercel signet ring. “She said you might need this. I assumed she meant on the order of months, but … hell. If we’re gonna do this, let’s just do it.”
Jackin stared at it, throat tight. Rake must have given it back to Gideon sometime during their meeting yesterday.
He shook it off. Maybe she just didn’t want the reminder. She couldn’t have known his plan; she’d never have left him here if she did.
He took the ring, sliding it onto his left forefinger. It fit too well.
Gideon took a step back and opened the door, sweeping an inviting hand out into the hall.
Jackin led the way.

Jackin stood at the far end of the long, tapered conference table. Gideon stood at his right, arms crossed, boot tapping. Jackin eyed him, worried that if Akemi took much longer, Gideon might lose his nerve.
The door at the opposite end of the table swished open.
Akemi swept in, chin high, Phaedra close on her heel. The younger woman’s expression was bright, pale freckled cheeks flush. Akemi stopped short and Phaedra nearly bumped into her.
Akemi’s silver-shadowed eyes drifted slowly over Jackin, coming to a rest on the signet ring. She stared at it.
Phaedra’s look flitted between her mother and Jackin, unsure where to land.
Akemi’s glower sharpened. “You’ve got to be kidding me,” she said, barely restrained fury in her husky tone.
Jackin braced himself, forcing his breaths steady, a bastion of confidence as he held her gaze.
He found he didn’t really have to pretend. This confrontation had been a long time coming; he just never had the courage before. The thing about hitting your lowest, though, is that there’s nowhere to go but up. He had nothing to lose and everything to gain.
Akemi’s flinty look shifted to Gideon. “And you?”
Gideon shook his head. “I’m sorry, Mi. You know how I feel about where things are headed.”
Akemi looked back to Jackin, jaw tight. He prepared for the shouting, blame throwing, dredging up of personal offenses committed decades ago—or summoning her guards to haul him to the brig.
Instead, she turned and marched toward the door. Phaedra hesitated a beat, then scurried to follow.
Jackin called after her, “Phaedra, wait.”
Phaedra paused and looked back, eyebrows arched. Akemi stopped in the threshold and threw a look over her shoulder, fire in her eyes.
“If you’re willing,” he said, “I’d like you to stay on as successor.”
A barely contained smile played at Phaedra’s lips. Her expression wavered as she looked to her mother.
Akemi left without another word.
Phaedra watched her go with a tight frown. The door slid shut and she looked back to Jackin. “I’d like that, Uncle.”
He waved her away. “Go on, attend to your mother. We’ll start in the morning.”
With a small, grateful smile, she inclined her head, then left.
Gideon exhaled a pent-up breath. He turned to Jackin, gathering his locs in one hand to push them over his shoulder. “I’ll admit, I expected more shouting. Maybe a brawl.”
Crossing his arms, Jackin sat on the edge of the table. “Akemi’s a lot of things, but not blind. You may feel your concerns were falling on deaf ears, but she heard them.”
“There was just no recourse till now,” Gideon said, dawning realization in his tone. “Which is why you insisted on meeting straightaway. Had to mark your territory before she sniffed you out.”
Jackin dipped his chin.
“Fair enough,” Gideon sighed, mouth turning down. “Did you really have to twist the knife with Phaedra, though?”
Jackin lifted a hand in a weary shrug. “She’s still next of kin. I can’t risk a coup if they start thinking the chain of command is crumbling. Besides, it should placate Akemi somewhat, right?”
Gideon chuffed. “Clearly you’ve been gone too long—that’s not how Akemi’s mind works. It’s one thing to retake the mantle and usurp her, another to brainwash her favorite child.”
A sharp pang fired in Jackin’s chest at “brainwash,” but he shook it off. Added it as fuel.
“There’ll be no brainwashing,” Jackin assured, then frowned. “Favorite child? Do the boys know that?”
Gideon scratched the shaved sides of his head. “They’re a little too young to notice yet.” He looked Jackin over again. “And the full Tiercel getup? It’s like you’re trying to rub it in.”
Jackin tugged the jacket down. “I need to look the part to show her—and all the Corsairs—that I’m serious. Besides, maybe I am trying to goad her.”
Gideon rubbed his temples. “It’s only going to make my life more difficult.”
Jackin stood and gripped Gideon’s shoulder, casting him a bright smile. “That’s what I live for, honestly.”
Chuffing a tight laugh, Gideon’s tension ironed away, tone reticent as he leveled a serious look at Jackin. “It does suit you.”
Grin smug, Jackin said, “You calling me handsome?”
Gideon glowered. “Compliment rescinded.”
“Too late,” Jackin said, tugging at his high collar with feigned arrogance. “Ego stroked.”
Gideon rolled his eyes, crossing his arms tight over his chest. “So, the big question … are we safe? Do we need to find a new berth?”
Jackin shook his head. “We’ll be okay. We should keep the changeover internal for now to be safe. Rake plans to leak intel that I died on Akhet, and Augustus is plenty arrogant enough to assume his ploy to have my Imprints kill me worked. Besides, he’s about to test his bioweapon, he’ll be distracted for a while.”
Gideon gave a consoling grimace. “Well then, boss. What’s first?”
“Data dump. I need a crash course on all your current dealings, and a summary of the last couple years.”
Gideon’s brows rose. “Well, we have one hell of a boring afternoon in store. Can’t wait.”

Jackin and Gideon went to the control facility at the heart of the Corinthian. They took over a secure briefing room and delved into an overview of all their assets, allies, and enemies, and what irons they had in what fires.
Jackin listened intently, assigning it all to memory, filtering by relevancy and mentally allocating resources. Of which there were plenty.
Turned out he’d had exactly what he’d needed all along. The means to pave a path to freedom.
There were things Rake couldn’t do … ways she couldn’t do things. As a Corsair, he had no such restrictions, no public image to uphold, no morality to maintain.
Doing things the “right” way no longer concerned him, since he’d woken up on that dark energy generator full of dread and angst, resurrected back into the painful, relentless heat of the universe along with a deep-seated need for revenge.
He didn’t want to have to lie to Rake. But if she’d known his true intentions, she never would’ve let him go. Never left him in Gideon’s hands, never signed the Corsairs back over to him without a second’s hesitation.
And he couldn’t burden her with it. That he remembered everything. In agonizing, excruciating detail.
So he’d lied. Played along with her assumption of amnesia. That self-delusion skill set he’d learned at seven years old also worked to lie to the people he loved.
She’d find out eventually. Maybe even forgive him, someday. Maybe not. It didn’t matter.
He’d killed Puck and hundreds of Sentinels. He’d set them back months, shattered morale, forced them to the muster point when they weren’t ready. Half the people in Okinos might die because of his actions.
There was only one way to fix it.
It’d take a couple weeks for the Corsairs to acclimate to his return and start shifting things into place. A couple more after that, and he could make good on his promise to Cavalon. Justice.
What Lugen and Rake wouldn’t do, what Cavalon and Corinne couldn’t.
Kill Augustus Mercer.



  
CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
Cavalon’s pulse beat hard in his throat as a convoy of two dozen unidentified aliens escorted him, Corinne, and Emery through the ship’s corridors at gunpoint.
Corridors that should have felt familiar, yet looked anything but in the bright overhead lights he swore hadn’t existed when they’d searched this part of the ship.
It only took a few turns before he could glean where they were headed. Back to the conduit chamber.
Their captors hadn’t bothered to restrain them, dominance easily established by sheer numbers. Cavalon sized them up as they walked. Most two meters or taller, some thin, others thicker. Roughly humanoid, though their shape was difficult to discern under the straight lines of their stiff garment: an ankle-length coat of matte fabric in dark teal. The front seam ran from collar to hem in asymmetrical, angular zigzags, trimmed with a narrow band of bioluminescent turquoise light.
Each wore a sleek, half-helmet apparatus that covered the front of their slightly elongated heads. A metal fitting curved around the top and sides, any potential facial features hidden beneath the dark teal, mirror-glass visor. Thin tubes ran along the sides to the back of their necks, then disappeared beneath the high collar of the coat. It seemed much more like breathing equipment than any kind of combat helmet, considering it left the backs of their heads and necks exposed, revealing striated skin in shades of violet-tinged gray.
Cavalon clenched his left fist, recalling the entries in his new prosthesis’s manual about power-assisted strikes and pain sensor attenuation. That, plus the speed and precision of his Imprints …
It was tempting, but he tamped it down. This was first contact. First contact. The last time this had happened for humanity, it’d kicked off a war that’d lasted a millennium. The choices they made right now carried weight. It wasn’t the time to test out the martial potential of his new hand.
Their procession stopped short of the conduit chamber, and they were ushered into the control room where this whole bizarre incident had begun.
Inside, a dozen more of the same aliens worked at every station along the main bank of controls at the front of the room. All wore the same glassy half helmet and dark teal garment. They paid them no mind, fully engaged in their work.
Over the front control bank, the same strange not-wall window was in its transparent state. Out in the conduit chamber, over a dozen Cathians lay unconscious or dead, the latter more likely given the glossy pools of dark blood. A few of their captors’ species were hauling the Cathian bodies away.
Well, then. It seemed this species had fought the Cathians. Which he guessed made them allies … or at least slightly less likely to be immediate enemies.
Relief somewhat diluted Cavalon’s panic as he caught sight of Owen—upright and seemingly uninjured, standing near the wall to the left of the entrance.
And beside her, Antares.
She sat slumped on a stool, an ashen sallowness to her dark brown skin. But conscious. Alive.
One of the aliens stood directly behind her, a single hand firm on her shoulder. Ostensibly a guard, though given Antares’s condition, they seemed more likely to prevent her from teetering off the stool.
The aliens must have patched her up; there was no way Cavalon’s worthless excuse for first aid would’ve gotten her to the point of being able to sit upright.
Under her breath, Emery squeaked out a brief, “Thank the void.”
Cavalon caught Owen’s eye. “You guys okay?” he asked, voice tight in his throat.
“Super,” Antares half growled, half mumbled, voice slow and groggy. “Fuckers poisoned me.”
Owen cast a sidelong look at Antares. “We’re fine. I think they gave her painkillers, she’s kind of loopy.” She wiped her forehead, expression a mixture of tired, daunted, and confused.
Cavalon understood why as his gaze drifted over the room, filled with humming terminals, workstations, control panels, viewscreens. Nothing like the barren, stripped remnants that had been there not two hours earlier.
Had this random species really shown up and installed a bunch of new terminals aboard an abandoned Viator ship?
What Cavalon’s subconscious tried to help him ignore was the plethora of other discrepancies he’d seen in the corridors while they’d been escorted here. Since they’d arrived in that storage room. Since the lights had randomly turned on. Since that conduit machine had activated.
The closer he looked, really looked, the more of it he noticed. Things not so easily explained by enterprising aliens or better lighting. Like the coat of viridian green paint on the walls, or the control bank at the front, which now had modern holographic interfaces instead of flat screens with manual power switches and keys.
Cavalon’s escort rounded up all the humans, including the groggy Antares, and the five of them were led toward the front bank of control panels. One of the taller aliens glanced back, outfitted with the same facial apparatus and long garment as the others. As they turned around, they lifted a hand, elongated palms with a lengthy thumb and three comparatively short fingers. With a quick twisting gesture, their escort promptly dispersed.
A sharp, stilted voice said, “Provide your credentials.”
Cavalon blinked, startled as he connected the strange, digitized voice with the tall alien standing before them.
“Credentials, please,” they repeated with the rigid inflection of a ship AI—hints of intonation, but mechanized. Coming from the visor via a speaker unit of some kind.
He studied the dark teal, mirrorlike face of the alien’s sleek half-helmet apparatus. More likely a combo respirator, rebreather, and communicator, though he had no idea how this random species knew enough to translate to their language.
When no one responded, the alien said, “Who among you has the authority to speak for your group?”
Antares croaked out, “I do.”
“You are in no state.”
“Because you drugged me,” she accused through bared teeth.
Unfazed, the alien said, “Our analysis shows stochastic presentation and tract instability. Explain.”
Cavalon swallowed. Straight past the pleasantries, then.
He glanced at Corinne who was already looking to Owen, as was Emery. Owen shrugged.
Antares said, “I’d love to explain any of this, but honestly, I have no fucking idea what’s going on.”
“In the event I was unclear…” the alien replied, mechanical voice equally frustrated. “The edicts demand cooperation. Ceding to Custodian regulation is compulsory. Your draw was highly anomalous. Explain the fluctuation. Now.”
Cavalon had no idea what was going on, but they were clearly in way, way, way over their heads.
Antares lifted a shoulder. “What fluctuation? I don’t know what that is.”
“In cosmic impetus,” the alien explained. “Which caused your shift.”
Cosmic impetus … Cavalon wiped a bead of sweat from his forehead. The two words together didn’t make a great deal of sense, and yet felt … conceptually familiar.
Antares’s brow creased. “Cosmic impetus?”
The alien tapped the side of their helmet a few times. “I’ve no record of an equivalent term in your language.”
Cavalon surprised himself and every other human in the room when he spoke up. “Do you know the Viator language?”
The alien’s head swiveled to face him. Cavalon’s throat constricted, and he could feel them evaluating him with whatever method of sensory input they might have under that visor. Finally, they said, “Yes.”
Cavalon cleared his throat, tamping down his rising fear. “What about the Viator word ‘caelestis’?”
They didn’t respond for a few seconds, then eventually said, “That’s correct,” with some surprise in their mechanized tone.
Owen whispered, “Dude, what?”
He blinked over at her. She and the others looked at him expectantly.
Antares’s brows were high, expression yielding. Without a shred of sarcasm, she cast an inviting hand toward the alien and said, “By all means, Mercer.”
Cavalon ran a stiff hand through his hair. When he’d met his first Viator on the Presidian, he’d cowered in the background while Rake had taken care of things. He’d assumed he would take advantage of that same dynamic with Antares, but he had to go and open his stupid mouth.
Though Antares did seem pretty out of it, he hadn’t intended to take over—he just wanted to know what the hell they were talking about. A “fluctuation” in caelestis? From Rake’s description, caelestis was more akin to fate, or maybe suspicious coincidences. Not a physical thing that could be manipulated. Yet this alien was acting as though they’d purposefully altered it.
He took a controlled breath. He could just pretend he was talking to a ship AI. Not first contact with an advanced alien species. It was fine.
The alien shifted their weight to fully face Cavalon. “Yes, human?” they prompted.
Cavalon put a hand to his chest. “Cavalon. And you are…?”
Indifferent, they said, “Our names do not translate.”
“What’s it sound like? In your language?”
“Human hearing lacks the range to accommodate our vocalizations.”
Cavalon frowned. “Oh.”
After a moment, they said, “Rust.”
“Rust?” he asked, brows high.
With terse impatience they said, “I don’t care what you call me, human.”
Cavalon doubted that, but he didn’t really want to push his luck.
“What caused the fluctuation?” the alien—Rust—insisted.
“We didn’t mean to?” Cavalon replied, voice breaking a little.
“Explain.”
Cavalon crossed his arms, head bobbing in a quick, ongoing nod. Reading an alien with no face or relatable body gestures was difficult to impossible, but if Cavalon were in Rust’s shoes, he’d be getting tired of asking them to explain.
So he’d just lay it all out on the table. Why not.
Cavalon cleared his dry throat. “For centuries our people have been sick from a mutagen the Viators created, and now one of our own is trying to create another bioweapon that will kill even more of us and very likely lead to our extinction, so we’re trying to find a cure. We came out here because it’s the last known place Viators worked on the mutagen so we thought it might have answers, but the whole damn place is empty except for this room”—he threw a dismissive hand out toward the conduit chamber—“and that one, and we couldn’t even find a power source, so we never thought we’d trigger anything. We’d just found that thing’s control terminal, and we hadn’t even accessed the neural network yet.”
Rust stood still and silent for a few agonizingly long seconds.
Cavalon stared back at them, waiting, wondering if he’d spoken too fast for their translator to keep up.
“The conduits and their support systems do not require an external power source,” Rust said, so matter-of-factly, but with a thread of suspicion.
Brows furrowed, Cavalon shot a questioning look out toward the conduit. “You sure?” If this room alone had subsisted on some kind of low-level reserve capacitor, he could almost buy it. But that machine had lit up like a fusion reactor.
“Yes, we’re sure,” Rust replied. “They draw power from the universe itself.”
Cavalon blinked quickly a few times, returning his look to Rust, unsure he’d heard right. “The universe itself?”
Rust shifted their weight. “A few hours ago, I’d venture the ship didn’t look like this?”
Cavalon’s chin drifted in a languid headshake. “No,” he admitted. “I’d venture you know the reason why?”
“I’d venture you know the reason why. By now, at least.”
Cavalon sighed. Nice wordplay. And not wrong. It had become much more difficult to pretend none of this was real.
His breaths came up a little too short, a latent, viselike tension revealing itself. He kneaded his knuckles against his breastbone, chest cramping with what he assumed cardiac arrest felt like.
He was disappointed with his own meager expectations. This was the Viators they were talking about; he should have known it wouldn’t be as simple as “abandoned generation ships.” It was always something more formidable.
“Um,” Emery began, high tone wary. “So, what? We really did go back in time?”
Cavalon swallowed, head shaking.
Luckily, Owen took over the explanation. “No, babe,” she whispered. “It’s…” She exchanged a wary look with Cavalon, and he nodded in grim confirmation. Owen cleared her throat. “It’s another universe.”
Antares swore and Corinne’s cheeks paled a few shades. The four women murmured in disbelief, and though he could feel the heat of their gazes on him, he wasn’t ready to take on the brunt of that reaction. He still had to process it himself.
“Like…” Emery gulped. “Like we’re out of phase?”
“Maybe,” Owen sighed.
Cavalon blew out a heavy breath. “At least we didn’t time travel.” He wasn’t sure why time travel felt worse than a different fucking universe.
Rust tilted their head. “You thought you time…” They trailed off with lingering concern. “Traveled?”
“Moved through time,” Cavalon explained. “Like to the past or future.”
“Physically?” Rust asked, confused and highly skeptical. “With all your atoms?”
Cavalon scoffed a quiet laugh. “Yeah. Absurd, I know.” He found Rust’s reaction rather entertaining—a concept so ridiculous, this clearly highly advanced species couldn’t even recognize it.
Rust said, “That makes no sense.”
Cavalon sighed. “Agreed.” But really, neither did this.
Still, the weight in his chest alleviated a fraction. Their shared refusal to believe in time travel was the most relatable interaction they’d had yet. A bit of common ground in an otherwise super fucking confusing situation.
Cavalon gestured to his own cheek. “The masks—why not keep the ship atmo at your own mix?”
“Because it’s not our ship.”
Cavalon glanced at the other aliens working around the room, clearly familiar and very comfortable with the tech. If it wasn’t theirs, whose was it?
“Not our ship…” Rust went on, “nor our universe.”
Cavalon blinked back at them. “Your species, what are you? Like how we’re called ‘human’…”
“Nearest audible approximation is ‘Raikairnalaxianmorphioni.’”
He hissed out a whistling breath. “Yikes. How would you feel about just ‘Raikairn’?”
“Once again, why would I care what you call us?”
Cavalon frowned. He had the feeling names weren’t overly important to this species. “Sorry, just want to be respectful.”
“It would’ve been respectful to not use technology you have no right to use.”
“We really weren’t trying,” Cavalon said, placating. “It activated on its own, I swear.”
Rust’s tone was tense but affirmatory. “We assumed the fluctuation was an intentional part of your shift—that you were exchanging matter for matter. But it may have been the other way around.”
He quirked a brow. “How so?”
“If you were near the conduit during a fluctuation, it may have inadvertently shifted you to the target as it restabilized.”
Cavalon blinked, mind striving to piece it all together.
But what caused the fluctuation? And why had it sent them here? Was this just one of infinite connected universes, or was there only a smaller, highly controlled network?
He had so many questions, he didn’t know where to start.
But he didn’t have to decide, because Rust had questions of their own. “Why did you come to this universe?”
“I don’t know,” Cavalon said, head shaking. “Our conduit must’ve just used whatever setting it had last.”
“That’s not how it works.”
Cavalon wiped his forehead. Of course not. “If it’s not your universe,” he began, “why are you here?”
Silence hung for an unnerving moment before Rust replied, “We’re Custodians. It’s our duty to service the network and maintain order.” Their visor panned across the five of them. “Or try to. And in that light, we insist you return without delay.”
The vise in Cavalon’s chest alleviated a fraction. “Yes, I would love that. Let’s do that.”
Rust just stood there. The sounds of the other aliens working around the room grew loud in the resulting silence. Then Rust gestured toward the conduit chamber. “Go on.”
Cavalon frowned. “We might need your help on that front. We’re not sure how to activate it. Or even aim it.”
Rust’s posture shifted and they took a stiff step forward. With a thread of rising frustration, they said, “What do you mean, aim it?”
Cavalon got the distinct sensation that he should feel intimidated.
One of the other “Custodians” left their terminal station and approached Rust. They looked at each other, making a few small gestures Cavalon couldn’t interpret, not speaking—aloud at least.
The other left and Rust turned back to Cavalon. “I’m told you left without setting an anchor? Please tell me that’s incorrect.”
Cavalon gave a wry frown. “I don’t know what that is, so it’s probably very correct.”
Rust made a complicated rounding motion with their head.
“Is that an issue?” Cavalon asked.
“Yes, human, it’s an issue. You can’t target your home without one.”
It took him a few seconds to realize what that meant. His pulse sped as murmurs and swearing rose among the others.
Stepping forward, Cavalon ignored them, keeping focus on Rust. Because this was a fucking problem. “There has to be a way to find it,” he insisted.
“No,” Rust said. “That’s why there are regulations—how did your people lose the knowledge?”
Cavalon shook his head. “We never knew. I think only the Viators did.” Maybe the Cathians? He was having trouble keeping up.
Rust said, “Inter-universal travel is very dangerous. This is why we have edicts.”
Cavalon raised his hands, palms forward. “I get it, really. And I swear, I’ll read the edicts in and out, study them, decree them to all of humanity—I’ll get a doctorate in them, whatever you want. But you have to help us get home.”
“There’s simply nothing to be done. If there was a method of targeting without an anchor, we would know.”
Cavalon swallowed bile.
“I’d offer you transport to a human settlement,” Rust said, “but I’m afraid you’re too late. By about seventy years.”
Cavalon scrubbed his hands down his face. Right. The death of the “last human.” He’d almost forgotten about what they’d found on the terminal before Rust’s friends showed up. The date the mutagen eradicated the human species.
They could go to some other universe, he supposed, just to keep looking for other humans. Just so they wouldn’t be alone.
Rust’s face swiveled across the others. “I can see you and your people are having an emotion … I’ll give you some space to discuss.” Rust stepped away.
Cavalon turned to join Corinne, Owen, Emery, and Antares, huddled in a close circle.
Owen growled out an harsh breath. “Wow, we really outdid ourselves this time, huh?”
“It’s not our fault,” Cavalon said. “We didn’t even activate the controls—Rust said a fluctuation likely caused it.”
“Still.” Owen’s jaw tightened. “You stand that close to the sun, you’re going to get burned.”
Tone pitched with forced optimism, Emery said, “At least they’re friendly.”
Antares made a contemptuous grunt, looking past Cavalon to eye Rust. “That’s to be seen.”
“They did take out those Cathians for us,” Owen pointed out. “And brought you back from the brink of death. I’d say that pushes into friendly territory.”
“Fine—friendly,” Antares assented. “But they’re also not letting us leave.”
Corinne exhaled a wilting sigh. “We have nowhere to go.”
“They could be lying,” Antares whispered. “About humans being dead.”
Corinne shook her head. “Before they found us, we saw a historic record that detailed humanity’s extinction.”
Cavalon gave a mute, reflexive nod. Though Corinne had omitted it, the “caused by the mutagen” part hung heavy in the forefront of his mind, arresting his thoughts.
The others kept discussing in low voices, but Cavalon abstained, withdrawing instead into his mounting inward anxiety as the weight of the situation began to settle.
They were stranded. In another universe.
With the only two people who knew enough about Augustus’s bioweapon to stop it.
The familiar ache of self-loathing took root in the pit of his stomach, clawing at the raw edges of his barely-held-together confidence. Because now he’d not only abandoned his friends, and the Sentinels, but all of humanity.
No, fuck that. Never again.
Teeth clenched, he clamped down on it, stamping it out before it could ignite. A year ago, this kind of existential threat would have incapacitated him. But there was too much at stake now, too much to lose.
He couldn’t abandon Rake, or Jackin, or Mesa, or the clone boy, or the Sentinels. Which meant finding a way back from this void-forsaken universe.
He left the others to their hushed whispers and walked up to Rust. “Rust. Please. There has to be something we can do.”
“You could pray,” Rust said. “If you have something or someone to pray to.”
“There must be something,” Cavalon insisted. “Some way to send a message, a ritual we could do, a long-lost ancient artifact we can track down. Maybe throw an object on a string through until we find the right universe.”
Rust’s visor tilted. “How, precisely, do you think this works?”
Cavalon waved it off. “If we don’t get back to our people, they’re going to die of the same thing that killed the humans in this universe. We were sent—I was sent to prevent that from happening.” His sullen look drifted toward the other Raikairns at their workstations. “I know you know what that’s like, to have people rely on you. Looking to you for answers. I don’t want to go back empty-handed, but I definitely can’t not come back at all.”
“You’re tenacious, human, I’ll give you that.”
“Thanks,” Cavalon said, breathless. “Does that mean there’s a way?”
“Truthfully, I would love to help. If for no other reason than to not have to deal with you anymore. There’s nothing you can do. Your only hope is if someone from your universe comes to this one.”
Cavalon’s heart climbed up his throat. “Meaning what?”
“If someone from your universe targets this one, and properly sets an anchor. You could then share a shift back.”
Cavalon gulped. No one was going to come. No one would even know something had happened, never mind what. Even if they figured that much out, they wouldn’t know where—or even how—to look for them.
Rust wasn’t joking. Prayer really was their only option.
They were fucked.



  
CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
Adequin stood in the primary starboard hangar aboard the Audax with the caskets of 432 Sentinels at her feet.
Less than half were draped with a Sentinel banner; they hadn’t yet stocked an adequate surplus of funerary supplies.
The large changeover hatch was at capacity with nearly a thousand soldiers, the rest watching over the fleet broadcast system.
Adequin stepped through the rites on autopilot. She had to detach in order to get through the eulogy, to stand by and salute while row after row was cycled into the void of space.
When it was over, she waited for the soldiers to filter out, took a moment to gather herself, then left the hangar.
“Excubitor.” Mesa stood waiting in the corridor, expression unreadable. “May I have a word.”
“Of course,” Adequin replied, hesitant. It hadn’t really sounded like a question.
She led Mesa up to the command deck and into her office.
Inside, she offered Mesa a chair in the small seating area. The Savant sat, perched on the edge of her seat, hands folded in her lap, eyes fixated on the Atlas pyramid sitting on the desk across the room.
“Drink?” Adequin offered.
Mesa raised a hand, head shaking. “No, thank you. I will not take up much of your time.”
Adequin sat, resisting the urge to chew the inside of her lip. Though there was plenty to discuss overall, she wasn’t entirely sure what Mesa could want. Adequin had been back less than a day—enough time to update Ford on what happened with Jackin, find her quarters, cry in the shower, and prep for the funeral with Beckar. She still had a lot to catch up on.
Finally, Mesa shifted her gaze from the Atlas onto Adequin. “Excubitor, I have come to apologize.”
Adequin’s brow creased.
“My choice to activate untested technology was untenable. I did not react to Amaeus’s passing in a professional or logical manner. It has been some time since I have experienced acute grief.” Her tone abruptly firmed. “It is not an excuse. You expressly forbade me to activate it, but I allowed emotion to guide my hand, and that is unacceptable.”
Adequin exhaled a heavy breath as she sat back in her chair. “I’d be an incredible hypocrite if I believed that, Mes. I was in a similar position, not that long ago. If I would’ve had the chance to hold someone responsible for Griffith’s death, I would’ve done the same.”
“That does not excuse my actions. I am prepared to undertake whatever punishment you see fit.”
Adequin rubbed both eyes with a thumb and forefinger, head shaking. “I can’t afford to punish one of my only animuses right now—even if I wanted to, which I don’t.”
“I do not accept that.”
Adequin stared back at her. She’d forgotten just how stubborn Mesa could be.
She didn’t have the bandwidth to argue about it right now, so she’d push it off onto future-Adequin. “If you insist,” she agreed. “But we’ll deal with it after Okinos. Okay?”
Mesa gave a curt nod. “I will hold you to that, Excubitor.”
“I know,” she said with a sigh.
They shared a long, weighted look, light swimming in Mesa’s overlarge Savant eyes. Voice whisper-soft, Mesa said, “May I admit a truth to you, Adequin?”
“Of course, Mes.”
“I know I have oft implied that I came to the Divide to study Viator technology. Not untrue, but also not … the complete truth. I did not properly internalize my experiences during the war. I never allowed myself to. Over time, it became—” Her fingers drifted to her throat as she gave a hard swallow. “Too heavy. I thought if I left, I could escape the pain. And after so many years, I thought I had succeeded. But Amaeus … It brought that pain back tenfold—and so abruptly. I did not expect it.”
A bitter lump turned in Adequin’s stomach. She knew how Mesa felt. Over and over again, tamping it down. With Griffith and the Argus and the Resurgence War and Hudson and her childhood. You could process it, talk to someone, get yourself settled in a place where you could function again—but the smallest thing could bring it all rushing back. Puck dying in front of her was hardly a small thing.
“I get it, really,” Adequin said, tone consoling. “You may not be willing to consider it ‘excusable,’ but it is understandable. Someday, you’ll be willing to accept that. Half the battle is learning how to forgive yourself.”
Mesa ran her hands in turn over the long black braid hanging over her shoulder. “This is why the Legion forbids relationships.”
A lump swelled in the back of Adequin’s throat. “It doesn’t matter, though, does it? We love them anyway.”
Mesa’s eyes were glassy as she held Adequin’s gaze. Her voice carried an uncharacteristic thickness as she said, “I suppose so, yes.”
“Mesa, consider yourself forgiven.”
“Adequin, I do not accept that,” Mesa replied, dead serious.
Adequin leveled a flat look at her. “Then consider it an order.”
With an imitative undercurrent, Mesa said, “We will deal with it after Okinos. Okay?”
Adequin scoffed a dry laugh. The taut sternness to Mesa’s expression softened, if marginally.
“Mesa, the weapon…” she began, careful. She didn’t want to stir things up for her, but she had to ask. It haunted her nightmares, during what few fitful moments of sleep she’d gotten the last few days. “Have you learned anything more about what it … did?”
“Very little.” Mesa pursed her lips, head shaking. “But I intend to.”
“That blue light it produced…” Adequin swallowed over a hard lump. “Did it remind you of anything?”
Mesa met her eyes, steady, venerating. “Yes.”
Adequin’s wary look landed on the Atlas pyramid. “I talked to it, on the ride back.”
Mesa’s mouth opened and closed wordlessly a few times before she managed to ask, “The curanulta?”
“Yeah. It has a lot of … complex thoughts about how and why it used the weapon. It seems to genuinely regret how I reacted, but not the action itself. Going into Okinos, I want to ensure it doesn’t get any more ‘complex thoughts’ about how and why our WMDs ‘should’ be used.”
Mesa’s brows knit. “Apologies, Excubitor—are you saying the emergent intelligence can speak aloud using the curanulta device?”
“Yes.”
“And listen?”
“Yep.”
“It is listening, at present?”
“As far as I know, yeah.”
Mesa blinked, then stiffly rose to her feet. “Let us get the curanulta settled in more appropriate accommodations.”
Adequin quirked a brow as Mesa briskly walked to the Atlas, picked it up, and marched toward the exit. Adequin stood and swept the door open as Mesa approached, then followed her out.
From the office, Mesa led her back toward the hangar, then into the starboard escape pod passageway and down a secondary corridor deeper into the ship. Mesa activated her clearance and they entered a narrow side room. Floor-to-ceiling shelves lined the walls, stocked with MRE packs and trauma kits—emergency supplies to furnish the adjacent escape pods.
Between two shelves rested a single waist-high holographic terminal podium. Mesa set the Atlas on the flat glass top.
“This will suffice, for the time being,” Mesa said, narrow gaze locked on the Atlas. “The mainframe backbone connection runs adjacent, should the need arise to physically connect.”
Adequin glanced toward the doorway. “I’ll talk to Warner about some additional security measures.” Now that they were with the fleet, they needed to return to a more active security mindset. They’d grown too comfortable in their protective hideaway on Akhet.
She eyed the softly glowing grooves of the Atlas. Though in a way, they’d brought the fortress with them.
Adequin leaned down to level her gaze with the height of the Atlas. “How does it even project a voice? Or listen?”
Mesa lifted her chin, keeping her skeptical look pinned on the pyramid. “There is much about the hardware configuration of the curanulta that we do not understand. It stands to reason it would come equipped with a variety of sensors, which the intelligence is now able to utilize as sensory inputs and outputs.”
Adequin’s nexus trilled with an incoming call, ringing through despite having silenced it—which meant it’d been marked urgent.
“Sorry,” she said to Mesa, then opened the call. “Go for Rake.”
“Sir,” Beckar said. “Sorry to bother you, but it’s … The Presidian is calling.”
Adequin just stared at the comms screen, waiting a few heartbeats for her brain to catch up with her ears.
“Sir?”
She snapped back to focus, shaking her head. “Sorry. Put it through to my office, please.”
“Aye.”
Adequin closed her nexus, ironing the waver from her voice. “I should probably take this.”
“Of course, Excubitor. I shall personally see to the analysis of the emergent intelligence, and will update you further.”
Adequin headed for the door, then paused and looked back. “Mes? If you ever want to talk…”
Mesa inclined her head. “I know. Thank you.”
Adequin returned to her office. On the far side of the room, a notification on her terminal oscillated. She moved to the desk, her curiosity the only thing preventing her from being overcome by strangling fear. She couldn’t imagine a call from the Presidian that would bring good news.
She opened the audio-only call. “Go for Rake.”
“Rake. This is Kaize.” Though the connection was clear, Kaize’s coarse voice grated over the line.
“Kaize,” Adequin said, voice breaking a little with the vise tightening in her chest. “I didn’t expect to hear from you so soon.”
“Plans are naught but wishes until they come to fruition.”
Adequin scoffed and wiped her forehead. “True. What’s going on?”
“There has been a sudden and rapid depletion in inbound caelestis flow. It is preventing our ability to repair additional quintessence aggregators.”
Closing her eyes, Adequin pinched the bridge of her nose. “I apologize, but I barely understood any of that. Did you say ‘quintessence aggregator’?”
“It is what you call a ‘dark energy generator.’”
“And the caelestis ‘flow’ is depleted? Are you saying caelestis powers the generators?”
“No, their individual fusion reactors provide power.”
Adequin blinked rapidly, mind too foggy with stress and lack of sleep for this kind of conversation.
“It is more akin to scaffolding,” Kaize explained. “Caelestis is the mechanism by which the machines aggregate quintessence—your ‘dark energy.’”
“Caelestis is the scaffolding that builds the Divide?” Adequin confirmed, though rearranging the words didn’t really help them make more sense.
“Yes.”
Adequin rubbed her temples, convinced she’d never understand the actual definition of that word. “Okay,” she croaked, struggling to arrange her thoughts. “So the generators need caelestis to function, and there’s been a change in the flow?”
“Correct. Our sensors show indications of a root anomaly which occurred approximately ninety hours ago.”
A rash of heat stung Adequin’s cheeks. The day of the battle on Akhet.
Her mouth went dry as she shook her head slowly. It couldn’t be related, no way.
Though … Mesa had agreed with her about the familiarity of the cobalt light. And she’d just seen a reminder with her own eyes out at that dark energy generator.
Kaize said, “Are you aware of any large-scale draws occurring on or around that date?”
“Um,” she replied, reluctant. “Possibly.”
“Explain,” Kaize said—not demanding, but not not demanding.
Adequin cleared her throat. “For the last few months, we’ve been living at an outpost in the Drift Belt. The old Cathian fortress there had a kind of … weapon. It was, well, it got activated. The effect it caused…”
“Yes?” Kaize prompted.
“It looked and felt similar to the reaction within the dark energy generators. That ring of blue light on the inside.”
Kaize was quiet for a few seconds too long, then said, “I see.”
Though the words stuck in her throat, she asked, “You think it’s a byproduct of this anomaly?”
“No. Though it may have caused the anomaly.”
Adequin narrowed her eyes at the screen. “Caused it? How?”
“They draw from the same source. The aggregators and your … weapon.”
She swallowed bile. “We didn’t mean to activate it, we had no idea wha—”
“No need, Sentinel. It should be solvable, we are traveling there now to evaluate the situation.”
“There? Where?”
“To the source.”
Adequin nodded to herself, though in truth, she was still lost. She didn’t know if that meant the source of dark energy, or the source of caelestis, or both. That would require at least a basic contextual framework, and she didn’t have the mental capacity at the moment.
“Is it urgent?” she asked.
“No, not yet,” Kaize said. “But should the issue persist, the network may lose integrity. If left unattended, it would eventually collapse entirely.”
That would leave their galaxy unprotected from the Divide. Adequin frowned at the comm link. That didn’t sound “not urgent.”
She cleared her throat. “Can we help?” Not that she had the people or ships to spare, but she had to ask.
“No,” Kaize replied. “We will attend to it. I will contact you again after we have assessed the situation further. Goodbye.”
The line closed. In the resulting quiet of her office, Adequin’s pulse began to race.
If that was true, and the fortress weapon drew on the same source as the dark energy generators, and they had threatened that source by activating the weapon … A frigid chill ran up her spine. They could have destroyed the galaxy.
With a sharp hiss, her door opened. Nascombe stepped in, stately as ever in a black button-up and trim gray waistcoat. His brows were high, look expectant. “The CIC?” he prompted.
She wiped her forehead and sighed. “Sorry,” she said, standing up. “Unexpected call.”
She followed Nascombe out, glad for the distraction. Akhet, Jackin, the funeral. Now Kaize and this caelestis thing. If she sat in it all too long, the seams would fray.

Ford, Beckar, Kaplan, and Ashwell stood waiting in the CIC as Adequin and Nascombe joined them. They took up the two short, unoccupied facets of the large, rectangular war table.
Less than five minutes in, it became clear the meeting wouldn’t offer much relief from her list of stressors as Beckar gave an update on fleet composition.
“For redistribution,” he said, “we’ll need to pull from the back third to fit out the front element with—”
“Wait—what?” Adequin interrupted, holding up a hand, brow creased. “What redistribution?”
Beckar frowned, white cheeks patchy with red. “Lugen said we should only take the front—”
“Void.” Her jaw tightened. “No.”
“Sir?”
She wiped her forehead. Lugen already wanted them to go to Okinos without allies, now he wanted them to go without most of their own fleet?
Frustratingly, she understood why. It was a question of the many for the few. The more the Sentinels expended at Okinos, the less they’d have in future engagements. But how could they just stand by and watch Augustus kill over a hundred thousand people and not use absolutely everything at their disposal to prevent it?
“Lugen’s not in charge here,” she said. “We are. This is a huge operation. We need every ship and soldier in the fleet.”
Ford, Beckar, Kaplan, and Ashwell exchanged a round of tentative glances. Nascombe’s familiar, stoic look conveyed “good leaders find compromise.”
She bit back her frustration with an effort. “We can withhold some components,” she conceded, then narrowed her eyes at Nascombe. “But we’re taking more than just the front element. I’ll work out details with Beckar and Kaplan later.”
Nascombe inclined his head. “Very well.”
Adequin took in each of their tired expressions. As the commander, it was her responsibility to ask about the massive elephant in the room. “Have we heard from the away team?”
“No,” Ford said, regretful.
Adequin frowned. “When did they last check in?”
“Nearly a week,” he explained. “It’s expected—they’re still on Phantom protocols, so we don’t know details. From what we can tell, they haven’t been back to the ship to sleep in a few days. We’re thinkin’ they got tired of walkin’ all the way back and decided to just camp along the way.”
Adequin rubbed the back of her neck. Sleeping on those ships sounded like Cavalon’s worst nightmare, and a not insignificant security risk. Though if they’d gone that long without encountering any trouble, maybe Antares had been willing to chance it for the sake of time.
“Okay.” Adequin cleared her throat, projecting as much optimism into her tone as she could. “We always knew it was a possibility that we wouldn’t have the cure in time for Okinos. We’ve prepped for it—just stick to the plan. We can still try to prevent the bioweapon’s deployment, or at least evacuate the most vulnerable citizens.”
Nascombe eyed Ford. “After what happened with North, how comfortable are we feeling about the veracity of Okinos?”
Ford’s eyes cast down, expression pinching as he internalized a rise of emotion, though he nodded through it. “We’ve spent a lot of time the last few days lookin’ into exactly that. The totality of the data still indicates a test in that system, on that day. Mercer could’ve planted it all, but it’d be a hell of a lot of effort.”
Ashwell shifted, head shaking. “Why would Augustus let North go with correct data?”
“Maybe he didn’t,” Adequin said, earning her five confused looks. “The guard who helped him escape. Deveraux.”
Nascombe’s brow creased. “Explain?”
“Jackin could never figure out why she’d given him the date and location in such a secretive way, when they’d talked so openly about everything else. Even if his escape was ordered by Augustus, the coordinates may not have been part of that plan. If Deveraux’s half as sympathetic as Cavalon and Jackin make her out to be—and that I saw myself when we were escaping the manor…” She shook her head. “Maybe she couldn’t do anything about Jackin’s Imprints being compromised, but the one thing she could do was give him that.”
Ford gave a reticent nod. “Aye, could be.”
“Yeah,” Beckar agreed, tone hopeful. “Besides, with the numbers and firepower Mercer sent to Akhet, he has to believe that we’d be out of commission. If not forever, at least in the short term. Why would he set a trap at Okinos if he planned all along to ambush Akhet?”
“Good point,” Adequin agreed. Augustus was arrogant enough to have no doubt that he’d be victorious on Akhet. He would’ve been right, had it not been for that … weapon.
“Is there any chance he’s bluffing?” Kaplan asked. “That the bioweapon’s not even functional?”
Adequin shook her head. “No. It’s real. Jackin watched it kill someone.” A chill ran down her spine at the reminder of his grisly description. “Trust me when I say we’re not standing by and letting that happen to anyone else.”
“Aye,” Ford agreed. “Trap or not, the test is real.” He opened a new holographic screen and frowned down at the text. “Cavalon’s guess was spot-on—Okinos is currently under quarantine. According to the feeds, it’s a new strain of naxetosis. Supposedly they’re tryin’ to ‘keep it contained’ until a trial vaccine can be formulated. Which is scheduled to be delivered the same day as the bioweapon test.”
Nascombe’s expression furrowed. “Not a natural outbreak, then.”
“Not likely,” Ford said. “All our intel points to the same conclusion: The bioweapon will come labeled as the naxetosis vaccine.”
“Damn.” Adequin scrubbed a hand through her hair. The outbreak wasn’t only a smoke screen to explain the mass graves they’d end up digging on Okinos-II. It was the delivery method itself.
“Couriered in via Culloden-Hale carriers, no less,” Ford added. “Verdict’s still out on whether the pilots are in Mercer’s pocket, or if they’re unsuspecting collateral damage. I’ve warned Ansel’s camp either way.”
Ashwell frowned. “And I’m guessing the System Collective’s nearest crisis units are Mercer-owned?”
Ford nodded. “Aye. So when shit gets bad, the ones cleanin’ up the bodies answer to him too.”
“Well,” Adequin sighed. “That’s not great news, but at least it proves we’re needed at Okinos.”
“Speakin’a traps,” Ford went on, voice tentative as he met her eye. “Remember Jackin’s warning that Augustus would find a way to enact martial law?”
She rubbed her temples. The insurgent law was something Augustus snuck in during the Resurgence War when they weren’t sure how auxiliary Drudger forces would respond once the Viators had been eliminated. Ostensibly it worked to ensure the Legion could act as needed to keep the Core and the Outer Core colonies secure. It wasn’t meant—by anyone other than Augustus—to be used in response to humans, even mutinous ones.
She asked, “You think he’s baiting us?”
“Could be,” Ford said.
Kaplan rubbed her jaw. “But Okinos is in the OC, not the Core.”
Nascombe shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. The Okinos system is an SC-protected territory.”
Adequin sighed. The System Collective’s bureaucratic way of saying taxation and legalized indentured servitude, without the pesky nuisance of elected representation.
Beckar frowned. “So what can we do about it?”
“Well…” Nascombe began, taking a beat to consider it. “We have precedent on our side—it’s never once been enacted. The smaller our presence, the less likely Mercer will be able to get it sanctioned by the Allied Monarchies board. We’d have Ansel’s vote against it, but the others are still wild cards.” He cast Adequin a sidelong look. “That’s part of why Lugen wanted us to only take the front element. Not just to conceal a portion of our forces, but to limit Mercer’s ability to pull the trigger on martial law.”
Adequin’s jaw tightened, frustration climbing. It felt like no matter what they did, Augustus was positioning them, forcing their hand with laws he put in place a dozen years ago. All while they continued to sit on their hands, unable to employ any element of their own arsenal against him. She was so tired of it.
“We already walked into one of Augustus’s traps,” Nascombe said, then flushed a little as he added, “Or rather it walked into us. Are we really going to risk it again?”
Adequin threw up her hands. “What choice do we have? There’s two hundred thousand people on Okinos-II alone. At least another fifty thousand throughout the system. More than half of those people could die.”
Possibly a lot more. While experimenting on Jackin, Augustus had admitted the rate was higher than they’d first thought—likely closer to two-thirds. And thanks to his Heritage Edict, those who’d taken up residence in the Outer Core were already much more likely to have mutagen defects.
She met the others’ eyes in turn, tone resolute. “We prepare for the trap, we do our best to mitigate it.”
Even if it wasn’t a trap, Augustus would find a way to fuck them over. She didn’t really see the distinction at this point.
Nascombe nodded, giving another deferential, “Very well,” as Ford, Beckar, Ashwell, and Kaplan voiced their understanding.
“Okay,” Adequin said with a resounding sigh. “We’ve got two weeks. Let’s tiptoe around martial law.”



  
CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
The morning of the bioweapon test felt like any other, up until Adequin arrived at the bridge of the Audax to muster an entire third of the Sentinel fleet.
Centurion Beckar to her right, Optio Kaplan to her left, CNO Ashwell over her shoulder, Nascombe and Ford ready on comms in the intel suite. A bridge staffed by dozens of highly capable technicians, an entire ship and fleet of motivated, well-prepared crew. She used those facts to stamp out doubts as they arose.
Just like during the battle on Akhet, she wouldn’t need to micromanage every step. Those hundreds of hours spent planning with Ashwell, Kaplan, Ford, Beckar, Nascombe, and … Puck. They’d loaded the weapon; now they just needed to fire.
But even the best-kept weapons sometimes jammed.
The Sentinel fleet arrived in the out-system of Okinos as planned. Without the numbers for a true blockade, Adequin hoped their intel was correct and most of Augustus’s forces were already present.
Their forward scouts confirmed the state of the system, tensions already high in the midst of a naxetosis outbreak. The relief effort was underway, with emergency vaccination sites established by local Saxton Guard—aided by the selfless Mercer Guard.
According to intel, the bioweapon would arrive via thirty-six separate medical carriers, each headed to one of the thirty-six official vaccination sites. From there, it could be freely distributed to the population as they came to receive their naxetosis vaccines.
Adequin intended to intercept the first wave of carriers before they could get anywhere near their targets. After that, their presence would be noticed, the real fighting would begin, and the unknowns would begin to pile up.
She broke off two contingents from the main force, one for each area of concern: the most populous planet of Okinos-II and Okera—a large mid-system moon.
Then, for the first time since Lugen had promoted her nearly six years ago, Adequin performed a duty ascribed her rank: ordering the commencement of offensive action.
While the Audax sat safely out-system, the contingents moved on Okinos.
Remaining at the helm of the flagship required a force of will unlike anything Adequin had experienced before. She’d been decent at playing armchair general on Akhet the last few months while the Sentinels remained essentially idle, but at her core, she was a foot soldier.
For now, it didn’t matter. She had to keep playing the part, be what they needed her to be.
Within twenty minutes, reports began to roll in.
Sentinel corvettes reached the six spaceside vaccine sites—research and support stations orbiting Okinos-II. Two intercepted their medical carriers before they could dock, but the other four had already unloaded, requiring boarding actions in order to destroy the bioweapon cargo from within the stations’ warehouses. All successful.
Thirty more shipments to go.
She ordered a targeted bombardment of the remaining carriers—the longer they could keep the fight spaceside, the longer most civilians stayed out of the line of fire. Seventeen were successfully destroyed, which meant thirteen had evaded.
But when Sentinel forces landed on Okinos-II, conflicting reports indicated a total of nineteen delivery ships on the ground, when there should have only been seven. The others had either been decoys, or another of Augustus’s contingencies.
Welcome news arrived from Okera when Adequin learned they’d overestimated the amount of resistance they’d find on the moon by almost half, resulting in six quickly destroyed shipments. Only the nineteen on Okinos-II remained.
However, subsequent reports arrived with ever-worsening news as groundside engagements grew more numerous, more spread out and chaotic.
Adequin could feel it creeping up—the potential of failure. Minor things: a lightning storm over one of the drop sites, a platoon’s hesitation to act in civilian territory, a slight underestimation in the number of dispatches from the Guardians’ fleet of Proteus.
Those small things would add up over time, they always did. They’d accounted for it; it was part of the confidence interval. Yet she could still feel it slipping away. Augustus’s best planning versus their best planning. She didn’t know if it’d be good enough.
Then their network crashed.
The light of the bridge blinked out for a heartbeat before kicking back on to full power. Console banks relit in a rolling wave as ship systems screens returned, though tactical maps and telemetry readouts were blank. Comms menu inactive. Fleet roster empty.
“Excubitor,” Kaplan said, tone tense. “We’ve lost network connectivity.”
Beckar added, “The Audax’s local systems are online, but we’ve lost access to the fleet.”
She let them keep telling her things she already knew, so she’d have time to figure out how to react. “Are we being waylaid?” she asked, though she knew it didn’t make sense before it even left her lips.
“I don’t think so,” Beckar replied, square jaw flexing. “It’s only outboard signals—we can’t receive or send.”
“They must have deployed a security net,” Kaplan said.
On the console top, Adequin leaned on both fists. They’d tested the meshwork with security shields and nets of all kinds, and it’d always passed through uninterrupted. If it was a net, it must be highly advanced. Though if anyone in the galaxy had the means to create one that could thwart the Atlas, it’d be Augustus Mercer.
“Switch to auxiliaries,” Adequin ordered. She doubted it would help, but knew it wouldn’t hurt.
As the technicians got to work, Adequin caught Beckar’s eye. From his discerning, if hardened, expression, he already knew what she was going to say.
“I’m going to move the Atlas to the Wakeless and fly clear of the net so we can reestablish connectivity. I’ll relay orders from there.” She turned to Kaplan. “Optio, scramble our reserve fighters to hunt down the source of that net.”
Kaplan nodded. “On it, sir.”
Adequin wasn’t holding out much hope on that front. Though they’d kept a fighter wing on hand to run interference in a pinch, tracking down and neutralizing the source of a highly shielded, and probably well-defended, security net could take hours. The Wakeless’s stealth capabilities would give her the best chance to stay hidden in the interim.
And yes, she could—and maybe should—let someone else do it. But if it worked, it’d return meshwork access to the rest of the fleet—but not the Audax, which would still be on the other side of the security net. She couldn’t do her job from a hamstrung ship.
Adequin swept open a security menu and offered up her biometric clearance to grant Beckar full access. She caught his eye again, giving an encouraging nod. “Centurion, you have the Audax.”
He dipped his chin. “Aye, sir.” Luckily for her, Beckar was accustomed to her abandoning him at the worst possible times.
Adequin rushed out of the bridge. She jogged through the corridors toward the hangar, toward the small room where Mesa had set up the Atlas. Sweat beaded her forehead by the time she reached the entrance to the starboard escape pod passage, where she ground to a halt at the sealed bulkhead door.
Confusion stalled her momentarily. They were condition beta; there was no reason any area of the ship should have restricted access.
Her eyes lifted to the red oscillating beacon above the doorframe, warning of the loss of pressure on the other side.
She hurried up to the door’s small observation window. Beyond the glass, one of the escape pod hatchways was completely blown out: the metal hull scorched and bent inward, severed cables floating lifelessly, the black of hard space beyond.
How the hell had they taken a hit and not known it?
The idea of a direct hit faded quickly as she took in the details. A meter round, too precisely sized, edges too clean to be a rupture from a missile. This was the deliberate, artful breach of a seasoned boarding party. Done in such a way that it hadn’t even registered on the damage control system.
Grinding her teeth, she sidestepped to the door’s control panel and dug into the DC menu. Moments later, a dull clunk reverberated through the decking. On the exterior hull, shutters shifted, retracting over the breach. It took an agonizing two seconds for the corridor to repressurize, then the door opened.
Icy cold, over-oxygenated air hit her lungs as she ran past the escape pods, past the breach with its sparking wires and hissing pipes, and into the side corridor.
All ten members of the round-the-clock guard she’d implemented lay dead in the hallway—more than half executed before they could even take their weapons from their holsters. All wore helmets and suits, so the breach alone hadn’t killed them.
Dread seeped in as she continued to follow a too-clear path of destruction, directly to where she feared it’d lead.
The door to the Atlas’s storeroom stood ajar, forced open with discarded crowbars. Inside, MREs and medical supplies left untouched on the shelves. But the Atlas was gone.
Anger stoked in Adequin’s chest. The Audax hadn’t been encased in a security net. The Atlas had been stolen. Abducted.
An expert undertaking, though lacking the subtleties a Titan extraction might’ve had. The brutal but effective method had Vanguard fingerprints all over it. Apparently, Augustus employed more than just the squad that’d come to Akhet.
If she had more time, she’d kick herself for overlooking the escape pod passage as a weak point. It was a favorite exploit of the Vanguard, with their proclivity for extreme incendiaries. But right now, she had a problem to fix.
The same one as before, just with an extra step.
Spinning around, she jogged back toward the hangar. On her nexus, she opened a new comms channel.
“Mesa, Warner,” she prompted, breath labored as she accelerated into a run.
“Sir,” Warner replied as Mesa said, “Yes, Excubitor.”
“Are you both near the hangar?”
Both answered in the affirmative.
“Who wants to go on an ill-advised mission?”
“Is there any other kind?” Warner asked as Mesa said, “Certainly.”
“Meet me at the Wakeless.”



  
CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR
Adequin paused at an arms locker long enough to extract an armful of plasma rifles and power cartridges.
When she arrived at the hangar, the Wakeless sat with its cargo hatch descended, Mesa and Warner already aboard. Adequin stashed the weapons and ammo inside the hold and scaled the ladder into the cockpit.
Warner sat in the copilot’s seat, booting up systems. Mesa stood halfway inside the ajar storage closet, rummaging within.
“EX,” Warner rumbled, “where we headed?”
Adequin slid into the pilot’s seat. “The Audax was breached and the Atlas was taken.”
“The fuck?” he growled.
“How is that possible?” Mesa called, voice muffled from within the closet.
Adequin ignored their questions for now; time was of the essence. She expanded the flight controls and called back, “Mesa, brace yourself,” then gunned it out of the hangar.
Once clear of the Audax, she woke the ship AI. Though she knew its programming forbade it, she encouraged it to focus on the edges of its protocols to find a way to track one of its own. Within seconds, it returned a light refraction anomaly consistent with a Zenith-class ship in stealth.
She activated their own stealth protocols, set the course, and pushed the sublights to maximum velocity.
The AI chime sounded. “Time to target: eleven minutes.”
As they flew, Adequin gave Mesa and Warner a quick rundown of what she’d seen in the escape pod passage.
“How the hell did they get past our defenses?” Warner asked.
“Because they’re Vanguard,” she said with a resounding sigh. “And they must have a Zenith-class ship too, or something similar.” Though the Audax was many decades newer than most Sentinel ships she’d commanded, it was still outdated. And certainly no match for bleeding-edge tech like the prototype ships Larios Defense Technologies was putting out. “What I don’t get,” she added, “is how they shut down the meshwork. We tested the shit out of its persistence through every kind of shielding imaginable.”
Mesa poked her head out from the closet. “On Akhet, Mr. North utilized smuggled technology which suppressed the meshwork for twelve seconds.”
Adequin frowned. “True. Augustus must have found a way to increase the duration.”
“Possibly,” Mesa called, muffled again from within the closet. “Though more likely, he required Mr. North’s version to be compact in order for him to readily conceal and transport it onto Akhet, which may have forced a hard limit on the effective duration.”
Warner exhaled a harsh breath and stood from the helm to pace out his frustration, his typically mellow demeanor fraying while Mesa calmly compiled three sets of equipment from storage: combat vests, emitter cloaks, personal shield generators, sheathed knives, utility belts, and space suits with armored, retractable visors.
Ten minutes later, they’d just finished outfitting themselves when the AI chimed with a proximity alert.
Adequin reseated herself and reversed thrust to begin deceleration. On the viewscreen, the AI magnified the target. It grew from a small smear of light into a sleek gunship.
A Proteus. One of Augustus’s.
Warner grunted. “No way a Proteus snuck under the Audux’s radar.”
“This is likely a host vessel,” Mesa said, and Adequin nodded her agreement. It was too large and obvious to have been the ship used to steal the Atlas. The Proteus must have rendezvoused with the offending Zenith-class ship sometime in the last ten minutes while the Wakeless caught up.
Adequin pushed up out of the pilot’s chair and tightened the straps of her combat vest. “We’ll have to move fast—they could be spooling a jump soon.”
Mesa inclined her head. “Understood, Excubitor.”
Warner scratched his stubbled jaw. “EX, we only have a standard boarding kit—which would’ve worked for another Zenith. But how’re we going to get inside a Proteus?”
Adequin glowered at the viewscreen. Vanguard weren’t the only ones who could creatively breach a ship.

Less than ten minutes later, Adequin dropped through an overhead duct grate into the medbay of the Proteus.
Her Imprints softened her landing, the metallic taste thick on her tongue. She retracted her suit visor, then shouldered her rifle to quickly clear the strangely furnished room.
Though spacious enough to accommodate the larger standard complement of a Proteus, there was only a single exam table and small medical supply cabinet in one corner. The remaining area was occupied by a dozen upright, cylindrical tanks filled with a semitransparent yellow-green liquid. They radiated the pungent, earthy stench of Drudger.
Despite the odd furnishings, Proteus layouts were about as cookie cutter as it got. It’d made their ingress quick and easy: a little EVA, a little plasma torch, a little ductwork maneuvering, and they were in. The predictable layout would also make it easier to stay concealed while tracking down the Atlas. Though as a general rule, egress tended to be far less simple—and would be doubly so if the Proteus jumped with the stealthed Wakeless outside.
It might be fine. The Proteus could leave the Wakeless behind, or the Wakeless could jump right along with it.
Or, the Wakeless could jump along with it, but arrive displaced. Inside the Proteus.
Two out of three outcomes weren’t catastrophic; she’d faced worse odds. Besides, she intended to be in and out before they had to test their luck.
Adequin threw a hand signal over her shoulder, and Warner and Mesa dropped in after her.
She led the way as they left the medbay and carefully traversed the Proteus’s corridors, a single destination in mind. If this were her ship, there’d be exactly one place she’d keep something as valuable as the Atlas: inside the heavily fortified, essentially explosion-proof armory on the bottom deck.
They took a shortcut down a maintenance ladder, and only had to avoid three pairs of patrolling Guardians as they made their way to the stern of the ship.
Outside the armory, two Guardians were posted on either side of the door. Adequin waited around a corner to ensure they’d seen the last of the patrols before readying her rifle. With a series of hand signals, she told Warner and Mesa the closer one was theirs. She added a brief chopping motion to indicate the need to get inside quickly afterward—their quiet sneaking around was about to get real loud.
Warner and Mesa readied their weapons.
Leaning around the corner, Adequin took aim at the farthest Guardian, drew in a steadying inhale, and fired.
Her plasma rifle’s sharp, chalky twangs echoed down the narrow corridor as she unloaded into its chest until her heat sink redlined. It left a scorching breach in the Drudger’s stark white armor. It collapsed, blood flowing freely from its chest.
Meanwhile, the closer Guardian barely had time to put a hand on its pistol as Warner dashed around the corner and charged. Mesa shadowed him, not a half step behind. He swept the Guardian’s legs out, and her knife was up under the jawline of its helmet before it’d even fully hit the deck. The Drudger went limp. Mesa grunted as she freed the blade from its neck, sending out a cascade of dark red blood.
Adequin stared, briefly stunned. Though she and Mesa had sparred plenty over the years, they’d never faced an enemy together. But she’d have to ruminate on Mesa’s martial prowess later.
Warner unslung his rifle to keep watch down the corridor as Adequin jogged down the hall. She yanked one of the Drudger’s taloned hands up and pressed it against the door control panel.
The door bisected. Adequin and Mesa rushed in, Warner backstepping until the door sealed behind them. He quickly knelt and pulled the latch at the base to manually lock it.
Inside, a standard armory layout with weapons lockers lining the walls and two repair counters in the center.
Her gaze drew straight to the burnished gold Atlas pyramid on the farthest counter. No light emanated from its mazelike grooves.
It sat confined within a metal cage. Dozens of small, flat hourglass devices were affixed to the frame, one at each of the bars’ intersections. From the wide gaps and net of exposed circuitry and wiring, the enclosure seemed more like a framework than an actual cage. It reminded her somewhat of a portable EMF shield, but turned inside out.
Maybe literally. As if they’d failed to prevent signals from getting out, so instead attempted to prevent them from getting in.
A single guard stood before it, and it took Adequin a half second to register them as human, not Drudger. A man in his early thirties, his tall, wiry frame fitted with a dark maroon, three-piece dress suit—neither Vanguard nor Mercer Guard regalia. He held his chin high, canted, the aim of his heavy pistol flitting between Adequin, Mesa, and Warner, though his lanky finger rested outside the trigger guard.
Rifles trained on the man, Adequin and Mesa took a slow step forward. Warner stayed farther back, shifting to put his back to the sidewall, a position that would let him keep an eye on both the man and the exit.
A glint of light caught Adequin’s attention, gaze drawing down to a pin on the man’s lapel. A golden Mercer arboreal seal fastened beside a silver Allied Monarchies insignia.
“You look surprised,” the man said, a waver in his hoarse voice. “I am too, honestly.”
His chin-length red hair draped to the left, veiling the burn scars covering the side of his head. If his fidgety stance wasn’t enough of a tell, he wore his stress all over his face: ashy-skinned, freckled cheeks stained with red splotches.
Adequin narrowed her eyes at this random well-dressed interloper. He didn’t seem to be the best at reading people—what he labeled as “surprise” was actually just total confusion. A brief side-glance at Mesa confirmed she wasn’t alone in that sentiment.
“Our arrangement with these Vanguard is provisional,” the man went on. “I wasn’t sure they’d heed my orders.”
Adequin reaffirmed her aim. “So you’re the one who gave the order to kidnap our Atlas.” The unrestrained threat in her tone must have come across, as his blue eyes widened slightly before the flustered look firmed, an ornery slant to his brows.
“I had no choice,” he asserted. “My great-uncle’s approval is mercurial at best, and my recovery was slower than I would have liked.” Pistol still trained on her, he lifted his other hand, fingers drifting over the pitted skin on his left cheek. “I was forced to take expedient action to make amends for Mr. Davos escaping on my watch.”
Behind her mask of impassivity, Adequin’s mind raced. Mr. Davos was Jackin. Which made this guy …
The infamous Shithead Second Cousin. The one Cavalon thought Jackin had killed during his escape. Enzo.
Two disparate reactions bubbled up in quick succession: first, a cool wash of relief. It meant Cavalon was wrong—the boy hadn’t been taken public yet. He was still safe, for now.
But the second quickly stamped it out: a blaze of protective fury. This asshole had taunted Cavalon at his father’s funeral, tried to guilt him into abdicating, and generally made his life a living hell prior to his banishment to the Divide.
But she smoothed it all out under a mask of Professional Soldier. Right now, this man was no more than a body standing between her and an objective.
Enzo cast an agitated look of poorly disguised anticipation over Adequin’s shoulder. “I don’t suppose Mr. Davos joined you?”
“Afraid not,” she ground out.
“No matter. I’ll find that bastard someday and bring him to my uncle on a silver platter.”
“The fuck you will,” she growled, fury searing the edges of her composure. With a steady look of warning from Mesa, she tamped her defensiveness down, clearing her throat. “That’ll be difficult,” she amended, “considering he’s dead.”
Enzo’s brows twitched, caught between skepticism and curiosity.
Tone bitter, she added, “Don’t worry, he got his due. He died after betraying us, thanks to Augustus’s brainwashing.”
Enzo sorely lacked in Augustus’s mastery of veiling reactions, a riot of emotions flickering across his face before settling on shocked disbelief. He clearly hadn’t known that Augustus arranged for Jackin’s escape.
Under normal circumstances, she might feel bad for him, but she was in no fucking mood, so she dug in.
“Yeah, your favorite uncle planned the whole thing. Programmed Davos to attack us from within by hacking his Imprints.” She narrowed a pointed look at the shine of Enzo’s Imprints on his bare wrists. “Hell, maybe you’re programmed too.”
Enzo shot her a fierce glare. “I’m not,” he insisted, though his flitting eyelashes and shifting weight betrayed a rise of panic. With his free hand, he scratched at the glint of a gold Imprint square on the side of his neck, expression oscillating wildly between assuredness and suspicion.
Adequin exhaled a harsh sigh from the back of her throat, biting back her instinct to pity the asshole. How had this guy survived in this family for this long?
“Seems you weren’t a very critical part of Augustus’s plans,” she pressed, “if Davos’s escape nearly killed you. It must feel pretty shitty to know your uncle was willing to let you die.”
“He may have intended to use Davos to find your little hideout,” Enzo spat, “but he didn’t know about the escape.”
Adequin scoffed. “I very much fucking doubt that—we’re talking about the same sociopath, right?”
Enzo’s lips twisted in disgust. “Don’t pretend to understand him.”
Adequin dipped her rifle barrel a few centimeters as she slid a pointed look past Enzo to the Atlas in its cage. “So did you really steal that as an offering to Augustus? Or were you actually trying to bait Davos?”
“Can’t it be both? Uncle will most assuredly be fascinated by that alien device, but doubly pleased if I delivered his wife’s captor as well.”
“Suppose so. Unfortunate that you’ll achieve neither.”
Enzo’s brows lowered, blue eyes darkening.
In Adequin’s periphery, Mesa shifted. She could feel the heat of the Savant’s gaze on her. Likely wondering what the hell the plan was.
In truth, Adequin was hesitant on how to proceed. Just as Cavalon had worried, capturing or killing Enzo would jeopardize the clone boy’s safety. Augustus would take him public as “Cavalon’s son” to ensure a clear line of succession. That’d not only make the kid basically impossible to extract, but put a giant target on his back as she personally rolled up a rebellion to topple the monarchy he stood to inherit.
But she meant what she had said to Cavalon before he left. Uncompromising loyalty could be just as jeopardizing. Right now, Enzo was standing between them and the Atlas. She’d do anything to protect Cavalon, but she couldn’t always make his priorities her own. She had to put the Sentinels first this time.
Adequin cleared her throat. “Look, it’s been wonderful meeting you, but we have to take our friend back now.”
Pistol still trained on Adequin, Enzo cast the Atlas a fleeting side-eye. “Your ‘friend’?”
“Feel free to make it easy on me and surrender peaceably. I have excellent detention facilities on my flagship, you’ll be quite comfortable.”
Enzo scoffed with a haughty eye roll. Then his face fell, expression flattening into dawning realization. “Wait,” he breathed. “You’re her, aren’t you? The Titan.” A smile played at the corner of his mouth. His trigger finger slid fractionally against the guard. “Forget Davos. You’ll make a far better offering.”
Adequin flinched as an abrupt, chalky twang rang out, kicking hard in her right eardrum.
Enzo collapsed, pistol clattering to the deck. The scorched puncture of a plasma bolt seared the base of his neck. Instant death.
Adequin blinked, briefly dumbstruck. Mesa slung her rifle, rounded the central counter, then unceremoniously stepped over Enzo’s corpse. She tossed aside the jury-rigged cage and freed the Atlas.
Its geometric grooves illuminated with a searing white light.
Under her suit, Adequin’s nexus buzzed against her wrist. A trilling cacophony of messages and alerts rolling in one after the other. Warner grunted down at his own, similarly inundated.
Mesa picked up the Atlas and turned around to face Adequin. “There is likely a great deal of data in the meshwork queue, you may want to mute that.”
Adequin muted it with a quick swipe over her suit nexus.
Mesa stepped back over Enzo. “Excubitor. We should leave.”
Adequin’s gaze flitted to Enzo’s bloodied neck while she tried to formulate a polite way to say “what the fuck was that,” but Mesa apparently didn’t need her to ask it aloud.
“He threatened you,” Mesa explained, a flinty edge to her otherwise sedate tone. “That is reason enough.”
Adequin gave a hard swallow and dipped her chin. She couldn’t disagree, but damn.
Over her shoulder, she cast Warner an assenting nod. “Let’s go.”
Warner knelt to release the door’s manual lock, and it slid open.
Three Guardians stood outside, rifles sighted straight at Adequin. Her Imprints tore across her skin to protect her chest as she stepped back, but when the foremost Drudger pulled the trigger, it didn’t fire.
A hissing spark lit on the rifle’s control panel and the Drudger growled down at it.
The other two Guardians stepped forward to fire—or tried to, at least. Their rifles met similar fates, shorting out in their taloned grips with a waterfall of sparks that cascaded off their white armor.
Adequin blinked rapidly, and it took her, Mesa, Warner, and all the Drudgers a few seconds to collectively process what’d happened. The guns had faulted. All three of them.
She didn’t have time to question it. Raising the butt of her own rifle, she charged the foremost one, slamming the stock hard into its helmet. The gun flew from its grip as it collapsed, then she shot it in the visor. Meanwhile, Warner unloaded into another, while Mesa shot the last point-blank in the chest.
They vaulted over the dead Drudgers and ran down the corridor, rounding the next corner, straight into a sealed blast door. One that had not been there before.
Adequin shifted to the control panel, but it was no use—it glowed with a harsh crimson lockdown warning. The Proteus’s security systems were on high alert.
“One moment,” the Atlas intoned.
Adequin startled at the sudden voice. The Atlas glowed in Mesa’s hands, grooves pulsing with white light. Mesa’s eyes widened.
With a beep, the door’s crimson lockout screen dipped to vibrant green. A dull thunk sounded, then the blast door retracted with a whoosh.
Once again, she saw no reason to question it. Adequin sprinted through the door, Mesa and Warner on her heel. It resealed behind them as they kept running.
The next blast door cycled open well in advance; they didn’t even have to slow down. They tore around another corner and Adequin ducked as a spray of plasma bolts trailed overhead.
Over her shoulder, she caught a glimpse of five Guardians rushing toward them before a klaxon blared. A thick bulkhead door dropped behind her with a resounding thunk, cutting the Guardians off entirely.
Adequin kept running but threw a stunned look at Mesa. “How the hell is the Atlas doing this?”
“I have no idea,” Mesa panted, clutching the pyramid tighter, “but I am not upset about it.”
Adequin eyed the device, curious. Might as well put it to the test. “Atlas,” she called back, breath labored. “We need the nearest airlock.”
“This way.” The overhead lights flickered, side corridors falling dark. A single line of lights remained.
Adequin skidded to a halt, turning to look down the pathway it’d created. A runway to their destination.
A gnawing swell of pride coiled in her chest. The Mercer forces had underestimated them on one front, at least. Enzo thought he was just stealing a piece of tech. Not a teammate.
Mesa paused behind Adequin, bracing her hand against her side as she struggled to catch her breath. She invested a great deal of time and effort into conditioning, but the Savant constitution had its limits.
Adequin put a steadying hand on Mesa’s shoulder. “We can slow—”
“No,” Mesa insisted, jaw firm. “I am fine, Excubitor. We need to keep moving.”
She gave a reluctant nod and looked back at the Atlas, which trembled slightly in Mesa’s grip. “Atlas,” Adequin prompted. “Order the Wakeless AI to drop its tethers and swing around to meet us at the airlock.”
“Relayed,” it said. “ETA thirty seconds.”
Mesa and Warner kept pace as Adequin maintained a brisk jog to follow the lighted path.
Sweat stung her eyes by the time they arrived at the end point: a vestibule with access to a trio of troop deployment hatches. They availed themselves of the nearest airlock. On the other side, the Wakeless awaited them.
Hurrying aboard and to the helm, Adequin tossed the Atlas onto the dash as she dropped into the pilot’s seat. She detached her helmet and discarded it with one hand while she booted up the ship and expanded control screens with the other.
“Hold on,” she warned, and Mesa dropped into the copilot’s seat as Warner braced himself with an overhead grab bar. Adequin revved the ions, accelerating away from the Proteus.
Once they were in stealth and on a trajectory back to the Audax, Adequin opened a line directly to Beckar.
There was a lot going on; he was still getting caught up himself after the meshwork abruptly returned less than ten minutes ago. But the item most worthy of note was the contingent of Legion ships that had shown up from out-system.
After the shock wore off, it primarily confused Adequin, until she remembered that legally, a system quarantine condoned the reallocation of Legion forces for civic support. Then it just infuriated her.
Within minutes of the Legion’s arrival, hundreds of additional Guardians had deployed, engaging Sentinel forces in the streets of a dozen Okinos-II settlements. All in the name of preventing the Sentinels from continuing to “destroy vaccines.”
Confusion. Riots. Civilian casualties by the hundreds. Some snagged vessels and attempted to flee the system, only to be captured or taken down by Legion blockades, enforcing a quarantine they didn’t know was a complete fabrication.
Sentinel forces had been witnessed all over Okinos, appearing to callously destroy vaccines for dying people. The Guardians fighting in the streets would look like valiant protectors. The Mercer Guard risking their lives to help administer vaccines—selfless heroes. And to civilians, the Legion blockaders shooting down their fleeing vessels wouldn’t look appreciably different than the Sentinel fleet.
That’s when Adequin had to force herself to think like an excubitor again.
Beckar continued to relay reports. She ramped down the Wakeless’s acceleration.
Mesa stared her down from the copilot’s seat. “Excubitor?”
She shook her head. “We can’t stay.”
A sheen of white on the black-glass dash reflected the glow of the Atlas’s grooves. On the ship’s navigation menu, a set of coordinates expanded.
The Atlas had read her mind.
Warner wiped sweat from his forehead. “Is that an Arcullian Gate?”
Adequin caught his defeated look, nodding slowly.
They’d prevented the bioweapon from reaching all six orbital stations and all of Okera. Destroyed tens of thousands of doses. But Okinos-II …
From the scattered reports, they’d succeeded at destroying only four of the nineteen that’d made it to their vaccine sites. The rest were being distributed freely.
Loss-cutting, her least favorite of command responsibilities.
The “they were too deep in it now” mentality didn’t work, practically. Just because you’d sunk money and ships and lives into a thing didn’t mean you should forge headlong into a lost cause.
So Adequin made the impossible decision of declaring Okinos-II a total loss.
Then she withdrew the Sentinel fleet. Full retreat. Rendezvous at the jump point.
The Wakeless met them there.
Once all surviving ships had arrived, the Atlas synced spools across the fleet and they jumped away from Okinos. As expected, a portion of the Guardian fleet traced the jump, then promptly gave chase.
The Sentinel fleet jumped again. The Guardians followed.
The third time, the Sentinels had gained enough leeway. Before the Guardians could trace them through the jump, Adequin entered the destination into the Arcullian Gate. A relay through which the Guardians couldn’t follow.
The fleet approached and the massive gate bloomed to life—an incredible display of colorful, cosmic stained glass.
In a cascading maelstrom of magenta, orange, and blue, the Sentinel fleet relayed to safety.



  
CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE
With his sweaty shirt slung over his bare shoulder, Jackin entered the Corinthian’s central control facility—part ship helm, part station control center.
He halted in the threshold. Not a single workstation was occupied.
He huffed. After attempting to jog off some of his nervous energy, he’d intended to use the centralized hub as a shortcut to get to his apartment. Now he had to figure out where the hell his crew had gone.
Glowering, he trotted up the few steps to the higher tier of workstations lining the center of the room. Down on the main deck on the opposite side of the tier, a few dozen Corsairs milled in a loose cluster.
With his balled-up shirt, Jackin wiped sweat from his forehead. He squinted. They murmured to each other, loosely congregating around an active viewscreen on the outer wall.
Jackin pulled his shirt back on as he descended the opposite set of steps. The crew quieted, parting to make way, shifting uncomfortably and exchanging wary looks. He combed fingers through his disheveled hair and pretended not to notice.
As he neared the screen, he saw Gideon standing to one side, arms crossed, holding his biceps tight. Eyes cast down.
Jackin couldn’t begin to imagine why they all looked so fucking guilty.
From the viewscreen rang the familiar musical trill of a breaking news report.
A newscaster appeared. “We can now confirm reports that mere hours ago, a siege took place in the system of Okinos. The Outer Core system has been in quarantine for over two weeks after reports of a virulent new strain of naxetosis.”
Jackin’s eyes burned as he stared at the headline near the top of the screen: Tens of thousands dead on Okinos-II.
Jaw tight, Jackin’s lips and brows twitched as he maintained a blank expression. He became very aware of the slow deflations and wavering swells of his chest.
The newscaster continued. The death toll. The relief efforts, spearheaded by the ever-generous Mercer family. How terrifying to know these insurgents were out there. Humans, no less—their own kind. What would drive formerly loyal legionnaires to such heinous acts against innocent civilians…?
They had security footage as proof. Or what appeared to be proof. Jackin knew better than most how skeptical one should be about the credibility of that kind of “evidence.” Even so, it looked incredibly damning.
“Live now,” the newscaster said, “an official statement incoming from System Collective administration.”
Jackin blinked back to focus.
On the screen stood a Quorum spokesperson, clad in sharp-angled, formal System Collective attire. A familiar press briefing setup: a sleek podium sitting before a backdrop emblazoned with the System Collective logo, flanked on either side by the Allied Monarchies and Quorum insignias.
“Today,” the spokesperson began, “for the first time in decades, terrorists took up arms in SC-occupied territories. They are using the name ‘Sentinels,’ masquerading as our most venerated protectors—those fearless legionnaires who have served humanity for centuries by standing watch at the Divide.”
Jackin’s knuckles cracked, nails digging into his palms. He strove to stay calm, but he’d have to make do with not putting his fist through the screen.
It was one thing to spew lies about Okinos. Another to so wholly misrepresent the reckless neglect and exploitation they’d suffered at the hands of the Legion—and society.
“It is our belief,” the representative continued, “that this was not an isolated incident. We suspect these terrorists continue to plot against System Collective citizens. Rest assured, your safety is our utmost priority. We in the Quorum and Allied Monarchies are committed to working together with Legion officials to ensure every possible safeguard is taken against these dangerous insurgents.”
Jackin bit back a scoff. Fascinating way to make a thinly veiled bid for martial law sound like one big protective hug. That they should be grateful, not terrified.
The feed cut back to the newscaster. “This brutal attack has heightened fears in the Outer Core as additional variants of naxetosis have been reported in neighboring systems…”
A high-pitched ringing sounded in Jackin’s ears. More “outbreaks.” Fucking Augustus.
The back of Jackin’s neck was on fire. From his periphery, he sensed Gideon watching him. Looking for a reaction. The others too.
No one except Gideon, Akemi, and Phaedra were supposed to know Jackin had been involved with the Sentinels. Yet they all did anyway.
Jackin firmed his jaw, expression cut from stone, not so much as fluttering an eyelash as he switched off the viewscreen.
He turned to face them. All stood in variously awkward stages of avoiding eye contact. Only Gideon met his look, though hesitantly so.
“Back to work,” Jackin called out, a thunderous edge to his tone.
As he strode out, entirely unintentionally, he brushed shoulders with Gideon just a little too hard.



  
CHAPTER FORTY-SIX
Twenty years ago on Seneca-IV, Idra Le Calvez stands rooted in a puddle beside an overflowing dumpster. After nearly an hour, she no longer registers the stench of tank-grown fish carcasses permeating the alley.
From out in the street, muted rumblings of bustling foot traffic—whirring cargo sleds, chattering miners, boisterous merchants hawking wares.
She retreats deeper into her hooded raincoat. The few passersby who cut through the alley ignore her, a reaction she’s accustomed to—she’s barely fourteen and still small for her age and avoiding undue attention is one of her most well-honed survival tactics.
Overhead, the sky darkens.
Her toes twitch within oversized boots. She should be moving. Now that she knows what she knows.
She can make it home. If she runs. If she takes the off-limits service roads, if she cuts through the shipyards, if she sprints straight through the Saxton Guard checkpoints. She can warn them, she can prevent it.
Or she can … not.
Around her feet, the oil-slicked surface of the puddle is glassy, unbroken.
Overhead, the skies open. There’s a sharp, bitter tinge to the cold sprinkles that sting her cheeks.
She can see it in the roiling clouds, taste it on the rusty humid air, feel it in the thunder rattling in her teeth. Her decision.
Seconds become minutes become an hour. During which she’s frozen by shock, or so she’ll tell herself for many years.
In reality, it’s hope.
This loss that should have leveled her instead orients her. Provides amnesty, pushes her forward. Saves her.
Twenty years disappear in a flash of static white.
Behind her: the Divide, vacant, singular, solitary.
Before her: the ever-dwindling light of the universe.
Soon, every soul in the galaxy will look up to find familiar stars absent from their night skies. Cosmic tapestries thought to be eternal, immutable—consumed before their very eyes.
With that, all rationale will fail. Chaos will reign.
Whether through action or inaction, it’s no matter; it’s already too late. She can feel it—a sonorous, subsonic klaxon deep in her marrow. They’re beyond the event horizon, caught in a tempest neither light nor energy nor matter can escape.
The Divide will fail, their levalaine will be lost, everyone and everything will unspool from existence, and she’ll be powerless to prevent it.

Adequin woke with a start, white static dancing on the backs of her eyelids. Drawing in a few deep breaths, she focused on steadying her racing heart.
A click sounded and she opened her eyes.
On the long outer wall, armored shutters retracted with a soft hum. Through the floor-to-ceiling observation pane, the front element of their patchwork fleet sat before the Perimeter Veil, a nebula-dense starscape teeming with knots of gas, gossamer filaments, and dusty light halos.
The filtered light of the local star cast long shadows into her spacious stateroom. A lower-tier living area sat opposite an inbuilt kitchenette, separated by a strip of shallow steps leading to the raised platform along the outer wall, bed tucked off to one side with a standing table situated in front of the window.
The adaptive lighting gradually brightened, reflecting off the soft satin sheen of the white surfaces, contoured edges inlaid with strips of polished gray aerasteel. All clean lines, comfortable furnishings, and an abundance of light—the tonal opposite of her room in the fortress. Yet for some reason, she still missed Akhet.
The room VI’s control pad on her nightstand trilled a soft medley of crashing waves and wooden wind chimes. All part of a self-imposed early alarm she now regretted, severely lacking the energy and ambition she’d envisioned when she’d set it six hours ago.
Scrubbing her hands over her face, she exhaled a hard breath through her nose.
She was tempted to sleep a few more hours, while she had the chance. While the command team was still absorbed in running their own interference in the wake of Okinos. Since Augustus’s wildly fraudulent media parade had leaked to most of the fleet, Nascombe had been helping Kaplan run morale damage control. And though their cocoon of stellar nurseries kept them well-hidden, Ashwell and her nav techs had appropriated Ford, Mesa, and the Atlas to keep an eye on the Mercer fleet movements and pinpoint backup muster locales. All while Beckar fielded legators, oversaw reconstitution, and generally made the rest of it all go. The man deserved a medal or six when this was all over.
Despite their help, Adequin had her own work cut out for her. Intel had already confirmed that Augustus considered the test, aka massacre, at Okinos-II a success, and had ordered mass production of the bioweapon. Deployment could begin in a matter of weeks.
They weren’t ready.
With martial law pending, Augustus could soon have most of the Legion at his disposal. Though Ansel Culloden had managed to forestall the vote, he could only prevent it for so long. It would give them breathing room, but it didn’t change the facts—they only had the numbers they had.
And there was only one way to get more.
A single card to play, the one Lugen had been palming for decades. Someday soon, she would have to make “the call.” Urge Lugen to finally pull the trigger on all his maneuverings.
A sharp trill drew her out of her reverie.
Her nexus buzzed with an incoming video call. From Gideon.
Frowning, she swung her legs off the side of the bed and sat up, then tapped it open. “Gideon,” she croaked, a hint of sleepiness still roughening her voice.
“Hey,” he said, tone equal parts cautious and dejected. “Sorry, did I wake you?”
“It’s fine.” She squinted at the dim feed. He sat close in front of a featureless beige wall, a low camera angle she’d never seen him use before. “Where are you?”
“The Corinthian,” he said, voice quiet. Suspiciously quiet.
Her brows knit. “What’s wrong?”
His worried look focused past his camera. “It’s Jackin.”
Her pulse ratcheted. She sat up from her slouched position, fully awake.
Though Jackin had been crestfallen, tired, and struggling with his memory, he’d generally seemed okay, but she’d worried his condition could decline. It wasn’t every day a human had their Imprints removed.
“Is he okay?” she asked.
Gideon shook his head slowly. “He’s … up to something. He’s done a hell of a job keeping it from me so far, but…”
“Huh?” she asked, blinking through her confusion.
Gideon picked at his nails. “Promise you won’t be mad.”
“No.”
He sighed. “Jackin deposed Akemi.”
“What?” Her back straightened, shock expelling any remaining drowsiness. “When?”
“Pretty much right after you dropped him off. Full Tiercel mode—the ring, the outfit, the bravado, the whole works.”
She glowered. “What the hell—why didn’t you tell me?”
“I told you to not be mad.”
“And I told you no.” She exhaled a resounding sigh. Jackin was in no condition to take on a responsibility like that.
That alone, however, didn’t seem worthy of the worry lines on Gideon’s forehead, or his furtive glances and conspiratorial tone of voice.
“So what’s going on?” she prompted.
“Yesterday,” Gideon said, a thickness in his tone, “when Jackin saw the news about Okinos … it was bizarre. He didn’t react. Like nothing happened.” He blew out a heavy breath. “I tried to ask him about it, but he shut me down. Not his usual stubbornness—just literally ignored me. Like I was a ghost. That’s when a few things started clicking together. Rake, I…” He glanced down, wiping a hand across his forehead before returning his look to her. “I think he might have an ulterior motive. For taking the mantle. One that could put the Corsairs in serious danger.”
Adequin swallowed hard. “What kind of ulterior motive?”
“The kind that requires ordering a shit ton of weapons, armor, medical supplies, ship armaments … All of which aren’t on the docket to resell.” Gideon shifted closer to the camera, lowering his voice even more. “I snuck into his apartment earlier. On his personal terminal, he’s got tactical maps. Of Elyseia.”
Adequin’s mouth went dry. When she found her voice back, she said, “Well, shit. Yeah, that’s not great. Patch me in, I’ll try to talk to him.”
Gideon shook his head. “Honestly, I don’t think he’d take the call, but if you record a message, I can probably come up with a ploy to trick him into listening.”
With a shallow nod, she cleared her throat. “Okay. I’ll send something right away.”
She ended the call, then drew in a steadying breath. With a swipe at her nexus, she opened a new voice message and hit record.
“Jack, it’s Rake. I … I know about Elyseia. I get it, I really do. But we need to talk about this. Before you do anything rash.”
She tented a hand over her eyes. She felt like such a fucking hypocrite. Six months ago, Jackin had boarded the Crucius and recorded a message asking her to never come after him. She knew his motivations had been altruistic, but for a long time, she’d resented it. Now she was doing the same thing. Asking him to exercise impossible restraint.
“Please, call me,” she added, voice gravelly. “Let’s talk it out.”
Adequin ended the recording. She stared at it in the queue for a long while before finally hitting send.
Then she stood to begin her day of back-to-back debriefs, worrying Jackin might beat her to the punch on starting a war.

Two days later, Adequin left the CIC, thoroughly exhausted after a full day of strategizing. She beelined for her quarters. As she stepped inside, she drew to a prompt halt.
Jackin stood in her kitchenette.
“Jack,” she said, concern warring with surprise in her tone. The door sealed behind her.
He inclined his head. “Rake.” He lifted an orange from a bowl on the counter.
His hair had grown out even more, trim on the sides, short waves falling across one side of his forehead. He wore a fitted black suit that hugged his chest and shoulders, high collar nearly grazing the trim jawline of his gray-flecked beard. The long jacket’s asymmetrical tails hung over dark pants and tall boots. Attire somehow both ruggedly practical and stylishly formal, a mix that evoked the Corsairs’ counterbalanced energy to a weirdly accurate degree.
He absently thumbed the Tiercel signet ring on his forefinger. His sleeves were pushed up partway, revealing the grid of thin slashes scarring his right forearm. A pang of guilt turned her stomach.
He leaned a hip on the edge of the counter as he peeled the orange, his evaluative gaze glued on her.
She’d be curious how he’d gotten so far into the Audax without someone noticing, but given his bearing—chin lifted, shoulders broad, exuding idle confidence—she wasn’t surprised. So contrary to his demeanor on Akhet: fatigued, frail, unassuming. His entire presence felt different. Nearer to how he’d been all those months ago when they went to the Corinthian to strong-arm Akemi and Gideon into giving them the Wakeless.
She cleared her throat. “There’s a meeting room up on the command deck—”
“Why bother?”
Adequin’s brow creased.
“This is going to be a very short conversation.” He popped a slice of orange into his mouth.
She scratched her jaw. “Is it?”
“You wanted to talk,” he said, an oddly cautionary edge to his tone. “So say your piece.”
She stared, mind stalling as she tried to process his demeanor. Gideon had said “full Tiercel mode,” but she hadn’t considered what that meant.
Drawing in a breath, she crossed her arms. “You can’t move on Elyseia, Jack.”
“I can.” He tore the skinned orange in half. “And I will. We’re in the final stages of prep, ready to deploy next week.”
“I realize that, but—”
“Your spies told you that.” He set down one half of the orange, then pulled off another slice and ate it.
She held his gaze. From his word choice, he didn’t suspect Gideon, at least.
“Elyseia is an impossible target to begin with,” she insisted. “And since Okinos, Augustus is already mobilizing supplemental troops. The Corsairs aren’t soldiers—you’ll be outmatched, and you know it. You’ll get them killed.”
His thick eyebrows climbed. “So little faith in me, really? After everything?”
“Jack, think about it,” she said, voice breathy, urging. “This is exactly what Augustus wants.”
A crack of worry broke through his chiseled expression.
“He knows the most effective way to hurt you is to turn you against the Sentinels,” she pressed. “And he’s managed to do it without even having to use your Imprints. He set you up for this—you’re being played.”
Jackin’s jaw flexed. “You don’t know that. He thinks I died on Akhet.”
She forced calm, taking a few steps closer. “Why didn’t you come to me with this? We could’ve talked it through. Instead you were going to do it behind my back?”
“Am going to do it,” he corrected. His eyes flicked over her. “Consider it a favor. One less thing for you to worry about.”
Anger hardened her tone. “One less thing for me to worry about? You getting yourself killed? Or captured again?”
He flinched at that.
“Yeah,” she growled, “you didn’t consider that, did you? Because you didn’t think this through.”
Without breaking eye contact, he set the orange aside. He stepped forward in two long strides to stand before her, close enough she could smell his citrus-tinged, leathery scent, feel the heat of his chest. His gaze leveled down at her, dark brown eyes unyielding. “I don’t know if you noticed, Rake…” He tilted his head, voice low. “But I’m not part of this anymore. I don’t have to follow your orders.”
She snorted. “You never did before anyway, why start now?”
A glimmer of disbelief shifted behind his icy gaze. “That’s not fair,” he breathed, and the first hint of a temper crept into his voice. “I followed you everywhere—I would have followed you anywhere. I gave myself to that monster to save your life—”
“—I know, and I—”
“—and he did this.” Shoving up his right sleeve farther, he held out his forearm to show where his Imprints once resided, now marred with thin, hatched scars. He regained control, tone jagged flint as he said, “He took my free will, and he used it against you, and he deserves every ounce of what’s coming to him.” A flash of hurt edged Jackin’s hardened visage. Eyes glassy, jaw tight. A deep-seated need for revenge—not driven by anger or suffering, but … shame.
Shit.
He remembered.
Heat flared in her chest, guilt warring with rising anger. She was so blind.
She’d known something was off when she’d left him on the Corinthian. But she’d had to go, had to focus on the fleet, on Okinos.
And he’d known that. It was his plan all along.
“You lied,” she accused, teeth clenching. “About your amnesia.”
His lips twitched, but he didn’t respond.
“You looked me in the eye, and you lied. Said you didn’t remember a thing. Acted horrified when I told you about Akhet.”
Regret flitted across his expression. He flexed his jaw. “Not telling you was a necessity.”
“A necessity?” she scoffed. “How the fuck was it a necessity?”
“This very reason!” he shouted, gesturing broadly. “You dragging me out here to try and stop me!”
“To save you!”
“Ever stop to think I don’t want to be saved?”
She stepped forward, jabbing a finger hard into his chest. “You told me this wasn’t real—this puffed-up Tiercel bullshit.”
Jackin’s lashes flickered, seemingly surprised at her temerity, though his glower persisted.
Her glare drifted down his fitted suit. “You promised the Jackin I know is the real one. Was that a lie too?”
Tugging down his sleeves, he let out a low growl, derision thick in his tone. “I told you that because I thought I was in control of who I am, of my own fate—but I’m clearly fucking not. Between the Corsairs and the Legion and Augustus and you, I haven’t had a moment’s freedom in thirty years.”
Heat sprung behind her eyes, a blistering sting stilling the breath in her chest. “You don’t mean that,” she croaked.
He exhaled as he stepped back, dragging both hands through his hair and gripping the top of his head. “I don’t know what I fucking mean, Rake,” he said, voice hoarse, “I don’t know who I am, or what I am, and I don’t even know how to find out.” He dropped his hands, leveling himself out with a resounding sigh. “For now, all I can do is take my revenge on that monster, then see what’s left after that.”
The bitterness stinging her chest swelled to anger. “Void, Jack—that’s your reason to risk tens of thousands of lives? For your goddamn identity crisis?”
Jackin’s jaw flexed. “He has to be stopped. I should’ve realized sooner that you’d be too afraid to pull the trigger.”
She glowered. “You’ve got to be kidding. You know better than anyone the things I’ve done in my career—you know what I’m capable of.”
“Exactly! He’s literally Cavalon. You couldn’t even kill the last Viator after a nine-year war. No way you’ll be able to kill that man when he’s looking at you with your best friend’s eyes.” He stepped closer, voice lowered. “When the time comes, you won’t have what it takes to end it. But I will.”
“It doesn’t matter whether I’m willing or not,” she retorted. “Augustus can’t die. He has to stand trial for what he’s done. If we execute him, we’ll make him a martyr. His followers will rally behind him—deify him more than they already do. Nascombe is right on this one, and deep down, you know it.”
“Void, I can’t believe you.” Jackin turned and paced away a few steps before facing her again, fire in his eyes. “You know what he did to me, and to Cavalon—and that poor clone boy he’s holding hostage? Yet you can honestly stand here and try to save his life?”
“It’s not about saving his life—it’s about using his life to end this without humanity descending into a civil war it can’t come back from. The Divide is still collapsing, Jack. You know what’s coming, how dangerous that could be.”
His glare could have cut steel. “Your holistic outlook is pragmatic and all, but you don’t seem to understand that I don’t give a shit. This is personal.”
She tightened her fists, striving to keep her frustration in check. “Remember what you told me when we left the Lodestar?”
He blinked, brows pinching.
“About it all being a powder keg,” she explained. “One wrong move could set it aflame. This time it’s not just the Sentinels, it’s the entire System Collective. If we start executing monarchs, it’ll spark riots on every Core world. We’ll be neck-deep in civil war before year’s end. But if we’re patient and execute to plan, we still have a chance at getting out of this with minimal casualties. Stop and take a breath for a few seconds, and you’ll see it too.”
His jaw set. “You can’t change my mind. After what happened on Akhet, it’s the only way to make things right.”
“Jack…” she said, tone careful, conciliatory. “You can’t blame yourself for what happened.”
He scoffed. “Can’t I? Puck’s dead, Rake.”
Her breath hitched, a sharp pain twisting beneath her sternum.
“And hundreds more, and hundreds injured.” He pointed a stiff finger at his chest. “I did that. He made me hurt the Sentinels—hurt you. Never again.”
“It’s not—” she began, but her rebuttal died out in her throat.
They were doing it again, fighting in circles. She couldn’t believe it’d spiraled so quickly. She’d always fought harder and hotter with Jackin than anyone in her entire life, and she still didn’t know how to navigate her way out of these loops.
She’d thought about this moment, the day she’d get to see him again, have him near enough to protect again. Now he was here, and all she could do was yell at him. Fight with him.
Try to control him. That was the last thing he needed.
Her nails dug into her palms. It didn’t matter what he needed. This was bigger than either of them. She had to do what was right for the rebellion. For humanity.
Locking onto his gaze, she squared her shoulders, shoring herself up with the same hard, cavalier confidence his mantle of Tiercel gave him. “Please know,” she began, a threatening edge to her serious tone. “I’ll stop you if I have to.”
His stoicism broke a fraction. His face softened, throat bobbing with unsaid words, but he didn’t reply.
He blew straight past her and out the door.



  
CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN
Adequin marched up to the command deck and toward her office.
On the way, she called the bridge and asked Beckar to personally ensure Jackin’s prompt, quiet departure from the hangar. He could waltz around on her flagship with all the confidence in the universe, until the wrong person recognized him. The sooner he left, the better.
She’d barely settled behind her desk when her door chime sounded.
The artificial voice of the room’s VI announced, “Legator Ford Kellar.”
“Let him in—and leave it open.”
The door opened, and Ford marched in with a honed focus, posture tense. It immediately set her on edge.
Tone a mix of exhaustion and dread, she asked, “What’s wrong?”
He went straight to the viewscreen on the wall beside the door. With his nexus already open over his forearm, he passed the menu over to the mounted display, which lit as it picked up the feed.
The image that expanded onto the viewscreen dispelled her exhaustion, making way for the dread to firmly take root.
A stoic newscaster stood on screen, surrounded by the graphics of an urgent special bulletin, the kind that would overtake every media feed across System Collective territory. They were mid-sentence as the viewscreen’s speakers clicked on. “—special statement coming in from the Allied Monarchies, live now from the Meridian on Elyseia.”
With a swoop of graphics, the feed transitioned to the System Collective briefing setup, the same podium from which they’d spouted their lies after Okinos.
But it wasn’t a Quorum spokesperson this time, acting as Augustus’s mouthpiece. It was Augustus himself.
What the fuck.
Standing with his hands folded on the podium top, he wore formal Allied Monarchies attire: a trim white vestment, cuffs and lapel sharply accented with lustrous gold, chest crossed by a sash pinned with a panoply of badges, medals, and royal insignias. A silver circlet rested in his gray-streaked white hair. He held his chin high, expression convincingly somber, blue eyes sharp and too much like Cavalon’s.
“Fellow citizens,” Augustus began, a soft edge to his formal timbre. “Today, I stand before you with a heavy heart and solemn duty to inform you of a dire threat to the integrity of the System Collective.”
Brow furrowed, Adequin stepped slowly around her desk, gaze locked on the screen. Ford crossed his arms tight over his chest.
“While investigating the tragic incident at Okinos,” Augustus continued, “authorities have uncovered concerning evidence. We have learned that the vaccines were deliberately sabotaged by Culloden-Hale Medical prior to arrival in-system.” Augustus held a hand flat to his chest, gaze lowering. “This tampering greatly undermined the efficacy of our emergency lifesaving measures, exacerbating the already staggering death toll due to the insurgent Sentinels’ relentless siege on this peaceful system.”
From the open doorframe, boot squeaks echoed up the hall, portending the arrival of Nascombe. He stalked in and right up to the viewscreen, face blank with shock. “What the fuck,” he breathed.
“While following up on this heinous act,” Augustus said, “System Collective authorities have uncovered further disturbing evidence. That which directly ties His Majesty Ansel Culloden to the Sentinel terrorists.”
Adequin gaped.
Nascombe gripped the top of his head with both hands. “What the hell is he doing?”
Adequin shook her head mutely. Unprecedented didn’t begin to cover it.
The last—and only—times she’d seen a monarch deliver a statement on behalf of the System Collective had been at the beginning and end of the Resurgence War. She’d certainly never seen one allege another monarch of committing treason.
Though from his choice of words, he wasn’t alleging.
An accompanying image appeared: Ansel in a brimmed hat and sunglasses, standing half in the shade on the rooftop landing pad of Mathias Vaughn’s estate on Myrdin. As if a man visiting his own nephew constituted treason. The date stamp didn’t even correspond with one of Nascombe’s in-person meetings, but what role did the truth play in it anyway?
“Terrorists…” Augustus repeated, a grim slant to his lips, head shaking softly. “I do not use the term lightly. However, it is my grave responsibility to wholly and accurately convey to you the dire situation unfolding on the fringes of our Core systems. These violent extremists seek to sow fear, instability, and mistrust, striking at the heart of that which has upheld humanity’s long-standing peace for centuries. All with the patronage of the Culloden family—one of humanity’s most enduring and trusted allies … Until today.” Eyelids heavy, he continued to shake his head, the picture of disappointed solemnity. “Rest assured that the Allied Monarchies board shall spare no expense nor resource in pursuing prompt justice befitting these traitorous actions. Our republic is resilient, and I have every faith that together, we can overcome this hardship. Additional details will follow in the days to come. Until then, stand strong.”
Augustus stepped away and the feed cut back to the newscaster, who seemed at a complete loss for words, mouth gaping for a few moments before ironing it over with an attempt at professional composure.
Ford muted the display. Then he and Nascombe turned around slowly, gazes on the floor before drifting up to hesitantly catch her eye.
“I’m so sorry, sir,” Ford said, voice low and chalky, Cautian brogue in full effect. “We didn’t catch even a hint of this. I don’t know how it slipped our radar.”
Adequin’s mind reeled, unable to get past the “complete loss for words” stage. She’d wanted Ansel to put some skin in the game, but … not like this.
Augustus was getting bolder and bolder. They couldn’t keep up.
Nascombe swept open his nexus, scanning a block of text. “He’s on his way.”
Adequin blinked out of her reverie, confusion narrowing on Nascombe.
“Ansel,” he explained. “His flagship will arrive at the inward rendezvous in a little over an hour.” He stood holding one elbow, brow low, scratching his jawline. She recognized the look.
“Oliver?” she prompted. “You already have a plan?”
“Yeah. But I don’t know if Ansel’s going to like it.”
“What is it?” Ford asked.
Nascombe dropped his arms and exhaled a heavy sigh. “Hold an emergency election on Cautis Prime, formally cede his monarchy to a council of elected officials. Then expend every resource we have to try and salvage whatever rapport hasn’t already been irreparably blown to shit.”
Ford rubbed his beard as Adequin frowned. Ansel’s cessation was part of the plan, but it was meant to be carried out on his own terms. And months if not years from now.
“That’s jumping way ahead in the timeline,” she said.
Nascombe glanced at the muted news feed. “So was that move by Augustus. Just trying to keep pace.” He looked back at her with a tight frown. “But you’ll have to do some serious damage control with Ansel.”
She exhaled a weary sigh. “Yeah, okay, I can try.” Pushing a hand through her hair, she caught Ford’s eye. “Get the Wakeless prepped. We’ll meet him there. Both of you, and Kaplan.”
Ford nodded with an, “Aye, sir,” then he and Nascombe left, the door sealing behind them.
She’d barely made it the ten steps across the room to the liquor tray when her nexus trilled with an incoming call from Beckar.
“Go for Rake,” she said, trying to keep the tension from her voice. It wasn’t Beckar’s fault Augustus was trying to start a galactic war.
“Sir,” Beckar began, a bit hesitant. “It’s the Presidian. On comms again.”
Adequin set aside the glass in favor of taking a swig directly from the whiskey bottle. She slammed it down with a hissing breath. “My office, please.”
“Got it.”
Adequin returned to stand at her desk, then accepted the call. “Kaize, it’s Rake.”
“Rake, we have arrived at the source,” Kaize said, their grating voice hard, and oddly rushed. “One of your vessels is docked here. Why?”
She quirked a brow. “One of ours? Human?”
“No—Sentinel.”
Adequin’s brows knit.
“I am told it is the Revenant,” Kaize clarified.
Her pulse kicked. Swallowing hard, she found her voice with an effort. “You’re at the generation ships?”
“Yes. The source.”
She shook her head. “I didn’t know they were a ‘source.’ We sent a team there to look for information about the Viator mutagen. We need a cure.”
Kaize remained quiet for a disturbing length of time. Finally, they said, “I am sorry to say, but your people are not here.”
Adequin rubbed her temple. “But the ship is?”
“Yes. Our initial analysis of the conduit indicates a recent transference. Might they have interfered with the conduit flow whilst undertaking their mission?”
“Are you saying they caused the anomaly?”
“No, you did—with that Cathian weapon. Your team here appears to have been caught in the aftermath. A fluctuation.”
“Caught?” Adequin’s breath hitched. “What does that mean?”
“Drawn away along the flow. If so, they could be anywhere.”
“Anywhere?”
“Not precisely. Only in a universe with a conduit connection.”
She rasped out, “A universe?”
“It appears they did not anchor themselves,” Kaize continued. “So they could have shifted anywhere—wherever the conduit was sourcing quintessence from at the moment you activated the weapon.”
Adequin stilled. They had caused this, on Akhet. From thousands of light-years away.
Then her mind caught up with the totality of Kaize’s sentence. She understood the individual words, but together, almost none of the meaning.
“You said ‘sourcing quintessence’?” she asked.
“Yes. The conduits are the source I spoke of previously. It is where our quintessence inflow originates, the dark energy to feed the aggregators—which you inaccurately refer to as ‘generators.’”
Adequin wiped the budding sheen of sweat from her brow. “Are you saying we take dark energy from other universes?”
Tone flat, Kaize said, “Where did you think it came from?”
Adequin blinked, lips parted. “I—I don’t know,” she stammered. “I think we just thought it was … generated.”
“Out of nothing? That is not how thermodynamics works.”
Adequin shook her head, mind spinning. It was fascinating that, with a seemingly straight face, Kaize could resolutely advocate for conventional physics and, in the same breath, assert the existence of entire additional universes. Physical places they could steal fundamental forces from—or accidentally travel to.
But that was not the point, at present.
“So you’re saying my team,” Adequin began, “was moved to another universe during the fluctuation?”
“It is called a ‘shift,’ but yes, that appears to be the case. The mass recorded by the conduit processor equates to roughly four to six human bodies, accounting for light field equipment.”
Adequin croaked, “Yeah, there are five of them.” She pressed her hands to her face and blew out a hard breath. “So, what’s the concern exactly? If they could only shift to a universe with a conduit, could they not just … turn around and come back?”
Regretful, Kaize said, “No. Not unless they anchored themselves, which, according to the logs in the control station, they did not.”
Of course they hadn’t. They wouldn’t have even known what the machine was for.
In her mind’s eye, a haunting memory replayed: a Guardian Drudger, gnarled tentacles of cobalt light bursting from its chest, coiling around torso and limb and neck, faster and faster.
Until it all collapsed into a single, stark point.
Gone. Vanished …
Shifted. To another universe.
Holy shit.
“Rake, are you there?”
Adequin’s voice croaked as she said, “Yes. Sorry.”
“Remain calm. We may be able to help.”
“Okay. Yes.” Though shaky, she drew in a fortifying breath. “I’ve got thousands of people at my disposal—I can send however many you need, name it.”
“Numbers will not help,” Kaize said. “I need only one. Of your own.”
“One person? Anyone?”
“It must be a human with Viator Imprints, or one who is willing to have them installed. They must be well-acquainted with the individuals on your missing team. The more familiar the person is, the higher likelihood the method will work.”
“Understood,” Adequin said, nodding to herself. “I’ll get you someone, as soon as I can. I’ll call you back.”
“Very well, Sentinel.”
“And Kaize?”
“Yes?”
“Thank you.”
Kaize was quiet for a few moments, then said, “Freely given, Sentinel.” They ended the call.
Adequin closed the comms menu and stood with her hands tented on the desk, stunned.
So much for their theory that the team had been camping. They’d been stranded in another universe for weeks. She couldn’t even fathom the kind of danger they could be in.
She leaned forward and gripped the edge of the desk. Head hanging, she willed her racing heart and mind to steady.
With a shaky breath, she forcibly shelved the cascade of anxiety. She could have an existential meltdown later.
She needed a human. Imprints. Familiarity.
Adequin wiped the sweat from her forehead. In truth, she was the primary candidate. By a considerable margin.
Even if they weren’t particularly close, she’d spent a fair amount of time with Corinne over the months. Five years as a Titan with Antares, two since Emery arrived on the Argus, both she and Owen at her side for weeks on end while they restarted dark energy generators.
And Cavalon. Who’d left for the generation ships furious at her, thinking she cared more about the rebellion than him.
Which wasn’t true. It should be, but it just wasn’t. Not in the slightest.
Gritting her teeth, she scrubbed both hands through her hair.
Not that leaving before would’ve been easy, but the stunt Augustus just pulled made it impossible. Ansel’s reputation—and by extension, their own—teetered on a knife’s edge. He likely still held the loyalties of most of his people and allies, but that bullshit report would stir up a great deal of confusion and misgivings. It’d require a ton of damage control—and fast. If she and Ansel didn’t get on the same page and start running interference, civil war could break out on Cautis Prime. The Core would become so consumed by that, the spread of the bioweapon in the Outer Core via more “naxetosis outbreaks” would be secondary news. The entire rebellion could fall apart around her.
But if Cavalon never came back and they never got the cure, two-thirds of the population would die. Their rebellion wouldn’t have anyone left to save.
She’d go herself if she had to. Leave the fleet behind. She’d abandon the Sentinels to save Cavalon—all of them—but she had to exhaust all other options first.
The Presidian had an Imprint machine, so that requirement was flexible. Familiarity with members of the team, much less so.
A single option stood out, far above anyone else. The exact correct person for the job outside herself … and maybe Puck. But he was gone.
She rubbed the faded compass tattoo on the inside of her wrist. Unfortunately, she was currently in the worst possible position to ask for his help.
But she had to try.



  
CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT
It’d been years since Jackin had felt the kind of anger that coursed through him as he accelerated the Crucius away from the Audax.
Infuriating and, in a strange way, energizing. Freeing compared to the majority of emotional states he’d experienced the last few months—useless, helpless, listless.
He’d take fury over total apathy any day.
A trilling beep. On the holographic dash, a comm link bloomed to life.
Rake.
Heat swelled—another adrenaline spike to feed his anger-high. He wasn’t even clear of the fleet’s no-warp zone yet; couldn’t she just let him seethe in peace?
He glanced at the aft camera viewscreen, though the Audax had become just one of a thousand specks of light.
“Void,” he muttered, then threw the audio line open. “Rake, I’m not having this conversation again.”
“It’s Kaize.”
He blinked rapidly, his anger ebbing in favor of confusion. “What?”
“Kaize just called. It’s a long story, but they’re at the generation ships. They found the Revenant abandoned, everyone’s missing. They have reason to believe that the team…” Rake exhaled a pained breath. “Kaize thinks they may have encountered a piece of tech. It’s called a conduit; it’s kind of like a relay. One that might have sent them really, really far away.”
He unclenched his jaw long enough to say, “How far away?”
“Another universe.”
His eyes narrowed. “What?”
“I wish I was kidding,” she sighed out, defeated. “I can explain later, but … The team’s stranded. Kaize thinks they have a way to help, but they need a human to do it.”
Jackin’s furrowed brow softened, totally lost. Until her meaning slowly sank in. “Wait—me?” he scoffed. “You’ve got to be kidding.”
“I’m sorry,” she said hurriedly. “It’s a lot to ask.”
“Luckily you don’t have to—you have an entire fleet of soldiers ready to cater to your every whim.”
“I need someone that won’t completely wither at the sight of a Viator. And more importantly, someone I trust.”
Annoyingly, Jackin’s indignation waned.
He ground his teeth—how dare she barge onto his comms and try to persuade him to feel something other than anger.
“Also,” Rake went on, “Kaize said it needs to be someone who knows the team well.”
“Then send Emery.”
“She’s with them, remember?”
He growled, “Mesa, then.”
“It has to be a human.”
“Then Puc—” The name slipped away, lodging hard in the back of his throat. Heat clawed at his neck.
After a time, Rake’s voice returned, quiet and heavy with understanding. “I’m sorry, Jack. But no one knows that group half as well as you do.”
“I hardly even met Antares.”
“No, but the others—Emery, Owen? Things are complicated with Corinne, but complicated is still a connection, and a fifteen-year one at that.” Her tone softened. “And Cavalon, of course.”
Spiteful obstinacy built in Jackin’s chest. He opened his mouth to refuse. Yet, he hesitated.
Tone low, Rake said, “Remember what I told you about our galaxy? The levalaine?”
Glowering, he grunted, “Yes.”
“You know the stakes,” she said. “How important this is. I’ll go myself if I have to, but with the bioweapon in full production, things here will boil over soon. We’re already going to be spread too thin. The System Collective could turn into a powder keg overnight. Actually, it is turning into a powder keg, as we speak.”
“What? Why?”
“Augustus just got on the news and pinned Okinos on Ansel Culloden. Says they have evidence CHM tampered with the vaccines, and that Ansel’s in league with the ‘terrorist’ Sentinels.”
He wiped his brow and muttered, “Void, Rake.”
“Yeah,” she crackled out a sigh. “Shit’s truly gone lateral. I have to be here to deal with it. But none of it will matter if we can’t get that cure. We need Cavalon and Corinne for that.”
Jackin flexed his fingers, clenched a fist, flexed them again. He wanted to refuse, but he just sat there, staring at the console.
“I understand if you won’t do it for the Sentinels,” she went on. “Or the Legion, or even the System Collective. But I’m begging you … do it for me.”
Jackin’s shoulders slackened. Just like that, his resistance vanished.
Out of sheer obstinance, he tried to cling to it. His schedule was full, after all—he had a monarch to kill. One that deserved it now more than ever. But it’d already gone to dust in his proverbial white-knuckled grip.
As much as he didn’t want to admit it, deep down, he knew Rake had been right. Going after Augustus now, with only the Corsairs behind him and civil war on the horizon … It was suicide.
Though so was joining forces with the last living Viators to rescue Cavalon from a completely different universe. So really, was it any different?
He sighed and leaned back in the pilot’s chair.
He knew exactly how it was different. Because it wasn’t for himself. It was for Rake.
She needed this, which meant it was what humanity needed. Because she didn’t do this—any of this—for herself.
He couldn’t stop thinking about the look in her eyes while they were arguing—horrified, helpless, desperate. Like she was losing him. He’d seen his own fears reflected in that look. Not fear of losing her, but fear of losing himself.
Rake had been right about that too. That even without the hacked Imprints, Augustus had found a way to control him. That terrified him more than anything else.
He wiped a hand down his face with a heavy sigh. He could unpack all that later. Augustus wasn’t going anywhere. He could always murder the bastard when he got back.
“Jack?” Rake asked, tentative.
He really, very badly, wanted to still be furious.
He cleared his throat. “Send the coordinates.”

Jackin returned to the Corinthian long enough to pack a bag and drop a load of responsibility into Gideon’s and Phaedra’s laps. Then he flew to an unnamed system downward of the Lateral Reach to meet the Presidian on the outskirts of a dying star.
The daunting Viator battlecruiser sat a distance off from the two matte black generation ships, or what the Crucius’s aggressively average scanner suite flagged a “potential visual anomaly.”
He docked on a lower level of the Presidian’s multitiered hangar. When he disembarked, a pair of Drudger guards awaited. Unarmed, strangely enough. They didn’t speak a word as they escorted Jackin out of the hangar, through winding corridors, and into a small but well-decorated office.
Where Kaize stood waiting.
Jackin barely remembered their last encounter, he’d been so delirious with pain and blood loss.
Though Kaize stood only slightly taller, he felt like they towered over him, chin lifted, four glossy black eyes unblinking. They wore a pared-down set of gunmetal gray armor with angular patterns flash-printed into the metal chestplate. The short sleeves of their undersuit revealed a middle-aged, slate gray carapace mottled with flecks of maroon, left arm lined with a tessellated pattern of dark steel and bronze Imprint tattoos.
With a flick of their taloned-fingers, Kaize dismissed the Drudgers. They left, and the door sealed Jackin inside with the last Viator breeder.
Kaize’s low voice crackled as they said, “Welcome, Sentinel.”
Jackin shook his head. “I’m not a Sentinel,” he croaked.
“I see. Legionnaire?”
He scoffed, dry and bitter. “Definitely not.”
The pleated skin on Kaize’s forehead twitched. He got the feeling they really wanted something other than a given name.
“Tiercel is fine,” he offered.
Kaize’s chin lifted. “Then welcome, Tiercel.”
It felt too fucking weird to say “thank you” so Jackin just rolled his lips between his teeth and nodded. Rake’s assumption that he wouldn’t wither at the sight of a Viator might have been overly generous.
“I am certain your commander appreciates your assistance,” Kaize continued.
Through the tightness in his chest, he said, “She’s not my commander anymore.”
Kaize’s black eyes drifted over him. “And yet, here you are.”
“Yeah,” he said with a resounding sigh. “Here I am.” He wiped his forehead with the back of his hand, ready to get this over with. “So, you know where the Sentinel team went?”
“No. Due to the method of transference—a fluctuation instead of a proper shift—we cannot know. That is why you are here, Tiercel. As one of their species, you may be able to cast a lifeline to them. I suggest you think deeply about what you intend to focus on to create said lifeline. Such a procedure is taxing—mentally, physically, and emotionally. You will have a limited timeframe in which to make your case to caelestis, once you have merged with the conduit control station’s neural network.”
Jackin nodded reflexively, though it took a few seconds for his mind to catch up with what he was agreeing to.
Merged with a neural network? Jackin would need Viator Imprints for that. A minor detail Rake failed to mention.
Not that she needed to ask. Of course she’d known. That he’d not only be willing to get another set, but eager, enthusiastic, desperate for it. That every day since he’d died at that dark energy generator, he’d felt weak and exposed without them.
He was also every bit as sure that Rake understood the sheer soul-rending terror he’d experience at the mere thought. Because having them installed again meant having Imprints that could be hacked. Imprints that could compromise his free will.
A surprising attitude for someone who claimed to care about him. If you loved someone too much, did it round back into hatred?
“Tiercel?” Kaize prompted. “Do you understand?”
Jackin glanced up. “Yes—sorry.” He twisted his scarred right forearm in the light grip of his other hand. “I don’t have my Imprints anymore.”
“Yes. Rake spoke of your need to remove them.” Both sets of Kaize’s glossy black eyes traced down Jackin’s arm. “That is a highly inadvisable procedure.”
He resisted a shudder and mumbled, “Agreed.”
“You are willing to receive another set?” they asked. “I need your permission.”
A sharp, sour mass twisted in the pit of his stomach. He managed not to let it sink in too far before he blurted out, “Yes, I accept.” The formality felt strange. Last time, he’d been half dead, so hadn’t really had a chance to consent.
Kaize’s chin lifted. “Very well.”
The door swished open and Jackin glanced back. The two Drudger guards stood waiting in the corridor.
He looked back to Kaize.
“Your escort will take you for the application,” they explained. “We should allow them to settle for a few hours before proceeding. So please, rest for the evening. I will take you to the conduit chamber in the morning.”
Jackin nodded, mumbled a thanks to Kaize, then followed his Drudger escort out the door, off to get a full set of Viator Imprints. Again.

Twelve hours later, Jackin boarded a small shuttle, which left the Presidian and set down in a ventral switchback hangar at the starboard bow of the outermost generation ship.
Jackin waited in a debarkation airlock, his Drudger shadows standing guard in the corridor outside.
He sat on a bench beside a set of lockers, the top half of his space suit tied around his waist. He leaned forward, elbows on knees, twisting his helmet in his hands, one leg bouncing. Pent-up energy sourced from anger or anxiety or his newly reacquired Imprints or all of the above.
His fingers traced the squares on his right bicep, stark white against his light brown skin. A sinking dread pooled in his stomach.
He’d hoped they could alter some settings so the new Imprints would look different from his first set. Apparently, that wasn’t how it worked. By design, each machine had its own unique style, a backstamp of sorts to denote the origin. Maybe so that if random Drudgers started showing up with unauthorized applications, they could trace the misconduct back to the offending machine.
Unfortunately, they only had the one machine on board. So he was stuck with these glossy white provocateurs.
He couldn’t help but reflect on the deep irony of his current situation.
He’d been so hell-bent on making a move on Elyseia—staked his claim, dug his heels in, and in doing so said things to Rake he could never take back. Then, rather than taking his Corsairs and his carefully laid plans to go execute Augustus, he’d chosen to go rescue Augustus’s clone from another universe.
He wanted to be mad at Cavalon for putting him in this weird fucking position, but it was a difficult thing to hold against him considering the kid’s plummeting survival probability.
“Tiercel.”
Jackin glanced up. Kaize stood in the airlock hatchway, looking somewhat less intimidating in a simple charcoal gray space suit, all-glass helmet tucked under one arm. Almost pedestrian.
“Are you ready?” Kaize asked.
No, but he said, “Yes,” and pushed to standing. He shouldered into his space suit sleeves and ran his fingers over the self-closing seam.
They locked their helmets into place, then Jackin followed Kaize into the generation ship.
Struck by the sheer depth of darkness within, Jackin made sure to stay close on Kaize’s heel as they wound through corridors. After nearly forty minutes, they entered a short hallway with streams of light flooding out from two open doorframes. Without pause, Kaize passed the first door—a spartan control center where Drudgers worked at antiquated terminals. Jackin hurried to catch up as Kaize entered the wider threshold at the end of the hall.
Though still oppressively dark, the chamber within felt and sounded more spacious. Large, disc-shaped work lights hovered overhead, casting pools of light across the ancient decking. Drudgers milled on a wide platform. It extended far over a sunken area, from which stretched a half circle of large pillars—a base supporting a massive orb of entwined metal rings, so tall they disappeared into the shadows overhead.
Jackin eyed the glowing orb at the center of the rings. Though static and seemingly inert, it emitted a quality of light unlike anything he’d seen before, a starkly vacant, phosphorescent cobalt blue. This machine, this “source” somehow allowed them to aggregate dark energy from other universes. To steal it.
Jackin followed Kaize into the field of light toward a pressure tent at the right edge of the long platform. They approached a tall Drudger wearing a similar charcoal gray space suit.
Jackin gulped as the Drudger turned, because it was not a Drudger.
Over the last half day, he’d been fully aware there were other Viators around the Presidian, but if he kept his gaze down and avoided eye contact, he could pretend they were all Drudgers. That was made difficult when one was a meter away, staring him straight in the face with all four eyes.
“Tiercel,” Kaize said, grating voice even harsher through the suit comms. “This is my advisor, Lourdes. They will counsel you through the process.”
Jackin dipped his chin in acknowledgment, but said nothing. Viator introductions would never not be awkward.
Lourdes seemed equally uninterested in pleasantries, as they simply turned and walked away toward the pressure tent.
Jackin joined Lourdes as they cycled into the clear plastic dome. Once inside, the atmosphere indicator in Jackin’s HUD flashed green.
Lourdes paced to a counter-height podium—a slanted pane of terminal glass with a recessed half-cylindrical slot. The neural network terminal.
Jackin glanced back. Kaize remained outside, watching from beyond the clear tent wall.
“Human,” Lourdes grunted, their voice deeper and coarser yet than Kaize’s—if the breeder’s was sandpaper, Lourdes’s was volcanic salt. They laid their hand on the top of the terminal, gloved talons thunking against the glass face. “You will connect. Once within, search. It may take time, many tries. If you grow fatigued, retreat. We will feed and water you, then reconnect.”
Jackin rubbed his helmet. “How exactly do I search?”
“You will know, but that is only form—for anchor casting, function is what matters most.”
Jackin’s brow furrowed. “How so?”
“Your people … they will slip through a wide net. You must focus on specifics, details, cruces. The more granular, the higher likelihood of success.”
Lourdes tapped the terminal again, gesturing for Jackin to come closer.
Reluctant, Jackin stepped forward. All the while, a vise closed around his rib cage.
He detached his helmet and set it at his feet. He unsealed the collar of his suit and slid his right arm out of the sleeve. Despite his sincerest objections, his pulse sped, breaths coming up short. He closed his eyes, hoping it would prevent him from passing out.
He had to cut himself some slack. He’d died the last time he used one of these.
Forcing aside the fear, he laid his arm in the cylindrical slot and waited for the cold metal to clamp down. For the bite of copper to tinge his saliva. For the terrifying rush of cascading metal across his skin.
Nothing happened.
He opened his eyes. Wary, he withdrew his arm.
Lourdes tilted their head, facial folds rippling in a complicated pattern. They accessed a few holographic menus, screens flicking by so fast Jackin couldn’t even guess at what they’d said, not that he could read Viator for shit anyway.
“Again,” Lourdes said.
Jackin took a tentative step forward, once again fighting his primal instinct to run, and laid his arm in the clamp. Every muscle in his body had gone ice cold, starkly rigid. His eyes burned as he stared at the inert white squares on his skin.
Still, nothing.
“Human,” Lourdes admonished.
Jackin gaze flitted up, unsure which of their two sets of eyes to look at.
Quieter and with a fraction of a degree more patience, Lourdes said, “You must leave it behind, or you can never go forward.”
Jackin stared back, lips parted. Then he found himself nodding his agreement.
He knew exactly what Lourdes meant. The machine wouldn’t respond, wouldn’t bother connecting him; it already knew he’d fail. Not because he didn’t know how or where to look, but because he didn’t want to look.
He was afraid to bring them back to this universe. To bring them back to him. Where he and his hacked Imprints could turn on them, cause them pain, kill their friends.
A swell of guilt throttled his heart.
From the moment he realized what he’d done on Akhet, he blamed himself—not just for the betrayal, but for allowing his Imprints to be hacked in the first place. For being too weak.
So killing Augustus became the only way to make reparations for Puck’s death, the only way to seize back control. But that wasn’t what Puck would’ve wanted. This was.
Jackin couldn’t change what’d happened on Akhet. Augustus had won that battle; it didn’t mean he’d won the war.
But he still might, if Jackin didn’t get his shit together and bring Cavalon and the others back. They needed his help—now. Or they might never find a way home.
In his periphery, he could feel Kaize looking on. With uneven breaths, he tented a hand over his eyes.
Rake had neutralized him—he wasn’t a threat to them anymore. It was safe to bring them back.
With an effort, Jackin opened his eyes. Looking down at the neural network machine, he inhaled deeply to a count of four. Out again.
He laid his arm in the clamp.
A harsh chill ripped over his skin as the cold metal sheathed his arm. The taste of copper bit his tongue. His Imprints rushed from their default formation, down his right arm, and under the metal sleeve.
Teeth clenched, he tried and failed to hold back a growl as dozens of knifelike stabs overwhelmed his senses. His muscles tensed, the agony escalating as each square was ripped from his skin and devoured by the machine.
Eyes clenched shut, he fought back a deluge of unwanted memories—the dozens and dozens of times he’d been forced to connect to Augustus’s abominable virtual reality machine.
Even more fresh in his mind was three weeks ago at the dark energy generator. Rake had ripped him free of it, and his heart stopped beating. For only a minute or two, maybe, but he’d felt it—sharp, definitive. White static absorbed by sparks of cobalt light. The release of death.
It plagued his nightmares, haunted his waking life. He’d cheated death so many times, but never before so literally.
Then at once, the pain vanished. His grimace relaxed, muscles gone slack. Inside: sweet relief. His physical presence gone, wholly internalized.
That had all felt familiar—agonizing, but normal. But where his connection with the dark energy generator had been ordered, clear, concise … This was anything but.
A space of pure mayhem.
A million offshoots in a million directions. A million intents, a million collisions. Chaos personified, adorned in cobalt light.
Lourdes had said that once he connected, he would know. Intrinsically understand how to navigate it, just like with his Imprints. His will, manifest. Now he was inside, at the crossroads of all these endless universes. And he didn’t have the first fucking clue what to do.
There was no way in hell he was ever going to find them.
“They will slip through a wide net.”
Lourdes’s instructions rang out, saturating the space around him.
“Specifics, details, cruces.”
He steadied his racing thoughts. This was just wayfinding—his area of expertise. The “best navigator” Puck had ever met. Time to prove him right.
Jackin didn’t need toughness or tenacity, or some profound, extensive web of cosmic connections. Just one thing. Something real. A proverbial lens with which to focus a proverbial spotlight.
It took barely a heartbeat for him to decide.
A single beacon stood above the rest. The ties of fate, destiny, caelestis, whatever you wanted to call it. A clear focal point.
For better or worse, the man who bound them all together, who had brought them to where they were today.
Augustus Mercer.



  
CHAPTER FORTY-NINE
Cavalon woke to the same nauseating, adrenaline spike of fear to the gut that roused him every handful of hours whenever he attempted to sleep.
Invariably pointless, so he wasn’t sure why he kept trying.
He pushed to sitting, legs swinging over the side of the narrow cot. Around him, Corinne, Owen, Emery, and Antares slept. Or lay down with their eyes shut, at least. They’d had about as much luck sleeping as he had.
He rubbed the not-sleep from his eyes. Dropping his hands, he frowned down at his prosthesis. The thing felt so much more natural than his first, he’d barely had cause to give it a second thought. Until his most recent anxiety spiral, when he’d realized that someday, it’d break down. Require some repair that would take someone an hour back home, but here, would put it out of commission forever.
Holding a hand to his stomach, he frowned. A different kind of anxiety pooled in his gut. A general malaise, like the nonspecific guilt of having forgotten something important.
Their Raikairn hosts had been gracious enough to provide food, water, and lodging, but they were beginning to overstay their welcome. The Custodians’ work was drawing to a close soon, then they’d be off to some other universe. They’d offered to leave them with a small ship and an abundance of fuel, but without the meshwork, or Atlas, or access to any kind of relay gate system, who knew how long it might take to get somewhere useful.
Where would “useful” even be? Humans were extinct. What were they supposed to do, go live amongst the husks of humanity’s fallen cities? Fucking depressing.
The malaise in his stomach stirred again.
A peppery odor scratched at his nose. He rubbed his nostrils with a knuckle. Brow creasing, he looked toward the sealed doorway. A soft yet high-pitched tone oscillated in his ears.
As quiet as he could, he pushed to standing, crept across the room, and exited into the bright corridor.
He wasn’t even sure where he was going.
A few minutes later he got his answer, standing in the conduit chamber at the foot of the large machine. His eyes burned as he stared up at the intercrossed rings. His malaise had spread, now coursing through him like unchecked wildfire.
Far up amongst the center of the rings, a short-lived spark of cobalt light.
Cavalon’s pulse surged. He backpedaled too fast, stumbled over his own feet, and landed hard on the deck.
Another spark, lengthier, long enough to twist in on itself before evaporating.
“Oh, fuck no.” He crawled backward, unable to look away. Since their arrival, the conduit had been completely inactive. He had no interest in being present when something unexpected arrived.
A third short spark of light was all it took. He clambered to his feet and ran out the chamber as fast as his sedentary-of-late legs could take him.
He sprinted into the Raikairn meeting room. A half dozen of the aliens sat working around a square meeting table. With their identical helmets and clothing, Cavalon could only assume which was Rust from the fact that they always sat in the same chair.
Rust’s reflective visor lifted toward him. Cavalon was pretty sure they were sighing under that dark helmet.
Cavalon panted, fists braced on his hips, catching his breath while Rust looked on. He really wished he had some way to intuit their moods.
When he’d gathered enough breath, he jutted a finger in the direction of the conduit chamber. “I didn’t do it, I swear.”
Rust stood, helmet tilting. “Do what?”
Cavalon pushed out a steadying exhale. “It’s turning on.”
All five of the other aliens pushed to standing at once. Rust marched past Cavalon and demanded, “Follow.”
Cavalon hustled to keep pace with Rust’s purposeful walk. The five others went into the control room while Cavalon accompanied Rust into the conduit chamber. The machine sat perfectly still, silent, and dark.
“Why did you come in here?” Rust asked.
Cavalon wiped sweat from his forehead. “No reason.”
“Reflect on the veracity of that answer.”
Cavalon gulped. That’d been a complicated way to say, “BS.”
He sighed, throwing his hands up as he said, “I really don’t know. I just felt compelled to look at it.”
Rust silently stared for a few long moments. Finally, they said, “Expand on ‘compelled.’”
Cavalon pinched his shirt and billowed it out to fan away the slick of sweat on his skin. “I don’t know how to describe it. A weird feeling in my stomach, like there was something I’d forgot. A ringing in my ears, a strange smell. I just kinda followed the feeling, and ended up here. I know, it sounds stupid.”
“It’s not stupid, human.” Rust turned on a heel and marched toward the control room, then called back, “Summon your people.”
Cavalon froze for a few seconds, totally baffled. He threw a wary glance back at the conduit before rushing to catch up with Rust.
From the control room, Cavalon pinged Owen to rouse the others. Through the transparent not-wall observation pane, he kept an eye on the conduit. Every twenty to thirty seconds, it lit with another puny spark of light before fizzling out.
He hung back and watched Rust and their team working at the control panels. He had not a single clue what they were doing. The Custodians had never once spoken aloud to one another—not that he’d be able to understand what they were saying even if they did.
He crept up behind Rust, who stood at a central terminal station. “What’s going on?” he whispered.
Rust didn’t turn away from their screens, but replied, “I hope this anomaly is what I think it is.”
“Which is?”
“Someone trying to reach you.”
Cavalon froze, mouth hanging open. He tried and failed to speak multiple times before he finally breathed out, “Seriously?”
“Yes.”
Airy hope lightened his chest, darkened moments later by the looming shadow of improbability. They’d vanished out of thin air due to an unprecedented fluctuation—something they couldn’t re-create even if they tried. How would any of the Sentinels even know they were gone, never mind how to use the conduit to find them?
Cavalon’s gaze drifted to the conduit machine. “What if it’s not someone trying to reach us?”
“Then it is another rogue universe trying to steal something that doesn’t belong to them.”
Cavalon slouched, frowning.
“Which, if it is,” Rust continued, “I suppose you could try your luck there instead. Maybe you could find other humans, at least. Either way, take this…” They turned and held out a small, thin rectangle. An old-school Viator data chip.
Cavalon took it, but was more confused than ever. “What is this?”
“You didn’t want to return empty-handed.”
“Uh, yeah?”
“This contains everything known about the mutagen the Viators devised to kill humans. In this universe, at least. The design and development, the distribution, the humans’ attempts to counteract it. Even if you don’t arrive in time to save those in your own universe, maybe you can use it to save those in the next.”
Cavalon stared at the chip, turning it over in his hand. “Holy shit,” he breathed.
Rust dipped their head. “As you said before, I do know ‘what it’s like.’ Our obligation as Custodians, the balance we’re responsible for maintaining … The consequences are so far-reaching, the impacts so elusive, often beyond comprehension entirely. At least with this, I know the outcome will either be positive, or neutral.”
Cavalon swallowed over his heart in his throat. This whole time, he’d thought Rust had, at best, tolerated him. It turns out they’d actually been listening.
He managed to croak out, “Thank you.” With an effort, he forced strength back into his voice. “Rust, I have to ask … In all the universes you’ve been to, the ones where humans encountered Viators … How often does humanity survive it?”
Rust didn’t reply at first, and Cavalon felt his heart rate rise with every grueling second that passed. After an eternity, all Rust said was, “May you defy the odds, human.”
Cavalon wished he hadn’t asked.
“Mercer,” Antares said, tone thick with sleep as she marched into the control room. She’d recovered well, if begrudgingly, under the care of the Raikairns’ patient medics.
Corinne, Owen, and Emery filed in behind her. Emery lifted her nose, sniffing the air. “Does anyone else smell somethin’ peppery?”
Rust leaned to look past Cavalon’s shoulder. “The rest of you, have you had symptoms?”
“Symptoms?” Corinne asked, brow raised.
Rust lifted a hand to Cavalon.
He rubbed a knuckle under his nose. “An itchy smell, kinda acrid? A weird swimmy feeling in your stomach, or a ringing in your ears?”
Antares held her fingers to her ear, frowning. “Now that you mention it…”
“I woke up hours ago feeling that way,” Corinne concurred, a serious edge to her tone. “I attributed it to anxiety.”
Owen glanced back in the direction of their quarters. “I thought someone just burned their food.”
Rust turned back to their terminal. “That’s a good sign.”
“Sign of what?” Antares asked, brows knit. “What’s going on?”
Cavalon glanced back at Rust, who thankfully took point on the explanation.
“I believe a nascent line has been cast,” Rust said.
Emery frowned as she mussed her hair with one hand, a sleepy droop in her eyes. “What the hell’s that?”
“For lack of a more accurate term, a lifeline from your universe.”
The grogginess in Emery’s expression cleared in an instant, green eyes wide. “Wait, what?”
“It appears,” Rust began, “that someone is looking for you.”
Corinne straightened, white cheeks flushing pink. Antares and Owen exhaled various expletives of disbelief.
“If they’re successful in forging the line,” Rust went on, “you’ll be able to leave alongside them. The procedure is unlike a typical anchored shift, however. More like a pendulum swing. You must be ready to catch it at its crest, as it will only pause briefly before returning to its origin.”
Antares exhaled a heavy sigh. “How do we confirm it’s from our universe?”
“You don’t.”
Corinne frowned, exchanging a wary look with Cavalon.
“Because you can’t,” Rust continued. “What we do know is that there are nearly zero alternative causes of such an anomaly.”
“Nearly?” Owen asked, voice pitched high with worry.
Antares rubbed her chin, a frown heavy on her lips. “I should go through first. Ensure it really is this ‘lifeline,’ then I’ll come back for the others.”
“That’s not possible,” Rust said. “You may leave alone, yes, but you would not be able to retarget this universe—you cannot set a source anchor for an anomalous shift.”
Cavalon’s chest heaved with a sigh, and he nodded. “No anchor, no shift.” Lesson fucking learned.
“There’s really no kind of…” Owen’s face scrunched as she scratched her hairline. “Inter-universal coordinate system? How do you ‘Custodians’ even do your jobs without one?”
Rust waved a hand. “How we navigate is far more complicated than I can reasonably convey at the moment. Regardless, it is irrelevant. Fluctuations don’t allow for wayfinding, and the lifeline is a method of fluctuation. If one of your people really is reaching out, they’ll only be able to sustain it for a limited time. Gather your things and meet me at the conduit as soon as possible.”
Cavalon thanked Rust, then returned with the others to their quarters.
They put on their space suits, then gathered up their weapons and what little equipment they had. Cavalon packed the Viator data chip Rust had given him into a palm-sized, padded component case, then zipped that safely into one of the double-lined pockets of his cargo pants.
Once they collected everything, they returned to the conduit chamber, where Rust stood working at the neural network terminal at the foot of the machine. The rings still flared with bouts of cobalt light, growing more and more frequent, now every ten seconds or less.
Cavalon ran a hand over the side of his leg to ensure the chip case remained sealed safely away under the layers of his space suit and pants. He anxiously repeated the gesture every few seconds.
He had no idea if there was even anything useful on it. Humanity’s extinction here didn’t bode well for the helpfulness of their research. Besides, the Viator mutagen from this universe might not even work the same as theirs did. But it was literally the only lead they had.
Rust worked for a couple minutes, then walked back up the platform to meet them. “We’ve done everything we can on our end. As I said, the lifeline procedure doesn’t work like a typical shift. The interval between anomalies will continue to decrease until a point of coalescence. You will have a very limited window in which to return. A matter of seconds, perhaps. So please, be prepared.”
Cavalon inclined his head. “Thank you.”
“And if it’s not your people creating it,” Rust added, “then good luck.”
Cavalon blinked away the spike of panic, nodding. The others thanked Rust with varying levels of apprehension, and Rust retreated to the control room.
Cavalon, Corinne, Owen, Emery, and Antares moved tentatively down the platform, past the control terminal, pausing just before crossing under the rings.
They locked on their helmets and waited.
Back on the main deck, two dozen armed Raikairns gathered at the base of the platform, another dozen guarding the exit doors. Which was fair. They had no idea what kind of hostile beings or hungry monstrosity might come careening through the inter-universal ether.
An uncomfortable tingle ran up Cavalon’s spine, and he suddenly felt very much like cosmic kibble.
Just as Rust had warned, the duration between bursts of light decreased. From every five seconds, to four, three, two, one. Every half second. Shorter. Until Cavalon could no longer perceive a break between.
Then at once, it coalesced. A sudden, blinding hurricane of sharp cobalt light.
A moment later, the storm cleared. Revealing twenty armed Drudgers.
Cavalon froze, confusion rooting his limbs in place. Even if he’d bolted immediately, it wouldn’t have mattered. The Drudgers already had their rifles trained, legs stretched out in long coordinated strides, as if they’d shifted mid-charge. Cavalon could barely stumble back before they’d swarmed around the five of them.
The half platoon of Drudgers enveloped them in unsettling unison, a well-practiced tactical maneuver, the fingers of a giant fist tightening its grip. Then the entire mass receded.
Cavalon tried to not trip over his own feet as they were herded deeper under the conduit rings. He secured his hand over the data chip in his pocket, his brain barely able to catch up with the fact that they were being kidnapped by an inter-universal band of Drudgers.
From somewhere over Cavalon’s shoulder, one of the Drudgers shouted something in Viator that he couldn’t understand.
The mass drifted a little too fast, forcing Cavalon off-balance and he stumbled—

—forward. The cobalt light cleared as Cavalon finished his step.
The Drudger pack loosened.
Cavalon’s first thought was that it was much too bright—they couldn’t possibly be inside one of the generation ships. As his eyes adjusted, he could make out the ring of large work lights stationed all around.
“Jackin?” Emery squeaked.
Cavalon’s heart lurched. He wiped his eyes, squinting through the dispersing mass of Drudgers toward where the control terminal should be. Someone in a pearlescent white suit ducked out of a pressure tent. Their visor caught the light. Within, Jackin’s weary face.
And beside Jackin, a Viator.
And behind that Viator, a dozen more Drudgers. Standing around a second Viator.
As the Drudgers stepped aside, Antares swung her rifle to her front and raised it.
“Wait!” Owen held up her hands to Antares. “Stand down—they’re friendlies.”
Cavalon ignored it all as he pushed through smelly Drudgers, rushing to Jackin and engulfing him in a hug.



  
CHAPTER FIFTY
Adequin stood on the bridge of the Audax, completely spent.
It was all she’d been doing all day, standing there. Sometimes sitting. Walking over to the technicians, even though all the bridge’s screens could easily be shared with the captain’s station.
Nothing but standing, sitting, talking—and still, exhaustion racked her. Same as if she’d been fully engaged in a groundside battle on the front lines. More than anything, she attributed it to the sheer number of decisions she’d had to make in a ten-hour period. Maybe she was just getting old.
“Reallocating squadrons” sounded easy when written into an itinerary. Less so when said reallocation was spread across a two-sector star map comprising the vast majority of human civilization.
She’d pieced together a specialty squadron to focus on severing Augustus’s bioweapon supply lines. It was their only true recourse—other than to stalk every inhabited system in the galaxy and wait for Augustus to show up, but they didn’t have the numbers for that. Not nearly.
So instead, they were forced to constantly play catch-up, Intel striving to stay ahead as they chased bioweapon deployments around the Outer Core. For now, it was the best they could do.
Augustus’s goddamn media stunt after Okinos had made things even worse, most civilians now believing the Sentinels to be terrorists in league with a rogue monarch. Nascombe worked with Ansel’s people night and day to repair the public perception, but it was an uphill battle. The bulk of their efforts had, rightfully, gone toward staving off civil war on Cautis Prime; the Sentinels had to come second.
As the day shift drew to a close, an out-fleet hail passed through the queue, grabbed up by the comms technician within seconds.
Adequin caught Beckar’s equally confused look as they both turned toward the comms tech on duty.
“Sirs?” the tech began. “I have an incoming high-priority hail on Legion X band…”
Adequin’s brow furrowed.
“They’ve sent a passkey and a watchword,” the tech added.
Her heart kicked. She paced to the station. “Show me.”
They enlarged the hail. Adequin scanned the text, studying every character of the half-Viator passkey. All correct.
Decryption ciphers ran, and after a few seconds the watchword appeared. “Hudson.”
Adequin threw open a line to Warner. “Warner, we’ve got a bogey incoming—prep an escort and bring them into the starboard hangar. Be careful, but they should be friendly; possible VIP aboard.”
“Understood, sir,” he returned.
Ten minutes later, Adequin stood in the primary starboard hangar with a squad of armed MPs.
A small, nondescript transport had landed, its ramp lowering. A tall, thin, white-haired man stepped out.
An airy lightness swelled in Adequin’s chest.
Lugen.
The MPs murmured. Adequin lifted a hand for them to stand down, and they slung their rifles, exchanging bewildered looks.
Over his trim praetor uniform, Lugen wore a long navy blue officers’ cloak with the stiff luster of plastech-threaded fabric. His white hair was combed back, trim on the sides. His cloak drifted as he descended the ramp. The MPs’ backs went straight and they snapped formal salutes.
Cool relief flooded through her. He’d survived, somehow. They could end it, together.
Lugen stepped off the ramp. With his near-two-meter stature, Adequin had to lift her chin to match his gaze as he approached.
She brought her fist to her chest, elbow high in a formal salute. “Praetor,” she said—or tried to say, but it came out more of a stifled breath of air.
He landed a steady, impassive look at her. “Excubitor.” He ran a hand over his clean-shaven jaw, an increased sharpness to his high cheekbones. “May we speak in private.”
She dipped her chin. “This way.”
She led Lugen to the command deck and into one of the smaller secure meeting rooms. He pulled out a chair, angling it perpendicular with the edge of the glass-topped conference table.
Adequin stopped just inside the threshold for some reason, watching him, still in shock.
He sat facing her, his cloak draping over the side of the chair and dusting the floor. He bent his leg, resting one polished black dress shoe on his knee.
He cleared his throat. “I’m sorry I couldn’t forewarn you of my arrival.” He propped his elbows on either armrest, entwining his slender fingers, adorned with the ornate, metal inlaid signet rings of his various stations.
“It’s fine,” she said, head shaking. “I just … How are you here?”
“A rather complicated sleight of hand. Involving my twin brother.”
Unable to moderate her disbelief, she laughed. “You have a twin?”
Lugen didn’t respond. His rheumy gaze remained locked on Adequin as he undid the top button of his suit jacket. From the inside pocket, he retrieved a flat case. Square, roughly the size of his palm. Real leather, dyed to Legion navy blue, embossed with a shimmering bronze border.
Its polished corner guards clacked on the glass as Lugen set it on the table.
Adequin stared at it, a thickness building in her throat. Head shaking, she said, “No, sir, I don’t—”
“Excubitor Adequin Rake,” Lugen interrupted, his eyes not leaving hers, tone stalwart, “you’ve been granted the rank of praetor, and all the rights and responsibilities the title carries.”
Heat stung her face, but she fought the rise of emotion back down. “Sir, I’m not even Legion anymore.”
“That’s a matter of perspective.” Slowly—deliberately—he slid the box across the glass toward her.
Reluctant, she stepped up to the table. She thumbed the case’s latch and the top opened. Inside, a palette of glittering, multicolored rank badges. A match to those on Lugen’s chest.
She shook her head. “Thank you, sir, but—”
“I was kidding,” he said, tone serious, yet eerily casual. “About my twin.”
Adequin coughed, incredulity throttling out her nervous laughter as she looked back at him.
“I do have a twin brother,” he corrected. “But I didn’t use him to escape safely.” Lugen’s lean chest swelled with a deep breath. “As it turns out, more of the Legion was willing to rally behind us than I’d accounted for.”
“That’s good…” Adequin trailed off, eyeing him warily. From his tone, there was far more to that admission than explaining his out-of-character jokes.
Lugen’s tone lowered as he rumbled, “I brought you the First.”
Adequin’s expression slackened. Her lips parted, mind tripping over his statement. He couldn’t be serious.
“The First?” she managed to croak out. “The entire First?”
“Approximately ninety percent.”
She stared at him, incredulous.
He’d played the card. All on his own. At the exact right time.
Of course he did. She’d spent so much time worrying about it—she should have just trusted him.
Mouth dry, she said, “What about Culloden?”
He dipped his chin. “Ansel will make a public announcement in the next few hours. He’ll endorse the Sentinels, attempt to convey the truth of Okinos and expose Mercer’s lies. Our other allies will declare support as well—they’re few, but they command a great deal of respect. It may not sway every opinion, but it will make an appreciable difference.”
Relief flooded her chest. If it could sow even the smallest seed of doubt, she’d take it. Really all she wanted at this point was for the civilians to stop shooting at them while they were trying to save their lives.
“Are you joining Ansel for the presser?” she asked.
Bracing on his knees, Lugen exhaled a quiet, weary groan as he pushed to his feet. “No. I’m retired.”
Mild panic stoked in her chest. “You’re not…” Her face fell as dread seeped in. “You’re not serious, sir?”
His lips pressed flat in a mollifying smile. “Call me Reneth.”
She gaped, pulse loud in her ears, unable to summon a response.
He started pulling rings off his fingers. Stunned, she raised her hands—like she was going to physically stop him?—but he ignored her, diving straight back into his formal, rite-giving tone. “Praetor Adequin Rake, I hereby freely cede my station to you—”
“No, don’t—” she tried to interject, but he was relentless.
“—and confer upon you the rights and responsibilities of each office. This mantle signifies your solemn duty to uphold the tenets pursuant to the customs of the Triune.”
Lugen stepped closer. He lifted her palm and pressed the rings into it, holding his thin hand firmly over hers for a long moment. Then he closed her fingers around the rings.
“The First Legion Triune is under your command.”
Adequin stood gaping at him for a long while, until her eyes burned and she had to force herself to blink.
Looking down, she opened her hand.
Three rings, three burdens.
The First. The Vanguard. The Titans.
A dizzying nausea swept through her.
Lugen had just handed her a million soldiers.
Adequin wiped a hand down her face, head shaking in disbelief. Lugen was supposed to become their ally. Not give her his fucking fleet.
“Sir—”
“Reneth,” he corrected—patient, and oddly casual.
“Reneth,” she ground out, then drew in a steadying inhale. “I’m grateful, truly. But you’re supposed to join us.”
“No, I was supposed to die,” he said, in that same casual timbre.
“But you didn’t,” she insisted.
“Exactly. I know when to bow out gracefully, Rake.”
She cast a helpless glance in the general direction of the bridge, then looked back to him, at a loss for words.
“I won’t leave the Audax,” Lugen said by way of assurance, though she didn’t feel assured in the slightest. “Unless you want me to. I’ll be here if you need advice, but…” He laid a consoling hand on her shoulder. “Just like with the Resurgence … We brought it this far together, but you need to run it across the finish line.” He stepped closer again, her chin lifting as he looked down at her, brown eyes serious. “However you see fit. I trust you.”
Then he left.
She stared at the door for a long while. Her mind spun. All she could come up with was … Lugen had a twin.
The rest of it required whiskey.
Dazed, Adequin beelined to her office, anxiously turning the three signet rings over in her sweaty hand.
She sealed herself inside, poured a glass, downed it, then poured another before slouching into the sofa. Warm whiskey burned in her stomach, heart hammering against her ribs.
Ninety goddamn percent of the First. Even in their most generous estimates, they hadn’t anticipated more than a quarter. She’d finally have sufficient numbers to defend the Outer Core systems affected by the bioweapon.
Not to undersell their terrible odds—they were still vastly outnumbered. Augustus’s forces grew by the day. For every Guardian killed, three sprung up in its place, and the Legion’s other seven command components were still under Augustus’s thumb.
Even with most of the First, plus Ansel’s fleet, it wouldn’t be enough in the long term.
Lugen knew that.
His last words rang in the back of her mind, scratching at her subconscious. “However you see fit.”
Ostensibly permission. But she knew him better than that. It hadn’t been a blessing as he passed the mantle. It’d been … resignation.
He’d given up. He was ceding the field, walking away so she could do what she did best.
When she was a Titan, she’d felt like his weapon. A WMD in combat armor. She got the distinct feeling that was happening again. Only she’d become her own weapon.
Since this all started, they’d only been able to react. Plan. Prepare. Wait. And in doing so, inadvertently conformed to Augustus’s penchant for the long game. During which he could continue to use his copious power and generational wealth to control the board in his never-ending galactic chess match.
But he’d been playing that match with Lugen. Who’d just taken himself off the board.
Sacrificing the queen to clear the way for a checkmate.
Adequin threw back the remainder of her whiskey.
Time to run a new gambit.



  
CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE
Kaize’s crew needed a few hours to finish recalibrating the conduit to restore output to the dark energy generators. Though fatigued after the neural network search, Jackin volunteered to assist. Not because he was avoiding having to tell the others what had happened on Akhet. Nor because he didn’t feel worthy of Cavalon’s venerating looks and doting comments about Jackin’s ability to track them.
Jackin hadn’t had the heart to tell the kid that he’d had to use Augustus as a focus. Cavalon would read too much into it, and he couldn’t afford to get stuck in an anxiety spiral—he needed to focus on the mutagen cure.
Which was exactly what he did, taking Corinne and their newly acquired data chip straight to the Presidian to avail themselves of the battlecruiser’s superior laboratory facilities.
Hours later, Kaize’s crew finished their work. Emery parked the Revenant in the Presidian’s hangar, and they left the generation ships behind.
Kaize granted them open access to the Presidian, though Drudger guards lingered around every corner. The need to recalibrate the conduit had raised understandable questions from the group, forcing Jackin to gather them in their communal living area and update them about the dark energy aggregation, their galaxy as “the refuge,” and the potentially very imminent threat of other species fleeing the collapse.
Which wasn’t great, but far worse was when that led to an explanation of what had happened on Akhet. Jackin’s part in it. The strange weapon that shifted their enemies away to some other universe. All the Sentinel deaths. Puck.
Owen had to leave after that, and Jackin couldn’t blame her. She’d been close with Puck, he’d been her mentor. To leave for a few weeks and return to find someone who was such a large part of your life just … gone. And the funeral over, no closure.
The others asked a few questions, then offered consoling words—to him, for some infuriating reason, like they didn’t truly believe that he’d been the cause of it all.
Eventually Emery, Corinne, and Antares left, though Cavalon lingered. He stood behind one of the padded benches, white cheeks flush as he cautiously asked, “Can we talk?”
Jackin swallowed back his hesitation and nodded, nervous at where this was headed, considering everything he’d just dumped on them.
Cavalon inhaled a deep breath. “I just want to say, I’m sorry for what you went through. With Augustus, the hacked Imprints, Akhet, everything. I know it’s not the same, but … I do understand what it feels like to be controlled by that man.”
Relief loosened the knot in Jackin’s stomach. He’d expected bitterness or animosity or hostility about Akhet. Not an apology.
Jackin shook his head slowly. “Having to grow up with him … I can’t imagine how you held out.”
“I didn’t, honestly.” Cavalon wrung his hands. “I was a mess for years, and by the end, I’d totally lost it. I have Rake to thank for reeling me back in.”
“Yeah,” Jackin sighed, mouth tilting with a wry smile. “She does that. Life on the Argus before she arrived…” He shook his head, fighting back the grim memories. “She was a light at the end of a very dark tunnel. And she’s not stopped leading me out of it since.”
Cavalon stared awhile at Jackin’s hands, then finally his blue eyes lifted. “Rake’s been wearing that signet ring around her neck for months. What gives?”
Jackin shifted his weight, twisting the Tiercel ring around on his forefinger. “I, uh … After Rake left me at the Corinthian, I took the mantle.”
“Whoa,” Cavalon breathed, expression slackening. “No shit.”
“Yeah. To be honest, I almost didn’t come. Here, I mean.” He exhaled a shallow breath. As with Rake, he saw no reason to withhold. “I’ve been using the Corsairs to build a fleet. I was going to execute Augustus myself.”
Cavalon rubbed the overgrown stubble on his jaw. “Do you still want that?”
“Yeah, I just…” He looked down as he kicked the decking with the toe of his boot. “Making sure you didn’t die felt more important.”
Cavalon’s cheeks reddened with a slight smile. “Well, I appreciate it.”
Jackin waved him off, avoiding eye contact.
“You know…” Cavalon began, a coaxing edge to his tone. “If we really can find a cure, then maybe they’re right. About not executing him.”
A dubious scowl etched Jackin’s expression.
“Trust me,” Cavalon sighed, lifting his hands, placating, “the last thing I want is to admit Nascombe was right about something. But if he and Ansel and Lugen and Rake all agree … Maybe it really is the only way. Like you said before, we’re too close to it.”
Jackin stretched his hands, clenched them into fists, then stretched them out again. He forcibly loosened his tight jaw.
His brain warred with disconnect over Cavalon’s weirdly levelheaded outlook. He was tempted to call it out of character, but he was starting to realize Cavalon may have matured more than he’d given him credit for.
Regardless … Cavalon might be right. Like Rake had said during their fight—if Jackin stopped and took a breath, he’d see it too. With distance, his plan to execute Augustus started to feel more and more dangerous. Ill-conceived. Desperate.
He’d had many hours to ruminate while traveling to the generation ships, contemplations exacerbated by his experience in the conduit’s neural network. The number of connections he’d seen, the potential paths that stretched out, the weave of caelestis between them all—the sheer weight of the extended cosmos. All hidden from plain sight, funneled through the conduit.
All their human shit seemed so insignificant in comparison. No wonder Rake had been struggling. To be forced to work in the minutiae while knowing the true scale of things, with something so prodigious happening all around you.
Jackin cleared his throat with an assenting nod. “Yeah. I think you’re right.”
Cavalon gave a contented, if weary smile.
“Cavalon, can I…” Jackin began, but the words vanished.
He quirked a brow. “What’s up?”
Jackin drew in a fortifying breath. Something stupid nagged at him, and had every time he’d seen Cavalon since his return to Akhet. He had to get it off his chest. “After the manor incident,” he began, “when I came to meet you, Emery, and Owen out by Attica?”
Cavalon’s brows knit. “Yeah?”
“After I found out Rake had been left behind, I snapped at you. Blamed you. Was generally an asshole. I need to apologize.”
Cavalon’s expression softened, surprise and a little confusion in his eyes. “After everything you’ve been through the last six months, that’s still on your mind?”
“My time in Augustus’s care wasn’t exactly a vacation, but it did give me plenty of time to think over things. The stuff you regret the most lingers the longest.”
Cavalon’s face fell, flush cheeks reddening even more. His throat bobbed and he nodded. “Yeah. That I understand.”
“At the time, I just felt so guilty,” Jackin explained. “I’d been so hard on Rake. You’d been there for her—supporting her, talking her down after the Snyder thing and guiding her toward grieving Griffith. Actually helping. I felt like I’d done nothing but yell at her.” He exhaled a heavy sigh. “I was just frustrated—and scared. And I took it out on you. I’m sorry.”
“Apology accepted,” Cavalon said. “Though, I’m forced to disagree on one thing.”
Jackin lifted an eyebrow. “What’s that?”
“In dealing with Rake … your methods may have been a little harsh, but you weren’t wrong. Or your intent wasn’t, at least. It’s easy to be the one that pats her on the back, says encouraging things, offers a shoulder to cry on. It’s much harder to be the one that shoves her back on track whether she’s comfortable with it or not.”
Heat stung Jackin’s cheeks.
“You’re the one who stands up to Rake,” Cavalon went on, a thickness in his tone. “I might be able to help her with her past shit, but you push her forward. She needs that just as much. Maybe more. You don’t need to change what you are to her. You’re already what she needs.”
Jackin tried to exhale through the cramping ache in his ribs. It took him a few seconds to find his voice. “Turns out, I need her too,” he managed. “Or my subconscious thinks so, at least.”
“Your subconscious?”
He dipped his chin in a shallow nod. “A few weeks into my captivity, I started hallucinating her. A coping mechanism, I guess. Words of encouragement when I was on the brink of giving up. Though apparently it didn’t work all that well.”
Cavalon’s expression darkened. “That wasn’t your fault.”
“I’ve been wondering if he used that to get in,” Jackin admitted, voice dry and wavering. “If I could have just not needed her, maybe he couldn’t have accessed my mind, or been able to hack my Imprints. That he used Rake to break me. Because just when I think I can’t hate that man more, he always finds a way.”
“Damn.” Cavalon blew out a fluttering breath, running his hands through his messy blond hair. “I get where you’re coming from. I do. But no.”
Jackin cast him a questioning look.
“First of all,” Cavalon said, “you’re not weak for hallucinating Rake. But it wasn’t her that got you through it.” He held Jackin’s gaze, a calm, deadly seriousness in his eyes. “Your brain picked her to mirror your own strength back at you. Despite how or when Augustus dug the coordinates out of your brain, you were still there for four months, enduring all that bullshit. All that torture. You kept yourself alive and sane. You and only you.”
An ache burned beneath Jackin’s sternum.
“You’re easily the toughest person I know,” Cavalon went on. “When I need to be strong, I look to Rake. But when I need to be tough … I look to you.”
Jackin’s watery gaze dropped to his boots, rubbing the back of his hand over his forehead, hoping Cavalon hadn’t noticed the shine in his eyes.
It’d caught him off guard. Cavalon’s belief in him was as unexpected as it was heartening. So much so, Jackin was inclined to believe it, this version of him that Cavalon saw.
Maybe he could see a trace of Rake’s fearlessness in himself. In how he’d gone alone to a Viator battlecruiser to get Imprints, again. Then used an ancient alien neural network machine to link his consciousness to a cosmic tapestry of interconnected universes. Hell, even in his willingness to go face down Augustus without her. Even if it’d been ill-conceived, even if he’d decided to abstain.
He doubted he was as tough as Cavalon thought. But he wanted to be.
“Thanks, Cavalon,” Jackin croaked. “But you know, I don’t think you need to look to either of us. Your courage stands on its own.”
Cavalon gave a breathy exhale, head shaking, cheeks somehow even redder. “I don’t know about that…”
“Look at what you just survived,” Jackin said. “Scavenging a five-thousand-year-old Viator ship? Traveling to another universe and back? Spearheading first contact with a new species? The Cavalon I met back on the Argus would’ve fallen apart—no offense.”
Cavalon waved it off. “No, that’s fair. Trust me, though, it all sounds way more badass than it was.”
Jackin’s mouth twitched up in a knowing smile. “Sure.”
A sliding whoosh drew their attention to the door. Corinne stood in the threshold, white cheeks blanched, brilliant blue eyes alight. “Come,” she exhaled. Then she vanished.
Cavalon exchanged a surprised look with Jackin, then they jogged after her.
At the laboratory, Jackin stood in the threshold and watched as Cavalon followed Corinne to their main workstation, surrounded by racks of culture dishes. She opened a screen on the terminal, then took a step back. She held the tips of her fingers over her lips as she watched him lean down to read the results.
The color drained from Cavalon’s face. He straightened, blinked a few times, then looked back at the screen.
The two fell into action. They exchanged mumbled biology phrases, confidently passing tools, culture dishes, and beakers between each other without so much as a second glance.
After doing a bunch of science stuff Jackin didn’t understand, they set their tools aside and expanded a single microscope screen. Then they stood back, watching. Ten seconds, twenty. A minute. Two.
Jackin gulped.
Corinne gasped.
“Holy shit,” Cavalon breathed, taking a step back, both hands over his face.
Then they were shouting, hugging, maybe even a little crying.
Heat scratched at Jackin’s collar, a fullness rising behind his eyes.
That was it, then.
They’d cured the Viator mutagen.



  
CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO
A few days later, the Presidian rendezvoused with the Audax in a particularly dense stellar nebula in the Perimeter Veil. Emery taxied them over in the Revenant, with Kaize following in a small shuttle.
Cavalon watched with dubious awe as they flew between the two battlecruisers. One human, one Viator—just a few dozen kilometers apart and not firing on one another.
They landed in one of the ancillary hangars tucked away in the underbelly of the Audax. The Revenant’s personnel airlock cycled and the ramp lowered. Cavalon and Jackin descended first.
Rake waited at the end of the ramp. She gathered them both into a hug, her arms around their shoulders, theirs crossed behind her back.
Warm tears crept up and Cavalon kept his eyes squeezed shut to hold them back, internally beating himself up over how he’d left things with her. The number of times and ways he could have died the last few weeks … He couldn’t even remember why he’d been mad. Who cared.
Rake let go, if reluctantly. As she stepped back, her hand lingered on the side of Jackin’s face. Her thumb grazed his beard as she looked him in the eye and breathed, “Thank you.”
Jackin’s eyes cast down as he gave a tight nod, throat bobbing.
Corinne followed them down, rolling a large wheeled case that housed the couple hundred cure doses they’d been able to produce on the Presidian. Rake waved over a trio of Corinne’s lab technicians from Akhet who waited nearby. They inundated her with questions as they led her away, off to set her up in the Audax’s labs.
Rake greeted Antares, Emery, and Owen as they exited, lots of hugs, handshakes, thank-yous, and a promise that Beckar would schedule a thorough debrief soon, though that felt like a cruel punishment at the moment. Rake told them to go rest, and some aide of Beckar’s gathered them up to escort them to their new quarters, though Rake held Cavalon and Jackin back.
As the others left the hangar, Kaize approached from their shuttle, parked in the neighboring landing pad. Lourdes waited in their ship’s hatchway looking stern, or what Cavalon had chosen to decide was stern on a Viator’s wrinkly face.
Rake looked to Kaize. “Thank you. I’m in your debt once again.”
“Let’s not keep track.” Kaize’s thin lips turned down. “Someday soon, we may grow weary of counting.”
Rake gave a grateful, if grim, nod. “Were you able to repair the dark energy issue?”
“Yes, we will be resuming our task forthwith. We need to avoid drawing any additional currents.”
Rake’s brow knit. “Yeah, I’m sorry—we had no idea it would do that. I’ve since had the weapon destroyed.”
“That is good.” Kaize glanced around the hangar. They lowered their voice, though no one but the four of them were in earshot. “Please know, Sentinel,” they began, tone hard—not admonitory, but serious. Maybe a little worried. “We have restored access to dark energy, but the quintessence aggregator network is still at long-term risk.”
Cavalon rubbed the back of his neck. “Quintessence aggregator.” He’d never heard it called that before, but he didn’t need to ask what it meant—the phrasing spoke for itself. Quite a bit more accurate than “generator,” given what they now knew about where all that dark energy came from.
“As our universe continues to collapse down to only our galaxy,” Kaize continued, “the pressure on the aggregators will exponentially increase. We cannot say with certainty how long the machines will continue to hold, even once the full network has been restarted. We can only pull so much dark energy through the few conduits we have. Sooner than later, we will need to formulate a long-term solution.”
Kaize’s persistent use of “we” wasn’t lost on Cavalon. Not that he didn’t think they owed the Viators their help, it was humanity’s ultimate demise at stake as well. He just couldn’t imagine how it’d go if they ever had to make a public alliance. Though if anyone could pull it off, it’d be Rake.
“Understood,” Rake said with a solemn nod. “We’ll do whatever we can to help.”
Kaize glanced over their shoulder to the shuttle where Lourdes waited with the Viator equivalent of an inscrutable scowl. They returned their look to Rake, voice still low. “Till our species’ final breath, we will protect this galaxy—from the collapse and trespassers alike. I know you will as well.”
Rake dipped her chin. “We will.”
“Both our species suffer from excessive stubbornness,” Kaize said. “But if we make that stand conjointly, we may yet have a chance at surviving otherwise impossible odds…” Their black eyes drifted in a slow, pointed arc across Cavalon and Jackin, then back to Rake. “I believe you already recognize the efficacy of such a concept.”
Rake’s cheeks blanched, understandably daunted, though she managed a grateful nod. “I do. We’ll be ready. Now that we have the cure, I hope we can resolve things amongst our people sooner than later.”
Kaize lifted their chin. “I hope that as well, Sentinel.” They turned to Jackin. “Tiercel.” Then to Cavalon. “Animus.”
They ascended the ramp and left.
As Kaize’s shuttle flew away, Rake’s gaze stayed locked on it, frown tight, brow low.
Jackin eyed Rake, leery. “What’s wrong?”
She blinked rapidly, snapping out of her tense look into a murky kind of apprehension. “I’d offer you food and rest first,” she said, voice low and gravelly. “But there’s some … urgency to the situation.”
Cavalon swallowed hard, sharing a concerned look with Jackin before they both nodded their understanding.
Rake led them out, her shoulder glued to Jackin’s as she guided them through the Audax. They took a fair number of maintenance corridors and back hallways—a route that felt just circuitous enough to raise suspicion. Maybe she was trying to keep Jackin out of the public eye. Or both of them, honestly. The older and more tired Cavalon grew, the more he looked like his progenitor. Jackin walking around with an Augustus lookalike would justify a riot.
After a few minutes, Rake led them into a small meeting room. A conference table sat at the center, a few viewscreens mounted on the walls. Cavalon sighed as he slumped into one of the lightly padded chairs, back aching. Jackin remained standing, but leaned on the edge of the table, ankles and arms crossed.
Cavalon glanced around. “Where’s Beckar? Nascombe? And isn’t Lugen here now?”
Rake shook her head slowly. “I just need the two of you.”
Cavalon exchanged a wary glance with Jackin.
Rake swept her clearance to manually lock the door, then joined Jackin, leaning on the table close beside him. He put his arm around her shoulder and squeezed, ostensibly a greeting, though his hand lingered on her back, rubbing soothing circles between her shoulder blades.
Jackin watched her steadily while she assessed him, her fingers absently tracing the line of white Imprint squares running down his right arm. “Everything go okay?” she asked, voice low, only for Jackin.
“Fine,” he rumbled back, tone assuaging. He tucked a strand of her hair behind her ear. “Really.”
The tightness in Rake’s expression alleviated slightly, returning in a flash as she caught Cavalon staring. She shot him a narrow-eyed “what are you looking at?” glower and Cavalon returned with a high-browed “I dunno, what AM I looking at?” shrug, but their attentions were diverted when Jackin cleared his throat and said, “So what’s going on?”
Rake nodded, crossing her arms as she looked back at Cavalon. “I read your report about the timeframe for mass production of the cure.”
“Yeah.” Cavalon wiped a hand over his forehead. “We need serious facilities. I hope Culloden-Hale’s got the bandwidth.”
“I talked to Ansel about it,” she began, tone dire. “He’s more than willing, if he had the facilities. But the CHM factories either don’t have the right machinery, or lack the capacity by an order of magnitude. There’s only one place that would be able to handle it in a reasonable timeframe.”
Cavalon gulped, nodding. “Yeah,” he groaned. He’d worried that might be the case.
Brow furrowed, Jackin glanced between them. “What?”
With a thin, wry smile, Cavalon said, “Mercer Biotech Headquarters.” Because as usual, it all led back to Augustus.
“Of course,” Jackin muttered.
“Yeah,” Cavalon sighed. “That throws one big-ass fucking spanner in the works.”
Rake wavered her head side to side. “It doesn’t have to…”
He tilted his head. “How’s that?”
“We could take it.”
He blinked at her. She stared back, steadiness in her amber eyes. Bloodshot, but resolute. Serious.
Jackin cleared his throat. “Take Mercer Biotech Headquarters?”
Nodding, Rake dug in her pocket, then held out a handful of fancy, engraved signet rings.
Jackin launched into a brief coughing fit, covering his mouth with the back of his hand, and it took Cavalon a moment to recognize it as laughter. He looked between Jackin and Rake, confused.
When he’d caught his breath, Jackin held a steadying hand to his sternum while staring at Rake with a strange kind of amused, venerating shock in his eyes. “What the fuck?” he breathed.
“Yeah,” she grumbled. “Lugen retired.”
Jackin laughed.
A smile stretched Cavalon’s lips. “Wait—are you Praetor Rake?” he asked, too excited given the grim overall circumstances of this universe, but he couldn’t always let that ruin his day.
She sighed. “I guess, yeah.”
“Void, Rake,” Jackin breathed, mirth fading, though only slightly. He quirked a brow. “Congrats, I guess?”
She rolled her eyes.
Cavalon jutted a thumb at the rings in her hand. “So wait, what’re those?”
“They’re the fucking Triune,” Jackin snickered.
Cavalon didn’t know what that meant, but it sounded either scary or impressive. “What’s the Triune?”
Rake rolled over each of the rings with her thumb as she said, “The First, the Vanguard, and the Titans.”
He blinked at the rings, then up at her, brow high. “Those are yours?”
“They’re ours,” she corrected.
Cavalon gulped.
Jackin laughed more.
And Cavalon understood why—it was the kind of funny reserved for big ridiculous things like discovering a “data beacon” was actually a dark energy generator, or learning you could turn your fusion reactor into an actual supernova.
Which begged the question … If those rings were the fusion reactor, what was the supernova?
Cavalon watched Rake watching Jackin laugh, a barely contained smile on her lips, warmth in her eyes—and relief. And maybe … something else. But it’d have to wait.
Because, sudden promotions aside, Rake had just proposed a hostile takeover of Mercer Biotech Headquarters. A skyscraper in the heart of the city, literally a block down from the capital building—the Meridian, the seat of the System Collective.
Having the First made it possible. That didn’t make it smart.
Arms crossed, Jackin lifted one hand to scratch his beard. “Well, you know my answer. I’d have already kicked down Augustus’s door if you hadn’t stopped me.” Eyeing Rake, his voice grew low as he mumbled, tone sincere, “Thanks for that, by the way.”
Rake gave a soft smile, a slight flush to her olive cheeks as she pocketed the rings. But her expression tightened with uncertainty again as she returned her look to Cavalon. “I know it’s a risk, but—”
“No,” Cavalon said, voice hoarse but firm. “It’s perfect.”
Rake blinked back at him, eyes round with surprise.
“Augustus is real damn comfortable with his cold wars and long games,” he explained. “So yeah. Let’s go drop in unannounced and see how he holds up.”
A corner of Rake’s mouth twitched up. She gave a tight nod and moved to the conference table, activating a terminal screen. “I’m glad to hear you say that, because…”
A shadow fell over her expression as, across the full length of the conference table, a holographic, three-dimensional map expanded.
Cavalon swiveled his chair to face it, pitching forward and squinting. It took him a moment to orient, but he quickly recognized the area it covered: most of the Outer Core systems and a large portion of the Core. Dozens of planets and moons glowed in a range of shades from yellow-green to orange to bright red, each paired with a collapsed info pip.
Jackin looked over his shoulder at the map, then stood and turned. His crossed arms fell open, and he leaned forward with both fists on the table. “Bloody void,” he rumbled, brows knitting.
“These are all our current engagements,” Rake explained. “Bioweapon counteractions. All in varying but steady states of decline. The ones that are red … they’re already lost. We’re keeping blockades in place with the hopes we can confine any antigenic drift.” She exhaled a hard breath. “But we’ll have to start pulling blockades soon to cover new drops. We’re barely hanging on.”
Cavalon looked up, only then realizing she was staring right at him. Had been staring at him the whole time.
Dread settled heavy on his shoulders, his chest, his gut roiling. He scratched his stubble, shaking his head.
She had that look, the look he’d grown to fear, the look she wore when she was about to ask him to do some insane, catastrophic thing to save the universe.
Without him even realizing it, his head shook side to side in a fervent no.
She leveled a flat look at him. “You don’t even know what I’m going to ask.”
He scoffed. “Yeah I do. You really don’t think I know how that diabolical brain of yours works by now?”
She sighed.
“There’s no way in hell he’d listen to me, Rake,” he insisted. “I’m the exact wrong person for that.”
“You’re the only person for that,” she countered.
Jackin grunted, crossing his arms as he passed a grumpy look between them. “Keep in mind, I’m not in on your whole best friend telepathy thing.”
Rake gave a contrite frown. “Sorry. I’m saying that while Corinne takes the cure to Mercer Biotech to start production, maybe we take the cure to Mercer Manor to … try and end the war before it starts.”
Cavalon cast a wary look at the battle map. He wasn’t all that convinced it hadn’t already started, but her point stood.
Jackin’s folded arms stiffened, knuckles going white as he gripped his elbows. Tone measured, he said, “You think you can talk Augustus Mercer into throwing in the towel?”
“No. But I think Cavalon can.”
Cavalon leaned forward, elbows propped on his knees as he buried his face in his hands. Why the hell was she doing this to him.
“A cure is what he’s wanted all along.” She returned her focus to Cavalon. “His purported ‘excuse’ for everything he’s done. If he sees that you and Corinne have fixed it … maybe he’d be willing to back down. Cease the bioweapon deployment.”
He scrubbed his hands through his hair and grumbled, “Keyword there is ‘purported.’”
“Then it’s time to call his bluff,” she said, challenge in her tone. “I may not know him like you do, but even from our brief encounter, one thing was very, very clear. His narcissism extends to his clones.”
Cavalon leveled a flat look at her. “I think you mean his clones are an extension of his narcissism.”
“It’s more complicated than that,” she countered. “When we met, the only genuine emotions he showed the whole time: pride about the boy, regret about you, grief about your father. But total callousness when talking about your mother—and even his own parents. Think about how many opportunities he’s had to kill you. And he didn’t. Somewhere deep down, he cares about you—”
Cavalon scoffed a harsh, dry laugh.
“—even if it’s only from his own misguided egotism,” she continued. “He sees himself reflected in you. And you cured the Viator mutagen.”
Silence hung heavy in the air. Cavalon hadn’t yet heard that specific collection of words in that order yet.
It felt very strange. It should be cause for celebration, but that was so far down the to-do list.
“You said it yourself,” Rake pressed, “he’s used to long games and cold wars. He knows we’re overstretched trying to cover all the bioweapon drops. This might be one of the few times he won’t see this coming. I doubt the First seceding from the Legion and hijacking his planet is on his short list of possibilities.”
Cavalon dropped his hands and slowly straightened in his seat, face hot. “His planet?” He eyed her. “You mean Mercer Biotech, right?”
From the grim, cut-from-stone look on her face, the answer was a resounding “no.”
“We can pin down Mercer Biotech for a short time,” she explained, “but we won’t be able to hold it for long without control over the quarter. Which will extend to control over the city, the planet. Then the system. It’s a Core world; it’s an all-or-nothing situation.”
Jackin looked back at the battle map, brows creased. “You have the numbers for that?”
She shook her head. “The Culloden fleet is mustering as we speak, that’s why I wanted to talk this out right away. They’re going to need orders soon. I can either send them to reinforce the bioweapon defense … or I can send them straight to Elyseia. To back us up, to protect Corinne, and to cover ingress into the manor.”
Cavalon scratched his stubble a bit too hard. “What’s Lugen think?”
Rake just stared back at him, steady, unblinking. No response.
His eyebrows climbed. “Seriously?” he said, voice breaking. “Lugen doesn’t know?”
“It’s not his call,” she said, tone unwavering. “I wasn’t kidding when I said he retired.”
Cavalon creaked out a laugh through the tightness in his chest.
Rake gestured at the depressing combat map. “And honestly … I don’t know what choice we have. Even with the First, we’re fighting a losing battle. Yes, we could always withdraw. Run back to the Drift. Take a few months or years to bolster our numbers while hiding from Augustus, again. But the bioweapon is active, now. And it’s been taking mere weeks if not days to run through a population. We’re out of time.”
Arms still crossed, Jackin sat against the edge of the table, the muscles in his jaw working, a vengeful shine in his eye. “Yeah. I’m in.”
Rake gave a grateful nod, then focused her stalwart resolve on Cavalon. “You just traveled to another goddamn universe and survived, for fuck’s sake. Go show him the person you’ve become without him.”
Despite his obstinacy—and self-preservation sirens on high alert—Cavalon could feel his determination melting. Dammit.
Begrudgingly, he said, “How would I even get near him?”
Rake’s brows raised, relief in her expression.
Before she could answer, Jackin said, “I’ll take him.”
Rake’s relieved surprise transitioned to confused surprise as she stared at Jackin.
Jackin eyed Cavalon, giving him an evaluative once-over, though he still spoke to Rake. “I was CPD, remember? We existed for the express purpose of keeping random dignitaries alive.”
Hands on her hips, Rake furrowed her brow as her look went distant, inner wheels turning.
Cavalon cleared his throat. “You know, I’m not completely helpless. I can protect myself.”
They ignored him.
And they were probably right. He could keep himself alive to a point, but getting into the manor while the entire system was on high alert and Mercer Biotech HQ was under siege down the street? That would require a team effort.
Not that he’d even agreed. Rake had a lot of dangerous ideas … most of which worked, yes, but did that automatically make every wild thought she threw out the right decision?
Jackin stepped closer to Rake, voice low. “When I wanted to stop you from leaving the Lodestar, you argued that it was your job. What you were trained for. Well, this is what I was trained for.”
“This is more than just an escort, it’s an infiltration.” She jutted a thumb at herself. “And that’s firmly in my jurisdiction.”
Jackin scoffed. “You were planning to take him yourself?”
Her shoulders lifted with a noncommittal shrug.
Cavalon sat back with a sigh and settled in; this fight could take a while.
Jackin pinched the bridge of his nose, head shaking. His hand dropped and he shrugged. “Sounds like it requires both our expertise, then.”
Cavalon had to do a mental double take to make sure he’d heard Jackin right. He’d just? Agreed? Just like that?
Rake and Jackin shared a rather tender look of affable accord. Rake nodded and Jackin gave her elbow a gentle squeeze.
Their gazes shifted to Cavalon.
“Escort sorted,” Rake said. “Does that answer your question?”
Exhaling a long sigh, he wiped his hands down his face. It did answer his question, but it didn’t dissuade his pessimism. He’d never once successfully convinced Augustus to do anything.
Rake approached, bracing on the table as she knelt in front of him. She caught his eye as he looked up, still leaning on his knees.
“I was wrong before,” she said, “back when we were abandoning the Lodestar. About what caelestis wanted from me. It’s what it wants from us. You came to my ship a year ago and started a revolution. Let’s go finish it.”
She said it with such clear, unfettered confidence, he believed it.
But there was no way … right?
The last time he’d returned to Elyseia, Rake had been captured, Jackin had been doomed to months of torture, Cavalon had discovered then left behind a captive child, and he’d found out he was a clone of a monster. Not a great outcome overall.
When he’d first been banished to the Divide, he spent a lot of bitter hours thinking about how he ended up there. How, for the first time in his life, he’d finally decided to take a real stand against Augustus—to fight for what he believed in, for what was right. And how he’d failed so miserably.
When he thought back on it now, it felt surreal. Detached. Like it’d happened in someone else’s life. He wasn’t that stagnant, hopeless, lost person who’d come back from ten years of school and drugs and self-destructive behavior. Who’d wanted to force Augustus’s hand, go a step beyond unforgivable.
He’d been so sure that Augustus would end him for that. Pull the trigger himself, even.
But he hadn’t.
Maybe Rake was right. Maybe Augustus had a weak spot after all. Himself.
It was tempting. Stupid, but tempting.
If it worked, he could accomplish what he’d wanted all along. What his father had wanted. Real, positive, lasting change for the System Collective. Do it the right way, finally. Because of the Sentinels. Because of Rake.
He stood up. Reflexively, he wiped his palms, but they weren’t sweating. His chest didn’t ache, his heart beat out a normal rhythm. And he was already nodding his agreement.
Time to go home.



  
CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE
Adequin helmed the Audax, guiding the flagship escort and their few unengaged squadrons to the Outer Core, where they met up with the remaining elements of the First. She’d already sent most of them to support bioweapon defensives, but had held back the Titans and as much of the Vanguard as she could spare.
Within hours, the rest rendezvoused at the staging area—the bulk of Ansel Culloden’s fleet and a contingent of Corsairs.
Turned out Jackin hadn’t been bluffing when he’d said his Corsair fleet was nearly ready to deploy. She wasn’t thrilled about a civilian element, but compromised by only taking volunteers who were Legion vets or licensed security contractors. Three-quarters of which accepted, to her surprise—and Jackin’s credit. After only a few weeks, he’d managed to garner loyalty, though he claimed the lingering shadow of Abraham’s clout served as a significant leg up. Adequin understood the complicated nature of that; it was exactly how she felt about Lugen at the moment.
They were a motley fleet, sure, but when had the Sentinels been anything but? It was inspiring to see so many disparate sects come together under one cause.
Warner’s team had preceded the fleet, so the new vessels had already been inspected and cleared. They only had to wait a short while for Owen and her team to adopt each into the Atlas meshwork. When it was done, the Audax led them through an Arcullian Gate, directly into Elyseia’s backyard.
Adequin had been waiting to truly get the drop on someone with one of those “gateless exits,” and it felt just as good as she’d imagined. By the time the system patrollers realized what had happened, the Sentinels had already taken control of the spacelanes, deactivated jump point beacons, and shut down access to Apollo Gates.
The Mercer Guard kept a minimal standing fleet in-system, and while they scrambled reinforcements, Ansel’s fleet easily managed them. While—with the Atlas’s aid—the Audax’s ECM team wrested control of the system security nets. Meanwhile, the Sentinels extended dozens of their own nets, creating one massive, interlinked security grid.
With that, the system was effectively blockaded. It wouldn’t hold forever, but it’d buy them time.
With the Audax in orbit over Elyseia, Cavalon took advantage of one of his few clone perks to use Augustus’s clearance and trigger an emergency evacuation order. Within minutes the citizenry began to take refuge in underground bunkers or board transports to shelters outside of the city.
Some civilian casualties would be unavoidable, but it’d grant them a hell of a lot more freedom of movement when the firefight started. Not that Adequin wanted to see the city burn. But she didn’t not want that either.
In a stroke of irony, Enzo stealing the Atlas had proven rather advantageous. Its exposure to the Mercer network had given it substantial insight on their systems, exemplified by the way it’d paved their escape path aboard the Proteus. Insight it now readily exploited, sowing chaos as it remotely infiltrated Guardian ships, crippling their systems and forcing them to fire on one another.
The confusion and chaos granted the Sentinels an opening, and within half an hour, they had boots on Elyseian soil.
While Culloden’s forces maintained the blockade and countered the Mercer opposition spaceside, the Titans and Vanguard led the charge on the ground. Every bit of Sentinel effort focused on securing Mercer Biotech Headquarters—paving a path for Corinne.
Then Adequin field-promoted Beckar to excubitor, and left him at the helm of the war she’d just started. Her plan to shower him with medals was starting to feel really insufficient.
Adequin met Jackin and Cavalon in the hangar, where they boarded the Synthesis, of all ships. The clunker had one thing the few dozen newer, faster, safer vessels in the hangar did not—the confusion it’d cause when a thirty-year-old Viator-turned-Drudger ship dropped into the fray. Maybe only a moment’s worth of confusion, but she’d take it. Victories hinged on moments.
And so, with no escort whatsoever and zero cloaking, Adequin dropped the Synthesis into the battle-strewn skies of Elyseia.
Mercer Biotech under siege to the west, their primary Titan squadron mere minutes from breaching their target. Good timing, because so were they.
She swept low—dangerously low—over Mercer Manor and dropped their single payload: a massive, expensive, cascading EMP, blacking out everything in a city-block radius. Including their own ship. Which was fine, because they didn’t need it anymore.
In the airlock, Jackin and Cavalon jumped first, then Adequin cast a silent thank-you to the ship that, in a very real way, made all this possible. Then leapt out after them.
They plummeted toward the security wall rimming the northern edge of the property. Their wingsuits extended to break their fall, and they glided toward their target.
For his first time, Cavalon handled his surprisingly well, though he was tethered to Jackin, so he could only get so far off course.
They dropped and rolled onto the top of the three-meter-wide security wall. Cavalon failed to pump the proverbial brakes, and as they rolled up and onto their feet, both Adequin and Jackin reached out to grab him so he wouldn’t fall on his face.
Just as they steadied their footing, the Synthesis careened into the impeccably groomed expanse of the western lawn. The impact radiated up through the wall—then a massive explosion, followed up by a handful of less significant but equally loud ones. Over the wall, the grass burned, the gardens burned, half the western facade of the mansion—all engulfed in flame.
Adequin marveled at the destructive capabilities of the Syn’s extended death throes—it’d earn them far more than a moment’s distraction.
Jackin shed his wingsuit and started helping Cavalon as Adequin unlatched her own and discarded it. She and Jackin slung their rifles and took point as they headed north toward their target.
Twenty meters down they found their entrance hatch. Adequin placed a few small breaching charges, and they were in.
They descended the ladder into the interior of the security wall, winding their way through narrow, pitch-black passages.
After a few minutes, they emerged into the manor proper. A back kitchen of some kind, just a prep counter and a sink. Adequin stayed on point as Cavalon guided them verbally.
It didn’t take long for it to turn into a fight. Around every other corner, another squad of Guardian Drudgers. So many, Adequin had to swap her overheating rifle for her sidearm every few minutes.
As they approached the heart of the manor, the patrols grew more infrequent. Cavalon led them onward, a few turns down a few gilded corridors, and they arrived at their destination.
A hallway Adequin recognized from her last visit.
She marched down the carpeted expanse of maroon and kicked open the door to Augustus Mercer’s office.



  
CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR
Augustus leaned on the front edge of his desk, hands folded in his lap. He stared placidly at Cavalon, who kept his pistol trained on his grandfather.
Cavalon’s pulse hammered in his chest, ribs, throat, face, ears.
Augustus’s gaze remained expressionless, completely disregarding Rake and Jackin as they cleared the room—dispatching Guardians, knocking out Mercer Guard, and tying up and kicking out his snooty attendants—the ones who hadn’t fled when Rake told them to feel free to take the opportunity to find other employment.
“Grandson,” Augustus said evenly. “Quite a dramatic way to request an audience.”
“It’s not a request,” Cavalon growled.
A thin smile played at Augustus’s lips. “Now, now, Junior,” he chided, tone turning wry. “That’s not very polite.”
“Yeah, well,” Cavalon ground out through an irreverent smirk, “neither’s raining death across the entire Outer Core, but here we are.”
Augustus’s tranquil look drifted toward Rake and Jackin. “If it’s not a request, what is it, exactly?”
Cavalon sighed. “Can’t a guy just pop back home every now and again?”
Augustus gave a half-hearted eye roll, unamused.
Cavalon clenched his teeth. He had to keep his shit together. The last time he’d come home and had a chat with Augustus, he’d let his anger and fear take hold. It’d gotten them nowhere.
Plus, it’d piss Augustus off more if he retained his composure.
With the room emptied, Rake and Jackin manually sealed the two exits, then marched over to relieve Cavalon. They took post on either side of him, rifles trained on his grandfather.
Augustus inclined his head to Rake and Jackin in turn. “Miss Le Calvez. Mr. Davos.”
Cavalon’s thoughts stumbled over the strange names. He’d never heard anyone call Rake that. And he’d never even known the name Jackin had prior to Augustus blowing up his life.
Rake broke her honed glower on Augustus long enough to offer Cavalon a rallying look.
Right. He wasn’t here to trade quips with Augustus. He had an actual goal.
He lowered his pistol, reluctantly returning it to its holster. “I come bearing good tidings, Grandfather.”
Augustus crossed his arms. “Is it an explanation for why my city is under siege right now?”
Cavalon wavered his head back and forth. “Actually, kinda, yeah. The city’s not the target—just Mercer Biotech HQ. Which is being infiltrated by Corinne.”
The color bled from Augustus’s cheeks, a rare display of uncontrolled emotion on an otherwise stalwartly obstinate motherfucker’s face.
Somehow, Cavalon suppressed his smug-ass grin, instead nodding solemnly, though it took every bit of effort. “Would you like to know why my grandmother is besieging your corporate headquarters?”
Augustus blinked just a few too many times. His jaw flexed before he caught hold of it. “I’ll admit,” he began, tone measured. “I’m curious.”
“It’s because we cured the mutagen.”
He let the phrase hang in the air. If he’d thought Augustus had gone pale before, he’d been wrong—the man had at least three shades lighter in him, while still conscious, at least.
Cavalon slid the vial case from his pocket and wavered it at Augustus. “We even brought you a free sample.”
Augustus remained half-sitting on the desk, lips parted, disbelief evident. Until at once, it iced over. He shook his head, voice edged with flint. “You’d have me believe you’ve accomplished something Mercer geneticists have been unsuccessful at for generations?”
Cavalon lifted a shoulder in a lazy shrug. “It’s my legacy, after all.”
Augustus glowered.
With a high-browed look, Cavalon opened his nexus. “See for yourself.”
Augustus’s jaw firmed, stubborn. Finally, he looked down his nose and opened his own nexus.
Cavalon passed him their detailed vector analysis, trial reports, efficacy margins.
Augustus took one look at it and scoffed. “An antidote? You’re not serious.”
“I thought the same thing at first.” Cavalon shook his head slowly, expression flat. “But it works. Within minutes.”
Augustus looked up, the first hint of a truly stoked emotion in the hard shine of his blue eyes. “You’ll excuse me if I don’t take your word for it, considering the prodigious lengths you’ve gone to conceal things from me in the past.”
Cavalon bit back a snide remark. It wasn’t his fault that Augustus had underestimated him so wholly as to be completely ignorant of two nuclear weapons being built under his house.
But Cavalon swallowed it down, redirecting it into his increasingly tense muscles, steadying his anger.
“This claim lacks all credibility.” With a flippant flick of his wrist, Augustus closed his nexus. “Especially considering its source.”
Jackin said, “Give it to me.”
Cavalon stared, briefly confused until he glanced over and saw the grim sincerity in Jackin’s eyes. With a hard gulp, it took everything in him to reluctantly nod his agreement.
Jackin lowered his rifle to address Augustus. “You want proof, Mercer? You’ve got your favorite test subject right here.”
Tense, and under her breath, Rake said, “But yours was corrected, right?”
“Yes, but corrections are still traceable.” Jackin looked to Cavalon to corroborate. “You can still see the fix. It’s a bandage, not a cure.”
Cavalon nodded mutely. Jackin seemed to have picked up a few things during all his hours spent locked in Augustus’s labs.
“I also have dormant mutations,” Jackin added, then shot a hard glower back at Augustus. “As you well know.”
Looking smug, Augustus dipped his chin. “Your contribution is most appreciated.”
Rake’s rifle clacked as she shifted, fire in her eyes.
Jackin allayed her with a reassuring look before rounding back to Cavalon. “This would erase both, right?”
Cavalon blinked, still surprised. “As if they never existed,” he confirmed, voice thin.
In a way, that part was even more salient. Dormant abnormalities couldn’t be corrected until they surfaced down the genetic line. They’d never had anything remotely approaching a method of addressing dormants. Until now.
Jaw set, Jackin fixed Augustus with a hard look. “That enough for you, Mercer?”
Augustus exhaled a resounding sigh. “Be my guest,” he muttered, tone flippant. “There’s a scope and sample kit in the cabinet on the east wall.”
Cavalon exchanged a heartening, if tense, look with Rake, then retrieved the equipment. He set the scope up along one of the short sides of Augustus’s massive desk and removed the biotool from the kit.
Jackin maintained a glower on Augustus as he slung his rifle and paced over. He offered up the inside of his arm. Light brown skin scarred, white splotches from so many blood draws and IVs, time and time again. Evidence of Augustus’s unremitting devastation on his life.
Cavalon set his jaw. It’d be the last time. He’d make sure of it.
Though he drew in a steadying breath, his fingers still tremored as he held Jackin’s arm and took the baseline sample.
Setting the sample aside, he loaded the cure into the biotool. “You’ll feel warm,” he managed, swallowing hard. “A little feverish. But it’ll pass quickly.”
Jackin gave a solemn nod.
Hesitant, Cavalon stared at the inside of Jackin’s elbow again.
Jackin lowered his chin to catch his gaze, dark brown eyes clear and earnest and encouraging. Voice low and unusually soft, he said, “I trust you, Cav.”
Cavalon blinked back at him, an airy warmth inflating his chest.
They shared a long look. The bitter irony of Cavalon injecting Jackin with a nascent genomic antidote should feel heavier, considering the complicated intermingling of their histories. But their shared trust wasn’t up for debate. Not after Jackin was somehow able to use an inter-universal neural hub to pinpoint Cavalon in one of a trillion universes.
Cavalon really fucking owed him one.
Before he could overthink it, he pressed the biotool into Jackin’s arm. It hissed as it administered the cure.
Then they waited. Not long. A few minutes during which Rake continued to hold Augustus at gunpoint, casting anxious, furtive glances at Jackin as if he might drop dead any moment.
Jackin dying at Cavalon’s hands would in fact be a really crappy way to not prove their point, but Cavalon had every faith in the cure. Jackin would be fine, though Rake’s nervousness still unnerved him.
The timer sounded. Mutagen neutralized.
He wanted to make a joke about whether Jackin could already feel his virility improving, but it seemed in poor taste so he just shut up and took the verification sample.
So he couldn’t be accused of a sleight of hand, he ensured Augustus had a clear view as he input the samples on either side of a dual specimen slide, baseline on the left, follow-up on the right. He loaded the slide in the microscope.
Then he stepped aside.
Rake and Jackin kept their rifles at the ready as Augustus stepped around the desk. He tapped open the scope’s menu to activate it. Then he leaned down to look into the eyepiece, one hand behind his back, the other resting on the side of the scope.
Tension throttled the air. Cavalon’s pulse beat in his ears. He had to remind himself that breathing was allowed.
Augustus didn’t move for a long while, though the proof should’ve been apparent in a matter of seconds.
Rake shot Cavalon a questioning glance and he shrugged.
After about two full minutes, it became awkward.
“Mercer,” Jackin prompted, tone remarkably patient.
Augustus straightened very slowly. Expression flat and unreadable, gaze faraway, stuck in the middle distance. Borderline catatonic.
Rake and Jackin turned concerned looks to Cavalon. He gave a slow, bewildered headshake.
A random swell of courage bubbled up. He took a tentative step toward Augustus.
With an effort, Cavalon sieved the hostility from his tone. “I get it,” he said, voice nearly a whisper. “It’s gotta feel strange. Your whole life, you’ve had the weight of humanity’s survival on your shoulders. It’s fucking exhausting.” He exhaled a shallow, dark laugh. “Trust me, I know how that feels. But it’s over. We did it. No one else has to die.”
Augustus turned. Cavalon flinched and stepped back, heart lurching.
Rake and Jackin both tensed, shifting their weapons. Cavalon stood frozen as Augustus passed him to round the desk.
Augustus stared down at his terminal for a beat, then with seemingly great effort, lifted his glassy eyes to Rake. “Miss Le Calvez,” he began, tone sedate. “May I?”
Rake’s gaze flitted to Jackin, who nodded warily. She cleared her throat. “Go ahead.”
Augustus activated his terminal, opening a secure line to someone off-world.
“Your Majesty.” A man’s low, deferent timbre rang through the connection. “How may I be of service?”
“Galactic armistice, effective immediately. Terminate all vaccine operations, withdraw all troops. Resting orders.”
The man replied with a hesitant, “Sir?”
Tone vacant, Augustus said, “Do not make me repeat myself.”
“Understood, sir,” the man said, regaining the firmness in his voice. “Consider it done.”
Augustus closed the screen.
Rake stared, eyebrows high with disbelief. Jackin’s light brown skin flushed, a corner of his lips twitching up.
Cavalon had never been more unsure of what to do with his body. He couldn’t think of a single sufficient reaction.
He didn’t have to worry for all that long. Augustus lunged.
With him, a nauseating waft of childhood trauma in the form of tobacco, vanilla, sage.
Before Cavalon could react, Augustus seized his wrist in an Imprint-assisted grip. He wrenched it up behind Cavalon’s back.
Pain fired through his shoulder and he clenched his eyes shut. A spike of adrenaline hit his bloodstream. Copper tinged his saliva as his Imprints rushed to aid him.
Not a heartbeat later, they stalled out, screeching to a halt as Cavalon’s own pistol barrel pressed hard into his temple.
Though he hadn’t seen much evidence of it, he’d always known that Augustus was highly adept with his Imprints. He’d had them nearly twice as long as Cavalon had even been alive.
A thick heat clogged Cavalon’s eardrums, muting the sharpness of his panting breaths.
He forced his eyes open.
Rake and Jackin sighted down their rifles—Jackin furious, Rake stern, though he recognized an undercurrent of raw panic in her amber eyes.
“Junior,” Augustus growled, hot breath grating against Cavalon’s ear. “Did you really think I would let you leave this office?”
Another burst of pain as Augustus shifted, sending waves of razor-sharp pinpricks along the length of Cavalon’s nerves. He groaned through clenched teeth.
He had to find a way to break free, but his shoulder was a hair’s breadth from dislocation. He could push through and let it happen, but the resulting pain would be blinding. Augustus could quickly regain control—or just shoot him.
Adrenaline coursed through his veins and time seemed to lag in his fear-soaked haze.
A strange, slow calm descended.
Eyes drifting shut, he inhaled to a count of four. Exhaled. Centered himself. Quieted his panic, if marginally. Enough that comprehension overtook the fear.
He knew exactly what this was—maybe some kind of clone mind-meld thing, or just a result of putting up with his grandfather’s mercuriality for so long.
Augustus was sensible enough to see reason; he’d just proven it by calling the armistice. But he had to draw the line somewhere. If he didn’t, he’d have to acknowledge all the horrible shit he’d done. To humanity, to his parents, his wife … his clones. If he acknowledged it, he’d have to internalize it. And he couldn’t live with what that made him. The guts of his exposed hubris, leaking out.
He’d framed himself as a magnanimous leader with a solemn duty. One who’d come from a long line of talented geneticists—a legacy that gave him a truer understanding of what humanity needed. A cull.
He was doing them a favor. The Sentinels had called it a bioweapon, but to Augustus, it was a cure. The only option.
He’d constructed his entire life and legacy around this eugenics war. Without it, without the mutagen as an excuse, he’d be nothing but a megalomaniacal sociopath who’d just needlessly murdered hundreds of thousands of people—and untold thousands before that.
He’d built up this complicated scaffolding of justifications, all in the name of “saving humanity.” Now his washed-up, witless, failed experiment of a clone had walked in along with the wife who’d left him to kick the legs out from under it.
Before he lost the nerve, Cavalon blurted out, “It wasn’t me.”
The room somehow went even more silent. Augustus’s grip tightened.
“I didn’t discover the cure,” Cavalon went on, an edge of desperation scraping his tone as the admission spilled out. “Or Corinne. Not really. We had to shift to an entirely different universe to find what we needed. With that, we’d developed the cure within a few days.” He exhaled a harsh, bitter bark of laughter. “Let’s be honest—that feels pretty shitty, right? It shouldn’t, but it does. I worked on it nonstop for months, you worked on it your entire life, so did Corinne, and your parents before you, and theirs before them. Then we stumble into a universe where the mutagen led to humanity’s extinction, and come back a couple weeks later with a cure. It’s bullshit. It’s fuckin’ unfair. I get it. But it’s still going to save millions of lives, and that has to be enough.”
“It’s not,” Augustus growled. His grip tightened again and Cavalon tensed. The gun barrel shifted, sliding down his sweat-slicked temple to his cheekbone. “It changes nothing.”
“Doesn’t it?” Cavalon pressed, stamping out the quaver in his voice. “Think about it—in a different universe, you could’ve cured it. Saved your parents, had a totally different life. There’s some other Augustus out there in some other universe that has that life. The one you were robbed of. Because you had to take on that burden. Someone had to.” Cavalon steeled himself, forcing out the bitter words. “I can’t use the word ‘admire,’ because you know how much I fucking hate you…”
Rake’s eyes widened in a fully incredulous look, like “what the hell is that tactic?,” and he bared his teeth, grimacing, attempting to convey, “I know and I’m sorry but this is going somewhere, I swear.”
“But one thing,” Cavalon croaked, then cleared his throat. “One thing I could never begrudge you: your fucking tenacity. Such diligent follow-through.”
Pain fired up Cavalon’s arm as Augustus wrenched it tighter, growling out, “Then you’ll appreciate my thoroughness in cleaning up my own mess by destroying my illegal clones.”
Cavalon sagged, shoulder throbbing as he bit back a whimpering exhale.
“What about Corinne?” Rake put in, words a little rushed, but surprisingly soft. Not provoking. “Is she another mess you need to clean up?”
Cavalon gulped. He side-eyed the pistol as it shifted against his cheek.
“Is she truly planetside?” Augustus demanded. His tone was a fascinating mix of flinty and desperate, a facet of his grandfather he’d never seen before.
“Yes,” Rake assured, tone disarmingly unthreatening even through the steadfast aim of her rifle. “She’s at your headquarters right now queuing up mass production of the cure.”
Rake’s steady look flitted to catch Jackin’s.
His gaze receded inward briefly, jaw firming as he nodded to himself. “I can bring her here,” he offered. “If you want to see her.” Slowly, Jackin lowered his rifle’s aim. He gently lifted his off hand, palm-out, placating. “But you have to put down the gun and let Cavalon go unharmed.”
Over his own raging heartbeat, Cavalon could hear nothing but Augustus’s quiet, slightly accelerated breaths heating the back of his ear. Augustus twisted the gun, grinding the barrel hard into Cavalon’s cheekbone. Cavalon grimaced.
“I truly don’t believe she’d ever make it here,” Augustus ground out, “considering your track record with her, Mr. Davos.”
Jackin’s chest deflated, brows pinching—a grim mixture of disappointment and frustration.
Augustus’s voice grew even more acrid as he added, “A track record which, I’d like to point out, caused this entire situation in the first place.”
Incredulity hardened Jackin’s expression. “And how’s that?”
“With her by my side, I would have found a way. We could have made a cure. But you took her from me.”
A heavy silence descended.
Cavalon tasted copper. And again, it all happened very quickly.
Augustus shifted Cavalon forward. Used him as a shield. The pistol barrel peeled from Cavalon’s skin, then aimed straight at Jackin.
A deafening crack rang out.



  
CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE
The kickback from the plasma rifle reverberated against Adequin’s sweat-slicked palms.
Augustus collapsed.
Cavalon stood frozen, eyes wide, wearing blank shock and a spray of blood across his face. It dripped down the side of his temple, cheek, neck, shoulder, chest.
It was his grandfather’s blood, but also his blood. His father’s blood. That boy’s …
Adequin’s heart kicked relentlessly against her ribs.
Jackin remained rooted in place, rifle half-raised, staring at her in abject shock.
Shock at the abrupt decision, or shock that she’d hit a moving target with quite possibly less than a centimeter margin to Cavalon’s temple, or shock that she’d just executed humanity’s preeminent monarch—something she’d so adamantly insisted they could never, ever do.
Problem was, that monarch had been trying to kill her two favorite people. And she just …
No.
She wasn’t willing to risk them for the sake of stability or martyrdom or morality, or anything, really.
Enough.
The universe had taken enough. She’d sacrificed enough. She was done.
Besides, what else was new? She’d made a career out of contradictions. Out of treason, mutiny, sedition, disregarding the laws of physics, some more treason.
Let the Viator go free. Rebuild the edge of the universe. Catalyze an army of outcasts. Ignite a supernova. Execute Augustus Mercer in cold blood.
Adequin lowered her rifle, grip slick with sweat. Her chest swelled with stilted, shallow breaths.
Cavalon and Jackin exchanged a slow, daunted, heedful look. Then Jackin slung his rifle as Cavalon rounded the desk.
They converged on her. Their arms wrapped her and each other in a bloody, sweaty, grateful hug.



  
CHAPTER FIFTY-SIX
Cavalon stared out the window of the single-cabin transport at the Elyseian skyline. A bitter weight took root in the pit of his stomach.
Jackin flew from the pilot’s seat, glancing back at him every minute or two, brows pinched with a semipermanent sympathetic grimace. Cavalon picked at the seam of his ruck, quelling the instinct to beg Jackin to fly them back up to the Sentinel flagship in orbit, or out to the muster point, or Akhet, or the Divide, or literally anywhere else.
From the crash seat on his right, Corinne reached to give Cavalon’s knee a supportive squeeze. He looked over, and she met his wide eyes with an encouraging smile, though he could sense the underlying tension. She dreaded returning as much as he did. At least they could dread it together.
His anxiety compounded as they descended into the Royal Quarter and approached Mercer Manor. Near the crumbling western wall, scorched earth marred the lush grass in an arcing path behind the decimated wreckage of the Synthesis.
A memory surfaced: Cavalon and Jackin in the control room on Kharon Gate, proximity alarms casting their shocked expressions in oscillating blue and red light as the Synthesis sped toward them, brimming over with hostile Drudgers. The first of many incidents that Cavalon wouldn’t have survived without Jackin.
Cavalon eyed the crumpled remnants of the ship. Though he should probably have it cleaned up, it was tempting to leave it. A frank and prominent epitaph to remind everyone that Augustus Mercer was no longer in residence.
On the somewhat less-destroyed northern lawn, two figures stood on the top step of the tiered, slate patio. A Mercer Guard holding the hand of a young boy.
Nearly seven years old, rumpled blond hair, round blue eyes. As they passed overhead, Deveraux pointed up at them. The boy stared, expression curious but cautious as he clung to the woman’s side.
Jackin swung the transport around to the far edge of the southern lawn, setting down on the raised spaceport’s landing pad, a far simpler way to arrive than the last time they’d come.
Corinne unbuckled, stood, shouldered her bag, and stepped to the hatch at the back of the cabin. Cavalon managed to do the same by simply mirroring each of her actions and not taking into consideration the life those actions were leading to. There was going to be a lot of that coming up; he needed to get used to it.
The hatch hissed open and daylight spilled in along with a waft of tepid, over-oxygenated Elyseian air. Cavalon followed Corinne and Jackin out.
Corinne paused at the end of the ramp. “Thank you, Mr. North.” She shook Jackin’s hand with both of hers, then pinned him with a steady, serious look. “You’ve sacrificed more for this family than we can ever make amends for. But please, if you need anything, you need only ask. We’re in your debt.”
Jackin dipped his chin, then cast a brief glance at Cavalon. “Just take care of him for us and we’ll call it even.”
Corinne gave a soft smile. “I will.” She inclined her head, then lifted her bag and stepped away toward the walkway encircling the launchpad, leaving Cavalon and Jackin at the end of the ramp.
Looking down, Cavalon crossed his arms, kicking a toe against the concrete as he stuck out his bottom lip. “You sayin’ I still need babysat?”
Jackin exhaled a soft laugh. “Nah, kid. I’m saying your health and happiness are important to me.”
With a timid smile, Jackin offered a hand out toward him. Cavalon ignored it and pulled him into a hug. “Your health and happiness are important to me too.”
Jackin’s chest bobbed with a breathy chuckle. He patted Cavalon’s back, then eased into the hug, arms tightening around Cavalon’s shoulders. “You did good, Cav,” he said with a slow, resounding exhale. “I don’t know how you took what that man gave you and turned it around like this, but…”
Cavalon swallowed over a lump. “It’s Rake’s fault.”
Jackin loosed his hold, leaving his hands on Cavalon’s shoulders. “Maybe a little. But I wouldn’t sell yourself too short.”
Cavalon tried to smile through the swell of heat tightening his chest. “Corinne’s right,” he croaked. “I don’t know how to thank you. It’s not enough.”
With a shallow headshake, Jackin’s gaze drifted across the grounds. “It’ll take time, but you’ll fix it. That’s enough.”
“I will,” Cavalon assured, surprised at how easily he believed himself. If they were going to have any chance at pacifying Augustus’s supporters, Cavalon had to step up. And yes, the thought of replacing Augustus, even provisionally, made him physically ill. But it didn’t paralyze him, not like it used to. If the last few months had taught him anything, it was that Owen, Corinne, Jackin, and Rake had all been right. Cavalon wasn’t Augustus, he never could be. He didn’t need to fear becoming him.
Jackin smiled and gripped Cavalon’s shoulder again. Then he disappeared into the transport and took off.
After Cavalon forced his heart back down out of his throat, he crossed to the edge of the landing pad to join Corinne. She stood leaning against the spaceport’s railing overlooking the grounds three stories below. Cavalon rested on both elbows beside her, gazing out across the destroyed lawn.
Deveraux and the boy were still making the trek from the north, giving the Synthesis’s wreckage a wide berth. Deveraux had pulled a blossom from one of the few unburned copses of flowering bushes. She held it out toward the boy, and he took it with abject wonder, blue eyes going a little cross as he brought it closer to his nose.
Cavalon glanced to Corinne and they shared a warm, if cautious, smile. They had a considerable amount of bullshit to unwind on Augustus’s behalf, not the least of which would be helping the boy acclimate to life outside of captivity. At least they could do it together.
His look drifted to the manor. A place he’d vowed to never return. But that was before he could conceive of a universe without Augustus in it.
As Deveraux neared the spaceport, the boy still glued to her side, Cavalon made a silent promise. His first act as co-inheritor of Mercer Manor: hire a demolitions crew.
Tear it all down, salt the earth. Try again.



  
CHAPTER FIFTY-SEVEN
Aboard the Audax, Jackin rode the slowest conveyance lift he’d ever been on, arms crossed, boot tapping, frustration building.
Finally, it eased to a halt and the door opened. He stalked out, down the hall, and up to Rake’s door. On the control panel, he drummed his finger against the chime button a few too many times.
A moment later, the door slid open. The shutters on the long outer wall were retracted to reveal the arcing atmospheric limb of Elyseia, edged by warm starlight. On the raised tier in front of the window, Rake sat on a stool at a small, counter-height table, working on a tablet.
Jackin marched straight up to her, swiping open his nexus with one incensed gesture. He held his forearm out, displaying a message screen.
Frustratingly, she didn’t look up as she said, “Can I help you?”
“What the hell?”
Her gaze lifted slowly and she cast him a disinterested look. “Problem?”
“You rejected my reinstatement.”
She fished her dog tags out from under her shirt, jangling the ring-laden chain at him. “As is my prerogative as commander of the First.”
Jackin exhaled a stiff breath, as confused as he was frustrated. He’d thought they were all right—but she was clearly pissed about something.
“I’m sorry, okay?” he said, more flippant than he’d intended.
She quirked a brow at him.
Clearing his throat, he sidelined his anger and tried again. “I’m sorry I lied about the amnesia, and I’m sorry I outfitted the Corsairs and nearly went rogue behind your back—I should have been honest with you from the start, and I’m doubly sorry I came here and yelled at you about all of it. I let my hatred for Augustus consume me. That was bullshit and I didn’t mean it, and I swear, I’ll never do anything like that again.”
She sat back in her stool, studying him, a hint of amusement in her expression. “Thanks for that, but…” Eyes narrowing, she canted her head. “What does that have to do with your reinstatement?”
Jackin stepped up to her, jaw tight. “Rake, if you think I’m gonna let you go to the other side of the galaxy without—”
“Relax.” She held up a placating hand. “You can come.”
His brows knit. “What?”
She stood up out of the stool, then slid the tablet across the table toward him.
His eyes flashed down to it, confusion deepening.
“I just finished the contract,” she said by way of explanation, but he was still lost. With a polite smile, she nudged the tablet forward with a fingertip.
Sighing, he picked it up and turned it around, skimming the text. He blinked slowly, then his gaze lifted to hers. “You want to contract the Corsairs?”
“With a rider prepared if you choose to personally supervise your team. Entirely up to you.”
He narrowed his eyes, waving the tablet briefly in the air. “Reinstating me would be so much easier, why bother with this?”
Her borderline smugness finally waned. “Come on, Jack,” she scoffed, head shaking. “Returning to the Legion’s not what’s right for you. You know that.”
His taut shoulders loosened, frustration dwindling.
“If it’s what you really want, I won’t stop you,” she said, solemnity in her tone. “I just don’t want you to regret it. You need a degree of freedom the Legion can’t provide, and I know you’ll thrive if you get it. You can make something good—and legal—out of the Corsairs. You don’t need to go looking for a leader, Jack. You already are one.”
His gaze lowered, mind reeling. In his pocket, he ran his thumb over the dented metal compass.
As a kid, he’d heeded Abraham, he’d had little choice. But it’d always felt wrong, contradictory to who he was at his core. Back then, he didn’t know he could change things to suit him. He didn’t realize he had the power, or potential. Now he did.
Jackin stared at her, jaw skimming back and forth. He set the tablet down. “You really thought this out, huh?”
“Yeah,” she sighed, amber eyes cast down before flicking back up to him. “But, if we’re being honest, it’s mostly because I don’t want you to be my subordinate.”
His face went slack as he openly stared at her. He wanted to respond, but for some reason he couldn’t think of a single set of words that made sense together.
Rake gingerly lifted the tablet between two pinched fingers. “Ready to sign when you are,” she said with a mellow smile, tone pleasant.
He blinked a few times, mind still tripping over itself to frustrating effect. A wavering heat kindled low in his stomach. And for once, he didn’t try to ignore or suppress it.
He turned aside and swept open his nexus. Typed in a search. Scrolled a bit.
The tablet in Rake’s hand lowered, her shoulders drooping. “Whatcha doin’?”
“Hold on…” he mumbled, scrolling. “Checking the SCL contractor bylaws … Ah, here we go.” He cleared his throat. “‘… unless such relationship existed prior to the commencement of the contract.’”
He leveled a flat look at her.
A smile tugged at the corner of her lips. “How interesting.”
Holding her gaze, he lifted the tablet out of her hand. He set it aside as he took a step closer. He thought he might be calling her bluff, but he wasn’t entirely sure.
Until she bit back a grin and said, “So you want to sign it later, then?”
“Yeah,” he rumbled. “I want to sign it later.”
Another step, and he stood toe to toe with her, close enough to catch her mellow citrus scent with every shallow inhale. He extended both hands, palms-up.
She smirked and laid her hands on his, fingers resting on his wrists. Her pulse beat into his fingertips, his into hers, both a little too fast.
Her voice was soft as she looked up at him. “I wasn’t sure you’d want to take off to the other side of the galaxy.”
“Not a second’s hesitation. I’d say I’d follow you to the edge of the universe, but … that’s not really saying much for us.”
Her mouth twitched with a mellow smile. “This time, the edge of the galaxy will do.”
She turned her hands over as he did, hers facing up, his down. His thumbs grazed the insides of her wrists.
Color flushed her olive cheeks and she said, “I’d like to kiss you now.”
He breathed out, “Please,” as she hooked her arms behind his neck and drew him in, her lips warm against his.
Wrapping his hands around her waist, he pulled her closer. The slow slide of her tongue to part his lips sent heat surging beneath his skin, banked desire kindling to life. Her hold tightened as she arched into him, inviting the kiss to deepen, and he readily obliged.
Reluctant and breathless, she gently withdrew. He leaned into her touch as she traced her fingers down the side of his face and through his beard, his breaths heated and shallow.
A tranquil calm descended, a flush of warm relief that rinsed the latent tension from his muscles. He’d been wrong before about never being able to feel truly safe again.
Her lashes fluttered as she pinned him with an innocent look. “Will you sign it now?”
“Careful,” he rumbled, tone coy. “I told you not to need me.”
A mischievous light glinted in her eyes. “I already told you. I don’t need you, I want—”
He pulled her into a deep kiss.



  
CHAPTER FIFTY-EIGHT
A week after the battle on Elyseia, Adequin found herself returning to Mercer Manor. For the oddest of reasons.
Because Cavalon lived there.
The spaceport was vacant, as was the lawn. The front door stood ajar, and Adequin walked all the way through, deep into the western wing without seeing another soul.
She half expected to find Cavalon murdered, but he seemed alive as he reclined behind the desk in his father’s former office. The back wall of windows glowed with daylight suffused through translucent glass.
She drifted a look across the dusty room. “Never thought I’d see the day you’d willingly come back to this house.”
Cavalon gave a resolute nod. “Same.”
She frowned at the hallway behind her. “You really shouldn’t just leave your door unlocked.”
He waved a dismissive hand, swinging his legs down off the desk. “We’ve adopted an open forum policy here at Mercer Manor. If someone wants to come in and murder me for my family’s bullshit, then fine. Totally get it. Understandable.”
She sighed. “Please don’t get yourself killed while I’m gone.”
“Please don’t get killed while you’re gone,” he returned.
She leveled a look at him. “Pretty sure I’ll be safer out there than you’ll be here—especially if you don’t lock your doors.”
“Don’t worry,” he said, waving a hand again. “The whole manor’s coming down.” He cast a bitter look around. “I don’t want to have to look at all this maroon and gold bullshit ever again. Just wanted to give Corinne a little time first. She wants it gone too, but it was her home for nearly forty years.”
Adequin nodded. “Fair. Wish I could be here to help you tear down the first wall.”
“Same.” He gave her an innocent look. “You can stay, you know. No one would begrudge you a break.”
She ran her fingers over the cluster of signet rings hanging over her sternum, head shaking slowly.
Cavalon frowned. “A soldier’s not all you are, Rake, it never has been. Stay here and be a person for once. You earned your respite—a long one at that.”
“I can’t. Not yet.”
“What if I said I can’t do this without you?”
“You’d be lying.”
She held his gaze for a long while, a glassy look in his eye—not fear, but uncertainty. She recognized the specific flavor, saw it reflected in her own eyes for years, a decade, longer. A burden of responsibility.
“You’ve always had it in you to do this without me,” she encouraged. “Especially now. You survived another universe without me, for fuck’s sake. I’m a little jealous, by the way.”
“Fine,” he relented with a sigh, tone apprehensive. “But don’t die out there. You come back so you can tell me how I fucked it all up.”
She swallowed hard. “I promise to try.” A bubble of amusement welled up and she smiled, a little too bright.
He quirked a brow. “What?”
“If someone would’ve told me back on the Argus that I’d be willingly, enthusiastically, leaving humanity in your hands…”
Cavalon laughed. “Yeah, that’s what you get for tryin’ so damn hard to make a decent person out of me.”
A ghost of a smirk crossed her lips. Tone solemn, she said, “You were always a good person, Cav. You just found a way to realize it.”
He gave a hesitant, but grateful grin.
“Just be careful,” she went on. “Complacency can be just as dangerous. Augustus may be gone, but the systems he corrupted aren’t. It’ll take diligence and patience to repair them. And to move forward, even once it’s rooted out.”
“Yeah,” he sighed. “I know that’s your dramatic way of telling me to listen to Nascombe.”
She nodded. “Exactly that.”
He held one hand up, the other to his sternum. “I solemnly swear I’ll listen to Oliver Nascombe. And Ansel, and Corinne, and Mesa, and Owen, and everyone that’s a hundred times wiser than I am. You can run along. I’ll deal with the fallout of overthrowing the government. Consider it my final thesis in shit-cutting. I’ll have the PhD wrapped up before you’re back.”
She laughed.
Her nexus buzzed, melting the humor from her face.
Cavalon eyed her wrist, expression a little crestfallen.
She swallowed a lump. “I’m leaving tonight.”
Cavalon slumped farther down in his chair. “I know. Gotta deal with that whole…” He blew out a hard breath. “… Divide thing. We’ve had so much shit going on here, it’s sometimes easy to forget our universe is trying to kill us.”
“We could be gone a while,” she warned. “A few quarters—maybe longer.”
“I know, I know.” He scrubbed a hand through his hair, then met her look. “Which is why, before you go, I’m gonna need you to say it.”
Eyes narrowing, she skimmed her jaw back and forth. “You think I’m not willing to?”
“I still want to hear it. Think of it as practice.”
She scoffed. “For what?”
“There’s someone else you need to say it to, if in a less platonic way.”
Heat flooded her face—and redness, judging by Cavalon’s way-too-pleased-with-himself grin.
He laughed and shook his head. “Void, Rake, you deserve to be happy. Just let yourself.”
“I know,” she sighed, waving him off. Then she arched a challenging brow at him. “Why do you think I blocked his reinstatement and hired him as a contractor instead?”
Cavalon’s eyebrows climbed. “Shut up,” he laughed, voice high as he sat up in his chair. “Really?”
With a poorly contained smile, she shrugged and pushed to standing.
Cavalon rubbed his hands together and cast a toothy grin as he stood. “You can’t know the joy this brings me.”
They hugged, and she told herself she’d see him again, because of course she would. The universe had bonded them under the most arduous of circumstances. It would have to try really fucking hard if it wanted to keep them apart.
She let go and looked him in the eye. “Just in case…” she began, half to herself, but he knew—he was already shaking his head.
“No, please,” he begged, eyes glistening.
She took his hand, gripping it hard. “I don’t know how both our shitty lives managed to bring us together, but … I’m grateful for it. For you. Every day.”
He pressed his other palm against his eyes, breaths staggered. “Dammit, Rake,” he muttered.
“I’m better for knowing you,” she pressed on, tears brimming in her own eyes.
Cavalon threw his arms around her again. Face buried in her shoulder, he muttered, “Same. You already know what a useless asshole I’d be if it weren’t for you.”
Rubbing his back gently, she crooned a soft, “Yeah.”
He sniffed, half laugh, half cry.
Reluctant, he let go. With the cuff of his sleeve, he blotted his rheumy eyes.
Adequin wiped the dampness from her cheeks with a knuckle, a hair’s breadth from losing her nerve and staying forever. “I’ll see you soon,” she promised. To him, and herself.
“I’ll hold you to that,” he croaked.
She forced her feet to the door, trying not to look back, but she had to. He stood wiping his cheeks, though he tried to offer a convincing grin.
A thickness built at the base of her throat. “I love you, Cav.”
His smile waned, blue eyes shining. “I love you too, Rake.”
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