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“You don’t belong here.”

My fingers dig into my sandwich, which is halfway to my mouth. I’m standing in the kitchen of Detachment 94, having just come from my new living quarters in search of lunch. Some people lose their appetite when they’re nervous, but for me it’s always been the opposite—anxiety makes me ravenous.

I have good reason to be anxious. I just spent eight hours on an interstellar flight from ARCAN Aviation Academy to Skyhub Space Station, during which time I had ample chance to work myself up over meeting my new team. Doesn’t matter that I graduated first in my class. Doesn’t matter that after busting my ass for three sleepless years, I emerged the top Academy recruit for every Starfield Fleet in the Legion. As the newest member of the Sixth, I’m a nobody again. Untested. Unproven. I’ll have to establish myself all over, from the ground up. That alone would be enough to put anyone on edge, but as a bonus, I arrived at the detachment while the other nine members of the Sixth were out on duty. The halls, the common room, the kitchen—they’ve been quiet. Empty, like a black screen before the start of a movie. The anticipation has left me starving.

The voice speaks again. “Visitors aren’t allowed in here.”

My back is to the kitchen door, my hips pressing into the counter, shoulders bent over my food. It’s all sort of sloppy, and I flush, feeling caught in the act. (I shouldn’t. My new commanding officer, Sergeant Forst, said I should help myself to the detachment’s pantry. But still.)

I turn, coming face-to-face with the one member of the Sixth who I don’t recognize on sight, because his picture isn’t in any of the records. And yet, I know who this must be, because he’s wearing his whites, and because I’ve already memorized the faces of the other eight Sixers. This is my new flight partner, Lament Bringer.

My first thought is, He’s beautiful.

My second thought is, Shit.

I’d spent ages scouring the Academy’s database for a photo of Lament. The other members of the Sixth were easy to find. Though there are ninety-nine Starfield Fleets and nearly a thousand fleet members, the Sixth tends to make its way into the news more often than most. They’ve had countless articles written about their missions, pictures from award ceremonies and interviews, even a few clips of their spaceflights. As soon as I’d gotten wind I’d be joining their ranks (or, all right, maybe even before then), I started conducting my research, stalking the hell out of the entire detachment. I learned their names and faces, their specializations, where they attended school, who flies which craft. I even found details on Lament’s old gunner, a man named Bast Vinicchi, who was killed on a mission a few months back. And yet, no matter how hard I searched, I couldn’t find anything on Lament.

Now that I’ve finally got my eyes on him, he’s nothing like I expected. He’s tallish for a pilot, with pale skin that fades into pale hair and a build that’s less athlete and more artist. He’s around my age, eighteen or nineteen, though he’s been in the Sixth for years—a young recruit. Dressed in his white uniform, he looks both intimidating and totally washed of color, except for his mouth, which is starkly pink, and his eyes, which are green. Or maybe blue? It’s hard to tell with him scowling at me like that.

We stand there for a moment, me gaping, him frowning. As if on cue, the tomato begins to slide out from my sandwich. I squeeze the bread tighter, leaving finger-shaped indents in the pumpernickel. Then I do what I always do when I’m uncomfortable and wheeze a laugh.

Lament’s expression doesn’t change. “Are you listening?” His eyes drop to my sandwich and its escaping tomato. “This area is for members only.”

“I—well, right, but I … am a member?” I try to say this in a way that doesn’t sound like a question and mostly fail. “As of this morning.” I hold out a (somewhat greasy) hand for him to shake. When Lament ignores both my correction and my outstretched hand, I barrel on. “Today’s my first day. I’m your new—”

“Don’t say it,” he interrupts.

“—gunner,” I finish.

The silence that follows this proclamation is awful. The sandwich is still coming undone in my hand, and I’m starving and suddenly kind of sweaty, so I do the only logical thing and make it worse. “I’m your new gunner,” I say again, running the full sentence together. These are the words I practiced on the flight all the way here, repeating the phrase over and over until there was no hitch in my voice, no hesitation. I feel better as soon as they’re out, despite the fact that Lament is looking at me like I’ve sprouted flippers.

“There’s been a misunderstanding.” He takes a step back, like he’s worried my stupidity might be contagious. “I’ve already taken this issue up with Sergeant Forst, but apparently my message didn’t reach the appropriate channels. You’re not going to be my new gunner, because I don’t need a new gunner.”

The first threads of panic—an old feeling, a feeling I hate—start to rise in my throat. Lament can’t kick me out of the Sixth, I don’t think. Pretty sure. Ninety-eight percent sure. Still, the thought is enough to get my heart going. If the Sixth changes its mind about me, would it be too late to transfer to another detachment? Maybe my Academy officers could pull some strings, find me another fleet with an open spot this late in the season, but the idea of failing so soon—of getting kicked out before I’ve even started, after everything I’ve done to be here, killing myself to secure my future when a future shouldn’t even exist for someone like me—ties my gut into knots.

“I’ve got my orders in my bag.” I’m still doing my best to keep my tone neutral and still mostly failing. “Sergeant Forst signed the papers herself.”

“The sergeant’s signature isn’t law.”

“You can’t fly without a gunner.”

“I can, actually. I do it all the time.”

“I’ve already unpacked my things.”

“That,” Lament says, “is a child’s argument.”

The sandwich is now mush in my fist. My neck is hot, itchy. I don’t know whether I’m angry or just deeply humiliated. Lament catches the rising color in my cheeks and his expression shifts, not a softening (I’m beginning to suspect he’s incapable of softening), but more like he’s horrified on my behalf. “I’m not saying you have to leave the Sixth,” he reassures in a way that is very much not reassuring. “Just that you won’t be flying with me.”

“Who won’t be flying with you?”

We turn to see two more Sixers enter the kitchen, both of whom I recognize from my research: Vera Bergmont and Jester Blue. Vera is short and compact, with a wild crop of black hair and a dimple in one cheek, while Jester is taller, lankier, sporting a visor that covers his eyes—he’s nonverbal, so when he wants to speak, the words scroll across the visor’s screen. Vera is the Sixth’s split-wing pilot, Jester is the intelligence officer, and their interruption is a relief.

“You must be Keller Hartman.” Vera’s nose scrunches in excitement as she moves toward me. “The sergeant said you’d be arriving today. I’m so glad you made it. And all in one piece?”

My relief doubles, tunneling from my core down my limbs. At least someone seems glad to meet me. “Thanks. And yeah, more or less.”

“Vera,” she says by way of introduction, shaking my hand with none of Lament’s hesitation. “And this is Jester.” He gives a salute. “We’re absolutely tickled to meet you.”

“Vera.” Lament pinches the bridge of his nose. “You can’t be one of the fiercest aviators in the Legion and say things like tickled.”

“On the contrary, being a fierce aviator gives me the right to speak however I please.” She’s practically vibrating with energy, popping up and down on her toes. “For example, I might comment on how rude you’re being, keeping your new gunner all to yourself. Were you planning on introducing us?”

Lament stiffens. “I don’t have a new gunner.”

“Of course you do. He’s standing right there.”

“I’ve spoken to Sergeant Forst—”

“Who told you to play nice,” Vera cuts in.

“This,” Lament replies coldly, “is not a game.”

He speaks like he’s in a theater performance, all proper posture and enunciated syllables. I notice my own posture, which is still kind of slumped over my sandwich and further hunched with defensiveness. I try my best to straighten, even though doing so feels like I’m giving in in some way, or maybe giving something away, some piece of myself I didn’t realize I wanted to hold on to. It’s a confusing thought, punctuated by the fact that Lament clearly wants nothing to do with me.

Vera remains unfazed. “You’re right. Protecting the galaxy is serious business. Why don’t you start by showing Keller the flight deck?”

“No.”

“Or you could see him to his room?”

“He’s already found his room.” Lament’s eyes slice to me. “He’s even unpacked his things.”

This time, there’s no mistaking my humiliation for anger. I drop my gaze to my shoes, wishing the floor would do the decent thing and swallow me whole.

“Lament.” Vera’s sigh is resigned. “Let’s not do this?”

“Agreed,” he clips. “Let’s not.” And then—without trying to defend himself, without even offering an excuse—he spins on his heel and strides out of the kitchen.

I watch his retreating figure, the narrow hips, straight spine. His hair is longish and combed back. His boots tap a sharp rhythm as he disappears through the sliding door.

“Don’t let him get to you,” Vera says with a sympathetic smile. “Lament can be like this sometimes.”

He’ll come around, Jester agrees, the words scrolling red across the shiny black screen of his visor. He just needs time.

“I … yeah. Okay.” I set the sandwich back onto the counter with more care than is strictly necessary, using the extra moment to arrange my face into something less obviously wounded. I know Lament just lost his former gunner in a space-related accident, which is the only reason the spot opened for me. And I get that maybe the death of his friend is still raw, that it probably grates seeing me standing here ready to act as his replacement. But Lament’s attitude sucks.

Vera waits until I turn back around before nudging me with an elbow. “Have you explored much of Skyhub yet?”

“Not yet.” The spacecraft that brought me here landed on the Sixth’s private flight deck, so I haven’t had a chance to see the greater arena that is Skyhub Space Station.

“Come on, then.” Her smile changes, regaining some of its former enthusiasm. “Jest and I will show you around, if you’re up for it?”

I appreciate her tacking on that last bit, like she understands I might just want to slink back to my new room and bury my head under a pillow. Which, yeah, I do want that. But I think of Master Ira, and my origin planet Venthros, and everything I’ve sacrificed to be here. All the things I’m still hoping to find. I’ve dreamed of this day for years. It’s not just the prospect of running kick-ass missions or handling top-of-the-line artillery (though I’m itching to get my hands on one of the Legion’s famed Halobringers). It’s not even the idea that I’ll be standing among heroes, that I maybe even have the chance to become a hero. A fleet is like a family, and a detachment like a home. It’s here between these walls that the ten members of the Sixth drink their coffee, take their orders, celebrate wins, and mourn losses. They belong together. They’d do anything for each other.

I want to be part of that. Sometimes, I want it so badly I can hardly breathe.

And I’m close. So close it doesn’t even seem real. Newly graduated cadets rarely manage to snag a spot in the Legion straight out of training, let alone in the most famed fleet in the galaxy. Young gunners like me usually enter the civilian workforce first, gain experience, climb their way up. The fact that I’m here—hell, that I was recruited—is so unlikely it might as well be planetary alignment. Which is all to say that this day means something, and I can’t let one grumpy maybe-not-even flight partner ruin it for me.

I give Vera and Jester my best smile. “Let’s do it.”
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Thirty minutes later, I’m standing in a packed bar holding a sealed beaker of what appears to be green sludge, alone, with no idea how to drink it, or really what I’m even doing.

Vera and Jester haven’t abandoned me, I don’t think. They ordered us a round of the green beakers, then realized they required a needle (for what purpose, I was afraid to ask) and bolted off to find one, leaving me standing in the center of this bar on Skyhub Space Station feeling both out of my element and a little starry-eyed.

I mean, really.

I’ve seen Skyhub in the news. I’ve done virtual walk-throughs and flipped through holographic pictures and even—in one of my more inspired phases—drawn some Skyhub concept art. None of it compares to the feeling of actually being here. Not even close.

Skyhub is shaped like a wheel, with ninety-nine identical detachments situated around the outer ring and six separate spokes leading in toward a central axis. That focal point is aptly named The Hub, and though it was originally built for storage, over time it’s grown into something more like a city. On our way to the bar (using a high-speed AI tram that’s apparently achieved consciousness and runs on a schedule of its own making), we zipped from Detachment 94, down Spoke III, and into The Hub, where the scene opened up like the lid off a candy box.

I’d never seen so many buildings jammed inside a single space station. Or so many Legion members in one place, crowding inside cafés and mingling along the walkways, both with their own fleets and with others. I should have expected it, obviously, but the magnitude of the whole thing—the size of the Legion, the size of Skyhub—kicked me in the stomach. There are bars, restaurants, museums, theaters, all built in converted warehouses between neon billboards and tram tubes, and all intended to serve Legion members who are looking to blow off some steam between missions.

It’s excessive. And exciting. And apparently part of my new life.

Now, I glance around the bar (which, according to the sign over the door, is just called BAR) where I’m standing with my beaker. Vera and Jester have probably only been gone a few minutes, though it feels like much longer. The patrons here aren’t only Starfield Fleet members (though there are plenty of them, easy to spot in their whites) but also a diverse mix of humans and other life-forms who either work on Skyhub or are visiting for business. The bar itself is dimly lit and jam-packed, everyone jostling for space.

Another slow minute ticks by. I toy with my lifestone, which hangs on a cord beneath my shirt, then realize what I’m doing and drop my hand. It occurs to me that this might be some kind of prank. Did Lament somehow get to Vera and Jester? Did they conspire to usher me out to a random tavern and then lose me in the crowd?

I know it’s unreasonable. I haven’t been deserted. Yet my throat goes dry at the thought, and I can’t quite stop myself from twisting around again, searching for Vera’s black hair, Jester’s tall, slim figure …

“Lose someone?”

I turn to see a woman behind me. Her face is flat and wide, her eyes nearly hidden under a massive brow bone, which is covered in fatty lumps that spread across her cheeks and down her neck.

My reflexive laugh is back, too loud in my ears. “I’m all right.”

“You look lost.”

“Just waiting for my friends.”

She grins. “Let me help you find them.”

“Um.” My smile feels strained. “That’s really not necessary.”

Our conversation is drawing attention from nearby patrons. I’m not sure of their species, but several also have overlarge brow bones and clusters of fatty skin tissue. Maybe it’s because it’s my first day on Skyhub, and I’m semi-lost, and I may or may not have been abandoned by my new fleetmates, but my heart ratchets, my hand instinctively dropping to my hip where my ray gun is holstered. It’s an old impulse, one my Academy officers spent years trying to train out of my system before it could get me into real trouble.

Like it’s doing now.

As soon as my hand connects with the weapon, the mood of the room shifts. I think of the quick pull of a zipper, all those interlocking teeth. Several nearby patrons come to their feet, their hands going to their weapons, murmurs sweeping through the bar. I swear it’s not my imagination when the lights dim even further.

The woman bares her teeth. “I see your intentions are not entirely pure, Mr. Hartman.”

“My intentions—wait, how do you know my name?”

“Your fate has been written.”

“My what?”

“Keller, there you are.” Vera materializes like the Mother of Stars herself, Jester trailing close behind. It’s dizzying how quickly the bar snaps back to normal, weapons tucked under cloaks, gazes darting away. The lights brighten, the tension dissipating as if it’d never been. When I glance behind me, the woman is gone.

“Got the needle.” Vera raises the item like a trophy. “Let’s see if we can find a seat.”

My pulse is still too high, my neck hairs standing on end. Slowly, I peel my fingers off my ray gun. I’m about to ask Vera and Jester if they know anything about block-browed strangers when I notice the object in Vera’s fist. “That’s not a needle,” I blurt. “It’s a syringe.”

Vera frowns. “Is there a difference?”

“Depends. Are you planning on jabbing it into my veins?”

“What?” She looks aghast. “No! It’s gelatin. These are gelatin shots.” She shows me, pressing the syringe into the top of her vial and sucking out the green sludge before squirting it into Jester’s mouth.

He smacks his lips, making a show of it. It’s a tradition in the Sixth to buy new members a gelatin shot, but of course, if you don’t want—

“No, no.” Relief—that they haven’t abandoned me, that it’s just gelatin, that I wasn’t attacked by a complete stranger who somehow knew my name—gathers under my ribs, making me weak and oddly giddy. “It’s good, I’m good. Do me next.”

The shot tastes like green apple, tart and tangy with a zing that goes straight to my head. Vera is a lot shorter than me, so she has to stand on her toes to deliver my round, which means she kind of misses my mouth and gets half the gelatin on my chin, but I don’t care. She’s giggling, and I’m smiling, and Jester’s visor is a long chain of hahahaha, and for the first time since arriving at Skyhub I feel like maybe this day won’t be a complete disaster after all.

“Youvu Hum and Youvu Hum should be here soon,” Vera says as we manage to snag a booth, which we accomplish by hovering menacingly over its former occupants and diving in as soon as they leave. “Toph is a maybe—he’s got a spacecraft repair to finish—but Avi should be coming, too.”

You invited Avi to a bar? Jester arches an eyebrow over the rim of his visor. Isn’t she a bit young?

Vera shrugs. “It’s not like she’s going to be drinking.”

They’ll stop her at the door.

Vera snorts. “They’ll try.”

Youvu Hum and Youvu Hum are the first to arrive. Confusingly, they’re not twins or clones (cloning is strictly forbidden in Romothrida Galaxy), but they look identical, each with blade-straight black hair, oval faces, and flawless skin. No one really knows how it happened, but the prevailing theory seems to be there was some kind of convergence between two parallel universes that brought the Youvu Hums together. Technically, this means they’re the same person, but that’s even harder to wrap my head around, so I try not to think too hard about it.

“Hello,” they say in unison.

“Hello,” is my reply.

Dilpert “Overlord” Toph arrives next, a huge muscle of a person with a booming voice and a beard that looks coarse enough to sand wood. At thirty, he’s the second oldest member of the Sixth behind Illiviamona. (I haven’t met her yet, but she’s either one hundred and five or five hundred and one—her species uses a complicated number system for recording age that leaves this up to interpretation.) Toph doesn’t fit into the booth, which is apparently not uncommon, and everyone seems perfectly at ease with him standing at its end. Avi Heplex is the last to appear, a snub-nosed button of a human who (as I’d learned from my stalker research) is eleven years old.

“The bouncer wouldn’t let me in,” Avi complains as she slides into the booth.

“Well,” Youvu Hum says consolingly, “they have an age limit.”

“There’s an age limit for drinking. No such limit exists for sitting beside people who are drinking.”

“So how’d you get in?” I ask.

Don’t encourage her, Jester warns.

“I blackmailed him,” Avi replies.

I squint an eye at her. “You have dirt on the bouncer?”

“I have dirt on everyone.”

Avi is the youngest member to ever enter the Legion, Jester interrupts in an apparent effort to redirect the conversation. She’s our pyrotechnician.

Avi tips her head back and forth. “That’s code for spymaster.”

“No,” Vera sighs, “it’s not.”

“I’m confused,” I admit.

“She’s our pyro,” says Youvu Hum.

“Starfield Fleets don’t have spymasters,” the other Youvu Hum emphasizes.

“Officially speaking,” Avi adds with widened eyes.

Vera buries her face in her hands.

“You know,” I tell Avi, “pyrotechnics isn’t that far-off from gunning. You and I probably have a lot in common.”

“You mean, we like destroying things?”

“Avi.” Vera.

“Ah, no.” I flounder. “That’s not what I meant.”

“Why not?” Avi no longer looks like a button. More like a ticking time bomb. “You wouldn’t make a very good gunner if you didn’t like shooting. Just like I wouldn’t be a very good pyrotechnician if I didn’t like explosions.” There’s only the slightest pause before she rushes on, “Or a very good spymaster if I didn’t—”

“You’re not our spymaster,” interject the Youvu Hums.

Avi ignores them. Her crystal-blue eyes bore into me. “Haven’t you ever shot anyone?”

I squirm. “Oh, well…”

“You haven’t, have you?” Avi accuses.

My temperature rises. I’m not even sure which way I’m supposed to be defending myself. Both Yes, I’m a gunner who’s shot lots of people and No, I’m a gunner who’s never shot anyone seem like terrible answers. Contrary to popular belief, the Academy curriculum doesn’t focus on training cadets for war. Battling monsters? Sure. Providing backup to planetary authorities? You bet. In those rare instances when battle is necessary, we’re skilled enough—prepared well enough—that the fighting usually ends quickly, in our favor, with little to no loss of life.

“I heard,” starts one of the Youvu Hums, “that Keller can reload a quad-barrel in under four seconds.” She looks at me. “Is that true?”

Her question is an obvious attempt to save me from Avi’s probing, but I’m grateful. “Yeah.”

“And,” says the other Youvu Hum, “you currently hold the record for the Academy’s longest stream of unbroken in-motion target hits.”

“Um, yeah, that’s also true.”

“And the only reason your record wasn’t higher,” they say in unison, “was because you went on hitting targets for so long that your spacecraft ran out of fuel.”

“Actually, it was the ammo that went first.”

The Sixers all exchange glances. “Wicked.”

I shrug, though I’d be lying if I said their praise was unwelcome. I doubt a lot of things about myself, but I don’t doubt this—I’m a good marksman. No matter the size of the weapon, the style, its class, the power source, whether it’s a stunner or a shifter or anything else, if it eats ammo, I can work it. And I never miss.

I look forward to seeing you in action, Jester says.

Another shrug. “If I get the chance.”

“You mean because of Lament?” Vera toys with her empty beaker. “He didn’t mean what he said earlier about not flying together. Or maybe he did mean it, but it’s not like he has the power to reassign you, and Sergeant Forst won’t let him run missions without a gunner.”

“He said he doesn’t need a gunner.”

“Of course he does. Lament isn’t an intelligence officer. If he’s flying, something’s dying.” She winces. “I didn’t mean to make that rhyme.”

It could be his catchphrase, Jester remarks.

“Oh stars, please don’t tell him that.”

I’m thinking T-shirts.

“Anyway,” Vera presses, “Lament can’t do his job without a partner, nor do I think he really wants to. It’s just … these past five months have been hard for him. For all of us, really, but him especially.”

“I heard about the accident.” I don’t want to pry, but I’m hoping for a better understanding of what happened that day. When the news broke that the Sixth’s gunner had been killed on a mission, the Legion put out a press release that was lengthy yet entirely devoid of details. Since then, they’ve stayed remarkably tight-lipped on the incident.

“Bast and Lament grew up together,” Vera explains. “They’d been flying with each other since they were kids. And they were good partners, you know? A fighter pilot is only as strong as their gunner, and vice versa, but the two of them … it was like they could read each other’s thoughts.” She taps her beaker on the table, an absentminded motion. “The day of the accident, they were running a regular call. There’d been a report of stolen power packs on one of the Upper Planets, which was causing glitches in the Grid. Lament was manning the spacecraft, Bast in the gunner’s seat, just like always. As they approached their destination, they passed through an unidentified, white space mist. We don’t know the details. Lament won’t talk about it. But the mist did something to Bast, and Lament radioed for help. Then the signal went dark, and the next thing we knew, Bast was dead and Lament had crashed on some No Man’s planet way off course. It took us forever to find him—all his tracking systems were down—and by the time we did…” She trails off.

“I’m sorry,” I say. “I shouldn’t have brought it up.”

“No, no, it’s fine. I mean”—she tries for a smile—“of course you’re curious. It’s just … Jester and I were the first to arrive on scene. When we landed, Lament’s spacecraft was nothing but a mangled heap.”

“Really?” That wasn’t in the press release. “But how did Lament survive?”

Vera shrugs. “Luck? A miracle? Your guess is as good as ours.”

“And the mist?”

We still don’t know anything about it, Jester replies. I think it’s killing Lament not to know.

The table falls quiet. No one’s meeting anyone’s eye. I try to look somewhere else, to give them all a moment to just … I don’t know. Be with their grief. I think about Lament, his stiff composure, his sharp dismissal. All the anger hidden underneath.

I know what that’s like. To suffer. To hide.

Vera is the first to break the silence. “Should we put in another order?” Her grin is firmly back in place. It’s not a true smile, more like a mustering of courage, and I know what that’s like, too. How sometimes, you just have to put on a face for the world.

I push out of my seat. “Next round’s on me.”
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Later that evening, I’m lying in my new bedroom at Detachment 94, staring at the glossy aropolymer ceiling and struggling to sleep.

I’ve always been what Master Ira calls a “picky sleeper.” It’s not that I’m never tired. Rather, I’m perpetually tired, like sleep is a sticky film that coats my skin and won’t ever fully wash off. Sometimes there’s no good reason for my sleeplessness (unless you count a general sense of existential doom a good reason), but tonight, it’s obvious what’s keeping me awake.

This day has been nothing like I expected.

I lie there in my cot for a while, trying my usual tricks of counting backward from five hundred and naming every star in Romothrida Galaxy (an impossible task, there are hundreds of millions of them), but eventually I give up and swing my legs off the bed. A digital clock on the wall tells me it’s one in the morning, which is—in a pathetic, depraved sort of way—kind of comforting. One o’clock and I have a longstanding relationship. Seeing her thin number glowing on the display, sensing her cool darkness around me, is the closest I’ve felt to being home—to having a home—in a long time.

I frown at my knees, clad in flannel pajamas. I slide my feet into a pair of slippers and push out of bed.

Most of the furniture in this room looks like it was designed specifically for the space. There’s a sleek dresser set into the wall, a full-length mirror that appears only when called upon, a bathroom, and a sitting area. The closet is stocked with six sets of whites all tailored to my measurements, and the kitchenette has coffee and tea. It’s thoughtfully assembled, though not much actually belongs to me. Just a single box in the corner I haven’t even bothered to unpack: the whole of my life.

I flip on a light, then rummage around my welcome kit for my newly issued handheld. It takes a minute to get the thing configured, and I mess with the apps, skimming through the preinstalled contact list before pulling up a galactic map of Romothrida Galaxy. The stars dominate most of the screen, but the planets are what draw my eye, highlighted in different colors depending on their classification: Upper Planets (highly developed planets that host large populations of intelligent life), and Lower Planets (poorer, underdeveloped planets that host smaller pockets of intelligent life). Of the million or so planets in Romothrida Galaxy, there are only around three thousand that have been colonized by sentient beings and therefore fall under the Legion’s duty of protection.

It wasn’t always that way. Back before the Legion, planets were in charge of their own protection. Populations survived or failed based on the size of their armies and—more importantly—whether they had money to invest in weapons and training. The problem was that many planets didn’t have money, and even if they did, they struggled to diversify their skills enough to handle every potential galactic threat.

It was only around six hundred years ago that a group of political leaders realized if we pooled our resources and our knowledge, we could create a supreme fighting force, one equipped to fight every battle. And so the Legion was born.

After a moment’s hesitation, I zoom in on Planet Uru, where ARCAN Aviation Academy is located. It’s a live view, so I can see how daylight currently falls over each of the regions, but since deep surveillance is barred on Upper Planets, I’m blocked from expanding the view any farther. I slide the map to Planet Venthros next, hovering over the hills where Master Ira’s school is located, touching my finger to the picture and trying to feel something. And I do. Feel something, I mean. Just not what I think I’m supposed to be feeling.

Most people have this assumption that to become an orphan, both of your parents must be dead. In truth, you can be an orphan with a living, breathing mom or dad, as long as they don’t want you. It’s surprisingly easy to abandon a child. All a person has to do is lose their kid in a crowd, or push them onto the wrong spacebus, or wake up early one morning and say they’re going on a day trip—just a short flight over to their neighboring planet, doesn’t that sound like fun?—only to dump them on the doorstep of Master Ira’s School for Children with nothing but an empty lunch box and the clothes on their back.

I was nine years old. The neighboring planet was called Venthros, and the school wasn’t really a school, but a children’s home.

I wish I’d been younger when it happened. In fairy tales, when a mother leaves her offspring on someone’s stoop, the child is always an infant. The kid grows up believing their parent didn’t have a choice, that they loved them and only wanted better for them. It’s heartbreaking, but it’s also a mercy.

I never had the luxury of such fantasies. I remember that day perfectly. The way my mom bundled me in more layers than seemed necessary. The quiet that settled over her as we stepped onto the spacebus. How we landed in Longji—a small, gloomy village known for its proximity to the volcanic Mount Kilmon—and I asked about the zoo animals we were supposedly going to see. The way my mom wouldn’t quite meet my eye.

So yeah, I’ve never owned much. A few random belongings, my ray gun. Plus the lifestone, which I sometimes wish I didn’t own.

I minimize the map and click the handheld into sleep mode. I should probably tuck back under the covers and try for sleep mode myself, but it seems pointless now. Instead, I dig through the dresser for a T-shirt (standard-issue white), toss it on over my pajama bottoms, check that my lifestone is hidden, grab my ray gun. I call up the mirror to give my appearance a quick once-over (plain brown hair, plain brown eyes, my frame almost tall enough to disqualify me as a flight gunner) and, satisfied I haven’t forgotten anything, I head out.

My room opens into a sleek, narrow hallway of ten doors, each of which belongs to a Sixer. The floor isn’t carpeted, but my slippers are soft, so I’m able to tread quietly as I meander down the hall and into the detachment’s common room. The space is shaped like a wedge of cake with a bite taken off the end—which makes sense, given that Skyhub is designed like a wheel—and features more of the shiny aropolymer surfaces, a cluster of white chairs, and an elevator door that looks sort of like a face. I know through the wall to the right, the Fifth has a common room that looks just like this one, and to the left, so does the Seventh. The Sixth—and the ten members of our fleet—are just a small slice of this metaphorical Legion pie.

I wander, turning down one of the detachment’s two other hallways. Currently, the window at the far back of the corridor is shielded by a thin metal sheet to mimic nightfall (a necessity, given Skyhub Space Station isn’t a planet and therefore doesn’t experience the usual day-to-night rotations). The detachment’s overhead lights are dark, but recess lighting along the floorboards illuminates the space enough for me to find my way.

I poke my head into rooms, trying doors at random. There’s a briefing room, a fitness facility, a supply room, the command center. I eventually reach a library-slash-study, which—like everything else in the detachment—is designed in all white. Even the books are white. I wonder what Master Ira would make of it, then give myself the answer: He’d hate it. He always used to say color was a necessary expression of human life. At the children’s home, every room sported a mural, and the place always smelled like fresh paint because someone was always adding to the art; the ceilings, the doorways, even the furniture, were all covered in lifelike sea creatures and forest animals, trees and flowers.

I touch the hard face of my handheld through my pocket. Master Ira isn’t one of the preinstalled contacts, but I have his number memorized. I could snap a picture and send it over. Even without the picture, I should contact him …

No, I think. You shouldn’t.

I rub my face and plop onto the library’s single sofa. The wall-mounted monitor is currently streaming the latest NewsNet airing, which is hosted by a reporter named Rudy Rivon. I’ve met Rivon a few times at the Academy. He’s handsome without being in your face about it, and he’s always seemed like a decent guy. Really cares about the news. Actually, he’s one of the first people I reached out to when I needed help finding information about the Sixth. And by that, I mean information about Lament.

The memory makes me burn a little.

My holster is digging into my hip, so I unclip it before melting into the sofa (white, of course, and square, but surprisingly comfortable). I glance around for a remote to unmute the monitor, and when I can’t find one, I give up easily and begin browsing the books on the coffee table.

A feeling prickles over my neck, like the slow drag of a finger. I look up.

Lament is standing in the doorway. He’s fully dressed in long sleeves, jeans, and a pair of work boots, looking much as he did in the kitchen yesterday: a pale piece of art that’s just beautiful enough to invoke sadness. The vision is punctuated by ambient lighting, creating a halo effect, like he’s a statue in a museum.

He inhales sharply and asks, “What are you doing in here?”

If only he really was a statue. Then he couldn’t speak. “Looking for something to read.”

“These books aren’t for reading.”

Is that supposed to be a joke? “What are they for?”

“Reference.”

“You can’t reference a book without reading it.”

“I think you’re missing the point.”

I feel like I’ve missed a lot of points, actually, an entire lifetime’s worth that might explain how I’ve wound up alone with Lament, again, on the wrong side of his temper. “Okay. I was exploring.”

“You were snooping.”

I raise my hands in mock surrender. “You caught me. Snooping through reference books. It’s my secret vice.”

“I mean,” he says coldly, “through the detachment.”

“This room isn’t off-limits. I’m allowed to be here.”

“It’s the middle of the night.”

“So?”

“You should be in bed.”

“Well,” I say dryly, “so should you.”

To my surprise, his ears go faintly pink. The hair on my neck stands up in response, startled and more than a little thrilled.

Ridiculous. I’m an Academy-trained gunner. I’ve shot a Death Charmer into a pool of dynamite and watched the ensuing firestorm devour half a planet. I shouldn’t find Lament’s blush thrilling.

“Well?” I imagine sticking out my finger and nudging him in the ribs. Poke. “What’s your excuse?”

He fidgets, tugging at his cuffs. “I don’t need an excuse.”

“You’re wearing work clothes in the middle of the night.”

“I like to be prepared.”

“You’ve come to a room full of”—I glance at the nearest book—“spacecraft mechanism volumes. But you’re not a mechanic. You’re a pilot.” I tap my chin. “Interesting.”

“It’s not interesting.”

“The plot thickens.”

“There is no plot.”

“Unhand me!”

“I can’t—what?”

“It’s … what they say in murder mysteries?”

He huffs a sound of disbelief. “You’re unhinged.”

No, I’m sleep-deprived. After an eight-hour spaceflight to get here, three rounds of gelatin shots, and nearly twenty-four hours without sleep, I’m exhausted.

I don’t say this to Lament, though. The last time he witnessed me in a moment of vulnerability, he mocked me for it. I’m pretty sure that makes him an asshole, which is just my luck, really, finally making it into my dream slot in the Legion only to be stuck with an absolute lemon of a partner. And what’s worse? I can’t even call him out on it, because that would be (as Master Ira used to say) stirring the pot, and I can’t afford to stir any pots. Can’t even think about pots or utensils used for their stirring. Because while Lament has already secured his place in the Legion, I haven’t. And I really, really need this to work.

Lament scratches the back of his neck, then drops the hand and gives me a look that’s steady and … curious? Which I guess is a step up from the glaring? “What species are you?”

Now I’m the one frowning. “Um. Human?”

“Are you sure?”

“What? Yes.”

“You don’t exactly look human.”

I have no idea what to say to that. There are a few humanoid races similar to ours, but they all have distinct markers, like silver eyes or horns or fangs. No one has ever questioned my humanity before. “Are you messing with me?”

He looks affronted. “No.”

Mercifully, a cleaning bot chooses this moment to roll into the room. It’s a CE-90, one of those rollers with a dozen extending arms and just enough programming to prevent it from knocking anything over. As Lament and I watch, a nozzle appears out of the bot’s side and begins vacuuming the bookcases. It looks like an elephant. A squat metal elephant with a tubular trunk for slurping dust.

I really must be sleep-deprived, because I choke back a snort.

Lament flashes me a look of deep concern. “Are you laughing?”

Yes. “No.”

“Why are you laughing?”

Because I’m a hundred light-years away from anyone I know. Because I thought coming here would feel like coming home, and it doesn’t. Because I’m half-convinced that by morning, Sergeant Forst will call me into her office to tell me I’ve been reassigned. “No reason.”

“You are unhinged.”

I turn my attention back to the monitor where Rudy Rivon is brandishing his microphone at a frightened-looking young man. “How do you unmute the volume?”

Lament hesitates—probably deciding if helping me will shrivel his soul or whatever—before striding to a nearby drawer and extracting a remote. I lift my hand, expecting him to toss it over, but he only says, “They’re interviewing a Determinist.”

“I can see that.” My voice is perfectly calm. I deserve an award. “I’d like to listen.”

“You’re not a follower, are you?”

Determinists are a faction of people who believe every event leads to every next event, meaning the future can be charted down to what kind of eggs you’ll have for breakfast in thirty years. The group has been around for decades, recruiting members and spouting their predictions, but it wasn’t until about three years ago that a man named Ran Doc Min created a computer simulation that does exactly that—predicts the future. In the time since, he’s become the leader of the Determinist movement and spends most of his time warning people about all sorts of catastrophic events: worldwide floods, meteors, collapsing stars. At first, everyone wrote him off as a madman, but then his predictions started to come true. Recently he’s started hinting at something bigger. Something that will affect not just one planet, but the entire galaxy. It’s been all over the news.

“Not really,” I reply. “I mean, I get the concept of Determinism. And it seems like there might not actually be any randomness in the universe, so it makes sense that our lives could be predetermined. But I’m not, you know, devoted to the movement. Not like Doc Min and his followers.”

Lament crosses the room in six easy strides. His steps are so graceful they can’t not be deliberate. “His predictions are certainly making headlines.”

I peer at him. “Are you a follower?”

“Quite the opposite.” He spins the remote deftly over his palm. “The man is a wild card. He’s been able to predict the future using technology we’ve never seen and don’t understand. So far, Ran Doc Min has mostly used his simulation to forecast planetary catastrophes, and in doing so, he’s saved lives. People think he’s a hero. In many ways, they’re right. But it’s dangerous for one person to have that much power, especially since we don’t know how his simulation works or what his ultimate motive is. What if this is all just a prelude to some other, darker venture?”

“He could outmaneuver any resistance.” I prop an elbow on the couch’s arm. Behind us, the cleaning bot starts unscrewing ventilation grates from the wall to dust the airways inside. “Using his predictive technology, Doc Min could always stay a step ahead.”

“Exactly. The Legion has tried questioning him about both the ethics and the mechanics of his simulation, but Doc Min remains uncooperative. He thinks we’re trying to interfere with his predictions. To stop them, maybe. And of course, that makes us look bad, since his forecasts really do save lives. It’s a mess.”

It’s not lost on me that Lament and I are managing to carry on an actual conversation without any sarcasm or hostility. His face has changed again, softened, the lines smoothing around his mouth and eyes. I offer an olive branch of a smile. “Is that the Sixth’s main mission right now? Uncovering the method behind Doc Min’s simulation?”

And just like that, he closes up again. “Maybe.”

“What do you mean, maybe?”

“We shouldn’t be talking about this.”

“Why not?”

He shrugs, but the answer is written across his shoulders, down his folded arms. It’s classified. I’m not his gunner, not—in his mind—really even a member of the Sixth.

That’s when a new thought occurs to me. “Is this about my Academy status?”

His gaze darts up. “Your what?”

“You know.” I wave my hand, hating him for making me say it. Surely he already knows. Everyone knows. “Because I was accepted into the Academy without a sponsor. I took the entry test instead. I know they say no one’s supposed to be able to pass the entry test, that it’s just the Academy’s way of acting like they’re giving opportunities to underprivileged students, but…” My anger ebbs at the bewilderment on Lament’s face. He didn’t know. Is it possible he didn’t know? “But, um, I did pass. Which led to all the rumors…”

“What rumors?”

That I was sleeping with the Academy’s president, mainly. But if Lament wasn’t aware of my Academy status, he surely hasn’t heard that gossip.

“You know what,” I say. “It’s not important.”

I fully expect Lament to push the subject, so I’m surprised when he replies with, “If you say so.”

Which leaves us at this uncomfortable juncture where we’re both still mildly irritated but have no way to move the conversation forward without either apologizing or resuming our earlier arguing.

I choose a third option.

“Well.” I stand from the couch a bit too quickly; my shin knocks the coffee table hard enough to make Lament wince. “As pleasant as this has been…” I shuffle sideways, cringing a little as I try to extract myself from the narrow space between the couch and table. “It is late. Or early, I guess. I’m heading back to bed.”

It’s surely my sleep-addled brain, but Lament looks almost disappointed.

I limp toward the door, taking the roundabout way to avoid passing too close to him. I’m almost out of the room when the cleaning bot pulls another grate from the wall.

This time, something crawls out of it.

The bot doesn’t react (it’s a bot), but I jerk in surprise as the creature—black, serpentine, with a body like a lizard and a head that reaches my knees—emerges from the vent, bares a row of needlelike teeth, and lunges for me.

I scramble backward, my hand going to my belt where my ray gun … isn’t. My brain stutters, my fingers pawing uselessly at my hip until I realize my gun is in its holster, which is lying where I left it on the couch.

I forgot my weapon.

I never forget my weapon.

I think—fuck—as the creature flies toward me, all sinewy limbs and flashing talons. I grab the bot and offer a worthless apology (bots can’t feel and I’m pretty sure they’re not sentient) before raising it over my head and hurling it at the monster. It’s a direct hit, but my attempt at self-defense only serves to enrage the creature. It crashes to the floor, hissing, claws skittering. Its scales are so polished they’re reflective. Its eyes are bluish, strangely glowy. There’s foam around its mouth, gathering at the corners, and dear Mother of Stars, those fangs—

A shot fires. There’s a blaze of green light, the familiar burn-and-metal smell of a ray beam. The lizard’s body blasts into pieces, splashing red across white walls.

Holy shit.

I’m clutching the doorframe, gaping at what’s left of the reptile while my heart tries to batter its way out of my rib cage. Lament has my ray gun in hand. He must have grabbed it off the couch, except I don’t know how, because he’s standing exactly where he was before, stiff, not a hair out of place. I have the oddest thought that maybe he really has become a statue, like he’s turned permanently to stone. Then he lifts his gaze to mine.

His eyes aren’t full of shock, as I expected, but fury.
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“Lament.”

I hurry after him as he marches out of the study and down the hallway, practically jogging to keep up.

“Lament, wait.”

He’s ignoring me, his shoulders set, his strides long and urgent. My mind is smoldering like paper on fire, eating its way toward the center. What was that creature? How did it get into the detachment? And where is Lament going now?

It’s not until we reach the common room and Lament approaches the elevator that I finally grab his arm, which is a mistake. He swings around, turning the full force of those blue-green eyes on me. I can feel the tendons flex under his sleeve, the hard length of muscle. He jerks away, breathing hard, and I find that suddenly I am, too.

“Go back to bed, Hartman.”

“Tell me where you’re going first.”

“No.”

He says this like he said it earlier, no pretense, no explanation. Something about his single-word answer—and his defiance, his lifted chin, the pulse beating in his too-pale neck—has me forgetting Lament did just save my life, and I have no right demanding anything.

“You’re heading to the flight deck,” I guess.

“How perceptive.”

“I’m coming with you.”

But he’s already shoving my ray gun back into my hands, twisting away, jamming the elevator’s glass button. “Not a chance.”

I should let him go. Turn around, head back to my room, forget this entire mess. Except, Lament and I are supposed to be partners. And obviously that’s meant nothing so far, less than nothing, but if I can’t find a way to change his mind about me—to prove I belong here—my future in the Sixth is going to be hell.

Then again … maybe it’s not even about that. Maybe I don’t care about proving myself. I just want to stop him from walking away. I sense it within me: that gut-deep urge to reach out and hold on.

I know this feeling.

I hate this feeling.

But I’m helpless to stop it. There’s this relentless sensation of, like, need that’s groping at my heart, making me dizzy and achy and stupid enough to say, “Lament, please, just—”

“Are you broken?” He whips back around. “What part of no don’t you understand?”

“Is everything okay?” Vera appears around the corner wearing a hair scarf, bright yellow pajamas, and slippers shaped like llamas. She looks remarkably alert for someone who’s clearly just been pulled from bed. “I heard gunfire.”

The elevator doors spring open with a little ding to reveal a smooth metal carriage, but Lament hesitates. He might be willing to blow me off, but he won’t do that to Vera. The two of them lock eyes and Lament’s expression changes, shifting from anger to unease to just … pain.

I don’t understand his pain. I don’t understand why the sight of it seems to call forth my own pain, pulling it flush to the surface of my skin.

Lament exhales a tight breath. “We were attacked by a cave raptor.”

“What?” Vera makes a face. “Here?”

“It came out of a vent.”

She pads closer, looking uncertain. “But how did a raptor get onto Skyhub?”

He shakes his head. He doesn’t know. “And that’s not all.” Lament turns to me. “Did you see the raptor’s eyes?”

“Yeah. They were weirdly blue, but what—?”

“It’s the mist.” He looks between Vera and me expectantly, and when we fail to supply the desired reaction, he makes a frustrated noise. “The space mist. The same one that overtook my spacecraft on the day—the day that—” He swallows. “That’s how Bast looked. That’s what happened to his eyes right before he…”

“Lament.” Vera.

Lament masters himself, visibly, before continuing. “I think whatever killed Bast got ahold of that raptor, too. There’s a documented colony of cave raptors on the planet Purvuva. It’s the only one within range of Skyhub.” He’s speaking calmly now, almost mechanically, yet I can sense the energy he’s keeping tapped, live wire buried underneath. “If the mist infected one raptor, it might have infected others. And if that’s true, this could be our chance to understand what happened to Bast. To uncover the mist’s source. I’m going to investigate.”

“All the way to Purvuva?” Vera sounds skeptical. “Why not just examine the raptor that attacked you here?”

Lament’s eyes flick to me. “Not possible.”

“Why not?”

I wince. “My ray gun might have … mangled it a bit.”

“Hartman’s carrying a 20–88 Blaster,” Lament clarifies. “As in, a gun that was minted before they invented automatic target volume adjustments. I didn’t realize that in the moment and let off a full blast.”

I cover the hilt with a protective hand. “That’s not the gun’s fault.”

“Really?” He squares off, already geared up again. “Why do you even have that thing? It’s ancient.”

“An heirloom.”

“It belongs in a junkyard.”

“It belongs on my hip.”

“It could hurt someone.”

“It’s a gun,” I exclaim. “Of course it could hurt someone.”

We glare at each other. Yes, my ray gun is old. Finicky, even, with a permanent black singe around the muzzle and a trigger that clicks. Its beam is green, which is less stylish than the more modern blue or red, and its loading lights are broken so you can’t ever tell when it’s fully charged. The Legion has already tried to replace it—they’ve shipped me at least three upgrades—but I’ve had this gun since before the Academy. Since before I even knew I wanted to join the Academy. It’s never failed me.

“Regardless,” Vera interrupts. “Even if investigating the raptor colony on Purvuva wasn’t a long shot—and I hate to say it, Lament, but it really is—I don’t think leaving right now is the best idea.”

Lament’s attention shifts back to her. “Why not?”

“Because you already have a red card on your file, and taking off on an unapproved mission in the middle of the night seems like a good way to earn another.”

“Wait,” I blurt. “Lament has a red card?”

Lament’s jaw ticks. “Don’t look so surprised.”

“I just … red cards are kind of serious.”

“Thank you for that observation.”

“But”—it’s like my mouth has detached from my brain and is now hellbent on sabotage—“why?”

“That’s really none of your business.”

I continue to stare. Red cards are part of the Legion’s disciplinary system, and they’re not handed out lightly. It’s possible to have the card removed from your file with good behavior, but if you get two in a row, you’re grounded from future spaceflights until you knock one down, and if you get three, you’re kicked out of the Legion. Like, forever.

Lament’s eyes return to Vera. “This is the best lead—the only lead—we’ve had since the accident. What am I supposed to do? Let it go?”

“We could report it.”

He gives a hard laugh. “To who? Sergeant Forst? You know we can’t trust the Legion to investigate this themselves.”

“No, you’re right, it’s just…” Vera grimaces. “This doesn’t change the fact you should be keeping your head down right now, and I just think rushing off to Purvuva isn’t the way to do that, especially when it’s not going to lead anywhere.”

“Not going to lead—?” Lament’s expression hardens. “How can you say that?”

“He’s gone.” Vera’s voice comes out strangled. “Bast is gone, Lament, and going on this … this wild goose chase isn’t going to bring him back.”

Lament flinches. “You don’t understand.”

“I understand you’re not thinking clearly. I understand things have been so hard—”

“Stop.” He closes his eyes. “Just—stop.”

“But—”

“You’ve said what you need to say. And I hear you, all right? But I’m going anyway.”

He steps into the elevator. The doors start to slide together, sweeping Lament from view. Just before they close, Vera and I simultaneously jut out our hands to halt their progress. Lament inhales sharply, but Vera cuts him off. “Fine,” she says. “Fine. If you’re seriously set on doing this, I’m coming with you.”

“I don’t need—”

“It wasn’t a question.” She takes a deep breath, like she’s mentally readying herself. “It’s after hours, meaning we can disable the flight deck alarms and skip the official sign-out, but that doesn’t mean Sergeant Forst won’t notice a missing spacecraft. We go quickly, we go quietly, and we return before Skyhub-dawn, yes?” Lament gives a reluctant nod. Vera’s eyes cut to me. “Are you in?”

There’s a moment—quick, fizzy, like the crack of a soda can—when I imagine saying no. It’s what my Academy officers would choose for me. What Master Ira would, too. He used to say Recklessness is the quickest path to self-destruction. But what Master Ira could never understand is that I am reckless. Wasn’t it recklessness that pushed me to demand an Academy entry test after my application was denied? Wasn’t it recklessness that spurred me to go against Master Ira’s wishes and apply in the first place? It ruined our relationship, but rather than make me more careful, it’s only driven me further down this path. I don’t have a support system to fall back on. No parents, no family. Even Master Ira’s patronage—the security of the children’s home—can’t help me now. Joining the Legion, belonging to a Starfield Fleet …

What do I have, if not this?

What do I want, if not this?

I give Vera a nod. “I’m in.”

Vera does something with her watch, sliding her finger across the touch screen before ushering me into the elevator. A short ride later, we’re stepping onto a wide flight deck currently housing a dozen different spacecraft. Some of the models I recognize (the UA-460 Sky Runner, the 1080 StarBattle), but most are foreign to me. I want to gawk, but I want to keep up with Lament more, and he’s already halfway into the cockpit of a sleek little skimmer. She’s beautiful, all clean lines and smooth edges.

As I approach, Lament shoots me a look. “You’ll fly with Vera.”

I glance over to where Vera is unlocking the nearest split-wing, which is a one-seater. “Vera doesn’t have room for me.”

“There’s a cargo trunk.”

I blink. “You’re not serious.”

“I fly alone.”

He pushes a button and the skimmer’s hood slides closed, effectively ending our discussion.

“It’s all right.” Vera’s voice echoes between the deck’s metal rafters. “I’ve messaged Jester. He’s coming, too. We’ll take the Sky Runner. That way we can each have a seat.”

Together, Vera and I raid the uniform closet, which is stocked for moments such as this. I find a pair of boots, gloves, a clean set of whites. I’m zipping up my flight jacket when Jester appears, his visor tipped back to reveal a pair of large, thickly lashed eyes. He gives us a salute, then pulls the visor down so he can say, Lament is pushing his luck with this one.

“Again,” Vera grumbles. Then, more gently: “Thanks for coming.”

Partners don’t fly alone.

Vera glances at me. I am suddenly very interested in my jacket’s zipper.

We pull ourselves into the Sky Runner, which is a midsize craft designed for speed over comfort and features a collapsible trunk that is not, by any means, large enough to fit a grown man. No gunner’s seat. No guns, for that matter. The craft’s body is wide and low with twin engines at the back. It smells brand-new.

Vera hands me a headset. Her expression says she still deeply disapproves of this entire undertaking, but she’s resigned to whatever may come. “Buckle up.”

I do as she says, tucking my ray gun under one leg (my holster is still in the library) and pulling the harness over my shoulders. It’s not until I hear the click of the belt plate driving into the buckle that it finally hits me: my first mission.

An unapproved one.

That could very possibly land me a red card to match Lament’s.

Oh, the adventure.

The Sky Runner’s chamber closes, sealing us in. A moment later, the flight deck’s back wall slides away to reveal a dazzling scene of distant stars and planets and an endless, endless black. I don’t sense the change in pressure, but I do feel the Sky Runner hum to life as Vera fires up the engines, gives us a countdown, and (with what appears to be a single push of a button but actually involves a complicated series of foot controls) blasts us into space.

It’s always a bit strange, riding passenger. I’m used to cramming myself into a gunner’s seat, which is typically stationed at a spacecraft’s nose. The seat itself is never comfortable, but something about that position has always felt good to me. Right. Nothing like it is here in the back seat, helplessly exposed, without any way to see what’s ahead or defend against it.

Luckily, the planet Lament has in mind isn’t far (at least not in hyperspeed terms), and soon we’re descending through a hazy atmosphere toward a dusty red landscape. I press my cheek against my small window while Vera takes us down, though there’s not much to see. An ocean of sand, random tufts of yellow grass, a distant ridge of caves sloping out of the earth like plates on a dinosaur’s back. Lament called this place Purvuva, but I’m surprised it even has a name. This is a no-man’s-planet—an uninhabited wasteland.

“There’s an extra holster for your ray gun under your seat,” Vera tells me as she types a code into the Sky Runner’s dashboard, scanning the air quality report before opening the cockpit. Wind whips through the cabin, battering us with sand. “And bring your headset,” she adds in a raised voice. “It’s breezy out there.”

I pull my headset around the back of my neck, grope for the holster, then scurry out after Vera and Jester. Lament has already parked his skimmer and is halfway to the caves. He throws us a look that I take to mean, Hurry up or I’m leaving you behind.

“You sure Lament wasn’t always like this?” I ask Vera.

“You know,” she replies with a frown, “I can’t say I am.”

As we walk, the breeze shifts direction, tossing more sand into our faces. I use my arm to shield my eyes, but it doesn’t really help, so by the time we approach the mouth of the largest cave, I’m blinking away tears and grit and a fresh wave of apprehension. Lament and I were barely able to tackle one rabid raptor between the two of us. And okay, yes, I was unarmed and surprised, but what if Lament is right and the mist somehow infected an entire colony of those things? Vera is a split-wing pilot, and Jester is an intelligence officer—they’re not trained for ground combat. Lament might have some weapons experience (he seemed to know his way around a ray gun), but I’m the only one here who’s truly qualified. How are we supposed to fight them all at once?

In the end, it isn’t an issue. The raptors are already dead.

The smell hits me first, a putrid mix of blood and excrement. I hear Jester’s feet grind to a halt beside me, Vera’s quick intake of breath. It takes a second for my eyes to adjust to the cavern’s darkness, and when they do, I gape.

The earth is piled with bodies. There must be hundreds of raptors here, some gutted, some beheaded, some so ravaged there’s hardly anything left. Bones jut from broken limbs, the sand glittering with cracked scales. There’s blood everywhere, pooling around the bloated carcasses and darkening the earth. I’ve got my ray gun in my hand, but there’s nothing to shoot. Nothing left alive.

“They’ve murdered each other,” I say raggedly, my words echoing off the coarse walls of the cavern.

Lament’s voice is tight. “So it seems.”

“To death.”

“Murder typically implies death, Hartman.”

“But … why?”

Lament walks over to the nearest raptor and crouches for closer inspection. The reptile’s teeth are sunk into one of its brethren like it died midway through the chomp. When Lament reaches out, Jester, Vera, and I make a collective sound of disapproval that does nothing to stop him from thumbing open the dead creature’s eyelid. My heart gives a hard lurch.

The raptor’s eye is glowing blue.

“It’s like you thought.” Vera’s words are squeaky. “The raptor colony, the blue eyes … I can’t—I can’t believe you were right.”

“Your confidence in me is inspiring,” Lament says.

“I’m with Vera,” I offer. “This is … hard to believe.” My heart is thumping like I’ve just run a mile for time, like my body senses the wrongness of this scene even as my mind struggles to understand. “You really think the space mist did this? Infected this raptor colony and made them attack their own kind?”

Lament pushes to his feet. “Yes.”

“But what is the mist? And where is it coming from?”

“If I had those answers, we wouldn’t be here.”

We walk around the aboveground hollows, keeping within sight of each other while hunting for more clues to explain where the mist originated or where it went or why it infected these reptiles. The light grows weaker as I pick my way toward the back of the caves, so I pull a flashlight from one of my utility pockets and click it on. The beam is cruel, illuminating every bloody angle, every shattered tooth and gouged, glowing eyeball. I’m no naturalist, not like Master Ira, but even I feel the weight of so much death. The senselessness.

We search until we’ve seen it all, then search some more. I’m on my third pass around the perimeter when Vera, Jester, and I start exchanging looks. None of us is willing to tell Lament what we’re thinking: If there were any clues, we’d have found them by now.

At last, Vera breaks the silence. “Anything?”

Nothing, Jester replies.

“Nope,” I say aloud for her benefit, glancing at Lament. He doesn’t seem to be paying attention.

Vera spreads her hands in a mute plea, What do we do?

I clear my throat. “Lament?”

He’s standing near the cavern’s center, staring at a particularly messy pile of raptor bodies. His expression is closed, quiet. Lost in thought.

“It’s getting late,” Vera tries again. “What do you think, Lament?”

At last, his attention catches. “What?”

“If we’re going to make it back to Skyhub before the sergeant wakes up, we need to get moving. We can debrief on the way.”

“Oh,” he says faintly.

“I’m going to get the Sky Runner started,” she continues a little redundantly, like she’s not trusting him to get it. “We’ll wait for you, but don’t stay too much longer, okay?”

Lament nods. Vera and Jester head out, but I don’t like the idea of leaving Lament here alone among all this gore, so I hang back, biting the inside of my lip and considering my next move. He’s still just standing there, staring at the bodies. Or at nothing. Hard to tell, really. I step closer until we’re almost shoulder to shoulder, trying to read his expression. “What are you looking at?”

He tenses. “What do you think?”

“Sorry.” I scratch the back of my neck. “Stupid question.”

Discomfort crosses his face. “No, I didn’t…” He gives a sigh that’s more movement than sound, rubbing his eyes with his thumb and forefinger. “It wasn’t a bad question. I just … have this feeling.”

“What feeling?”

He drops his hand. “We’ve left tracks in the sand.”

I glance around at our footprints stamped into the earth by four pairs of boots. “Ah. Good point. Indeed.”

He looks at me like I’m being purposefully obtuse. “We’re the only ones who’ve left tracks.”

“Yeah, but we’re the only ones who’ve—oh, wait.” I see it now. Around the raptors there should be claw marks, body gouges, pad prints, but the sand is smooth. The only footprints in this cave are ours. “The prints could’ve been erased by the wind,” I offer.

“Do you feel any wind?”

No. Despite the gales whistling outside, the air within the cave is calm. “So if not the wind…”

“Someone was here first,” Lament supplies. “They covered their tracks before they left.”

“That doesn’t make sense. If someone else came to investigate, why bother hiding the evidence?”

“Not to investigate,” Lament says darkly. “To experiment.”

My brows fly up. “What?”

“I don’t have proof,” he hedges. “It’s just a hunch.”

“A hunch,” I repeat blankly. “You’re saying the mist might be some kind of weapon? That this”—I wave my hand over the bloodbath—“was a test?”

“It’s possible.”

We stand there for a minute contemplating the scene with new eyes. The air is cool, a little damp. It reminds me of Venthros. A lifetime ago, it might have reminded me of home.

I sense more than see Lament look at me. I’ll admit, it takes more than a little courage to look back.

He really is beautiful. I haven’t wanted to notice this, given that he’s supposed to be my new flight partner and seems to revile everything about me, but the thought is there anyway, plain and a little helpless: I’m attracted to him. Lament’s eyes are more blue than green right now, shadowed in the low light. Almond-shaped, with light blond eyelashes, brows poised on the edge of some new expression. Somewhere in the distance, Vera’s Sky Runner gives a hum, whizzing to life. That’s my cue to get moving, but I feel rooted to the spot, held in place by the gaze of a man who doesn’t even want me here. Didn’t want me here? I’m having trouble remembering.

“Vera is waiting for you,” he says, and is it my imagination, or has his voice sort of … gentled? “You should get going.”

My throat is oddly scratchy. “Right. Yeah.”

I’ve almost managed to make my legs work when Vera’s spacecraft revs in earnest. There’s a flash of orange light, the chest-deep surge of a sonic boom. I whip around to see the Sky Runner vanishing into the atmosphere without me.

Lament and I scramble for our headsets in unison. I shove mine over my ears in time to hear Lament’s choked, “Vera.”

“You two can fly back together,” comes her voice through the earpiece.

“No. Vera, I can’t—”

“You’re going to have to share a spacecraft eventually. Besides, it’s not safe to fly alone right now, not until we understand what’s going on with these raptors and the mist.”

He’s crushing his headset between his fingers. “That’s not your choice to make.”

“Well, I’m making it anyway.” Her voice softens. “It’s time. I believe in you.” She disconnects the line.

Silence, like a settling of dust. For a long moment, there’s nothing but a ringing in my ears and the vast, echoing labyrinth of the caves at my back. “Well,” I start with a shaky laugh.

“You can ride in the cargo trunk.” An awkward pause. “I think you’ll fit.”

“What is it with you and stuffing people into trunks?”

Lament won’t quite meet my eye. “I meant it when I said I fly alone.”

“This might be a good time to make an exception, don’t you think?” When he doesn’t answer, my blood starts to rush. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

“It’s not personal.”

“The hell it’s not.”

“I did warn you.”

“You warned me?” My mouth is sandpaper, my pulse rising in my neck. “Look. I get that you don’t like me, but I’m not riding in the trunk.”

“I just told you, it’ll fit—”

“I don’t care if it would fit a three-ring circus. You have a perfectly good cockpit with a perfectly good seat that, by the way, is made for a gunner.”

He’s closing up again, going rigid. “Out of the question.”

“But why?”

“This is just the way it has to be.”

I dog him all the way back to his skimmer, coaxing, threatening, stopping just short of pleading, but he ignores me, pulling himself up into the cockpit while simultaneously blocking me with his body in case I try to fight my way in after him. “Lament.” My voice is swallowed by the zzhing of the charging engines, the whistle of the wind. He pops the trunk, which is just a small square compartment with no windows, no harness. My lungs catch. Fear constricts my throat. It doesn’t even look pressurized. Will I be able to breathe in there? Will my eyeballs vaporize as soon as we launch into space? They will. Oh stars, I’m sure they will. I’m going to die a painful death and no one will even know until they open the hatch on Skyhub to find my withered, ruptured body.

“Lament, come on.”

He starts to reach for the button that’ll close the cockpit and I do it again, grab his arm, wrap my fingers and hold tight. His nostrils flare, eyes flashing, but before he can shake me off the engines start to decelerate.

There’s this moment—sharp, overbright—when I think he’s changed his mind. Like maybe he’s realized how unreasonable he’s being and no, of course he’d never relegate me to the luggage compartment, because he’s neither a psychopath nor a murderer and I’m at least worth something to him alive. Yet this thought is quickly overridden by a moment’s observation. I can see Lament’s hands. I can see his expression. He hasn’t shut the spacecraft off so much as it’s died, the engines slowing, spinning to silence. The cockpit’s monitors flicker to black.

“You lost power,” I say blankly.

His voice is at its most controlled. “So it seems.” He looks down at my fingers still wrapped around his forearm. Startled, I let go.

“This is a skimmer,” he says. “They don’t have a single point of failure. Losing power like this isn’t—” He breaks off without finishing the thought.

“Isn’t what?”

He just shakes his head, then climbs out and gets under the spacecraft to start looking at its systems. Meanwhile, I try the radio, but that’s dead too, which means I’m stranded on a desert planet without any way to call for help, with a man who is so repulsed by the idea of flying with me, he’d rather see me suffocated and/or burned to a crisp than endure a single short trip in my company.

It just keeps getting better.
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We spend the next quarter hour trying to get the radio working, but the signal is tied to the skimmer, and one can’t work without the other. Unless another Legion ship were to pass within range and accidentally connect to our system, the radio will remain useless.

Needless to say, the skies remain firmly empty.

“Temperatures will plummet after dark,” Lament says. He’s got his hands on his hips, eyes narrowed as he assesses the spacecraft. “Our best option is to get this thing repaired before then. Otherwise, we’ll have to sleep in it.”

Funny, how quickly he’s flipped from You’re not my partner to Lookee at this problem we share. I’m tempted to make a scathing comment, but instead I merely say, “Vera will have noticed we’re missing by then.”

“Even if she does, we can’t leave a spacecraft behind.”

“We could ask the Legion to retrieve it.”

He shoots me a flat look. “We’re not asking the Legion for anything.”

I mimic his posture, giving the craft a once-over. It’s a fairly standard model, about as small as they come, painted in silver and red with quad wings and a single hyper-engine at the back. There are two interior seats—a pilot’s and a gunner’s—but they’re tiny, smushed together. Not an ideal sleeping arrangement and, frankly, not one I’m sure we’d survive.

Purvuva orbits a single sun, meaning there’s a clear day and night, but we’re high enough in the northern hemisphere that evening seems to stretch on indefinitely. Lament crawls under the spacecraft and begins fiddling with the wiring while I draw pictures in the sand with my toe. “What are you doing under there?”

“Looking for lost kittens.”

I sketch Lament’s face in the earth, giving him evil eyes and spikes for hair. “How’d you learn to repair a spacecraft?”

“How does anyone learn anything?”

I erase the hair and add horns instead. “It’s just, I thought this is why Starfield Fleets emphasize specialization. The Sixth has Toph for a mechanic. He knows about repairing spacecrafts, and you know about flying, and I know about shooting shit. That’s how we become the best, right? By focusing on a single skill set.”

“Yes.” He’s lying on his back in the sand, hands up in the craft’s guts. “And where is Toph now?”

Asleep at the detachment, probably. I could point out that Toph would be here if Lament hadn’t run off without the rest of his fleet, but I figure we have enough arguments brewing between us without me actively trying to invent more.

“You should learn,” Lament says absently.

“Learn what?”

“How to repair a spacecraft.”

“In case I’m stuck with a partner who wants to stuff me in a trunk kidnapper-style and I need to jet myself off a planet wasteland?”

I can’t be sure, but I think his mouth twitches.

I go back to drawing in the sand while surreptitiously watching Lament. He’s got his bottom lip pulled between his teeth, his shoulders straining under his shirt as he works. He hasn’t bothered to roll up his sleeves, so they’re getting streaked with grease, and he’s sweating a little, his pale hair sticking to his face. I add that to my sketch, scrubbing out the horns and drawing soft strands that fall over his forehead.

“I liked the horns better,” he says.

“How can you even see what I’m doing from under there?”

A shrug.

I scrub a line through the picture and move closer to Lament, crouching for a better view. He’s rummaging through a tangle of wires in a way that makes me want to ask, Are you sure you know what you’re doing? But, in the spirit of not killing each other, I say, “Why aren’t you ever in the news?”

I’ve surprised him. His brows dip, hands slowing. It takes him a moment to answer. “The media idolizes Starfield Fleets. I’m sure you’ve seen how often they cover us—other fleets, yes, but the Sixth especially. Our missions are often high profile and our members are highly skilled, and that makes for interesting stories … and higher viewership. But I don’t think fleets should be treated like celebrities. It distorts our purpose. Plus, operations are harder if everyone knows who you are and what you look like.”

“True,” I agree, “but it’s not like you can stop the media from airing stories about you.”

Lament wipes his forehead with the heel of his hand. “Unless you offer them something better.”

“Mr. Bringer.” I arch a brow. “Have you been bribing our fair and trusted public news establishments?”

“I give them insider tips in exchange for anonymity.”

“I’m not sure how that’s better.”

“Not tips on other fleet members,” he grumbles. “I mean, tips about galaxy news. Riots, failures in the Grid, that kind of thing. Anyway, it doesn’t always work. Sometimes reporters still try to share stories about me. When that happens, Bast always—” He breaks off, blinking up at the wires.

“He’d always what?” I’m not sure if it’s the right time to joke, but I hate the way Lament looks right now. Like he’s been shaken from a dream. “Break their kneecaps?”

Lament glances at me. “Something like that.” His gaze drops to my chest. “Is that a lifestone?”

My hand flies to the object hidden under my flight jacket. “No. What? Why would you think—?”

“It’s glowing.”

I startle and look downward and—crap. He’s right. A faint green light throbs through the white fabric of my jacket. “Oh, this? No, this is just … an old family relic.”

“Lifestones are old family relics.”

“Well, this is a different kind of old family relic.”

Lament raises his brows.

Most people know the story behind lifestones. According to legend, they were mined during the era of Ecnatis. Some say Ecnatis was a man, others a god, but he’s widely regarded as the founder of our galaxy. Roughly fifteen billion years ago, he discovered (or created, depending on the teller) the Seven Suns. From those suns sprang forth his seven sons (either a terrible play on words or the actual origin of the term son), each of whom presented Ecnatis with a gift. The eldest brought Ecnatis a wrathsword (to kill his enemies), the next brought him a grimcloak (to summon death), and so on, until his youngest—a dreamy boy named Thepatas—presented him with a lifestone. It was the only gift not meant for destruction. Rather, if you give your lifestone to someone you love, it’s like giving them a part of your soul, and it can save them in times of peril.

What is this? Ecnatis famously boomed. Why would I want to give my soul to another?

Love is about sacrifice, replied Thepatas. It is stronger when it is shared.

My lifestone was a gift from my mother. At the children’s home, I used to imagine the necklace was a promise of sorts, a sign she’d one day return for me. The stone itself is small—no larger than my thumbnail—and shaped like a teardrop, smooth at the belly and pointed on top. I used to sit in my room at Master Ira’s school with my eyes closed, squeezing the gem in my palm like some sort of talisman. She’s coming for me, I’d think. She knows I’m here, and she’s coming back.

By the time I was a teenager, I’d outgrown those kinds of fantasies. And it didn’t sting so much anymore, really, because I had Master Ira, and my own room at the children’s home, and the other kids who—though none of them ever stayed long—felt like a ragtag kind of family.

And yet … even years later, I couldn’t quite find the strength to leave the stone behind. All lifestones are said to come from Thepatas’s original gift, whittled into smaller and smaller pieces over time. Owning one is like owning a piece of ancient history. Also, regardless of their magical life-protecting properties (which, I don’t know, I think there might be something to that), lifestones are made of zurillium, which is really valuable. But it’d be impossible to explain the stone to Lament without explaining everything, and I am obviously not explaining everything.

“You hungry?” I ask.

If Lament recognizes my blatant change of subject, he doesn’t let on. “Sure.”

“You bring any PPMs?”

His usual stiffness returns. “Of course. It’s part of the checklist.”

“Oh, well, if it’s part of the checklist.”

“They’re in the pilot’s slot. Behind the seat.”

Standard PPMs (Pre-Packaged Meals) are mostly crap, except everyone knows if you go for the one with the tuna sandwich it comes with a biscuit that’s to die for. At the Academy, we used to barter with each other for extras or use them as stakes in bets. They’re not really biscuits—I don’t know why the manufacturers call them that—but more like fudgy brownies. They even come wrapped in these little containers to protect them from being smushed, which is more than I can say for the rest of the meal.

I pop open the brown PPM box and rummage past the tuna sandwich, dried fruit, and shrink-wrapped protein bar to get to the biscuit-brownie, which I tear into with my teeth. I’m not usually a dessert-first kind of guy, but I’m stranded on a foreign planet, and if I’m going to die here, I’d like it to be in brownie-induced bliss.

By this point, Lament has pulled himself out from under the skimmer and is watching me inhale my dessert with mild dismay. I’m almost down to my last bite when I notice he’s chosen the vegan PPM, which, seriously? No sane person ever chooses the vegan one. Not necessarily because of the vegan thing (though I could never) but because that PPM doesn’t even come with dessert. Just a log of dried zucchini and a knuckle of hard bread. It’s the ultimate form of self-deprivation.

“I saw another tuna one in there,” I offer.

“It’s okay.”

“Are you vegan?”

“No.” He tears off a chunk of bread. “I mean, sometimes.”

“What do you mean, sometimes?”

“What do you mean, what do I mean?”

I would throw up my hands if they weren’t currently coveting the last of my brownie. “Don’t you like dessert?”

“I … well.” He shifts uncomfortably. “I don’t usually…”

“Do you want some of mine?”

His eyes swing up. The pause that follows is … surprised. Tinged with uncertainty. Heavier than the moment warrants.

“Thank you,” he replies, “but no.”

We return to our meals. The silence isn’t awkward, exactly, but it feels different. Charged, somehow. I get the sense that whatever is said next could change the entire trajectory of our (admittedly shaky) relationship, but since I don’t want to bear the consequences of that responsibility, I dive into my tuna sandwich with vigor.

I’m polishing off the last bite when I feel a soft quiver. At first I think it’s me, like I’m shivering or something, but then it happens again, stronger this time. “Did you feel that?”

Lament is still picking at his bread. “Feel what?”

“I don’t know. An earthquake?”

“Purvuva is a stagnant lid planet.”

“Ah.”

He gives one of his sighs. “It doesn’t have tectonic plates.”

Of course he would know that. “So no earthquakes?”

“No. Although”—he squints into the distance—“I suppose seismic activity is still possible. You can have volcanism on stagnant lid planets if there’s enough heat and pressure, and carbon dioxide escapes from the planet’s core—”

The ground rumbles again, more violently this time.

“Okay.” I’m gripping the PPM box to my chest. “Tell me you felt that.”

Lament looks a little bloodless. “Yes.”

“You were saying something about carbon dioxide?”

“This … isn’t that.”

“Okay?”

I wait for him to explain what he’s thinking, but all he says is, “We should get to the caves.”

My blood is buzzing, my fingers straining toward my ray gun. In my head, I scroll through possibilities, but all my thoughts are nonsense. Ogres and dragons and trolls. Fairy-tale stuff. And yet, if it’s not an earthquake making the ground tremble, then what? What?

The wind bites at my skin, the last of the day’s sun stretching long on the horizon. I grab the emergency pack, and Lament snags the useless radio, and together we hurry back toward the caves. We’re halfway there when the earth gives a true quake, the ground rolling like someone’s shaking out a rug. I stumble and catch my footing, glancing back just in time to see our spacecraft being sucked up by the earth. It shifts, and heaves, and then it’s just—gone. Like the sand opened its mouth and swallowed.

Lament shoves me. “Run.”

I run. My arms pump, my boots kicking up dirt. Lament is right beside me, but I can’t tell if it’s him making that gasping sound or me. The caves seem impossibly far away, and my thighs are on fire, and there’s sand in my mouth and in my eyes, and suddenly a shadow crosses my vision, revealing the towering dark body-double of a head and what appears to be a dozen waving tentacles. My stomach seizes and my throat clicks and there is no way that shadow belongs to an actual giant octopus.

I look behind me.

It’s an actual, giant octopus.

Its head is a bulbous gray mass, its arms adorned with pulsing suckers. It rears back to reveal a circular mouth lined with teeth spinning like razors on a power saw. I hear Lament make a startled sound as the creature gives a screech, moving along the sand’s surface as if through water. We keep running, but even if we make it to the caves in time, I can’t see how that’s going to help. That thing has arms.

I yank my ray gun from its holster, take aim, and pull the trigger.

The beam bursts from the barrel, striking the creature directly in its fleshy face. It gives another scream, but the shot doesn’t appear to penetrate the skin—it only aggravates the monster, which bears down on us with mindless menace.

“You can’t shoot a sand cephalopod with a ray gun,” Lament yells as we run. “They only absorb the beams.”

“How was I supposed to know that?”

“Everyone knows—”

He’s cut off midsentence as the creature smashes its two front limbs into the ground, creating a shock wave that makes my teeth snap together. I pitch forward, catch myself, keep going. “How do you kill it, then?”

“You can’t, you just have to—”

Another body slam, another shudder. It’s like being on a boat in a sea storm. The ground lurches beneath our feet, creating a dizzying shift in equilibrium. It’s all we can do to stay upright, so we give up trying to talk and put our energy into reaching the caves. Forty yards, then thirty, and then—

Lament is no longer beside me.

I swing around to see him stumbling under the latest shock wave, crashing to his knees. He hits the ground so hard he rolls. Behind Lament, the sand cephalopod makes a disturbing tut tutting noise that can only be a sound of pleasure, excited by the sudden proximity of its next meal.

The feeling starts at my toes and creeps upward, spreading through my chest, down my arms. My hands stop shaking. My lungs open. The panic dissipates, and in its place there’s only lightness, certainty. I scan the scene, calculating the monster’s speed, its trajectory, the distance between there and here. Lament said sand cephalopods can’t be killed, but the first thing they teach you at the Academy is anything can be killed. You just have to figure out how.

Lament is trying to scramble back to his feet, but the cephalopod is closer now, vibrating the earth with such intensity the sand has essentially turned liquid. Lament can’t get the leverage he needs to push himself upright. He’s trapped, sinking fast, with only seconds to spare before the monster arrives to claim him. His eyes flash to mine, and I can read the thoughts on his face, the terror and disbelief. “Hartman,” he croaks. “Go.”

But I don’t go. Because I remember, suddenly, a painted octopus on the wall of the children’s home, anatomically correct because Master Ira believed in knowledge as much as he believed in color. He painted that octopus himself, mantle in the front, funnel on the side, liver and poison sac in the middle, and behind the eyes: the brain.

I lift my ray gun and stare down its sights. It’s a tricky shot. Shooting too early means the angle will be wrong. Too late, and I risk losing my chance altogether. But this isn’t even what I’m thinking. I’m thinking about how good the gun feels in my hand. How holding it makes me easy and focused and free. I could do anything in this moment. Be anyone.

“Keller.” It’s the first time Lament has ever used my name. My mind snags on it like a fish on a line. “Run.”

The monster launches itself out of the earth and flies across the sky toward Lament, ready for the death strike. I catch a full glimpse of its giant, liquid eye. The iris is glowing blue.

I pull the trigger.

It’s a direct hit, unmitigated, elegant in its simplicity. The creature doesn’t even wail. The ray beam connects with its eyeball and rockets straight through its nervous system. The cephalopod instantly loses motor function, all systems dying even as it continues to sail through the air, forward momentum sending it right over Lament …

And down on top of me.
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I blink my eyes open to find Lament hovering over me, his expression a strange mix of anger and … relief? I can’t be sure. My head is spinning, my limbs sluggish and heavy. I try to push upright, but Lament’s hand comes to my chest to keep me in place. “What in Romothrida’s name were you thinking?”

This might be a rhetorical question, but I’m compelled to say, “Shoot its eye. Hit the brain.”

“Yeah, I got that bit.” His face sways in my vision, his features twisting like they’re being sucked down a drain. I blink and squint to make the world stop turning. I must have blacked out, but I can’t have been unconscious for that long. The sky looks no darker than before, and behind Lament, the sand cephalopod is flopped over like a beached whale. Still, something about the air feels different, something besides my throbbing head. A heaviness. I shift again, my thoughts going to things like atmospheric pressure and planetary gravity until I realize it’s not the atmosphere that’s changed. It’s me.

I’m buried in sand.

It must have happened when the cephalopod crashed down beside me, disrupting enough earth to blanket my legs and torso and—judging by the grit in my mouth—my head and neck, too. For the second time, I try to sit upright, and for the second time, Lament holds me down.

“Let me up,” I complain.

“No.”

There it is again, his favorite word. “I’m fine.”

“You’ve been buried under a mound of earth.”

“It’s just sand.”

“You were unconscious.”

“Well, I’m not anymore.”

“You could have suffocated.”

It’s only then that I notice his voice, which is scraping its lowest register, and his hands, which are raw and red in the evening light. Some of his nails are bleeding.

My thoughts scatter. “You dug me out?”

He ignores this. “How’s your head?”

“You dug me out,” I emphasize, “with your hands.”

“Your head?” he presses.

“It’s fine.” (It’s not fine.)

“What about your vision? Any dizziness? Bright spots?”

I frown. “Are you a medic now, too?”

“You should be glad I care to study beyond my required field,” he snaps, then looks sharply away. “I’ve never seen anyone take down a sand cephalopod,” he continues in more controlled tones. “Not with a ray gun.”

“You’ve underestimated the ray gun.”

“I’ve underestimated you.”

Silence. I can’t tell if it’s my head injury that’s causing the air to thicken around us, or something else. Lament opens his mouth, and I have the oddest thought he’s about to say my name again, but he only goes, “I got the radio working.” He breaks our gaze once more, and I swear I can feel it: the harsh, swift cut of that connection. “I’ve called for help.”

It isn’t long before a broad fixed-wing medicraft touches down beside us and a host of medics emerge, including an ethereal being with six knobby horns adorning her skull and a rash of glowing white freckles across her face. This is Illiviamona, the Sixth’s chief medic.

“I did not plan on meeting you like this,” Illiviamona says in a distant, watery voice.

“Me either,” I mumble.

“I had thought the circumstances would be much worse,” she continues wistfully, turning her enormous black eyes skyward. “More blood. And fire.”

“Ah.”

“Not to fear.” Her mouth splits in what I can only assume is a smile. “There is still time.”

Illiviamona checks me over with calm efficiency, asking many of the same questions Lament asked, laying her hand on my arm, my head. My body grows numb at the places she touches, and I get an unbalanced feeling in my stomach, like I’ve descended a flight of stairs and missed the last step.

“Nothing is broken,” she concludes, “but you have a concussion and a torn labrum, which will require surgery.”

“But it doesn’t hurt,” I complain.

She gives another one of her strange, open-mouthed smiles. “Yet.”

We take the medicraft back to Skyhub Space Station (with me strapped to a stretcher while Lament gets to ride passenger, damn him). The craft zips us over the giant suspended ring of identical detachments before coming to land on The Hub’s centermost flight deck. From there, I’m carted past rows of visiting spacecraft, under the noses of curious onlookers, and toward the space station’s general hospital.

As the team of medics rolls me under an aropolymer awning and up a frankly precarious ramp, I lose sight of Lament. Which is fine, it’s fine, except I can’t stop craning my neck to look for him, even as I’m wheeled into one of the inpatient rooms and Illiviamona injects my arm with something that makes me feel both marvelously clearheaded and sharply aware of what hurts. Which is everything. The pounding in my skull has seemingly spread to the rest of me, making it feel as though my body is ten times its normal size, and my shoulder has begun to ache in earnest, the pain of the injury lancing down my arm whenever I move. So I don’t move. I lie there on the crinkly hospital bed like a dead fish, staring up at the diffuse overhead lights and trying not to wonder where Lament went, or how badly I’m injured, or how much trouble we’re in.

Illiviamona calls for assistance and a new pair of medics arrive, both of whom are horn-headed and freckle-faced like her. I try to remember the name of their species. Are they Lellinas? Lellenials? Would I be able to remember this piece of information if I didn’t have a concussion? What even is a concussion?

I’m starting to spiral a little, my pulse picking up, my breath coming short and quick. One of the medics must notice, because she comes to lay her hand on my shoulder. As before, the limb goes numb. It’s unpleasant, but not entirely unwelcome. The sudden absence of pain is enough to settle me from catapulting into a full-blown panic attack.

“We will use a cartilage regrowth solution to repair your labrum,” Illiviamona informs me, producing a long, threatening-looking needle. “It is minimally invasive and should only take a few minutes. But it is uncomfortable.”

How uncomfortable? is what I mean to ask, but what comes out is, “Where’s Lament?”

“He has already been discharged.”

“Is he—?”

“Uninjured,” says the helper medic.

“Besides a few scrapes,” Illiviamona corrects, “which we tended on the medicraft.”

“He is lucky his injuries were not worse,” the helper medic bemoans.

Illiviamona gives a sympathetic nod. “There is always next time.”

I blink back up at the ceiling. Lament is uninjured. There’s a part of me that wants to be irritated by this information, especially with Illiviamona standing over me brandishing a needle the size of a saber, but what I mostly feel is relief … mingling with that reedy, unwanted pinch of abandonment. Lament is unhurt, and that’s good, but shouldn’t he want to stay, at least until he knows I’m all right? Or … at least until the surgery is over? Illiviamona said it wouldn’t take long. A few minutes. I know we aren’t partners, he doesn’t want to be partners, but … couldn’t he spare at least a few minutes?

I grind my teeth and tell myself to get it together. Why would Lament stay? Why would I even want that? He’s been nothing but awful to me since the moment I arrived. He hates me on principle, because I’m here to replace someone he lost. Someone he clearly loved. Which, yes, if the roles were reversed, I’d feel similarly reluctant to open up to my new partner, but at least I’d be professional about it. Lament isn’t professional. He’s—he’s—

Complicated. And grappling with grief. And … unexpectedly caring, sometimes? Like in a really begrudging way.

One of the medics cuts my shirt away from my body, hesitating briefly when she sees my lifestone. It’s not glowing anymore, but I’m used to this—how it tends to draw the eye. I clench the stone with my free hand and look away, tracing the ceiling panels with my gaze. I try not to watch the medics as they bustle around. I try not to think about anything, not sand creatures or surgeries or men with blue-green eyes. My heart is starting to race again. I remember, belatedly, that I hate needles.

“There will be a pinch,” Illiviamona says.

She slides the needle in. There’s a hot rush of pain, and everything goes black.



I dream. A distant part of me understands this isn’t normal. You’re not supposed to dream when you’ve fainted. I think maybe the dream has something to do with the first medicine Illiviamona gave me, the one to clear my head. Then again, it’s not really a dream, is it? It’s a memory.

I’m standing in the entryway of Master Ira’s School for Children. The Master himself is there, looking patiently bemused. His skin is leathery, weatherworn from the years he spent earning his title on Mount Kilmon. Like many Masters, he keeps his head shaved except for a small ring of hair at the crown, which is looped into a bun. Once, one of the older kids hatched a prank to cut off the bun while the Master slept, but the other children rose up against the idea with such ferociousness that the boy ended up assigning himself lavatory duty for the rest of the month. That was the power of the Master. Or the power of a bunch of ten-year-olds. Maybe both.

Master Ira peers down at me. “What have you got there, apata?”

I hoist a glass jar filled with fireflies.

“Did you capture those yourself?”

I nod. “They’re a gift.”

“For whom?”

“For you.” I scuff my toe against the stripped wooden floor. “You can keep them in your room. They’ll be your night-light.”

“That’s thoughtful.” He taps the top of the jar. “I do wonder, though, how the fireflies will breathe. This canister is sealed tight.”

“I’ll poke holes in the lid.”

“And what if they want space to fly?”

“They can fly around your room.”

Master Ira’s eyes look bright, even in the low light. His voice is as close to chastisement as it ever gets. “How do you think my room compares to the vastness of the wide open?”

My face heats. I’m ten years old and easily shamed, no matter how gently he tries to guide me. “Not well, I guess.”

“Life is the universe’s greatest marvel. It should be cherished and respected. If we keep the fireflies inside, they will be beautiful, but won’t they be more beautiful against the sky?”

We walk through the school’s open front doors. The horizon is built high with clouds; Mount Kilmon sits silently in the distance. I unscrew the jar and set the fireflies free. Together, the Master and I watch them twirl away.

“This is an eruption year,” Master Ira says.

I nod. Mount Kilmon erupts every nine years, without fail. Though the eruptions cause enormous devastation to the surrounding land, igniting fires and blanketing the region in a plume of smoke and ash, the heat associated with the volcano is harnessed to produce the energy needed to charge the Grid and power our cities. The citizens of Planet Venthros worship and fear the volcano in equal measures. When Mount Kilmon erupts, some people die, but if it didn’t erupt, everyone would.

“I wonder,” the Master says, “if you have ever thought about joining our Order.”

I spin to look at him. The Order is an ancient organization of men and women who act as knowledge keepers for the galaxy. To become a Master of the Order, you must live on Mount Kilmon for a full cycle, from the end of one eruption to the start of the next. During that time, you’re trained in the Order’s Three Pillars. Move as water moves, breathe as wind breathes, and give as earth gives. During the volcano’s eruption in your ninth year, you must use these learned skills to escape. It’s a final test with one simple outcome: If you make it off the mountain alive, you become a Master.

“You have potential, apata,” Master Ira tells me in serious tones. “Your spirit reminds me of myself at your age, as does your … solitude.” It isn’t like the Master to hesitate over words, but it’s also not like him to mention our orphanhood. I pick at the hem of my shirt. It feels sheer as gauze. “You want a home,” he continues. “A future to look forward to and a family to which you can belong. The Order can provide those things, and in exchange, you can devote your life to knowledge keeping.”

My eyes—on their valiant quest to look anywhere but at him—find Mount Kilmon. The volcano is monstrous on the horizon, craggy, unrepentant. It’s painted with the souls of the deceased, the Longji locals like to say. That’s why it’s so dark, even in full sun.

I’ve heard endless stories about Mount Kilmon’s explosions. How the plumes of smoke darken the sky for months, how lava bursts from fractures in the volcano’s sides. The snowstorms that follow, the changes to bird and fish migrations, the endless loss of crops … and the Great Hunger. There is never enough food in the years after an eruption, no matter how the people of Planet Venthros try to prepare. It’s too cold and too dark, and by the time the smoke clears and the fields are revived, the cycle begins again.

I’ve never seen an eruption. This year will be my first.

Possibly sensing my shift in mood, Master Ira sets a hand on my shoulder. “You are young, with plenty of time to discover your path. If you would like, I can teach you some of the basics of the Three Pillars. Show you how it might be if you journeyed to Mount Kilmon.”

“You—” I have to lick my lips and try again. “You would do that?”

“Of course,” he says.

But it’s not of course. I can hardly understand this of course.

Earlier that year, on my tenth birthday, Master Ira caught me in the woods with a ray gun.

All told, it probably took less than a second for the Master to realize the metal in my hand wasn’t a toy, and the bottles I’d set in a row across the log weren’t for drinking. Yet that moment had stretched for ages, and in it, I’d read my doom. Weapons were strictly forbidden at Master Ira’s school. When I’d arrived the prior year and was struggling to absorb my new life, the Master had been kind, yet he’d made this clear: If anyone brought a weapon onto school grounds, the consequences would be severe.

Master Ira took a long, hard look at the gun in my hand, turned around, and walked away.

A few breathless minutes later, after I’d buried the weapon under a pile of leaves and rushed out of the woods, I found Master Ira sitting on the school’s garden bench where he usually liked to read. But he wasn’t reading. He wasn’t doing anything.

I didn’t realize, until that day, how deeply I feared abandonment.

But that’s what was going to happen, wasn’t it? It was my mom walking away all over again. Master Ira was going to expel me. He couldn’t keep a kid who’d smuggled a ray gun onto the grounds of his children’s home. Not only did it break his most serious rule, but Master Ira was a member of the Order, vehemently opposed to violence of any kind. The ray gun didn’t just go against the school’s regulations. It went against the Master’s beliefs.

I had no excuse. There was no coming back from this.

Master Ira swallowed. “Get the gun. We will walk.”

I didn’t even think about disobeying. I dug up the ray gun and held it stiffly as we walked the short distance from the children’s home into the nearby town of Longji. Master Ira led us to the local tea shop, then left me in the back room with the shop’s owner who had apparently—in her younger years—been a hired gunwoman. She was a friend of the Master’s and asked me simple questions. Where did I get the gun? How long had I owned it? What had I used it to shoot?

I found the gun in my room a few weeks ago, I answered honestly. Someone left it there along with a pamphlet for … I mean, I don’t know who did it. I’ve only used it for target practice, I swear, that’s all.

After her interrogation, the shop owner took the weapon and tucked it into a drawer. Master Ira returned, and the two of them had a short, private conversation. Then the Master told me it was time to go home.

“What?” I croaked. “But I thought—aren’t you going to leave me here?”

“Leave you?” Master Ira’s brows went up. “Keller, no. You have a place at my school for as long as you need. Do you understand?”

No, I didn’t. There must be a mistake. “But … but you…” I was horrified to feel my eyes fill with tears. “Shouldn’t you—?”

“The gun is upsetting,” Master Ira said in gentler tones, “and very much against our rules. But you are mine, apata. My ward and my responsibility. I am not leaving you behind.”

I never understood Master Ira’s patience. Not the day he welcomed me back into his home, and certainly not after, when he asked if I was interested in joining his ranks. Yet underneath all the confusion was an undeniable yearning. He was right. I wanted a home. A future. Something I could dig my fingers into, something solid and real that couldn’t be taken and couldn’t be lost.

The night we released the fireflies, I accepted his offer to begin training in the ways of the Order. Maybe this, I thought. Maybe this is what I’ve been looking for.

Three weeks later, the ray gun mysteriously found its way back into my room.


07

I wake up shortly after Illiviamona’s injection and sit on the edge of the hospital bed in a too-short dressing gown, questioning every life decision I’ve ever made. My ruined uniform is in a sack at my feet along with a bottle of pain pills and a few papers detailing my post-op procedures, which include such items as Do not look directly into any mirror and Sleep in stints of four hours on, three hours off, for the next twenty-eight hours.

I’ve been cleared to leave by one of the helper-medics (Lorians, I remember now), who announced that the surgery was a success and warned me to keep the injection site dry until tomorrow. I give my shoulder a test, rolling the joint. It feels surprisingly good. My head does, too. For all her eccentricities, Illiviamona knows what she’s doing.

I rummage through the sack for my handheld and thumb through the preinstalled contact list, which mainly includes the members of the Sixth. I’d like to ask someone to bring me clothes so I don’t have to find my way back to Detachment 94 in a hospital gown, but who should I call? Lament’s name appears first, but thinking about him right now is like prodding an open wound—I want nowhere near it. Jester’s info comes up second, then Vera’s, and even though this situation is basically her fault, I hesitate. I haven’t known either of them that long. Hell, has it even been twenty-four hours? Surely we haven’t yet crossed the socially acceptable time threshold for calling in favors. Also, it’s barely five in the morning on Skyhub. If they’d planned to check on me, they would have done it already.

I let the handheld rest on my thigh, scrolling listlessly through the contacts as if expecting a better option. The longer I stall, the worse my uncertainty grows, building and building until it finally crests in a wave of confused exhaustion. I’m exhausted. I’ve been moving forward because I’ve had no choice but to move forward, but here—sitting alone in this sterile hospital room—it’s like the space once occupied by action has vanished, leaving an opening for overload to finally flood in. I’ve been sleep- deprived, attacked by monsters, stranded on a no-man’s-planet, buried under a pile of sand. I’ve just undergone the oddest surgery of my life, and I’m probably also suffering a bit of space lag, which is what happens when you travel too far across the galaxy too quickly. My mouth tastes like ash and my clothes are in a bag and I’m not even wearing shoes, which is a detail that was previously insignificant but suddenly seems insurmountable.

I set my handheld face down without calling anyone.

I cradle my head in my hands and stare at my knees.

I’m not sure how long I sit there. Ten minutes? Thirty? My exhaustion comes in waves, rising like the tide, reaching higher and higher with each pass. I consider lying back on the bed and just closing my eyes, putting it all off for later. I could sleep so easily right now. I want to. That’s something everyone should experience at least once in their life, right? Easy sleep.

I’m just about to give in to this idea when Illiviamona pokes her head around the doorframe. “You are still here.” Her starlight freckles shimmer in agitated waves. “I discharged you. It is time for you to return to the detachment.”

I wince. Of course I can’t just stay here. They probably need this room for the next patient. I start to apologize before realizing I don’t know the way back to our unit. “Is there, um, a map or something?” I rub my neck. “I’m not exactly familiar with Skyhub’s layout yet.”

“You do not need a map.” Illiviamona tips her head knowingly. “Not when there are friends.”

I don’t even try to parse this bit of Lorian wisdom. Maybe the front desk can help me. “Good point.”

“Friends are the stars that guide us.”

I nod gravely. “Too true.”

“And we must always lean on them.”

“Couldn’t have said it better—”

“Keller.”

Vera appears around the corner in a blur of black hair and squeaking shoes. She throws her arms around my neck, nearly toppling us both, then pulls away abruptly. “Oh stars, your shoulder. Did I hurt your shoulder?”

I’m so stunned by her appearance it takes me a second to answer. “No. No, Illiviamona fixed me. It doesn’t hurt.”

Jester moves through the doorway, wearing a faint smile as he hoists a duffel bag. Need some clothes?

Relief hits my system at the same time I realize … they came. They didn’t forget about me, didn’t leave me to figure this out on my own. I have to fight the sudden prickling behind my eyes. “Jester,” I rasp. “You are the Father of Stars himself.”

“Oh, Keller.” There are tears clinging to Vera’s lashes. “I am so, so sorry. I never should have flown off without you. I thought I was helping you and Lament bond, you know? Like in that movie where the man and woman get stuck on a runaway train and hate each other at first but end up coming together to save the day?”

“Are you talking about The Starless Night?”

“Yes!”

“Vera.” I give a small cough. “That’s a romance film.”

“Exactly. You two were supposed to discover you’re actually more alike than you thought, and Lament would surprise you with how competent he is, and you’d put aside your differences to fly home together, but instead your spacecraft spontaneously failed and your radio died and then you just…” She motions helplessly at my bandaged shoulder.

“It’s not as bad as it looks.”

“You tore your labia.”

I let out a strangled laugh. Jester lifts his visor to roll his eyes, then drops it back down to say, You mean labrum, Vera.

“Whatever! You’ve been hurt. And we heard all about the sand cephalopod.”

Only now does it occur to me. “Wait, how—?”

“Lament told us everything. He’s been absolutely beside himself—”

“Now, Vera,” comes a voice from the doorway, “let’s not exaggerate.”

Lament is leaning against the doorframe, hands at his sides, a loose strand of hair falling into his face. Several of his fingers are bandaged, and there’s a cut above his eyebrow that’s long but too shallow for stitches. He hasn’t changed out of his uniform or showered since returning, so he’s covered faintly in dust. It’s in his hair, all over his clothes and skin. Everywhere but his eyes, which are full of quiet intensity as they come to rest on mine.

I swallow past the sudden dryness in my throat. “You came back.”

He makes a noise that might either be agreement or annoyance.

I try again. “I thought…” You didn’t care enough to bother. But saying that feels like an admission of some kind, so I just shift on the hospital bed and offer a weak, “Thanks.”

He crosses his arms. “We have rules about leaving the helpless to fend for themselves.”

The tender moment—if that’s even what it was—dies a quick death. “I wouldn’t say helpless.”

“Would you prefer incapable?”

“Because that’s so much better.”

“You have to admit,” he continues with a twitch of his brow, “you’re a bit of a sorry sight.”

“And I’m not even stuffed in a trunk.”

His answering smile is just a tiny bit wicked. “This time.”

Vera makes a whimpering sound. “Oh stars, did my plan work?”

I hate to break up the reunion, Jester says, but Sergeant Forst just sent a message. He holds up his handheld. She’s calling us to her office for a meeting. And she doesn’t seem pleased.

My heart sinks. “I’m guessing that means our secret mission is no longer, um … secret.” Which—given the way it ended—should come as no surprise. I slide off the cot, doing my best not to flash anyone on my way down. This gown has got to go. “Give me a second to change?”

Vera and Jester nod before slipping out of the room. Lament, however, steps fully inside and closes the door.

My pulse is rising again. I hardly know why. “Lament?”

He looks somewhat reluctant. “I have a favor to ask.”

I wait.

“We broke a lot of rules today,” he continues. “The sergeant already knows most of what happened—there was no way to hide where we’d been after I requested the medicraft—and she isn’t happy. But … don’t tell her about the cave raptors.”

I’m surprised for about one point five seconds, until I remember this isn’t the first time Lament has seemingly distanced himself from the Legion. I search his face. “Why?”

He hesitates.

“You want me to lie,” I say, “but you can’t tell me the reason?”

“It’s complicated.”

“I doubt it’s that complicated.”

“You don’t have to lie outright,” Lament explains, neatly dodging the question. “Actually, it’s probably better if you don’t speak at all. It’s only your first day in the Legion. The sergeant won’t hold you accountable for taking a spacecraft without orders. That’ll be on me. I’ll tell Sergeant Forst what she needs to know, and Vera and Jester will corroborate the story like they usually do, and then we’ll get out of there.”

“Wait, wait.” I make a slow down motion. “You all have done this before?”

He just looks at me.

“Like, how many times?”

Still no answer.

“Okay, all right.” I try a different route. “What happens if the sergeant pushes for details?”

“She won’t.”

“How can you be sure?”

“I’m not,” he admits.

I frown. If Lament is working to uncover details about Bast’s death, why wouldn’t he want Sergeant Forst knowing? And why can’t he rely on the Legion’s help? Bast was a member of the Sixth. And the Legion already has investigated his death. I read the report myself. So what am I missing?

My impulse is to press Lament, push for a better explanation. I could probably make him tell me the truth, seeing as I now possess a secret about the cave raptors that he wants kept. But I don’t like the idea of blackmailing him. I want him to trust me enough to give me a straight answer. He doesn’t yet, obviously, and I get that, but … maybe he will. One day. If I can earn his trust first.

“Okay,” I say.

He looks momentarily perplexed. “Okay?”

“I’ll keep quiet.”

“It’s technically still lying by omission.” He’s staring at me a little too hard. “You’ll be in even more trouble if the sergeant discovers the truth.”

“I can handle it.”

“You might get a red card.”

“I’m confused. Do you or do you not want me to lie for you?”

A flush crawls up his cheekbones, and for some unfathomable reason, my eyes fix on it. I watch in fascination as the blush spreads around his temples and down his throat, over his ears. It makes his eyes look greener.

Which is not something I’m supposed to be noticing.

Like, at all.

He says, “I just need to be sure you know what you’re agreeing to.”

“You didn’t want me tagging along to Purvuva in the first place. You tried to stop me. I practically forced myself on you.”

His blush deepens. “That’s … true.”

“I get it, Lament. If this is what you want, I’ll do it.”

Our gazes hold. Lament’s eyes are still guarded, locked away, but also … not. I see it. Around the edges. The hint of something new.

He gives me a single nod and moves to leave, but when he gets to the door he pauses, his fist tight on the knob. “I never thanked you for saving my life. With the sand cephalopod. I thought…” He clears his throat. “I thought it was over for me.”

“That’s what partners—” Are for, I don’t reply, because I’m too busy trying to swallow the words back down my throat. I give an awkward cough. “I mean, anytime.”

He still looks somewhat conflicted, except then his eyes seem blue, going soft and earnest as he says, “I think—”

A knock startles us both. We hear Vera hiss, “Jester, no!” before the door swings open to reveal Vera pulling at the back of Jester’s collar as he strides forcibly into the room. Vera squeals, “You’re ruining it!”

“Ruining what?” Lament asks.

Vera releases Jester and grimaces, then tries to hide her grimace. “Just—oh. Well, the sergeant sent another message, and she seems a bit impatient…” Which doesn’t answer Lament’s question but reminds us we don’t have time to waste. As if to highlight this point, Jester motions emphatically at his handheld, which displays a new memo from Sergeant Forst.

I expect you here by 0600. Don’t keep me waiting.
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The tram journey from The Hub back to Detachment 94 doesn’t take long. Much less time, in fact, than I would have liked. When we walk through the detachment’s smooth glass entry doors, most of the other Sixers are there in the common room waiting for us: Avi, Toph, the Youvu Hums, plus a redhead with a stocky build and an undercut who I recognize as Caspen, the Sixth’s cargo pilot. I don’t understand why they’re all here until I see their grim expressions and realize they’ve come for moral support.

Somehow, that actually makes things worse.

“Don’t want to put the bluster on the billy,” Caspen tells me in a dialect I can’t place, “but you’ve really done yourself a doozy this time.”

“A what?”

“A doozy. You know.” She gestures unhelpfully. “A bit of a piff-poff.”

“I do not have any idea what you’re saying.”

“Don’t you riot from the lows?”

“I don’t riot from anywhere.”

Avi explains, “She means, don’t you come from a Lower Planet?”

I don’t mean to get defensive, especially since I’m only just meeting Caspen and would hate to start off on the wrong foot with one of my fleetmates—again—but my origin planet is a bit of a sore spot, and I’m nervous over this meeting with Sergeant Forst, and basically overtaxed from spending half a night in a hospital, so I find myself kind of growling, “I still don’t get the question.” At Caspen’s wounded look, I grimace. “Sorry, sorry. I’m just…”

“Tied up in a wheebarn?” Caspen offers.

“Caspen.” Lament comes to the rescue, moving his body slightly between us. “Spare him, all right? It’s been a long night.”

Which has me feeling suddenly light and glowy, like someone poured warm honey down my throat. Caspen gives Lament a lopsided grin. “Anything for the Pirate King.”

Lament shakes his head and gently touches my lower back, urging me through the common room. I’m not even sure he realizes what he’s done, but my legs turn to jelly, a little shiver whooshing the length of my spine. I wonder if Lament can sense this, because he abruptly drops the hand and speeds forward, leaving me feeling somewhat bereft. Which is ridiculous. It’s ridiculous. I scrub a hand down my face, carefully avoid the look Vera is trying to throw me, and start after him.

The sergeant’s office is located at the end of the detachment’s third and final hallway. The corridor’s ceiling is domed, the walls adorned with pictures of former Sixers. As we approach the solid door at the end, Toph tells us in a lowered voice (which is still above normal speaking volume for most people), “You should know the sergeant has summoned the Directors. They’re waiting inside.” I want to ask what that means and why he looks so forlorn about it, but then Avi is pulling open the office door and I have no choice but to give the Sixers a final pained smile before following Lament, Jester, and Vera into the room.

Sergeant Forst’s office is spacious yet empty in a way that feels intimidating, with a desk at one end and floor-to-ceiling windows covering the back wall. The sergeant herself is waiting there behind the desk, and she’s not alone. There are five other people (and one non-person) seated in a row to her left, a mix of men and women and—I think that’s a gurgopipe? (Humanoid, twiggy neck, face frozen in permanent surprise.) The group doesn’t look Legion. They’re dressed more like businesspeople in an array of smart suits and polished loafers. None of them appear happy.

“Do you know,” the sergeant asks as she stands from her chair, “the number of rules you four have broken in the last eight hours?”

Sergeant Forst is one of those women who could be thirty or fifty or anywhere in between. She’s an average height, an average build, with brown hair and brown eyes and a normal face. Basically, she’s the kind of person who looks just sort of … person-like, in a general, nondescript way. When I arrived at the detachment yesterday and she gave me the tour, I might have called her friendly, if not a bit formal. Now, she looks downright severe.

“Jetting off without orders to a no-man’s-planet,” the sergeant continues. “Cutting your signal so we couldn’t radio you. Attacking a sand cephalopod, an endangered species. And you, Mr. Bringer. You’ve destroyed yet another spaceship. Do you enjoy the demolition of Legion property?”

I glance over, but Lament only stands there with his hands behind his back, his expression shut down to nothing.

“I’ve summoned the Directors to help with damage control,” the sergeant says, motioning at the individuals to her left, “but this is beyond even their ability to contain. The whole stunt is making headlines.” She flips on a nearby wall monitor. NewsNet pops up, and we see the current headline scrolling in fat letters across the bottom of the screen: SIXTH GOES AWOL IN LATEST CROSS-GALACTIC STUNT.

“Well?” Sergeant Forst demands. “How do you explain yourselves?”

Lament inhales, summoning the words to lie. I sense Vera beside me, small and quiet, and Jester, who only came to Purvuva because he didn’t want Vera flying alone. I think about the red card on Lament’s file, and how if he gets another, he’ll be stripped of his commission. He’ll be perilously close to losing his place in the Sixth altogether.

The feeling starts in my chest, just like it does when I’ve got my ray gun in my hand. It works its way down my limbs before my mind has a chance to catch up.

Reckless, says the voice of Master Ira in my head.

I know, I think back, right before I blurt, “It’s my fault.”

Lament’s head whips around. “No, that’s not—”

“I’d heard stories about sand cephalopods. I’ve always wanted to see one. I convinced the others to take me. It was my idea.”

I can feel Lament staring. His eyes bore into the side of my face as he says, “What are you—?”

“Mr. Hartman.” The sergeant looks thrown. Clearly, she’d come armed for a different sort of confrontation. “This is … upsetting to hear.”

“I know.” I keep my eyes resolutely ahead. They land on a single framed picture on the desk, the sergeant out of uniform holding a little girl. Her daughter, I’d guess. “I’m sorry.”

“You will be disciplined.”

“I understand.”

Lament tries again. “Please, Sergeant Forst, you’ve got it wrong. It was me who—”

“And now you are interrupting,” she barks. “Leave my office at once, Mr. Bringer. And take Mr. Blue and Miss Bergmont with you.”

“But—”

“If I have to ask you twice,” she warns, “there will be consequences.”

I hear Lament’s teeth snap together. For one endless second, he doesn’t move. I can practically feel the coil of his bewilderment, sense his mind reaching and spinning. He doesn’t understand what I’m doing, and he’s not happy about it. He wants to set the record—well, not straight, exactly, but back on its premeditated track. Yet he must recognize that Sergeant Forst isn’t making empty threats. That if he doesn’t leave now, he’ll just make things worse for all of us. With a final exhale (that may or may not actually be a sound of disbelief), Lament strides out of the office. Jester follows, then Vera, who reaches to brush her fingers against mine as she passes. That touch gives me courage, though I don’t look at her, don’t acknowledge the contact. I can’t risk breaking my composure.

As soon as they’re gone, the sergeant drops her shoulders. “Your officers at the Academy spoke so highly of you, Mr. Hartman. The behavior you displayed today was dangerous, and the consequences significant. You aided in the destruction of a Legion spacecraft. You killed a creature on the Intergalactic Protection List. You could have gotten yourselves killed. Truly,” she sighs, “what were you thinking?”

I choose my words carefully. “I come from Planet Venthros.”

“Mount Kilmon’s planet, yes.”

“I was raised by a Master of the Order.”

“I am aware of your background.”

“We never meant to hurt the sand cephalopod. I only wanted to see it.” This is where it gets tricky. I’ve never been much of a liar. I’ve been told it’s my face—I can’t easily hide my thoughts—so I do what I’ve learned to do when the situation calls for it and weave in some truth.

“Before I decided to apply to the Academy, I’d considered making the journey to Mount Kilmon. I wanted to become a Master. The man I mentioned, the one who raised me, offered to begin my training, and I spent my childhood learning the ways of the Order under his instruction. The Order teaches us that life is the universe’s greatest marvel. They put a lot of emphasis on meeting as many species as possible so we can better respect them. But living on Venthros, I didn’t have the means to meet even a fraction of the universe’s creatures. So suddenly I had a ship and a team and I just … got carried away.”

I keep my breathing even, my expression open. As far as excuses go, it’s a pretty good one. If the sergeant decides to fact-check, she’ll see that the Order really does believe in seeking out as many species as possible. The Ten Thousand Meetings, they call it. The idea is that all life is precious, and the more time you spend in nature, the more you’ll grasp its value. It’s also the reason they’re so opposed to violence.

Imagine Master Ira’s shock—his crushing disappointment—when after everything he’d done to prepare me for the Order, raising me to be kind and gentle and charitable to life, I chose to become a marksman instead.

The sergeant must buy my story, because she’s shaking her head in this sad kind of I-understand-it-can-be-hard-to-let-go-of-home-ties way. “Transitions are always difficult, Mr. Hartman. You are new to our unit, and as such, I feel this is partly my fault. I should have done a better job of overseeing your first day. Still, we do not use Legion resources for personal matters, no matter how meaningful.” And then, the words that make my stomach drop: “This is grounds for a red card.”

“Are—?” My voice sounds like it’s swallowed itself. “Are you sure?”

“The Directors will decide. We’ll put it to a vote.”

Which is how I find myself standing in the center of the sergeant’s too-empty office, listening to six strangers debate my future. As far as trials go, it’s terribly civil. One of the men seems to take charge, standing from his seat as he states the case against me. He’s on the far end of the group, dressed in a tailored tweed jacket and trousers. Small frame, late fifties maybe, with round spectacles and a white goatee. When his eyes fall on me, I feel a prickling at the base of my neck.

The votes are cast through their handhelds and counted.

“We have come to a verdict,” says tweed-jacket man.

I clasp my hands behind my back and try not to look too hopeful.

“The vote is unanimous. Mr. Hartman’s actions were premeditated and grossly irresponsible. We’re granting him a red card.”

My stomach dips painfully. I blink as if blinded.

Oh. Oh.

The sergeant nods her agreement, then goes on to explain red card protocols and what I’ll need to do to get mine removed from my file. I absorb almost none of it. A red card. Has anyone ever gotten a red card on their first day? Obviously not.

“In addition,” the sergeant says, “you and Mr. Bringer are both grounded until I see fit to release you. That means no leaving Skyhub and no spaceflights unless they are expressly tied to a mission. All our crafts have DNA monitors and will refuse you access should you attempt to break these stipulations.”

I feel a little like I’m drifting, trapped in a horrible new unreality. I thought I’d be able to handle the sergeant and the Directors, to take the consequences (did I even think about the consequences?), but I’m having the kind of hot, distressed feelings that make escaping this room a pretty high priority.

“One more thing,” the sergeant says. She comes around the desk and holds out her hand.

I almost do the absolute dumbest thing and shake it. Then I realize she’s waiting for me to hand her my ray gun. I make a sound like a wheeze. “Please, Sergeant Forst…”

“I am stripping you of your weapon as part of the Legion’s red card protocol. You can have it back for missions, but red card violators are not permitted to carry firearms on Skyhub.”

“Maybe, because it’s my first—”

“It was not a request, Mr. Hartman.”

My fingers shake as I unclip the holster from my belt. I haven’t been parted from my ray gun since the second time I found it hidden—planted?—among my belongings at Master Ira’s School for Children. There was never any note to explain its appearance or reappearance, no sign of who may have left it, but that event has always felt like an inception of sorts, and this gun the catalyst. I wouldn’t be who I am today without it.

I press my thumb into the gun’s insignia hard enough to hurt, then hand it over.
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I’m woken by a vibration.

At first, I don’t know where it’s coming from, and I panic because my mind instantly jumps to memories of desert planets and sand cephalopods and a giant mouth to swallow me whole. After a half second of flailing around my bed, I realize it’s not a monster causing the vibration, but my handheld, which is tangled in the sheets.

I grope around for the device and squint at the screen.

It’s a message from Lament.

I’m awake all at once, gripping the display without clicking into the message. I haven’t seen Lament since Sergeant Forst ordered him out of her office this morning. And by haven’t seen, I mean have been actively avoiding. After that disaster of a meeting, I marched straight back to my room to prevent running into him, using Illiviamona’s post-op sleep instructions as an excuse to hide away. I know it’s cowardly, but I’m not ready to face Lament yet. Everything feels too big. Significant. And while I’m worried he’s angry at me for lying to Sergeant Forst when we’d previously agreed to lie, you know, differently, I’m more worried he’s not angry. That he’ll have decided he doesn’t care whether I stick my neck out for him, whether I want to help him.

I can handle Lament’s anger, but I don’t think I could take his apathy.

After a round of deep breathing and a bit of mental cheerleading, I open the message.

You shouldn’t have done that.

I exhale, feeling suddenly light and loose, like my bones have become too small for their sockets. My fingers fly over the screen. Your red card was lonely.

That’s not funny.

It needed a friend.

I’m being serious. No one’s ever gotten a red card on their first day.

What can I say? I like to break records.

I can see you’re being very mature about this.

It must be the relief, or the fact that I’ve just woken up at a random afternoon hour following my half-hearted attempt to sleep four hours on, three hours off, because I’m grinning at the screen. The red card sucks, obviously. Word of it will surely get back to my Academy officers, and if the story winds up on NewsNet (a real possibility), Master Ira will see it, too. Normally, the prospect of his disappointment would be like an iron clamp around my heart, but right now it barely registers. I’ve come to terms with my choices. I’d make them again.

Apparently I haven’t replied quickly enough, because a fresh string of messages lights up my screen. I thought we’d agreed.

You weren’t even supposed to speak during that meeting.

Let alone take the blame.

It’s like you don’t care what happens to you.

Which is infuriating.

I’ve already established my place in the Legion.

But you haven’t.

So you can’t be this reckless.

The messages are so rapid-fire I wonder if he’s using talk-to-type. Or maybe he prewrote the text and is pasting it from his Note app. That seems like the kind of thing Lament would do.

My handheld lights up again. I don’t need a bonehead for a partner.

That gets me smiling again. So you admit we’re partners now?

I didn’t say that.

Yes you did. It’s time-stamped and everything.

That was a mistype.

I might be a bonehead, but I can still read.

The pause goes on for long enough that I think maybe he’s not going to reply. Then: You’re not really a bonehead.

My thumbs hover over the touch screen. I want to say something back. Something stupid and heartfelt like, I hope this means we’re okay or I’m sorry for everything or You scared me too, you know. Before I can embarrass myself, another message appears. Illiviamona says you shouldn’t be awake right now.

I let out a huff. And whose fault is that?

Yours, I believe.

Excuse you. Your message woke me up.

Light sleeper?

Yep.

I’ll leave you alone, then.

It’s not really what I want, but I can’t exactly admit that, either, so I just say, Finally.

Good night, Hartman.

I scroll back through our message chain, rereading the exchange over and over until I practically have it memorized. It’s with me as I lie back down in my new bed in my new room, pull the thin thermal sheet up to my chin. The black text stains my vision as I fall asleep.



My first official week as a Sixer goes by in a blur of tactical training sessions, strategy meetings, and orientations. Most of these are for my benefit, to help me acclimate to my new team and the expectations of life on Skyhub. Which, generally speaking, are a lot like the expectations for life at the Academy. There are early morning wake-up calls (I set three backup alarms), strict uniform rules (no loose cords, no wrinkled fabric), and physical training (which we just call PT and is something I’m actually good at, thank the stars). Sergeant Forst heads most of the lessons, which either take place in the detachment’s briefing room or training room, depending on our schedule. There hasn’t been any flying yet, and no Halobringers, much to my disappointment. On the plus side, the sergeant doesn’t seem to be holding any grudges, despite our rocky start. On the whole, the week goes well.

As well as it can, anyway, given my fleetmates seem determined to take none of it seriously.

Like when Avi “accidentally” tosses a red T-shirt into the laundry with our whites, and everyone has to wear pink uniforms until we can get them replaced. Or when Jester reprograms the automatic kitchen door to spout random wombat facts whenever someone passes through. Or like now, in the briefing room, as the Sixers start playing a game where they send a word to our group chat, and whoever gets the sergeant to say it first wins.

Youvu Hum: Next word is breach.

Vera: LAMENT IS NOT ALLOWED TO PLAY

Me: Why can’t Lament play?

Jester: He’s too good.

Jester: He can basically trick the sergeant into saying anything on the first try.

Vera: LAMENT DO NOT RUIN THIS FOR US

The sergeant is currently standing at the front of the (predictably white) briefing room, delivering a lecture on firefight formations. I wait until her attention is on her holographic whiteboard (tragically nicknamed the holo-wolo) before glancing at Lament sitting in the row behind me. The room is set up like a miniature lecture hall, with two staggered rows of desks and ten seats (one of which is presumably for Toph, except his knees don’t fit under the table so they’ve installed an extra bench for him at the back). Vera shoots Lament an I’m watching you motion. Lament just smirks.

“Which is why it’s important to hold your line,” the sergeant is saying, flipping through pictures of space battles, “even after a retreat is called.”

“Excuse me, Sergeant Forst?” Lament raises a hand. “Is that why the Legion banned the use of the Ten Calls formation?”

“Correct.” The sergeant looks pleased. She turns back to the whiteboard, so she doesn’t see Lament hold up his fingers, counting down from five as she continues. “Though the Ten Calls formation was once effective against space attacks, today’s weapons are too sophisticated for such methods.” Three, two … “You may remember, during the Battle of Linth, there was a breach—”

There’s a collective burst of groans and Are you kidding me?s. The sergeant appears startled. “I didn’t know you all felt so strongly about Linth. But yes, that breach was a terrible day in Legion history.”

She returns to the whiteboard and continues the lesson. The group chat goes wild.

Vera: LAMENT

Avi: How???

Vera: I TOLD YOU NOT TO

Youvu Hum: Do you play mind games with us, too?

Avi: Teach me your secretssss

Youvu Hum: I think he’s part Determinist.

Vera: I SWEAR ON MY MOTHER’S GRAIN YOU WILL PAY FOR THIS

Jester: You mean grave, Vera.

I try to keep up with the stream of replies, popping off one of my own: Well I for one am impressed.

Lament hasn’t responded to anyone else, but he replies to that. Impressed, huh?

I don’t dare turn around. I don’t look to see what kind of expression might be forming on Lament’s face, whether it’s cocky or amused or what. It doesn’t make a difference. I’m as red as a lobster, and everyone can see.

“Now,” the sergeant says in a tone that signals a change of subject, turning back to face us, “before we break for the day, there’s a new galactic development I need to brief you all on. One that may impact your upcoming missions, and that involves the Determinist movement.”

I straighten in my chair. So far this week, our meetings have only entailed hypothetical drills and duties. Nothing tangible, nothing about the Sixth’s real missions or objectives. I feel a wave of anticipation.

“As you know,” Sergeant Forst starts, “over the past three years, the Determinist leader Ran Doc Min has unveiled his self-invented predictive simulation, and he has begun using this simulation to foretell a number of dangerous planetary events. The accuracy of these predictions—and the man’s charismatic nature—have resulted in massive growth for both the Determinist movement and Doc Min’s power.

“In the past, Doc Min’s future-predicting simulation—which he’s named FPS—has operated on a relatively small scale. It’s predicted things like floods and fires. Tragedies, to be sure, but nothing that could destroy an entire planet, and therefore nothing the Legion has been obligated to investigate. We do sometimes lend aid in these situations, of course. When we have the resources, the Legion will always work with a planet’s local authorities to help save lives. But our main purpose is to protect Romothrida on a large scale, both against threats within our own galaxy and possible dangers from beyond.”

“But now Ran Doc Min’s simulation is hinting at something bigger,” Vera guesses. “Something with the power to destroy entire planets.”

“Exactly.” Sergeant Forst touches her glossy bun, adjusts the collar of her whites. She’s dressed like us in pants, a sturdy flight jacket, and combat boots, with a golden pin on her lapel to denote her rank. She doesn’t look like us, though. She looks restrained. Burdened by responsibility.

“Ran Doc Min has proven the accuracy of FPS again and again,” the sergeant says. “It puts the Legion in a difficult position. If Doc Min claims something is coming to harm our galaxy, we are duty bound to investigate, yet to do that, we first need to speak with the man himself. Unfortunately, all our attempts to contact Doc Min have failed. He refuses to communicate with our representatives, and we can’t confront him in person, because he never appears in public—all his warnings are delivered by hologram. If the Legion reacts to Ran Doc Min’s latest prediction, we’ll validate him in the eye of the public, but we cannot in good conscience validate someone we don’t understand. What is Doc Min’s ultimate goal? Why did he build FPS, and how does it work? Are his motives purely humanitarian, or does he have some other purpose? Uncovering these answers has become our top priority, and my superiors have authorized the use of force to obtain them, if necessary.”

“Because forcing people to give up their secrets has worked so well in the past,” Lament comments dryly.

The Sixers cringe. The sergeant’s face hardens. “The Legion uses established methods to obtain information vital to the safety and prosperity of Romothrida Galaxy.”

“The Legion only ever uses one method—”

“If you have a concern—”

“I have more than a concern—”

“Then let us discuss it at an appropriate time, Mr. Bringer.”

Sergeant Forst’s tone has flipped from I am attempting to be objective to That is enough, young man. She and Lament are glaring at each other like two tigers in a cage, and I look between them, confused. Where is this coming from?

Lament—seemingly ignoring every signal to not—points at the sergeant. “You know what the Legion’s problem is? They think just because they’re charged with safekeeping the galaxy, any choice they make is the right choice. Like they can do no wrong.”

“You are part of the Legion, Mr. Bringer.”

“Not that part.”

“If your loyalty to this establishment is coming into question—”

“At the Academy,” I interrupt, feeling very much like I’m sticking my fist into a pool of piranhas, “we’re taught that most situations can be handled without force.”

Lament and the sergeant both snap their eyes to me. And … I did not think this through. There’s clearly something going on here—something beyond the Legion’s investigation into Doc Min—but I can’t read the subtext. I don’t understand where Lament’s anger at the sergeant is coming from. All I know is if I don’t do something right now, Lament is going to land that second red card after all.

“Direct violence,” I continue, “is only ever to be used as a last resort.” I look around the room, keeping my voice even and open, like we’re all just having a friendly little debate. De-escalate, my heart demands with every painful thump. De-escalate. “This is especially true since—as members of the most powerful fighting force in the galaxy—it’s up to us to use our authority responsibly. Sure, we could blaze into every mission brandishing our weapons and leveling anything that stands in our way, but if we did, would we be any better than the enemy? In that regard, I think Lament makes a good point.”

I beam at the sergeant hopefully, but she looks entirely unamused. “The Academy trains its cadets well,” she admits. “They have produced some of the finest fleet members this organization has ever known, often outpacing the many other prep schools from which we recruit new members. But there is a difference between controlled training scenarios and real missions.”

“Isn’t the point of training to prepare us for real missions?”

“It is not that simple.”

“But what if—”

“Tomorrow, you will be given your first true orders,” the sergeant cuts in. “You will begin to learn the truth of what it takes to keep this galaxy safe. The lengths the Legion must go—has always gone—to ensure our way of life.” Her expression changes. It grows almost sad. I remember, suddenly, that before the sergeant became the leader of this fleet, she was a gunner, too.

“You are a member of the Legion now, Mr. Hartman,” she says, glancing at Lament, as if these words are as much for him as they are for me. “If force is necessary, I expect you to use it. Class dismissed.”
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The Insomnia is back.

I shouldn’t be surprised. I mean, the week started off pretty well, and I felt like I was really starting to mesh with my fleet, but then I had to go and plant myself in the middle of someone else’s fight. Again. It’s not like I’m trying to get on the sergeant’s bad side. It’s just … I’ve been finding it really hard to sit by and watch while she and Lament have their little sparring matches thinly veiled as professional discourse. Even if I still don’t fully understand the reason.

So here I am, awake again in my room at some ungodly hour, wondering if maybe sleep is a myth invented by our AI overlords to make us believe we’re supposed to close our eyes every night while they secretly run around wreaking havoc in our absence. I’m lying on my back in bed, scrolling aimlessly through my handheld when a message from Lament lights up the screen.

We need to talk.

I’m immediately upright. We need to talk? Seriously? Not even a Hey, Hartman, how’s it going? I’m already mentally tallying the possibilities (everything from Lament has a new lead on the space mist to Lament’s leg has been bitten off by a cave raptor) as I type back, That sounds ominous.

It’s nothing bad.

I have something to say.

Not over message, though.

Can I come to your room?

Give me a hint first.

Hartman.

Just a small one.

You don’t need a hint.

Just say okay.

Okay, I type, when what I really want to say is no, absolutely not, under no circumstances are you barging in here with your … your vague demands to speak in person. I don’t care if Lament says it’s nothing bad. People always say it’s nothing bad. And then it’s the worst.

I scoot out of bed and flip on the lights, wishing I owned more stuff so I’d have something to nervously tidy while I wait for him. To come here. To my room.

Shit.

I pour myself a glass of water, then pour him a glass, only to realize how deranged it looks having preemptively poured water for a guest. Not that Lament is a guest. His room is, like, three doors down from mine. We practically live together. We do live together. Except not, like, live-live, since that would imply something else entirely.

Gah, save me.

I dump the second glass back into the sink and am midway through trying to wrangle my bed head when the knock comes.

Lament is standing in the hallway outside my door, fully dressed in long sleeves and pants, his hair fluffed as if he just washed it, the buttons on his shirt winking like little silver coins. I become acutely aware of my flannel pajama bottoms and oversize Space Monsters T-shirt which, regrettably, is a cartoon for toddlers. “Didn’t realize this was a black-tie affair.”

He gives me an exasperated look. “I haven’t had a chance to change.”

“It’s past midnight.”

“I’ve been busy.”

“Do you even own pajamas?”

“Yes,” he replies stiffly. “I just thought, since I’m already barging in on you, it might not be prudent to arrive half naked.” An uncomfortable pause. “Are you going to invite me in?”

“I was getting to that.”

I step aside and he steps inside and I close the door and it’s all a mess. Or, I’m a mess. Mostly because Lament has arrived unexpectedly in the middle of the night looking like some kind of businessman demigod and saying the word naked, which has my mind running down all kinds of paths. Also, he smells … really good. Like pine and something lighter, linen. He’s filling my room with it, which is the moment I remember this used to be Bast’s room. “Um,” I start elegantly, “would you like a glass of water?”

“Please.”

I return to the kitchenette and do the whole routine again, the glass and the water and the ice. He accepts the offered cup with a graceful hand, and my gaze keeps going: short fingernails, four of them bandaged. Stern, pink mouth. Long lashes framing his eyes, which dart to mine, then go still under my scrutiny.

I clear my throat. “You wanted to talk?”

He leans against the counter and takes a sip of water. “In person, yes. I would like to make a few things clear, but I think my messages can sometimes come out wrong.”

“Actually, I’d say they sound exactly like you.”

“How do you mean?”

I try to think of a nice way to say bossy or sarcastic, but he interprets my pause for what it is. “I suppose I’d rather not know.”

“No, no, it’s … I was just going to say … indelicate?” I wince. “Like in a good way.”

He musters a smile, setting his glass on the counter without releasing it. “I know I can be uptight.”

“You’re particular.” I shrug. “It’s not a bad thing.”

“It can be. That’s part of the reason I’m here. I’m not always good at conveying my meaning, and after what happened in the sergeant’s office, then today during our briefing … I don’t want you to think I’m ungrateful.”

“I hear a but coming.”

“But,” he continues, “this can’t keep happening.”

“Oh?”

“You seem to be developing a habit of defending me. And that’s … well.” His ears pinken. “It’s unexpected. And … appreciated. But you shouldn’t tie yourself to a sinking ship.”

“Why do you think you’re sinking?” I ask softly.

“It’s inevitable.” He shrugs in a way that only seems to reveal the depth of his emotion. “The sergeant doesn’t take mistakes lightly. She can stick us with red cards, or strip our commissions, or ground our spaceflights. The problem is, for me, none of that really matters. I need to know what happened to Bast. I need to understand the mist—where it came from, what it is, whether it could return to hurt anyone else. I plan to keep hunting for answers, and if that means I’m eventually kicked out of the Legion for insubordination, I’m prepared to deal with that. But the same can’t—shouldn’t—be said for you. Not when you’re just getting started.”

I look down at my cup to buy myself a second before answering. “There’s something I don’t understand about this,” I say slowly. “Why does the Legion think an investigation into Bast’s death is insubordination? Shouldn’t they want to know what happened that day?”

He hesitates. “They should.”

“So…?”

More hesitating. Clearly, Lament still isn’t sure he can trust me with this. I said I wouldn’t push, and I mean that, but hell if it doesn’t feel like I’m balanced on the edge of a cliff, waiting to see which way the wind will blow.

“After the accident,” Lament finally says, “the Legion did look into Bast’s death. When they couldn’t find answers—or even any leads—they filed the case under Unavoidable Accidents and wiped their hands of it. I put in a request with Sergeant Forst to conduct a more extensive investigation, which she declined. When I bypassed her authority and took the issue up the chain of command, they ignored me.”

I blink. “Seriously?”

“It’s an insult to Bast’s memory,” he says bitterly. “Four years. He gave the Legion four years of his life, and they can’t even commit the resources to figuring out why he died. You know what they told me when I tried to reopen his case? They said I should be grateful I’m not being blamed for the accident. I should be happy they aren’t investigating me.”

My mouth drops open. “That’s … really fucked-up.”

His jaw goes tight. “Yeah.”

“Is that why you don’t want the sergeant to know you’re still hunting for answers?”

“She expressly forbids it. The investigation is technically closed. If we want to continue the search, we’d need a Legion approval of intent, an assignment of funds. And obviously I don’t have either of those things.”

“Because of the sergeant.”

“Because of all of it.” He heaves the biggest sigh. “Leads have been near impossible to uncover, and the Legion’s decision to close Bast’s case has only made things more difficult. The day of the accident, the mist came out of nowhere and vanished into nothing. No traceable markers, no origin or destination. My only clues thus far have been the raptors and that sand cephalopod, which acted exactly like Bast acted when the mist overtook our spacecraft. His irises started glowing blue and he turned around in the gunner’s seat and just…”

Lament’s eyes clash with mine when he realizes what he’s admitting. My voice is awash with disbelief. “He attacked you?”

Lament tenses. “He wasn’t himself. It wasn’t his fault.”

“I didn’t say it was.”

“It’s like he was possessed. He just went crazy. Started thrashing around and trying to shoot me, and then—” A thick swallow. “We crashed shortly after.”

I’m gaping. I can’t help it. I should have realized the full story the moment I saw those cave raptors, but I didn’t, because it seems impossible, horrible, like something out of a nightmare. It’s one thing to lose your best friend in an accident, but to watch them turn rabid, to see them go mad and then try to attack you …

“Now you understand,” Lament says, “why you can’t make it your job to stand up for me. My decision to fly to Purvuva wasn’t one bad lapse in judgment, and my relationship with the sergeant—the tension between us—isn’t something that can be fixed. I’ll keep breaking rules until I find answers, and if I’m stripped of my Legion wings as a result, so be it. But you … there’s no reason for you to do the same.”

“What happens if I choose to help you anyway?” I ask.

His brow furrows. “Haven’t you been listening?”

“Yes.”

“Why would you choose that?”

Because I watched my mom walk away, I could say. Because I know what it’s like to lose someone you love, and not understand why, and want answers. How it keeps you up at night. How it hurts and hurts and never seems to stop, no matter how much you try to put it behind you, no matter how many years go by.

I want to tell Lament the truth. I want to open up to him like he’s opening up to me. But when I try to speak the words, my voice catches, and I end up simply saying, “Because that’s what I’d want someone to do for me.”

Lament is still confused. “I’m not sure you know what you’re agreeing to.”

“I get the gist.”

“In which case”—he squints an eye—“I believe this calls for a reexamination of our bonehead conversation.”

“I did recently suffer a concussion.”

Up goes that eyebrow. “You’re hardly helping your case.”

“Gunners aren’t typically known for their brains.”

“Am I supposed to argue with that?”

“I am trying to highlight how fortunate you are to have me instead of…” I wave a vague hand. “Brawny.”

“Brawny?”

“One of my old Academy mates.”

“I see,” says Lament, in a way that makes it clear he certainly does not see.

“Brawny wasn’t his real name. We only called him that because, you know. All brawn, no brain.”

Lament blinks. And then he laughs. An honest to stars, full-throated laugh that makes me flush with unexpected pleasure. I feel like I’ve been struck, caught in the surprising image of Lament when he’s amused, the way his hair falls around his face, the movement of the muscles in his neck …

This is bad.

This is very bad.

“You,” he finally breathes, “are not what I was expecting.”

I can’t look at him, but I can’t look away, either. I’m flailing, and I’m sure my face is bright red, and if I don’t get it together right now, he’s going to notice.

“Regardless,” I say in the breeziest voice I can muster, fixing my gaze on some middle distance that isn’t him, “I don’t see how you’re going to do much investigating right now. They’ve barred us from non-sanctioned spaceflights. Sergeant Forst says they’ve activated our spacecrafts’ DNA monitors, meaning the crafts will literally stop us from leaving without orders.”

Lament’s smile changes, turning slightly devilish, and—oh. The laughter was one thing, but the smile is worse.

He says, “There’s something I want to show you.”


11

Ten minutes later (After I’ve swapped my pajamas for something a little less bedtime-y), we’re stepping off the elevator onto the Sixth’s flight deck. Lament’s movements are purposeful—eager, even—as he guides us across the main floor into an enclosed workroom, which is large and crammed with stuff. There are tools hanging on the wall (arranged in order of size), a worktable covered in pens and paper diagrams (set at right angles), and a bunch of cardboard boxes (neatly stacked and meticulously labeled). It looks like a hoarder met a neat freak and opened a repair shop. What draws my eye most, though, isn’t the workroom’s scrupulous organization, but rather a spacecraft-size lump at its center, which is hidden under a tarp. Lament pulls the cover away to reveal a fixed-wing fighter craft.

What used to be a fighter craft.

The body is completely mangled. The left wing is smashed like a soda can, the boosters burned to cinders, power packs hanging sadly by their cords. Even the gun slot (which looks about the right size to fit a Halobringer) is crushed, the gun missing. I walk around the spacecraft, repressing the urge to whistle. The right side is slightly more intact, and it gives me an idea of what this bird used to look like: sleek and beautiful, with a narrow nose and a long frame, its wings arched like a hawk on a dive. Even more stunning is the craft’s color, which isn’t the usual silver or black like most of the Legion’s other flyers, but a shimmering emerald green.

I tap the wing. The sound rings pure.

My brows fly up. “Lament.”

He’s been watching me, gauging my reaction in a way that makes me feel both jumpy and a little bit greedy. “Yes?”

“Want to tell me why you’ve got a spacecraft made of zurillium—as in, lifestone zurillium—hidden in your workshop?”

The wing is still ringing. I touch the metal to cut the vibration, then instantly wish I hadn’t. The sound was soothing. Ethereal. A sound you hear with your entire body, skin and lungs and heart and fingers.

“Her name,” Lament says in reply, “is Moon Dancer.”

I continue my slow perusal around Moon Dancer’s body, taking in more details: the landing gear, the connection pipes, the tail and delta wings. There’s a backup engine, which looks like it might be vacuum-powered, and two interior seats, one for a pilot and one for a gunner. These, too, are crushed, the metal walls of the nose and side pushed roughly inward. Lament didn’t answer my earlier question about the origin of this spacecraft, but it doesn’t take a genius to figure it out. “This is the flyer you were in,” I say, “the day Bast died.”

Lament gives a single nod.

I take a few steps back, setting my hands on my hips and trying to wrap my head around it. Lament was here. He was in this craft when it went down, in that seat that’s hardly even still a seat—just ripped leather and stuffing and no room at all—and somehow he survived. I was skeptical when Vera first told me the story, but seeing the damage, seeing what’s left …

“She’s a custom build,” Lament explains. “Sized to our measurements. The gun was made to order. Bast was left-handed, so all the interior controls are flipped.”

“The Legion really doesn’t hold back, do they? She must have cost a fortune.”

“She was a gift from Bast’s family, actually.”

I shoot him a look. “Seriously?”

“The Vinicchis can swing it.”

It’s only then that it clicks. “Wait. Bast Vinicchi. You’re not saying he’s one of those Vinicchis? As in, Vinicchi Power?”

“His family invented the Grid.”

The system most planets use to collect energy and power their cities. The Vinicchi family is old, large, impossibly wealthy. They live on a hybrid spaceship-moon separated from the rest of society and tend to stay out of the public eye, interacting only with each other and their closest allies. Rumor has it that the Vinicchis have been secluded for so long, they’ve evolved into an entirely separate species, with their own genetic code and language and lifespan. I knew Bast’s last name was Vinicchi, but I had no idea he was a Vinicchi. I’m burning with a million questions. “Why did Bast become a gunner? His family founded, like, the wealthiest empire in the galaxy.”

Lament’s face is perfectly expressionless when he says, “He did it for me.”

“Oh.” I fumble. “I didn’t…”

“It’s okay.” Lament runs his palm along Moon Dancer’s body like it’s a living creature. “Bast and my parents were close friends. The Vinicchis don’t really mix with outsiders, but my dad owns the tethium mines on Planet Urporator, and the Vinicchis need tethium to make their Grid chips. They were business partners first, and they have nothing in common, but you know what they say about opposites. Bast and I were born in the same year. We grew up together. I’m not just talking holidays and joint family vacations. I mean, I spent as much time at his house as I did at my own. When I said I wanted to join the Legion, he tried to talk me out of it. We didn’t have to work for a living—his inheritance would have taken care of us—but I never could have been happy living an idle life, and the Vinicchis are…”

“Intimidating?” I offer.

“Oppressive,” he corrects. “Accepting their money—their lifestyle— would have come at a cost I wasn’t willing to pay. But Bast didn’t want me to join the Legion alone. He said if I was going to be one of those idiots fighting for the galaxy, I might as well have a good gunner to protect me. We attended a private prep school together, one for underage recruits who want to fast-track to the Legion. It was competitive, it cost a fortune, and it was hard. But we had each other. We graduated a year early.”

“Were you two, um … you know.” I flap my hand around, wishing I could learn how to think before opening my stupid mouth.

“Were we what?”

“Together?” I squeak.

“No.” His eyes are faraway. “We weren’t together.”

Which kind of makes it sound like Lament wanted them to be together. Also, he said Bast’s inheritance would have taken care of them. So, like, what, as friends? But I’ve already reached my daily allotment for insensitive questions, so I change the subject. “Why aren’t the Vinicchis investigating Bast’s death?”

“They’re Determinists,” he replies without inflection. “They believe his death was written.”

“That’s … wow.”

“I tried asking for their help, but they’re worse than Sergeant Forst. It’s like their wealth has completely detached them from reality. They don’t feel things like normal people do. I’m not even sure they really understand what death means. What Bast’s death means. It’s too abstract. They had—” He grimaces. “They had a hologram of Bast installed in their home after his death. It walks around, looking and talking just like the real-life Bast, and it’s just, it’s so…”

“Fucked-up,” I supply, with vehemence. “It’s completely fucked-up.”

“Yes.”

We fall quiet. I tap the wing again to bring back that deep ringing. Something to fill the silence. “It’s a shame about Moon Dancer,” I say. “Since, you know, she’s destroyed.”

“Not for much longer.” Some of his eagerness seems to return. “The damage is extensive, but it’s mainly body work. I’ve been studying up on repairs. She’s fixable.”

“No shit?”

“I ordered a compounder from a body shop in The Hub. The owner, Archmon, is an old friend, and I trust him to get it to me discreetly. That’s the tool I’ll need to re-form the zurillium body. As for the interior mechanics, I’ve already made good progress. She runs, and the safety systems are back in place. Now it’s just a matter of finishing her exterior and getting her off the ground.”

I like Lament when he’s like this. Voice quick, hands moving with his words, a little bit of sun breaking through the clouds. Lament is usually so buttoned up—so utterly composed—it makes me want to see more of what he looks like when he lets go. Comes undone. Lights up with pleasure.

Which is not the kind of thing I’m supposed to be thinking about my new partner.

Not at fucking all.

“Once I get her flying,” Lament is saying as I haul my thoughts back in line, “she’ll be ours to use however we want.”

I slant another look at him. “This is how you learned to fix a spacecraft, isn’t it?” I narrow my eyes. “And also what you were doing the night you found me in the library. You were awake because you were working on repairs.”

“I have to work at night. There isn’t time during the day.”

“Are you a vampire or something?”

He tenses. “Because I’m pale?”

“Because you don’t sleep.”

“I sleep.”

Enough, though? I want to ask, but instead I say, “When?”

“During mission briefings, mostly. Sometimes on missions.”

“You seriously sleep during—?” I catch the twitch of his mouth. “You’re messing with me.”

He shoots me a half smile.

It’s incredibly distracting.

“So.” I take another step backward, as much to put some space between us as to get a better look at Moon Dancer. “Your plan is to use an out-of-commission spacecraft to hunt for the source of the deadly space mist. And you’re telling me the Legion won’t mind?”

“The Legion won’t know. They wrote Moon Dancer off as a total loss. They aren’t even aware we hauled her back.”

“You’ve managed to keep her hidden?”

“The other Sixers know she’s here, obviously. They’re the ones who helped with her recovery. And Archmon knows, since he’s sending me the compounder, but like I said, I trust him. Other than that, this workroom is private. No one has any reason to come…”

He trails off at the sound of approaching footsteps.

I glance at the door, which opens out onto the main flight deck. There’s a little round window in its center, but from this angle, I can’t see through. “You were saying?”

His eyes dart to mine. “Help me with the tarp.”

We hurriedly cover Moon Dancer. My pulse is rising, my palms sweating like they do when I’ve reached the final level of a video game and am down to my last life. And maybe those footsteps belong to another Sixer, maybe we’re reacting this way for nothing, but Lament looks like how I feel right now, skittish and a little bit wild. Once Moon Dancer is hidden, we exit the workroom and try to put some distance between ourselves and the door without outright running or acting in any way suspicious. Which would be easier if Lament didn’t keep glancing at me, and I didn’t feel compelled to glance back, our gazes hooking and holding, sparking with the energy of our shared escape.

We’ve almost made it to the elevator when a figure steps out from behind one of the spacecraft. Lament flings an arm across my chest, and I stutter to a halt. It’s the Director from Sergeant Forst’s office. Tweed-jacket guy. The one who announced my red card.

“Hello, Mr. Bringer. Mr. Hartman.”

So here’s the thing. I get that this person has every reason to know my name. He’s involved with the Legion, and he did recently champion my punishment for Purvuva. But it’s the way he says it that raises my hackles. Like he knows me. Or knows … things about me. It’s the second time since I’ve arrived on Skyhub that someone’s spoken my name like that, addressing me as if they know me when they shouldn’t.

Lament’s voice is tight when he says, “Professor Trey Morton.” Then he does that thing again, moving his body slightly in front of mine. “You shouldn’t be here.”

The professor gives a faint smile. “Am I interrupting something?”

“This flight deck is for Sixers only.”

“I need to speak to your partner.”

“Whatever you have to say—”

“I have a message,” Professor Morton tells me, interrupting Lament, “about Master Ira.”

My heart goes into free fall. “What?” I clear my throat and try to do what Lament does, shutting himself down, locking it all up, but I’ve never been good at hiding, and I can feel the distress all over my face. “What do you mean? How do you know Master Ira?”

“Ran Doc Min has predicted his demise.”

The world goes dark at the edges.

“Hartman.” Lament’s fingers close around my wrist. “Come on. We don’t have to listen to this.”

“You have not spoken to Master Ira in three years,” Professor Morton continues, “not since you ran away to join the Academy. He was so disappointed in you. So heartbroken by your betrayal. But that wasn’t fair of him, was it? Who was he to disown you, just because you chose the Legion over the Order? Who was he to cut off communication when you’d once been so close? Your life is not his life, your dreams are not his dreams. He should have been more understanding of your goals, but instead he cast you out. Just like your mother did.”

My throat is a desert. My ears are roaring. “How—how do you know all that?”

“Ran Doc Min knows many things.”

“You’re a Determinist?”

“Hartman.” That’s Lament again, his fingers tightening around my wrist, tugging now. I hear the urgency in his voice, but I can’t focus, not with this stranger standing before me, digging up my past and spouting doom. Not with the floor crumbling beneath my feet.

“It is my duty,” says the professor, “to deliver this prediction, and in doing so spread Ran Doc Min’s knowledge. And yet, I must admit I have a personal interest in this matter. Master Ira and I, too, share a history. I’ve seen firsthand what a hypocrite he can be. I thought you would be pleased to hear that the man who gave up on you will soon reach his own end. The universe has a way of righting wrongs, does it not?”

“Enough,” Lament practically snarls. “That’s enough. We don’t want to hear your predictions. You shouldn’t even be here. Hartman, let’s go.”

This time, Lament’s anger is enough to shake me out of my stupor. When he pulls at my wrist a third time, my knees unlock. We march away, and I tell myself not to look back, to be strong enough to just keep walking.

I’m not strong enough. As we step into the elevator, I glance over my shoulder to see Professor Morton wearing a strange, satisfied smile.
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We traverse the detachment in silence. Lament is slightly ahead of me, but I can see the edge of his chin, the arch of his cheekbone. He’s agitated. I’m agitated. I want to pull my ray gun into my hand, let its solid weight ground me, but of course, it’s not at my hip. I hook a hand around the back of my neck instead, dig my fingers into the tendons there. It doesn’t help.

I’m not sure anything would help.

There’s the question of how. How did Professor Morton know all those things about my past? And, more specifically, about my relationship with Master Ira? It’s one thing for Ran Doc Min to use his simulation to predict large planetary events. Very much another to know intimate details about my history. Has Ran Doc Min’s simulation—FPS—gotten more powerful? Is he using it to predict not just floods and fires, but the future of individual lives? Can he look back to see what we’ve done in the past? And if so, why would he have any interest in my past?

“That was completely inappropriate,” Lament says as we head down the hallway toward our rooms. “Whatever Morton was trying to tell you, you just … you can’t let it get to you.”

I nod, which Lament doesn’t see, because he isn’t looking at me.

“This is what Determinists do,” he continues. “They surprise you out of nowhere and make these big, sweeping predictions without offering specifics, and then just expect you to react. To be grateful.”

Another unseen nod.

“The professor shouldn’t even be here,” Lament bursts in a rare display of emotion. “Not just on our flight deck. I mean, at all. On the Board of Directors or as a member of the Legion. He’s a recent appointee. When he was voted in, no one knew his ideologies—those only came out later. Unfortunately, being a Determinist isn’t enough grounds for removal. It should be—” At this, Lament stops and swings around like he’s going to fight someone. Me, I guess, since I’m the closest target. “By the stars, if the Legion would stop being such ass fucks, they’d see what a disaster it’s been having a Determinist in a position of power when we’re currently at odds with the Determinist leader, but they won’t, so we’re stuck with him.”

“Did you just say ass fucks?”

Lament tosses me a withering look. “Don’t.”

“I can tell you don’t curse much.”

“I find profanity loses its effectiveness when overused.”

“Whereas the speaker loses their effectiveness when under-practiced. Evidently.”

Lament rolls his jaw. “Do you always have to make a joke of everything?”

“It’s a coping mechanism.”

“It’s insufferable.”

I’m aware. But I have to make light of this, I have to, because if not …

What if Ran Doc Min’s prediction is true? What if Master Ira is in some kind of danger?

“Hey.” Lament plants himself in front of me. “Stop that.”

“Stop what?”

“Catastrophizing.”

I frown. “What makes you think I’m catastrophizing?”

“It’s all over your face. You’re just like Bast. He couldn’t ever hide a thing.” Lament tugs roughly at his sleeves, seemingly upset with himself. “Sorry.”

“For what?”

“For everything.” He quits playing with his sleeve and returns his gaze to mine. “Are you going to be okay?”

No, I think, because this is all too weird, and my brain feels like it’s made of gummy worms, and it’s the middle of the night, which somehow makes everything seem so much worse. I wasn’t expecting to confront my past like this. I thought, maybe, I’d finally started to put it behind me. The Legion is my focus now. The Sixth is. So what does it mean that my mind keeps sliding back into memories? The children’s home with its old wooden floors and crown molding and painted murals. Master Ira sitting by the fire, on the porch, in the kitchen, suffusing every room with ease and warmth. The way all the kids adored him. The way I did.

“Hartman?”

“Hmm?”

“I asked you a question.”

Had he? “Repeat it?”

“I asked,” Lament says, “if you’re going to be okay.”

“Yeah,” I reply, and then again, to convince myself. “Yeah.”

Lament doesn’t look like he believes me, but rather than push the point, he just gives a nod. We continue down Detachment 94’s residence hallway, stopping outside the door to my room.

The pause is just this side of awkward.

“So…,” he starts at the same time as I blurt, “Gelatin shot?”

Lament blinks. “What?”

“I mean.” I wince internally. “Would you like to come in?” I open the door and move into my room, waiting to see if Lament will follow. “For, um, a gelatin shot?”

“The Detachment doesn’t stock alcohol.”

“I know.” My pulse is a little erratic as I walk into my kitchenette and pull a handful of neon beakers out of the fridge. Lament—in a groundbreaking turn of events—follows me through the door, closing it behind him.

“Vera smuggled these in on my first night,” I say. “Green apple. They’re actually not bad. Takes a bit of doing to get them down, but…” I offer the tubes.

Lament is scowling, all stern and disapproving. “The Legion doesn’t condone drinking in its residence halls.”

“I won’t tell if you don’t.”

“You’re supposed to be displaying exemplary behavior. That’s how you get your red card removed.”

“We’re supposed to be,” I correct. “You forget who clocked their red card first? And like I said, I won’t tell if you don’t.”

Lament is still frowning. And … I get it. I do. It’s just, tonight was a lot, this past week has been a lot, and my head is still full of the professor’s words, and Moon Dancer, and the sergeant, and everything, and I just … I’m rattled. And confused. And still brand-new to the Legion and unsure of my place here and stressed about all of it. And basically, what that boils down to is I really, really don’t want to be alone right now.

Lament heaves that sigh of his and says, “Oh, what the hell.”

“What the hell. Classic choice, decent delivery. Five out of ten.”

His mouth gets all frowny and contrite. “Did I invite an assessment of my swearing?”

“You didn’t not invite it.” I heft the beakers. “Shall we?”

Lament takes one of the beakers and attempts to stab the syringe through the thin plastic lid. I watch in fascination as he … fails. Which is not something I thought possible. I mean, Lament’s fingers are still bandaged from our run-in with the sand cephalopod, which is clearly messing with his grip, but he’s just so competent and self-composed that I never imagined he could struggle with anything, let alone this.

“Are these things made of titanium?” he grumbles.

“Just plastic.” I am trying my very hardest not to smile. “Like the kind they use on juice boxes for children.”

He’s gripping the syringe like he wants to strangle it. “How many tries did it take you?”

“One.”

That only makes him more determined, but at last I take pity on the poor syringe (the tip is now savagely bent) and pluck the items from his hands. “I’m staging an intervention.”

He looks more put off than the situation warrants. “I was almost there.”

“Undoubtedly.”

“I think I can poke a bit of plastic through another bit of plastic.”

“I definitely believe you.”

He runs a hand down his face. “I’m embarrassed.”

“It’s all right,” I say (and why am I suddenly noticing how good he manages to look, even under the harsh kitchen lights?). “I’ve embarrassed myself in front of you plenty of times.”

Lament doesn’t seem impressed by this line of reasoning. “Yes, but when you do it, it’s all helpless and endearing. Like a baby deer. When it’s me, it’s pathetic.”

“Did you just call me endearing?”

He throws me a look. “You must have misheard.”

I focus on the syringe, inserting the crooked tip into the beaker, pulling back the plunge to draw up the alcohol, holding it up. Lament obligingly opens his mouth, and I realize how perfectly quiet it is in here. I can hear the shuffle of his shoes on the aropolymer floor. I can hear myself breathing, a little fast, a little loud. Our faces are close, and I notice a freckle beside his nose, the long sweep of his eyelashes, that shallow cut over his brow. I release the gelatin, which splashes green onto his tongue before he pulls away, covering his mouth with his hand.

“Well?” I manage. “Not bad, right?”

He glances up at me, and something … catches. Like thread on a nail. “Not at all.”

We trade a second round of shots, then a third, and by the time we flop side by side onto my couch, my muscles have loosened, my thoughts pulling out of their breakneck pace. I’m mercifully buzzed and—maybe for the first time ever—at ease in Lament’s company.

“Vera would be so proud of us,” Lament mutters.

I laugh. “She does seem determined to make us friends.”

“She can be like that sometimes. She gets an idea in her head and it’s like—” He pretends to squeeze the air. “You can’t shake it out of her.”

“Yeah?”

“It’s the romance novels. She reads too many. Her sister sends them by the crateful. It’s excessive.”

“Is that common? Families sending stuff?”

He nods. “Skyhub has plenty to offer—you’ve seen that—but sometimes fleet members just want reminders of home. Jester’s mom sends his favorite sour gummies—careful if he ever offers you one, they’re potent—and Vera’s sister sends novels by their favorite author, and Avi’s parents ship these little hair ties shaped like the main character from this show she loves. Everyone has their thing.”

“And you?” I ask tentatively, because I’m imagining Lament has some tragic family backstory. “Does your family send anything?”

“My mom sends condoms.”

I choke on my own spit and begin coughing convulsively.

“She thinks it’s funny,” he sighs, talking over me as if I’m not asphyxiating. “She’ll send six hundred at a time, always in a clear container so there’s no hiding the contents, and in big red letters on the top she’ll write, Be safe.”

“No,” I croak. “Is that a pun?”

“It’s irredeemable.” But his expression is wistful. “I don’t see my parents much. We’re from Planet Urporator, which is about as far away from Skyhub as you can get. But we keep in touch.”

“With condoms,” I manage.

“With condoms,” Lament agrees. He peers at me, and I already know what’s coming. “Who’s Master Ira?”

Under different circumstances, I would evade the question. I don’t talk about the Master, the children’s home, my mom—any of it. As far as anyone’s concerned, I basically started existing the day I walked through the Academy’s doors. But now Lament is here, telling me about his life and asking about mine.

Who is Master Ira? Such an innocent question. Such a complicated one. I juggle a bunch of replies, but the answer ends up being pretty simple. “He’s the man who raised me.”

Lament doesn’t really react at first. Just sits with that information. “Your parents?”

“Dead,” I say, because that’s what I’ve always said, though as soon as the words are out, I feel a kick of guilt. I never knew my father, and maybe he really is dead, though I sort of doubt it. As for my mom … last I saw, she was very much alive.

I open my mouth to correct myself, but as always, I can’t quite make my tongue work. Instead, I pull my necklace out from under my shirt. “My mom gave this to me.”

“Your lifestone?”

I’m not surprised he didn’t buy my it’s-not-a-lifestone story. Lament isn’t stupid, and anyway, there’s really no mistaking it for anything else. “Yeah.”

Lament reaches out to touch the necklace, but my mind sidesteps, and suddenly I think he’s going to touch me. In the end, though, he does neither. Merely drops the hand and looks thoughtful. “Do you believe the legend about lifestones?”

“Do you?”

“No.” His answer is emphatic.

“Lament.” I falter. “Moon Dancer is made of zurillium.”

“So?”

“The crash. You survived. That shouldn’t have been possible.”

“I was lucky.”

“You said Moon Dancer was a gift from Bast’s family. If they gave him the spacecraft, and then he gave it to you, doesn’t it make sense it might have protected you? That’s how lifestones work. When you love someone, you give them a lifestone, and it’s like giving them a part of your soul. It can protect them—save them—in moments of danger.”

“It’s a fairy tale, Hartman.”

I tuck my necklace away. Maybe he’s right, maybe it’s just a story. So why have I never been able to let go of the hope that there’s some truth to the legend?

“Master Ira would agree with you,” I admit. “He didn’t put much belief in the supernatural. He was a member of the Order. I know you’ve probably never heard of them—”

“I have, actually.”

“Right.” I huff. “Forgot who I was talking to.”

He rolls his eyes. “Go on.”

“Masters of the Order have strong views about the meaning of life. Aside from their initiation on Mount Kilmon—which, I don’t know, it seems like they didn’t really think that part through—they don’t believe in violence of any kind. Definitely not killing.”

“And you wanted to be a gunner.”

“Yeah, I…” I have to clear my throat. “Even after Master Ira took me in … I mean, I was just a kid when my parents—um, died—and I felt so helpless. Always. All the time. It was like, no matter how okay things were going, I couldn’t shake the feeling something awful was about to happen.”

His eyes soften. “That must have been difficult.”

“It was. Then I turned ten, and someone sent me a ray gun wrapped in an Academy recruiting pamphlet. No name on the gift, no return address. I’d never held a gun before. Wasn’t really into weapons. But when I took it into my hands, it was like I could breathe again. That was it for me, pretty much. I became obsessed. Started spending every free hour practicing in secret, reading up on technique. More recruitment pamphlets would come in the mail—you know the ones?—and even though they were addressed to Master Ira, I’d swipe them from the pile. It got me thinking about the kind of future available for someone like me, and that only made me more determined. I know there are a ton of great Legion prep schools all around the galaxy, but the Academy has the best gunner program, and that’s where I wanted to go. I applied as soon as I turned sixteen.”

“And they accepted you?”

“Not right away. No sponsor, remember? They declined my application, so I took my savings, flew to Planet Uru, and demanded an entry test. When they saw what I could do, they accepted me on the spot.” It’s one of the few things I’m really proud of. How I fought for my chance at the Academy and earned it.

Lament has kicked off his shoes and tucked both legs up under him. He looks relaxed, despite the fact that he’s basically still fully dressed. I wish he’d unbutton his cuffs, roll up his sleeves, but I guess if I’m going to crack Lament’s shell, it’ll be one article of clothing at a time.

“What about Master Ira?” he asks.

“The Master was hoping I’d join his ranks in the Order. He even started training me in the Three Pillars—the Order’s ways. When I chose the Academy instead, he was stunned. Like I’d twisted his teachings and used them for evil. He probably regrets ever admitting me into his children’s home, and I can’t say I blame him. I’m a paid fighter now. I’ll take lives, if the Legion requires it. It goes against everything Master Ira believes. We haven’t spoken since.”

Lament’s eyebrows make sharp little arches. “So Professor Morton wasn’t lying about that part.”

“No.”

“And … you’ve tried contacting Master Ira?”

“Many times, actually. He’s never replied.”

I’ve sent the Master dozens of messages over the years. At first, I thought he just needed time to come to terms with my decision. Then I began to suspect the truth—that he’d written me out of his life for good.

I should have expected it. He’d been too forgiving already. And yet, as the weeks wore into months that wore into years, I couldn’t stop reaching out. I wanted him to understand. Wanted him to look at me the way he had the first time he’d found me with a ray gun and said, I am not leaving you behind. I used to call him after a hard day at the Academy, or a good one. Leave a voice message, even though I never heard back.

Hey, Master Ira. I placed first in this year’s fitness test …

Master Ira, hi, I know you probably aren’t listening to these, but I won Best All-Around Cadet …

Hi, Master Ira, sorry to bug you again, I just—sorry …

Lament’s shifting on the couch like he wants to get up and pace. “Sounds rather self-righteous of the man, especially coming from someone who preaches understanding. He runs a children’s home.”

“If you knew him, you’d get it.”

“I doubt that.”

“I’ve put it behind me. It’s fine. Really.”

Lament’s face is taut, his brows gathered, mouth turned down sort of … protectively? Which is doing strange things to my insides.

I cast about for something to say and land on, “Is that the time?”

Lament looks at the clock and blinks, like he’s as surprised by the hour as I am. It’s three in the morning. “I didn’t realize…” He bites the inside of his cheek. “I should probably go. And you should get some sleep.”

Disappointment froths in my belly. “Yeah. Okay. You too,” I add when he’s already halfway to the door. “You’re not going to work on Moon Dancer tonight, right? You need sleep, too.”

He just gives me this small smile and exits, clicking the latch softly behind him.
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Morning announces itself demurely, the coffeepot ticking on, the overhead lights slowly brightening to simulate daylight. I drag myself through a shower and head to the kitchen, passing through the automatic doors that open and announce “A wombat’s teeth never stop growing!” All the Sixers (minus Lament) are already here. Jester is pulling plates from the cabinets, Caspen is wiping down the table, and Vera is at the stove juggling pans on all six burners, preparing what appears to be an enormous breakfast spread: scrambled eggs, hash browns, roasted potatoes, pancakes, sausages, broccoli.

“Smells amazing,” I say, grabbing a seat at the table next to Toph. “But, broccoli?”

“It’s for Lament,” Vera says. Because of course it is.

“He’s constantly harping on us to eat more veggies,” adds one of the Youvu Hums.

“That’s because your insides are barren wastelands,” Lament cuts in, striding into the kitchen. He’s buttoned into his whites, his hair tucked behind his ears, face clean-shaven. The sight of him looking all put together—looking like anything, really—does something funny to my stomach. Lament catches my gaze and his lip lifts at the corner and …

Yeah. I just … yeah.

“Hey.” Vera points at Lament with her spatula. “What’s wrong with your face?”

His hand shoots up. “What?”

“That thing you’re doing with your mouth. Is that … is that a smile?”

He scowls. “Very funny.”

“Also,” says one of the Youvu Hums, “since when do you join us for breakfast?”

“That’s unfair.” Lament sounds wounded. “I come to breakfast.”

“No, no, Hum’s got a point,” Toph agrees.

“If I don’t ever join you for breakfast, why are you making me broccoli?”

“Because we care about you, doofus,” Vera replies, passing out plates.

“And because we know you get grouchy when you aren’t smothered in greens,” Avi adds.

It gets a bit hectic for a while as the group jostles around, everyone reaching over everyone else to load up their dishes. No one expressly says so, but we all end up sitting beside our partners—Toph and Avi, the Youvu Hums, Caspen and Illiviamona, Vera and Jester. Lament slides into the chair beside mine and shoots my plate a judgmental glance.

“Don’t,” I warn.

“It’s just,” he says helplessly, “nothing but pancakes.”

“And syrup,” I correct.

“Liquid sugar.”

“I have a sweet tooth.”

“I’ve noticed.” He’s kind of fluttering his hands around in distress. “At least have some potatoes.”

“I don’t want potatoes.”

“You can dip them in ketchup.”

“I will lather them in ketchup, and you will keep your broccoli to yourself.” Our eyes meet over the word lather, and stars help me, I blush.

I watch Lament patiently push some of the potatoes from his plate onto mine. It’s … thoughtful. And unexpected. And I must not be the only one who thinks so, because I catch Vera kind of gaping, and Jester’s brows are lifting behind his visor, and I feel unbearably self-conscious but also kind of warm inside?

“So,” says Toph, brushing a few stray crumbs from his beard, “did everyone see today’s orders? They’ve got us on a new investigation.”

“No business talk at the table,” Vera says.

Toph looks confused. “What’s there to talk about besides business?”

“I don’t like what you’re implying.”

“That we don’t have lives?” He lets out a gruff laugh. “Are we in denial, Vera?”

“I have a life,” she huffs.

Rereading The Galaxy’s Daughter for the hundredth time doesn’t count, Jester says.

“At least I don’t stay up all night playing Frog Smasher like someone I could mention.”

Frog Smasher is an elegant game of strategy and coordination.

“The main objective is to smash frogs.”

Like I said.

This devolves into an argument regarding the finer points of action gameplay. While the other Sixers are bickering, I notice Lament has already eaten everything on his plate. It’s not like he underserved himself, but he only had the healthy stuff, potatoes and broccoli and some baked tofu. Without really thinking, I cut off the warmest, fluffiest pancake bite I can find, the one that’s perfectly smeared with butter and just the right amount of syrup, and slide it onto his plate.

“What’s this for?” he asks in not quite a whisper.

“Eating,” I not-quite-whisper back.

I make a point not to watch him, but I know he’s frowning at the pancake like he’s trying to work out what to do with it. After a moment, he picks up his fork and sets the bite into his mouth.

I think I hear him sigh.

I feel that noise somewhere deep under my rib cage.

“Um, so, like, what’s going on with you two?” Avi asks. I feel Lament freeze at my side. Heat crawls up my neck.

“What do you mean?” I ask in a voice that is definitely not a squeak.

“You’re feeding Lament pancakes.” She delivers this proclamation with unnecessary force. “And he’s eating them.”

“Well.” Vera claps her hands brightly. “While Avi and I have a little chat regarding the finer points of discretion, why don’t the rest of you get this place sorted out?”

Everyone starts moving around again, piling dishes and wrapping up leftovers. Lament and I avoid eye contact. Which actually sucks. It’s not until we’ve filed into the elevators and stepped out onto the flight deck that he speaks to me again.

“I’ve already talked to Vera,” he tells my shirt collar. “She’ll take the Sky Runner today. You can ride with her.”

“Wait, what?” My voice comes out louder than I intend. “Why am I not flying with you?”

“I fly alone. As we’ve established.”

“Is this about the pancake?”

He lifts his eyes to mine. “The pancake?”

Shit. Was I making that a thing in my head? I try to backtrack. “I just mean … I thought we’d moved past this.”

He’s shutting down. I can see it, the way he wipes his face clean of emotion, retreats into himself. “There’s nothing to move past.”

I make a frustrated noise. “How am I supposed to be your gunner if you won’t fly with me?”

He just shrugs.

I hate that shrug.

Before I can argue any further, Lament strides off, leaving me, yet again, to watch him walk away.

When I climb into the back of Vera’s split-wing and slam the door hard enough to make the glass shake, I feel like a brute. I’m wrangling the tangle of my harness when Vera and Jester slip into the front seats, throwing me pitying looks. “It’s not just you,” Vera says. “He won’t fly with anyone.”

“So he’s a universal prick. Good to know.”

“Not since the accident,” she continues meaningfully. “Since Bast.”

“Right.” I’m still fighting the stupid harness. “Because no one else is worthy—”

“He’s scared, Keller.”

That makes me stop. “What?”

“The last time he flew with a partner, his best friend died. He watched it happen. He’s afraid it’ll happen again.”

All the anger whooshes out of me. “Oh.” A beat. “Oh.”

Jester turns around in the front passenger seat so I can read his visor. Lament has always been pretty disciplined, but it’s gotten worse since the accident.

I think about how Lament is always fully dressed, even when working on Moon Dancer in the middle of the night. I think about boxes set in neat rows, tools aligned in order of size. The food he chooses to eat. Even the way he speaks.

“He’s a control freak,” I say. “I mean, that came out wrong. I just—he can’t let stuff go, can he?” Vera and Jester shake their heads. “Has he gotten help? You know, like, talked to anyone?”

“The Legion assigned him a therapist. He was seeing her for a while, but he hasn’t really been able to discuss the details of the accident. He can talk about the mist and the crash—general facts that might help the investigation—but explaining what happened in the cockpit or how he’s coping with it … it’s still too hard. One day the therapist pushed him to open up. He resisted, she pushed harder, and he just lost it. We could hear him shouting from three floors away. That’s how he earned his red card, did you know? For verbal abuse of a Legion employee.”

My jaw hangs open. “That’s how?” There’s a feeling inside me, dark and heavy, anger mixed with disbelief. “But he was grieving.”

She musters a tight smile. “I know.”

“And—okay, obviously yelling at your therapist is not ideal—but she’s supposed to know how to handle that. To de-escalate the situation. That’s literally her job.”

“I know.”

“We have to do something.”

“Like what?”

Good question. The Board of Directors—that appointed group of non-Legion civilians—is in charge of handling disciplinary hearings and balancing the Legion’s power. Their effectiveness hinges on them remaining separate from the Legion and uninfluenced by its members. I can’t see them overturning Lament’s red card just because we demand it. Actually, I can see it making things worse.

“We’ve been here for him,” Vera says. “The Sixers, I mean. And Lament’s doing better than he was before. But his grief isn’t something to be solved overnight.”

“You’re right,” I say, feeling like an absolute moron for ever making this about me. About pancakes. I look at my lap. “Sorry for snapping.”

Happens to the best of us, Jester replies, with the ease of someone who’s glad to move on. He pulls a ray gun out of his satchel. This is for you, by the way. Sergeant Forst’s orders.

It’s not my gun. This one’s new, with a long barrel and a fancy telescopic sighting lens that I immediately remove because it looks stupid and I don’t need it. Sergeant Forst did mention I’d be getting my ray gun back for missions, though I guess she didn’t mean my ray gun. “Any idea what happened to the gun I came with? The 20–88 Blaster?”

Jester shakes his head. The sergeant didn’t say.

I strap the gun to my waist and try not to let my mood drop any further. Which ends up being a wasted effort, because Vera pulls up her handheld and asks, “Did you see today’s orders yet?”

“Not yet.” Details regarding today’s mission arrived during breakfast, but I haven’t had a chance to read them.

Determinists are gathering on one of the Lower Planets, Jester explains. We don’t know exactly why, but it’s drawing Randomists out, too. The Legion worries it’ll turn into a riot.

“Or a war,” Vera adds darkly.

“Randomists?” I ask.

“People who believe there is randomness in the world, so the future can’t be predetermined, and therefore Ran Doc Min’s simulation must be a hoax. It’s the Randomists who speak most vocally against Doc Min. Apparently they’ve been demanding he show us FPS or else forfeit his efforts. Whenever a new prediction emerges, the Randomists and Determinists both tend to get involved. We’re teaming up with another Starfield Fleet—the Fifty-Seventh—and going to investigate.”

We’ll use this as an opportunity to hunt for more information on Ran Doc Min and his motives, Jester adds, and we’ll also make sure the crowd doesn’t turn violent.

“Which planet?” I ask.

“It’s not far from here. One of the ring planets. Famous for a giant volcano, from what I understand.”

I go still. The odds … but no. There are lots of planets with giant volcanoes. Lots and lots of them.

Vera squints at her handheld, scrolling through a stream of messages to get to our orders. “Here.” She shows me the image.

It’s like all the air has been sucked from the cockpit. On the screen is an image of a brilliant green planet. I see the glittering oceans, the ragged shape of the continents, and there toward the northern hemisphere: a great black shadow.

That shadow is Mount Kilmon, and the planet is Venthros.

I’m going home.
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It’s an eight-hour flight from Skyhub to Venthros on any commercial cruiser, cut down to thirty minutes in Vera’s hyperspeed split-wing. I’d say the ride is a thrill, except right now I feel like I’ve swallowed my teeth and they’re jangling around in my gut. I’m worried I might vomit, or faint, or at the very least sweat through my whites. I’ve hardly had time to wrap my head around where we’re going before suddenly we’re there, descending toward a landing area in Longji’s neighboring city, Soto.

I peer out the window and take it all in: those jipper shrubs, the forests and clouds. I know what that grass is like, the way it’ll smell. I can explain how it feels to stand under that sky. I’ll say it now—it feels like flying. It’s been three years since I’ve stepped foot on this planet, but it’s like no time has passed at all. Everything is exactly as I remember, the farmlands, the rice fields, the flocks of black geese. And of course, looming in the distance, striking and omnipresent as ever: Mount Kilmon.

I pull away from the window just in time to see Vera shooting me an eager look. She probably assumes I’m excited about my first real mission (we’re not counting that other one), but Vera doesn’t know I’m from here. None of the Sixers do, except Lament. I should have told them, said something when Vera showed me today’s orders, but I didn’t, so how do I bring it up now?

Not that I want them to know. Not that I want to talk about it at all.

Vera lands our split-wing neatly in the grassy field just south of Soto. Lament’s skimmer (which is slightly larger than the last one, single engine, navy body) touches down beside us, followed closely by Caspen and the rest of the Sixth in her cargo craft named The Bargainer. Though most of the galaxy’s larger metropolises have landing pads designed specifically for spacecraft, Soto isn’t one of them. The city is a mix of urban and rural, half a million people. Big enough, surely, to warrant its own spaceport, but this is a Lower Planet—the galaxy’s way of saying poorer—and Soto sees so little outside travel that they probably couldn’t justify the expense. Instead, we get a field with a single raised platform made of weathered planks that serves no purpose, as far as I can tell, except as a landmark.

I turn my eyes west. The village of Longji—and within it, Master Ira’s School for Children—is just over those hills. If I started walking now, I could be there by nightfall.

“Heads up,” Vera warns as she powers down the split-wing. “Reporters incoming.”

I look out the opposite windows to see a crowd of people armed with microphones and cameras coming our way. There’s a lot of them—too many to count at a glance—and they look … actually, they look pretty intense. “Damn.”

“Is it just me, or are there more than usual?” Vera asks Jester.

Definitely more, he agrees.

“I thought our missions were classified,” I say. “How did they know we’d be here?”

“They didn’t. But this is the only landing pad in the region, and given the Determinist activity, they probably figured the Legion would send a fleet. Speaking of, someone should probably…” Vera trails off.

I follow the line of her gaze. My heart drops. “Lament.”

He’s already exited his spacecraft and is walking toward the wooden platform, reading something on his handheld. He’s distracted. He doesn’t see the approaching mob.

Vera looks a little panicked. “Lament has a thing about—”

“Reporters,” I finish, yanking off my harness and pushing open the door. “I know.”

I drop to the patchy earth and hurry forward. My hand itches to grab my gun, but I remember my training this time, so I merely clench my fist and concentrate on my footing, avoiding the mole holes and stray branches. Lament is still a good twenty yards ahead of me. His hair catches the light of the midday sun, his nose buried in whatever he’s reading. “Lament.”

He looks up at my voice, then notices the reporters. His steps falter. His eyes go wide. I break into a jog, but I’m not quick enough. Spurred by a hidden burst of wind, or magic, or a traitorous nudge from the cosmos, the newspeople put on a collective surge of speed and descend around Lament in a tide of cameras and recorders and flashing lights.

“Mr. Bringer, is it true you’ve come to stop a riot?”

“Any words for Ran Doc Min?”

“How’s it been flying with a new partner?”

Lament lifts a hand to ward off the onslaught. “No comment.”

“Can you confirm the rumors about a red card on your file?”

“What would Bast say about that if he was alive?”

“Why’d your spacecraft go down that day, Lament?”

“No—” Lament’s eyes are wild, darting. “No comment.”

“Do you know why the Determinists are gathering here in Soto?”

“Has the Legion come to defend the Randomists?”

“I don’t…” Lament is trying to escape, but the reporters have him surrounded. “I’m not…”

I finally manage to shove my way through, pulling Lament into my side to shield him from the cameras and using my not insubstantial height to fight our way out. “Move,” I snarl at the mob, shoving someone with my shoulder. “We’re not taking questions.”

There’s an indignant cry, probably from the person I shoved, but the reporters give us space. I guide Lament through an opening in the bodies and he just … lets me. He’s tucked under my arm, kind of leaning into my chest to hide his face. I catch Vera’s eye as she hurries up behind us. She gives me a nod, then raises her hand to draw the reporters’ attention while Lament and I make our getaway.

Vera’s split-wing is closest, so that’s where we go. I stick Lament in the pilot’s seat, then swing around to the passenger side and shut us both in. It’s only when the noise cuts away that I realize how loudly the reporters were shouting, talking over each other to get in their questions. My anger is still there—at the press, their inhumanity—but I shove it down and look at Lament. He’s sitting with his hands in his lap, staring at nothing. He looks shaken. Upset.

And I hate it. I hate everything about this, seeing Lament’s confidence stripped away to reveal this … this person. Just this lost, grieving person who used to have someone to lean on in situations like this and doesn’t anymore. I think about what Lament said, how he doesn’t believe fleet members should be treated like celebrities. The way it distorts our purpose. And while I’m sure there’s some truth to that, it’s also becoming clear to me that Lament has personal reasons for staying away from the press. Which, no shit. That was a madhouse back there.

The silence expands. I’m at a bit of a loss for what happens next. Lament is obviously rattled, and I want to do something about it, but I don’t know what he needs.

So, says the memory of Master Ira’s voice, ask him.

“Hey.” I wait until he looks at me. “What can I do?”

Lament blinks. “What?”

“What do you need?”

He curls into himself, tugging first at his collar, then at his sleeves. His hands are shaking. “Nothing. I don’t—I don’t need anything.”

“You sure?” I dip my head, try to hold eye contact. “Because I can break their kneecaps. Just say the word.”

That earns me a smile, which quickly falls away. “I didn’t…” He looks so small. “I should have realized they’d be waiting. Vera usually goes first. Distracts them. Or Bast … Bast would…” His expression crumples. He drops his head into his hands, and when he lets out a single, muffled sob, I swear my heart cracks right down the middle.

Before I can let myself think about it, I reach out and grip the back of his neck, a motion of comfort, support. A week ago, I’d never have been bold enough to touch him like this. But I’m struggling with this feeling inside me, the one that knows what it’s like to feel helpless and worthless and just so fucking sad. How you bury everything, shove it deep down, but then one stupid incident brings it all bubbling back up. I don’t know exactly what Lament needs right now, but I think maybe he can use this, because there’ve been times when I could have used it, too.

After a time (a minute? an hour?), Lament lifts his head. He doesn’t say anything as I pull my hand away. His hair has sort of fluffed up, and he pushes it back into place, not meeting my eye. “Sorry.”

“You have nothing to be sorry for.”

“It isn’t like me to break down for no reason.”

“Seems to me like you have a pretty good reason.”

He wipes the pads of his thumbs under his eyes, examines the wetness. “I fly fighter crafts for the Legion. I should be able to handle a few reporters.”

“I don’t think there are rules about what you should and shouldn’t be able to handle.”

He sighs. “I have rules.”

“So,” I say, “change them.”

His eyes find mine. And … I don’t know. He still looks so brittle, and more unsure of himself than I’ve ever seen, but there’s something else there now, too. Vulnerability, maybe. But, like, the kind of vulnerability that reveals his strength.

“I think some of those journalists still managed to take your picture,” I say.

He looks crestfallen. “Yes.”

“I’ll handle it.”

The other Sixers are still fielding the reporters. They’re standing in a tight triangle formation, Toph and Caspen towering at the back, Illiviamona and Jester on the ends, the rest of the team arranged in descending height order, with little Avi at the tip. She’s pointing at one newsman in particular, her ponytail bouncing as she growls, “—heard you were seen leaving the Commissioner’s house at the crack of dawn yesterday. Care to comment on those rumors?”

As I approach the group, I spot NewsNet correspondent Rudy Rivon. He’s dressed in a navy suit, an earpiece in one ear, his hair gelled into place. He catches my eye and breaks away from the others, looking genuinely pleased to see me.

“Keller. I was hoping you’d be here.” His smile is bright white. “It’s been ages. I heard about your acceptance into the Sixth. Stars, I remember interviewing you as a new cadet at the Academy. You’ve come a long way, haven’t you?”

“You could say that.” I try to keep my voice amiable, though my earlier anger is rising again, hot and bright inside me. “I wasn’t exactly expecting this, though.” I motion around at the frenzy. “Did you all coordinate that ambush?”

“Ah.” He rubs his chin. “Sorry about that. We didn’t mean to startle your partner. This is a big story, though. There are a lot of Determinists gathering in one place, and—hate to say it, Keller—but anytime the Sixth gets involved, the story just gets bigger. You know how it is.”

I do not, in fact, know how it is.

“It’s business,” he continues with a shrug. “You’re a gunner now. The Sixth fights for the galaxy. Surely you can handle a few overzealous reporters?”

“That’s not the point.”

He finally catches my anger and holds up his hands. “You’re right. I shouldn’t make excuses. You get into this business and you forget…” He makes a face that seems genuinely regretful. “We could do better.”

“I’m glad you think so,” I start, “because I’m going to need you to delete all the pictures you took of my partner.”

I’ll give Rivon credit, he doesn’t flinch. “Delete them?”

“Lament doesn’t consent to photographs.”

“Well.” He gives an uncomfortable laugh. “Technically, we don’t require his consent.”

“It’ll mess with our mission,” I press, which is at least half true. “It’s important we keep his face out of the media. You must have some protocol for that, right?”

“Of a sort.” He sets loose hands to his hips. “But yes, okay. For you, Keller. If that’s what you need.”

“Also,” I continue coolly, “I need you to get all your reporter friends to delete their photos, too.”

Now he does flinch. “These people aren’t my friends. We work for competing networks.”

“I’m asking as a favor.”

“You’re requesting something I can’t give.”

“I think you can.” Behind us, Avi is still ranting at the reporters. The crowd has drawn back. Several of the cameramen look like prisoners contemplating escape. “I’m not the only one who’s come a long way in my career. You’re one of NewsNet’s top correspondents now. You’re telling me you don’t have any influence?”

“That’s … not what I’m saying.”

“So you’ll do it?”

“How about,” Rivon says, in the careful tone of someone striking a deal, “I get the others to wipe the photos if you grant me an exclusive interview.”

I try not to stiffen. “An interview about what?”

“The usual. Your new position, the Legion, how it’s going with the Sixth.”

“I don’t think people would be interested—”

“I think people would be very interested,” Rivon interrupts. “It’s unusual for a cadet to land a spot in the Legion straight out of the Academy, let alone a position in its most famous fleet. People want to know how you managed it, Keller. They want to hear your story.”

I think about what Lament said about the media turning us into celebrities. How it distorts our purpose. Then again, if an interview is what it’ll take to wipe Lament’s photos, it’s an easy choice to make. “Fine.”

“Excellent.” Rivon claps his hands. “I have your information. I’ll be in touch to set up a time.” He starts to turn away, then pauses. “How has Mr. Bringer been, by the way? Off the record. Don’t think I’ve forgotten how you came to me looking for information about your new flight partner. Is he what you expected?”

I glance at Vera’s spacecraft behind me. The sun reflects off the rounded nose, the craft’s four wings split like a dragonfly. If I squint, I can just make out Lament’s silhouette inside the cockpit. “No,” I say, echoing Lament’s words from my first day. “Nothing at all like I expected.”
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By the time I make it back to Vera’s split-wing, Lament has emerged again and is pulling a duffel bag from the trunk of his skimmer. He tracks my approach, his face partially obscured by the skimmer’s wing. I have a strong mental image of a rabbit watching the sky for hawks.

“Done,” I say.

His shoulders droop in relief. “Thank you.”

He doesn’t offer anything more than that, and I’m glad. I don’t want Lament thinking I’m trying to step into Bast’s shoes, or be Bast, or replace him. I don’t want to replace Bast, but I do want to be Lament’s partner, and I have this wormy sort of feeling (intuition?) that maybe Lament might be starting to want that, too.

Once Vera dismisses the reporters (“We’re done taking questions, and if you have a problem with that, you can take it up with the Legion”), Caspen unloads an overland rover from the back of the cargo craft. It looks like an off-roader with four wheels and no roof, the glossy sides painted gunmetal green. At Caspen’s thumbs-up, all ten Sixers pile inside. It takes a bit of rearranging (Toph requires at least two seats, and Avi refuses point-blank to sit on anyone’s lap), but soon everyone’s situated and ready, and Vera gives Caspen the go-ahead.

We speed across the field toward the city of Soto, crashing through high grass, our elbows and hips jostling at every bump. I find myself clutching the doorframe—there aren’t any harnesses in this rover, and Caspen drives … how do I put this? She drives like she talks.

“Get’cha cartwheels in good use!” Caspen yips, throwing up a hand.

“I do not,” I announce over the drone of the engine, “want to do cartwheels in this thing.”

“She means hold on tight,” Avi explains from the seat behind me, grabbing my headrest and leveraging her face between Lament and me.

“I definitely heard the word cartwheel.”

Cartwheel means limbs, Jester says from Avi’s side, tugging her belt to haul her back into her seat. Like how you use—We hit a bump; the group gives a collective oomph—your limbs to do a cartwheel. So if you’re putting your limbs to good use, you’re holding on tight.

“You seriously got that from that?”

Avi and Jester exchange a look. “Of course.”

“Five and two ballots on the way!” Caspen howls.

Ten minutes until we arrive, Jester translates.

I turn to Lament. “Are you hearing this?”

He shrugs. “Seems pretty clear to me.”

“Speckled monster aboard!” Caspen.

“Watch out for the mud.” Vera this time.

“No,” I say. “Nope. You’re all definitely messing with me.”

Ten minutes takes forever, but at last the bumpy field gives way to paved city streets, and I’m able to release my death grip on the doorframe. Soto is built like a bull’s-eye with rings of stone buildings rippling out from its center. Some of the structures are freestanding, but many connect to their neighbors, leaving little room for pedestrians. Of which there are a ton. It’s an eruption year on Venthros, which tends to drive people out of the villages around Mount Kilmon and into the cities. Between the narrow roads and tight crowds, there’s barely enough clearance to fit our rover, but Caspen appears remarkably sanguine in the face of people scrambling to get out of our way. Most citizens are on foot, carrying bags or tugging children, but some ride in hovercraft or open-top rovers like ours. Caspen stops for none of it, blaring her horn as she shouts, “Scatter, or we’ll bowl ’er under!”

Avi’s face reappears. “That means—”

“No, no.” I wave her off. “I got that one.”

We link up with the Fifty-Seventh in an urban park near Soto’s Capitol Building. Their fleet is like ours, ten members, each with a specialty. They’ve brought rovers of their own, though theirs are smaller closed-body four-seaters. We do a bit of rearranging, and eventually Lament and I land in the back of one of the Fifty-Seventh’s overlands, which is manned by a navigator with chic bangs named Mira Turner and her partner, Beckly Van.

Beckly spins in the passenger seat to shoot Lament a smile. “Hey, Bringer.”

“Hello, Van.”

“It’s been too long.”

Though Beckly is dressed in his whites like the rest of us, there’s something about him that comes off a bit more … self-regarding? It’s his expression, maybe, his manicured hands. His uniform is so starched it looks like it could stand on its own.

“You’ve grown out your hair,” Beckly notes with a slightly feral grin. “It suits you.”

“Meanwhile you,” Lament replies, “look exactly the same.”

Beckly laughs. “Is that a compliment?”

“Hardly.”

“You took no issue with my looks the last time we met.” Beckly is still smiling. “Then again, it was dark.”

I realize quite suddenly that I do not like Beckly. In fact, I might very possibly loathe him. Would it be inappropriate, I wonder, to shove him out of the rover?

“Who’s your new partner?” Beckly asks, arching a brow in my direction. “Actually wait, don’t tell me. You’re Keller Hartman.”

I frown. Does everyone know my name?

Beckly must interpret my expression, because he says, “Oh, come on. Don’t act like you aren’t aware of your reputation. The best gunner the Academy’s seen in decades. That’s what they’ve been saying in all the recent draft coverage. NewsNet’s having a field day with it. Of course, there was that whole scandal with your admission test, and the rumors about your—ah—involvement with the Academy’s president. Not that I believe any of that.”

“Van,” Mira warns.

“You’d have to be more than a little desperate to sleep with that old potato,” Beckly prattles on. “Unless—oh wait. Maybe you’re into that sort of thing?”

I can feel Lament’s eyes flick in my direction. I wait, hopefully, for Mira to crash the rover. She doesn’t. “No.”

“Right, of course not. Still”—Beckly gives another winning smile—“it does bring up some interesting questions. How did you pass the entry test anyway?”

“Would you like,” I ask coldly, “a demonstration?”

Mira, with the honed sense of a mother redirecting a troublesome child, nudges Beckly in the leg. “Am I going the right way?”

Beckly side-eyes her. “Don’t know, doll. You’re the nav.”

“I’m also driving. Check the map for me?”

A gusty sigh from Beckly. “You’re lucky to have me, you know that? I don’t mind picking up your slack, I really don’t, but anyone else would complain.”

“So to be clear, that’s not what you’re doing now?”

I choke back a snort. This time, Beckly’s smile is tight. “Of course not.”

We round a corner and nearly crash into a man brandishing an ice cream cone like he intends to duel someone with it. Mira slams the brakes (Caspen could take some pointers), and not a moment too soon—ice cream man isn’t alone. The street is packed. Or, well, more packed. There must be thousands of people here, plus a smattering of extraterrestrial species, many of whom are waving yellow flags and holding signs that say things like THE FUTURE IS KNOWN and HE SPEAKS, WE HEAR.

Beckly gives a low whistle. “The Determinists are really showing up in force today.”

“And the Randomists,” Mira adds, pointing to a similar yet distinct segment of the crowd on the park’s opposite end. All their signs say the same thing: SHOW US THE SIMULATION.

We exit the rover, and I’m instantly glad I have my ray gun, even if it isn’t my ray gun. The crowd isn’t aggressive per se, but there’s an energy that brings to mind thoughts of fire and gasoline. One spark is all it’ll take. People are talking, chanting, jumping up and down. There’s a magmor (a scaly, goblin-like species) standing on a platform with a loudspeaker, smacking his lips and grinding his teeth. Magmors don’t have tongues, so their language relies heavily on grunting and facial gyrating.

“What’s he saying?” I ask Lament.

Lament frowns. “How should I know?”

“Because you know everything.” When he just looks at me, I halt. “Hang on. You mean to tell me that you—Mr. You-should-be-glad-I-care-to-study-beyond-my-required-field—don’t speak magmorian?”

He seems put off. “Magmorian is a non-lexical dialect. Of course I don’t speak it. Also, stop looking so delighted.”

“I’ll ask Jester,” I say. “He’ll be able to translate.”

When Jester and Vera find us in the throng, Jester does indeed translate, running the audio through a program in his visor. He’s saying, six hundred and five, six hundred and four. It’s a countdown.

“Hear that, Lament?” I motion magnanimously. “Jester says it’s a countdown.”

“A countdown to what?” Lament asks Jester.

Jester scratches his neck. I don’t know.

Lament glances at me.

“Hush,” I say.

“You hear that?” Lament mocks. “Jester doesn’t know.”

The rest of the Sixth arrives in groups of two and four, accompanied by the remaining members of the Fifty-Seventh. As a group, we push toward the front of the crowd and begin doing reconnaissance. Lament asks a random passerby what everyone’s waiting for, but she only says, “It’s time,” in this eerie I’m-telling-a-prophecy voice before scuttling away.

“Well, that”—Lament looks perplexed—“was a thing that happened.” He stops another person. “What’s going on here?”

“It’s time,” the man replies.

“Time for what?”

“He speaks,” says the man, “we hear.”

Lament and I cross stares. In the background, the magmor is still on his loudspeaker, gnashing and clattering.

One hundred and sixty-seven, Jester translates. One hundred and sixty-six.

“Should we be worried?” Vera asks.

“We’re Legionnaires,” Beckly scoffs, managing to sound at once pompous and offended. “We don’t worry.”

“I do,” I say coolly in Vera’s defense. “I worry all the time.”

Beckly laughs like I’ve just told the funniest joke. “Well, of course you do.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“You’ve accepted a haunted position.”

I blink. “Excuse me?”

“Beckly,” Mira interrupts, tossing her bangs, “let’s cool it, okay?”

“It’s an old superstition,” Beckly continues like he can’t help himself. “Probably meaningless. But if I were taking up a dead man’s post, I’d be nervous flying with the pilot who let—”

I’m on Beckly before I can think, fisting his collar with both of my hands. “Do not,” I snarl, “fucking finish that sentence.”

There’s a sudden bubble of silence. I release Beckly with a disgusted shove. All the blood has drained from Lament’s face, and I can hear his shaky exhale, even as he says, “Keller. It’s fine.”

“No, it’s not.”

“Keller’s right.” Mira looks alarmed. “Beckly, that was out of line.”

“What?” Beckly spreads his hands like he’s genuinely confused. “I was only saying—”

“Nothing,” I snap. “You were saying nothing.” I put my hand on Lament’s shoulder and gently nudge him away, even though what I really want to do is punch Beckly in his stupid face. Lament and I walk out of hearing range. I scrub my hands through my hair. “What an asshole.”

Lament looks a bit winded. “Yeah.”

“He’s like a storybook troll in real life. Like a blobfish if you sucked out all its brains. I’ve never known such a miserable excuse for a human being.”

Another half-hearted, “Yeah.”

“We’ll report him,” I declare. “He can’t be allowed to say things like that.”

Lament shakes his head. “He’s not worth the effort.”

“But—”

“Really.” Lament tips his head back to look up at me, which is how I realize we must be standing fairly close. “I promise, he’s not worth it. And I don’t want … I don’t want to open all this back up. Can we just let it go?”

I don’t want to let it go. But Lament’s eyes are still slightly red from our earlier incident with the reporters, his color drained, mouth tight. I wonder how much of this he’s had to deal with since Bast’s death. It’s one thing to grieve someone surrounded by those who support you, but he’s at odds with the Legion, at odds with the press, and now apparently even his own comrades are dealing blows.

“All right,” I say, because he’s had enough opposition today, and I asked him what he needs, and he’s telling me. “All right, Lament. Yes. If that’s what you want.”

We link back up with the rest of the Sixth and continue our loop as a team. Jester is broadcasting the countdown on his visor (Twenty-three, twenty-two), and though I wasn’t worried before, now I’m starting to feel nervous. Why are all these people gathered? What happens when the magmor reaches zero? Despite our continued questioning, we haven’t been able to get a clear answer from anyone.

“The city’s law enforcers are supposed to meet us here,” Vera says, standing on her toes to try and peer beyond people’s shoulders. “But I can’t see them.”

“You can’t see anything,” Youvu Hum replies. “You’re child-size.”

“Watch it,” Avi warns.

“Toph,” Vera calls. “Any sign of local backup?”

The mechanic shakes his head. “Nothing.”

Ten, nine.

“Let’s form up,” Vera orders, signaling to the Fifty-Seventh. “Block pattern.”

Like a well-oiled machine, our two fleets move into a tight square formation. I take the traditional gunner’s spot at the front, along with the Youvu Hums (hand-to-hand), Avi (explosives), and a few of the Fifty-Seventh (their fleet is stacked with defense-based specialties). Beckly ends up at my side, and I’m annoyed to discover he’s a gunner, too.

Three, two …

The crowd suddenly surges, and there’s a gasp and a cheer, and then—

A larger-than-life hologram of Ran Doc Min materializes over the throng. I tense but hold position as the image expands, flashing white before settling into a visible mirage. And it’s—well, first, it’s huge. Doc Min has a long face, a thin nose, pointy chin. His hair is done in a perfect coif that seems to accentuate his cheekbones, and he’s wearing a cape with a high collar that makes him look like some kind of comic book villain. I’ve seen Doc Min’s picture before, but never like this, never blown up ten times its normal size over a madly roaring crowd. The effect is consuming, a little bit heady. I glance at Lament, who raises his brows in a What the hell? expression.

Then Ran Doc Min begins to speak.

“Citizens of Venthros, hear me now.” The Determinist leader lifts his hands like a sun god in a painting. In reply, the crowd chants, He speaks, we hear! And, from the Randomists in the distance: Show us the simulation!

“I come today,” Doc Min’s hologram continues, “in the face of change. Planet Venthros is one of bounty, and you have been its good and noble stewards, but now you must be warned. There is tragedy on the horizon, the likes of which Romothrida has never encountered. This, my simulation predicts.” Doc Min pauses in a way that should seem theatric given the pomp of his appearance and that ridiculous cape, except it just … doesn’t. It’s his voice, I think. The guy has a low-range baritone that somehow makes him sound both intimidating and grandfatherly at the same time. I can’t look away.

Doc Min proceeds. “As we all know, Mount Kilmon is the largest singular volcano on any inhabited planet, and one of only a few that erupt on a predictable schedule,” he says. “This is an eruption year, and while eruptions always cause devastation to Venthros, this year’s will cause more than most.

“FPS predicts that when Mount Kilmon blows, the ensuing smoke will contain a rare, poisonous gas. The gas is called voroxide, and it spreads like a plague, infecting everything in its path. The destruction will start on Venthros, fueled by the eruption. From there, the gas will seep through the atmosphere, spreading through space and reaching other planets as well. Livestock will die, people will turn against each other—”

“Bullshit!” someone yells from the crowd’s center. “Your predictions are bullshit!”

“—but with this bleak news comes hope. I have been developing a neutralizer to ward against voroxide. It comes in the form of an inhaler and is administered one dose per person. If you take a puff, you will be protected from the gas. Your families, friends, communities—”

“We don’t want your damned neutralizer!” someone else calls. “Leave our planet alone!”

“—all will be safe. I can offer you this neutralizer, and in exchange, I ask for only one thing. Join me. Pledge your allegiance to my movement and help spread word of what has happened here. How I used my simulation to save your planet and your loved ones. Put your faith in me, and together, we can work toward a future of knowledge—”

“We said,” comes yet a third voice, “we don’t want your fucking neutralizer!” The woman—a Randomist—hurls a bucket of gray sludge at the hologram, but it passes right through and lands on a Determinist on the other side.

The victim of this assault pulls out a ray gun.

People scream. Everyone ducks. I yank out my own ray gun and fire.

The Determinist’s weapon flies from his hand. There’s a split second where his arm is still extended, his fist closed around nothing. He blinks at his empty fingers.

Chaos ensues, like the shattering of glass. Half the gatherers flee at the sound of gunfire, while the other half produce crowbars, wooden bats, rocks—items they’d hidden in their jackets and bags. I hold steady as a line forms down the park’s center, Randomists and Determinists squaring off for battle. Someone lights a smoke bomb and tosses it into the mass. There’s a crackle of electricity, a burst of fumes, and all at once, the two sides are fighting.

Ran Doc Min seems unaware of the chaos. His hologram is still speaking, but no one’s listening. It’s all smoke, screams, and the smell of burning asphalt. Our fleets loosen formation, giving each other room to fight. Soto’s law enforcement is still nowhere to be seen.

“On your left,” Lament warns from his position behind me, dodging a flying soda can. I look to see a civilian with a rifle. She’s using it like a battering ram, which makes my skin itch with wrongness—firearms should never be employed like blunt weapons—but a quick blast from my ray gun (using Disintegration Mode and actually taking aim this time) blows the weapon to cinders.

“Three o’clock,” Lament says, grabbing my shoulders and spinning me around.

I let off another blast (this time it’s a man with a machete) and ask, “Am I supposed to disarm this mob one person at a time?”

“Could you?”

“Yes,” I snarl, rapid firing now, eating up a Determinist’s ray gun, a Randomist’s club, a—wait, is that a sword? I’m aware of Beckly lowering his ray gun to glance at me as I say, “But I’d sort of hoped for a quicker solution.”

“You’ll have it,” Lament says. “We’re just buying Avi time.”

“Time for—” What? I don’t finish, because at that moment someone throws a crowbar. It windmills through the air, heading straight for Beckly’s head. Only, Beckly isn’t paying attention. His eyes are still on Lament and me.

I may or may not sigh before shooting it.

“Oh,” says Beckly as he whips around, watching the cinders from the dissolved crowbar float over him like snow. He seems, for a moment, too stunned for words. “Um. Nicely done, Hartman.”

Lament’s hands return to my shoulders as he continues pointing me toward every new danger. It’s not lost upon me that if he’d ever let me fly with him, it’d probably feel something like this—Lament in command, pointing, guiding, while I blow shit to pieces. The air is hazed with fumes. His voice comes in close at my ear. “For the record, I wouldn’t have blamed you for letting that crowbar go.”

“The thought,” I say archly, “never crossed my mind.”

I continue disintegrating people’s weapons while Avi fiddles with a small grenade-like object she’s pulled from her backpack. Overhead, Ran Doc Min’s hologram motions as he speaks, still unaware that his audience is no longer hearing him. Toph has a microphone (though really, his voice is loud enough that he doesn’t need it) and starts bellowing, “Evacuate the area, Time Stopper incoming, you have sixty seconds.”

“What’s a Time Stopper?” I ask Lament between blasts.

“Jester’s invention. It goes off like an invisible bomb to freeze everyone in the immediate area.”

“Jester invented that?”

“He’s a genius,” Lament says. “Didn’t you know?”

Though I’m not familiar with the Sixth’s Time Stoppers, the crowd must be, because they hear Toph’s warning and begin to scatter. Avi holds up three fingers. Toph sees this and booms into his loudspeaker. “Final warning. Time Stopper in three, two—”

Avi unsticks the pin from her grenade and hurls it into the crowd. There’s a puff of air, a little zing like static, and then—nothing. No explosion, no crash or bang. I watch a shimmer ripple out across the crowd like heat over a fire. The noise abruptly dies. A swath of people freeze on the spot.

“Oh,” I say, lowering my gun. “Wow.”

It’s unclear whether the frozen people are still lucid. They’ve halted mid-action, like someone pressed pause on a movie. There’s a man with his arm thrown over his eyes. A woman lifting her skirt to flee. The magmor with his loudspeaker. It’s a bit jarring how quickly this went from a battle zone to just … stillness. My ears are ringing in the sudden absence of noise. Ran Doc Min’s hologram is gone. The Time Stopper didn’t entirely cover the park, and a few stragglers on the fringes flee the scene. My eyes snag on one woman in particular, holding one of those yellow Determinist flags. She’s wearing a gray cloak with a hood, but she looks back at me, and I catch a slice of her face.

My blood goes cold.

As fast as she appeared, she’s gone, vanishing into the city with the rest of the Determinists, but that does nothing to slow my pounding heart. A breeze cools the sweat on my skin. I can feel every ridge of my ray gun where it presses into my palm.

That woman was my mother.
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“Hartman.” Lament’S fingers grip my wrist. He doesn’t pull, exactly, but he’s applying pressure, holding tight. “Hartman, come on.”

I wonder if Lament can feel my pulse pounding furiously through my skin.

I wonder if this is all an elaborate dream.

The world continues to spin. I hear the blare of a siren, the patter of retreating feet. There’s a charred stench in the air from Avi’s Time Stopper, mixed with Soto’s dense humidity and the sour tang of my own adrenaline. I inhale a breath that sounds like a gasp, because it is a gasp, because I can’t breathe.

Lament’s expression changes. “Hartman?”

Part of me thinks I must be hallucinating. That’s got to be it, right? I’m having some sort of waking nightmare, because if this isn’t a dream, if my mom is actually here on the planet where she dumped me and is now seemingly in league with a mob of Determinists …

I’m struck by a fresh wave of dizziness. My throat is shrinking, and everything looks too shiny. I make another noise, a strangled kind of half laugh, and set my hands to my knees. The road beneath my boots appears digitized. I can make out every crevice, every shadow and detail. Ants, bits of litter. Someone’s discarded cigarette.

“Hartman.” Lament’s voice has gone tight with worry. “What’s wrong?”

I saw my mom in the crowd. Nina Hartman is here, and she saw me too, and nothing is making any sense.

“Keller. Look at me.”

There he goes again, saying my name. I wonder if Lament really thinks that’ll make any difference. I wonder if he’s right, because seemingly of their own accord, my eyes lift to his. Lament’s giving me one of those too-searching, too-honest looks. He brings his hands back to my shoulders, bending a little to meet my eye. “You’re okay,” he says firmly. “Take a breath.”

I take a breath.

“Another.”

I take another.

“All right.” He’s not drawing away, but the child in me wants to cling to him anyway. Don’t leave. All of a sudden, I’m nine years old again, powerless and scared, watching my mom walk away. Please, stay.

Lament’s tone is firm when he asks, “Did the Time Stopper get you?”

“W-what?”

“Avi’s measurements are usually precise, but sometimes the particles go astray. It looks like you inhaled some of the stopper’s fumes.”

He’s speaking to me like you’d speak to a skittish horse, all commanding and reassuring. It seems to be working, because the world isn’t spinning so badly now, and my lungs appear to have unstuck themselves.

“Yeah,” I say faintly. “Yeah, that must be it.”

By this point, the frozen citizens are coming unfrozen, and local law enforcement is finally starting to arrive. I try to concentrate on what’s happening around me, but most of the next half hour is a blur: the joint fleet debriefing; securing the area; questioning stragglers about Ran Doc Min’s motives, his means of communication, and details surrounding his latest prediction. Illiviamona and the Fifty-Seventh’s medic tend to a few wounded civilians in a mobile medi-rover while Avi tears into Soto’s officials (You seriously call yourselves keepers of the peace? Where were you when your people were mauling each other?). Lament keeps glancing at me like he’s not entirely convinced I’m okay, and while I’d like to put on a smile and pretend all is well, I can’t seem to make my face cooperate. My thoughts are all smoke.

“Hartman.” That’s Beckly’s voice coming from somewhere to my left, and go figure he’d decide he wants a chat when I’m in less than peak chatting condition. “Hartman, hey.”

He jogs over to where Lament and I are standing beside the medi-rover. Lament scowls and says, “Now’s not a good time, Van.”

Beckly rubs a palm over his cheek and offers a sheepish shrug. “I just wanted to tell Hartman thanks. For stopping that crowbar.”

“Oh.” I don’t know what I was expecting, but it wasn’t that. “Okay.”

“Also”—he crosses his arms, then uncrosses them, like he’s just remembered the proper body language for gratitude—“I may have been a bit harsh on you earlier. About your Academy status. You clearly know how to shoot, and the Sixth is lucky to have you.”

This would be a good moment for me to be mature and gracious. “Did Mira tell you to say that?”

“Oh, um. She did, actually, yeah. But I still mean it and stuff.”

“Okay,” I say, wondering if I should believe him. “Thanks.”

“Cool. Yeah. You’re welcome.” He looks relieved. “Maybe we’ll have a chance to shoot together again someday.”

I can’t quite muster an answer to that, so I just give a nod. Beckly walks away, and though I guess his apology should make me feel better, I am, if anything, more confused than before.



The sun is sinking by the time we split off from the Fifty-Seventh and reconvene on The Bargainer, which is parked where we left it in the field south of the city. The cargo craft is large and shaped sort of like a beetle, with six hydraulic legs and a row of bulbous windows resembling eyes. Caspen docks her overland rover in the ship’s belly, and (exhausted, grimy) we file up the ramp into The Bargainer’s command center, which looks nothing like any command center I’ve ever seen. There are the usual blue-glowing monitors and flight controls near the windshields, but there are also a bunch of beanbags, a Ping-Pong table, and a gaming console. Movie posters adorn the walls, and there are snacks everywhere, the kind a teenager might choose if you gave them a wad of cash and free run of the supermarket.

“That,” Vera announces as she sinks into a plush chair, “was a disaster.”

“Understatement,” Avi agrees, launching into one of the beanbags.

The rest of the Sixers follow Vera and Avi, claiming spots on various sofas and chairs like they’ve done it a hundred times before. Which, they probably have. Toph takes a giant seat shaped like a stuffed koala, Jester perches on the counter, Caspen and Illiviamona claim the pilot and copilot chairs by the main controls.

“I don’t even know where to start,” Vera continues, rubbing her chest like she’s having palpitations. “The absent law enforcers, the hidden weapons. And of course, Ran Doc Min’s speech about how Mount Kilmon will spew poisonous fumes across Planet Venthros.”

“That part wasn’t news, exactly.” Toph strips out of his jacket and tosses it aside. (It lands heavily on Avi’s head; she splutters indignantly.) “Doc Min has been hinting at something like this for months.”

Hinting, yes, Jester points out, but this is the first time he’s given any specifics.

“Which has only brought up more questions than it’s answered,” Vera groans. “I mean, who knew a volcano could be poisonous?”

This would be a good time for me to jump in with the fact that Mount Kilmon never used to be poisonous. Except doing so would also mean admitting I’m from here, which would mean admitting I hadn’t admitted that sooner, which suddenly feels a lot scarier than it should. It’s not just that I’m worried the Sixers will be confused by my reluctance to disclose my origins (though they’d have every right to their confusion). It’s just … everything. Being within walking distance of Longji, hearing Ran Doc Min’s dire words, remembering what Professor Morton said about Master Ira’s imminent demise, seeing my mother in a crowd of Determinists. I don’t know how to break all this down, or even where to begin breaking it down, and on top of all that, Beckly (the earlier, shittier version of Beckly) must have gotten into my head, because I’m standing here like a nematode watching my fellow fleetmates take up space like they own the place, because they do own the place, whereas I’m the new guy who doesn’t yet know where I fit. If I fit. Aside from a vacant spot on the love seat next to Lament (which is really built for one normal-size human and not two fully grown men), I don’t see any open chairs. Do I sit on the floor? Continue standing in the doorway like I’m a flight risk? If Master Ira were here, he’d say I’m fixating on small problems to avoid the larger issue, and he’d be right, but I don’t know what to do about it.

The conversation is turning from rabid gases to planetary evacuation strategies when Lament pulls out his handheld and starts typing. A moment later, my pocket vibrates.

What are you doing? reads his message.

I glance at Lament. He’s got an arm over the back of the couch, one ankle balanced on his knee. I get the sense that he’s trying not to look at me.

Standing here? I type back. And then, because we’re already messaging each other from twenty feet away and it’s already weird: You?

Waiting for you to come sit next to me.

Relief bubbles through me like fizz in a soda can. Don’t want to sit next to you.

No?

You’re not even my partner.

He rolls his eyes. Vera catches this and glances at his illuminated handheld, then at mine. She coughs in a poor attempt to cover her smile.

You’re getting Vera excited, I type.

I am doing no such thing.

Her eyes are morphing into giant hearts.

You’re seeing things.

Did you know she once compared us to Malcolm and Harley?

The characters from The Starless Night?

They’re a couple and they fall in love.

Lament’s ears go bright pink. He hovers his thumbs over his handheld, but rather than reply to my latest message, he clicks the device off and tucks it under his leg. I feel a pang of disappointment, except then he looks at me and says in this voice I find deeply, deeply troubling, “Hartman.”

I am suddenly very interested in Toph’s assessment of how many people we could feasibly stuff onto an evacuation spacebus. “Hmm?”

“Come here.”

It’s not healthy, surely, the way my stomach reacts to that command. “Come where?”

“Here,” he emphasizes.

So … I go there.

The love seat is as narrow as I observed earlier, but Lament doesn’t move his arm when I slide down next to him. Doesn’t scoot away when my knee knocks against his. And now I’m possibly even more conflicted than before, because does he even realize what he’s doing to me?

The problem with an evacuation, Jester is saying, is that Mount Kilmon is expected to erupt in less than two months. There are four billion people living on Planet Venthros. We will never be able to transport them all to safety in time.

“So, what?” Toph asks. “We just let Doc Min distribute his neutralizer and save everyone himself?”

Vera looks aghast. “If we do that, we will effectively be handing our job to a man we don’t trust, who is using technology we don’t understand.”

“We can’t simply let Doc Min make the calls,” Youvu Hum agrees, “but nor can we attempt an evacuation at the same time the Determinists are distributing their neutralizer. If that happens, people will be forced to choose between us, and given the odds of success, they will undoubtedly choose him.”

“Further undermining the Legion,” Vera finishes, “giving Doc Min more power, and possibly setting him up for some treacherous future ploy we can’t yet foresee.” She thunks her head into her hands. “All of this just reinforces the fact that we need to speak to Doc Min, and we need to do it soon.”

“Sergeant Forst said the Legion has already tried to confront him…?” I start, leaving the question hanging.

“We have,” Vera replies without lifting her head, “except he never appears anywhere in person, and no one’s been able to uncover where he’s hiding. His ship—The Parallax—has more advanced cloaking systems than we can crack, and all his predictions are delivered by hologram.”

Not to mention, Jester adds, his hologram signal doesn’t even exist. Whatever encryption technology Doc Min’s using to shield his location, it’s unlike anything I’ve ever seen. And—here, Jester’s mouth twists in annoyance—I can’t decode it.

Lament leans against the love seat’s backrest. He seems to be looking at Jester without really seeing him. I notice the little changes in his posture, the way his brows have gathered together. I nudge his shoulder. “What are you thinking?”

“I … something’s just occurred to me.”

“Oh?”

“I don’t know how I didn’t—before—I should have realized—”

It isn’t like Lament to stumble over words. I lean forward. “Realized what?”

“Did you hear how Doc Min described the voroxide?” Lament sounds calm, but his hands are twisting together, the knuckles bloodless. “He said a poisonous gas will float through the air. Chaos will ensue. People will turn against each other. Does that not sound familiar?”

“Um.” I glance at the others for help.

“I think,” Vera offers, “what Lament means to say is that the volcano’s voroxide sounds a lot like our unidentified white space mist.”

“Oh.” I blink. “Oh, you’re right.”

Lament turns to Jester. “Have there been any reports of unusual animal activity on Venthros? Specifically, attacks by creatures with glowing eyes?”

The inside of Jester’s visor lights up as he accesses a database, which is controlled by the movement of his eyes. After a moment, he shakes his head. No official documents have been filed.

“Which doesn’t necessarily mean there haven’t been any incidents.” Lament stands from the couch and begins to pace. “Just that they haven’t made it into the records.”

Vera clutches her collar. She looks like she did when Lament wanted to rush off to Purvuva and she was doing her best to stop him. I understand you’re not thinking clearly. I understand things have been so hard. “Lament…”

“I know what you’re going to say,” he cuts in. That fevered expression is dawning on his face again, the same one that overtook him back on Skyhub after the raptor attack. “What if some of the voroxide leaked out of the volcano before the eruption?”

Vera bites her cheek. “That’s not exactly…”

“What if it floated up through the atmosphere into space?”

“Well, I suppose it’s possible, but I just wonder—”

“This could be the answer,” Lament finishes, breathing pretty hard for someone who’s only striding determinedly about the room. “You’re right. I’m thinking the same thing.”

Vera is looking more troubled by the second. “Actually, that’s not—”

“It’s too big a coincidence.” Lament stops pacing abruptly. His cheeks are flushed, his expression a touch harried. “And it fits, doesn’t it? If we can confirm the voroxide and the space mist are one in the same, we might finally understand what happened to Bast. What made Moon Dancer go down that day. All we’d have to do is fly to Mount Kilmon, take an air sample, and test it ourselves. We could go today. Right now.”

This proclamation is met with silence. I see the looks the Sixers exchange, wary and a little pitying. I hear how the quiet expands, the way no one jumps in with anything, not encouragement, which would be false, but not even skepticism, which they think Lament can’t handle.

And … it tugs at something in me. It’s not that I blame the other Sixers for their reluctance. It’s hard to know what to do in the face of someone else’s grief. And it is painful to see Lament like this, trying to make connections where there probably aren’t any, still so desperate to understand why he had to lose his gunner, his best friend, someone he loved.

Lament’s enthusiasm starts to fade as he peers around, catching the mood of the room. He brings his arms around his midsection, his shoulders drooping like he’s deflating.

“I think this is worth exploring,” I announce, following Lament to my feet. “If there’s a chance Lament is right, even a small one, we should investigate.”

Lament’s uncertain eyes find mine. “Yeah?”

“Yeah.” I look at the others. “I know it’s a long shot, but what’s the harm in trying?”

“There’s a lot of harm, actually,” Vera says. “Lament doesn’t have approval to continue investigating Bast’s death, and you both already have red cards. If the sergeant finds out you’ve broken the rules again…”

“She’s not going to find out.”

“That’s what we said last time.”

“Last time,” I remind her, “Lament had a hunch about the cave raptors, and he was right. I know you don’t believe another unsanctioned mission is worth the risk, but what if it is?”

Vera pulls in her lips.

“Come on, Vera.” I throw my arm around Lament’s shoulder (he splutters in surprise) and give Vera my biggest, most hopeful eyes. “Do it for us?”

I’m banking on the fact that Vera won’t be able to say no to the sight of Lament and me working together, and I’m right. She gives me a look like she knows what I’m doing, but ends up throwing up her hands and exclaiming, “Why can’t I ever say no to you two?” I release Lament’s shoulder and beam. Lament looks a little off-balance but pleased. Vera glances at Jester, who gives a nod. She just shakes her head. “Let’s go hunt some space mist.”
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“You,” Vera tells Lament and me as she starts up the split-wing, “are going to owe me for this.”

Jester, Lament, and I have all piled into Vera’s Sky Runner. It took more than a little coaxing to convince Lament to ride along with us rather than travel separately in his skimmer, but apparently he’s more likely to fly with others if he’s not doing the actual flying. Not that he’s coming quietly. He made an enormous fuss over Vera’s takeoff procedures, admonishing her for forgoing her preflight checklist and, in his words, “prioritizing convenience over convention.” Then he started in on me for the way I was buckling my safety harness, slapping my hands away to tighten the straps himself. He even had a go at Jester for forgetting his anti-reflection visor spray before Vera snapped, in frankly frightening tones, “You can nag the rest of us all you want, but leave Jest out of this.”

Now, Vera flips a few final controls, pulls the split-wing’s throttle, and up we go. “See?” she says sweetly as the land shrinks beneath us. “No checklist needed.”

“That’s a gross overgeneralization.” Lament has his arms crossed, his shoulder wedged against the door. His mouth has turned perilously close to a pout. “Just because you got us off the ground doesn’t mean we’re in the clear. The checklist is there for a reason. Do you want to lose a wing before we get to Mount Kilmon?”

“We’re not going to lose a wing.”

“You could. If there’s a loose bolt—”

“There isn’t.”

“Or your radar system malfunctions—”

“It won’t.”

I peer out the window as they continue to squabble, watching our shadow slide over farmlands and fields and wide, gray rivers. It’s all so typically Venthros: green and brown, wet and dry, like swirls on a marble. Sparse, mostly. Wild and unpopulated. Mount Kilmon sits way in the distance, a massive, singular presence, and though I can’t see it from here, I know the village Longji—and Master Ira’s school—is sprawled somewhere in its foothills.

If Ran Doc Min is right and Mount Kilmon spews poisonous gas across the planet during its next eruption, Master Ira will be among the victims.

Is that what Professor Morton meant back on Skyhub? Is that the threat to the Master’s life?

Vera tips her controls to bring the Sky Runner low over a forest, close enough that the trees shuffle in our wake. Mount Kilmon looms larger the closer we fly, its ashen face stark in the light of the setting sun.

“What are those?” Vera asks, pointing to a row of large metal cylinders visible at the volcano’s base.

“Heat collectors,” I reply.

Vera glances back at me. “Oh?”

“That’s how the people of Venthros capture the energy needed to power the planet.” I strain for a better look, but we’re still too far to really see any details. “Every nine years, the collectors trap heat from Mount Kilmon’s eruption and transfer it to Venthros’s Grid. It all happens within a matter of hours. It has to, because eventually the lava reaches the units and submerges them. It doesn’t destroy the collectors—they’re made of magma-resistant alloy—but it does cut off their ability to transfer power. Once the lava cools, the collectors are dug out, and the cycle starts again.”

There’s a silence. I realize too late that Vera’s question was likely intended for Jester, since he’s the Sixth’s intelligence officer with access to the Legion’s knowledge repository, or maybe even for Lament, given he’s the resident know-it-all.

“Wow,” Vera finally says. “How do you know all that?”

“Oh, um—”

An alarm on Vera’s dashboard starts beeping furiously.

Air quality warning, Jester says. Unknown fumes detected.

Vera pulls the split-wing into a hover. We’ve reached the point where the trees give way to open grassland, which slopes into a valley and then back up toward the volcano. Vera flips some levers on her dash (no idea what they do, but it looks complicated and official) before tossing Jester a look. “Can you pull up the map?”

Jester goes still for a second, concentrating on the image inside his visor. I’ve got it.

He clicks a button, and a live 3D image of Mount Kilmon projects into the cockpit for us to view. And it’s wild, how you can look at something so many times you almost stop seeing it, only to encounter that thing years later and realize you still have it memorized. I was raised in Mount Kilmon’s shadow. I recognize every angle, the jagged gouge near its base, the way the light catches its crags and peaks. I compare Jester’s holographic image to the real-life Mount Kilmon outside my window, and it looks exactly like I remember.

Almost exactly.

Because there, seeping from the volcano’s stunted peak, is a filmy halo of a substance I’ve never seen before. Doc Min said the voroxide is a type of gas, which I assumed meant it would be clear, but the haze leaking out of Mount Kilmon isn’t clear. It looks … well, it looks like white mist.

“Is that…?” Vera points at the wispy tendrils in Jester’s hologram, which are outlined by a yellow line that reads UNIDENTIFIED FUMES. “Could that be…?”

Lament is frozen at my side. His mouth is tight, the veins standing out on the back of his hands. “Take us down.”

Vera casts him a worried glance. “I don’t think that’s the best—”

“We need to know for sure.”

“I’m not taking us there,” she says, twirling a finger at Jester’s projection. “Not within range of those fumes. We’ll land farther back.”

It takes Vera a minute to find a break in the trees, and by the time we descend through the forest canopy and land on uneven ground, the sky has blued to dusk. The foliage is thick, the earth quiet. Mount Kilmon has vanished from view.

“Air quality?” Vera prompts.

We’re clear if we stick to the forest, Jester confirms, but we’ll need masks if we want to venture any closer.

“Um,” I say. “I hope these are super-special impenetrable masks? On account of not wanting to inhale what may or may not be rabid space mist?”

Not quite. Jester gives a weak smile. They’re MeshGuard. But they do have a hookup for oxygen.

“And do we have any oxygen?”

Jester grimaces. No.

“We’re not going close enough to require masks,” Lament says as he opens the Sky Runner’s door. “Vera’s right. What we’re looking for can be found—”

A screaming ape launches from the trees and goes for Lament’s throat.

My ray gun is firing before I’m conscious of pulling it off my hip. The beam connects with the ape’s thigh, but somehow the beast manages to spin with the impact, continuing its mad fall onto Lament. Its massive canines sink into Lament’s shoulder, its nails into his arm. Lament makes a strangled sound and I shoot again, clicking the ray gun into Exile Mode, blasting the ape with such force it’s catapulted back into the trees. But it doesn’t matter—it doesn’t matter—because Lament is losing his grip on the door, stumbling the rest of the way out of the spacecraft, catching himself on one knee on the ground below. His whites are raked with bloody lines.

“Lament.” I hurl myself through the door after him. The gash on his shoulder is deep, ragged from where the creature’s teeth went in. Lament’s face is sheet-white, and he’s blinking down at his fingers like they don’t belong to him. Vera starts speaking frantically into her wristwatch while Jester pulls gauze out of a medical bag. The world wavers before my eyes. “Lament, Lament, are you okay?”

Overhead, another ape gives a cry. I let out a snarl as I twist to take aim, and—

Eyes. In the branches overhead, stretching in every direction. We’re surrounded by a horde of apes with glowing blue eyes.

Time seems to slow. Behind me, Vera falls silent. Jester’s feet grind to a halt. Lament is still on his hands beneath me, wounded, exposed. I take a single, dry breath. I won’t panic. I won’t, because I’m trained for this. Made for it. I’ve got a ray gun in my hand and the enemy in sight, and I know at any moment my instincts will take over. I’ll become filled with that sense of rightness, that starburst feeling of strength and surety that steadies my aim and sharpens my vision and makes me feel invincible, makes me feel powerful and superhuman and alive.

Except the sensation never arrives. All I feel is my lifestone hard against my chest, and the wavering heat from the Sky Runner’s power packs, my own mounting terror. There must be a hundred apes overhead, each of them man-size, bigger, with keen, naked faces and mounds of corded muscle. I can’t take them all alone, and Lament is bleeding out at my feet, and I’m suddenly very aware that the gun in my grip isn’t even mine. It’s a fancy Legion-issued confection that’s got a thousand bells and whistles and no soul at all, and the apes are tensed to attack, and I’m scared to fucking death.

“Here’s what we’re going to do,” I breathe to Jester. My pulse is so loud I can hardly hear my own voice. “You and Vera get Lament in the Runner. Slowly. No sudden movements. I’ll stay back as long as I can and hold—”

Another ape screams, and like a dam breaking, they descend.

“Go!” I yell as I begin blasting apes from the sky. Jester and Vera pull a half-conscious Lament into the back of the Runner while I fire with everything I’ve got, no special feeling of empowerment, no fucking ninja-Zen, just a chest full of adrenaline and fear and me fending off the onslaught one blast at a time. One of the apes bares its teeth, saliva threading between two yellow incisors, and how can I even see that unless the creature is already too close?

I punch the ape in its slitted nose; the impulse judders painfully up my arm.

My heart is trying to escape through my neck, and my hands are shaking so badly I nearly miss my next shot, and then I really do start to panic, because the wall of apes is closing in. It’s like the cave raptors all over again, except these things aren’t after each other, they’re after us—

“Hartman!” Vera screeches. “We’ve got him. Get in!”

I hurl myself into the Sky Runner, kicking an ape in the face as it tries to clamber in after me. I have to try twice to yank the door shut as the creature shoves its arms inside, and I’m whimpering and flailing and totally out of my mind with terror. Vera blasts us off the ground before my door is fully closed, and I think nonsensically, She really doesn’t care about the checklist.

The apes slam into the Sky Runner’s sides as we clear the trees. I finally manage to get the door shut, which blocks out the screams as abruptly as someone switching off a radio. “Oh,” I croak. “Oh hell.”

“Hold on,” Vera says shakily, speeding us away from the forest. “This might get bumpy.”

Lament has slid halfway down in his seat, his eyes hooded, skin so pale he’s practically translucent. There’s a lot of blood, too much, and for a moment it’s all I can see. Jester is there in the back seat with us on Lament’s opposite side, holding a wad of gauze, applying pressure to the wounds.

“How can I help?” I ask. “What can I do?”

Try to keep him awake, Jester says.

I slide up next to Lament, ignoring the coppery smell, the way his whites are soaked through. I try to put my face in his line of vision. “Lament?” He focuses for a moment, but then his eyes start to drift closed. “Hey, hey, stay with me, okay? Talk to me. Tell me something.”

He gives a cough. “No.”

“Oh, oh good.” I can hardly catch my breath. “You’re still a stubborn bastard.” Except, my voice comes out like a dead frog because I’m this close to completely unraveling. I look at Vera in the pilot’s seat up front. “How far?”

“Four minutes.” She sounds like she wants to cry. “I’d shift into hyperspeed but we’d overshoot it. I’m going as fast as I can. I’ve called the others—Illiviamona is waiting and ready at the cargo craft.”

“Four minutes,” I tell Lament, but he’s closed his eyes. “Lament, come on. You have to stay awake.”

“Tired,” he manages.

“I know, hey, I know, okay?” I scoot even closer and take his hand. His eyes come open. I link our fingers together, and he blinks rapidly. “How do you feel? Listen, okay? I need details. Has the transformation begun yet?”

“Transformation?”

“You know. The shift. I’ve read the legends, don’t think I haven’t. This is what happens after a monster bites you. You’ll start to grow fur and claws and before you know it, you’ll be howling at the moon.”

He wheezes a breath. “Idiot.”

Talking. He’s talking. This is good. “I’m just saying. That’s how it works, right?”

“I’m not a werewolf.”

“Are you sure?”

His eyes go unfocused.

“Lament.” I tug on his hand. “Want to hear a secret?”

Another wet cough. “You don’t have any secrets.”

“Sure I do.” I run my thumb over his palm, back and forth, little motions I doubt he can even feel. “I tried looking you up before I got to Skyhub. I wanted to know who my new partner was going to be.”

“Who says we’re partners?” he croaks.

That gets me smiling, and fucking hell, how am I supposed to not crumble into pieces? “Problem is, I could barely find any info on you. I even called in favors—do you know that NewsNet correspondent Rudy Rivon?—to try to help me dig up something. And for what? You were a pain in my ass even before we met. But you want to know something?” I lower my voice so he knows I mean this. “I’m glad it wasn’t easy to look you up. I think if I’d been able to read about you before we met, I’d have come armed with all these preconceived ideas.”

“Because your first impression of me was so stellar.”

“No, I know it wasn’t. But it was real. And that’s—” My voice is trembling. “That’s what I want. You know? For this to be real.”

He doesn’t reply to that. But his hand tightens in mine.

“Almost there,” Vera says. “Beginning our descent.”

When we touch down, Illiviamona is waiting outside The Bargainer with the rest of the Sixers. There’s no stretcher on board, so I get my arm up under Lament’s good side and help leverage him out of the spacecraft as carefully as possible. “Take a step?” I coax, and he tries, but sways ominously. His pupils are too large; his wounds weep fresh blood. I think he must be in shock.

I attempt to stuff down a swell of emotion. “All right, here we go.” I swoop his knees out from under him and carry him the rest of the way into the cargo craft. He wraps his arms around my neck without complaint, and I think everyone must fear how bad of a shape he’s in, because even Vera—who would normally be falling over herself by this turn of events—doesn’t say a word.
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Once we’re on board, Illiviamona orders the others to wait in the command center while she ushers me, with Lament in my arms, into The Bargainer’s medical room. The chamber is shaped like an egg and features a thousand built-in inserts, each of which contains a different medical instrument. At Illiviamona’s signal, I lay Lament on the single patient table, then try to find a corner in which to wait. Unfortunately, egg-shaped rooms don’t have corners, so I’m left to sort of shuffle around as Illiviamona glides from one side of the table to the other, laying her hands on Lament’s neck, his shoulder. I can see where her touch turns him numb—or rather, I see Lament relax in the absence of pain. His fingers loosen, his forehead releases its lines. He lets out a slow breath.

“The ape’s bite hit your subclavian artery,” Illiviamona informs Lament, reaching up to press one of the wall’s hidden inserts. The compartment springs open to reveal a vial of dark liquid. “This is amoramim.” She hands the tube to Lament. Then, in gloomy tones: “It will prevent you from bleeding to death.”

Lament nods faintly, grimaces, and downs the serum. As soon as the liquid touches his tongue, his muscles go lax. The vial drops from his fingers. I step forward in alarm as he looks up at me, his eyes bewildered and a little scared. “Keller?”

I round on Illiviamona. “What’s happening? What did you do to him?”

“The amoramim contains a sedative,” Illiviamona explains in that bland, watery way of hers. “I need to mend Mr. Bringer’s wounds. The process will be painful, but the sedative will put him to sleep.”

“Were you going to tell him any of that?”

Illiviamona thinks about this for longer than seems necessary. “No.”

“What do you mean, no?”

Her freckles start to glow, her giant eyes faintly confused. “Mr. Bringer is not the one performing the operation. Why must he be told?”

“Because it’s his own fucking—” I cut myself off. Illiviamona is still looking at me with mild confusion, which is the same moment I realize it’s probably pointless to argue the merits of good bedside manner with a Lorian who routinely hopes for the worst. “Never mind.” I touch my hand to my forehead. It’s streaked with Lament’s blood. So, I realize, is the rest of me. “Please, just—help him.”

I come to kneel at the head of the table while Illiviamona procures a pair of scissors and begins cutting away Lament’s shirt. There are two wounds: the bite up by his collarbone and the claw marks down his arm. Some of the blood has dried around the marks, gluing the fabric to his flesh. As Illiviamona pulls, the cuts crack and begin to bleed anew.

“You’re going to get sleepy,” I tell Lament, taking his hand again. I don’t know if he can feel that, either, because the sedative seems to be taking hold. His eyes are hazy. “Illiviamona gave you a narcotic so she can close your wound. It’ll all be over soon, okay? Just try to relax.”

Lament looks at me. His expression is unguarded. He nods once, closes his eyes, and a moment later, he’s out cold.

With a final deft stroke, Illiviamona gets Lament’s shirt all the way off. I brace myself for the gore beneath, but it’s not the ape’s bite that draws my eye.

It’s the scars.

Lament’s arms and chest are a pattern of red and white, the skin a mess of angry red burns, a landscape of freshly healed wounds. I must make some sort of noise, because Illiviamona’s head swings up. Her eyes narrow. “Be calm.”

I can’t be calm. I think of how Lament is always fully dressed. How he wears long sleeves even when working, his habit of tugging his cuffs over his wrists. The realization is like a key sliding into a lock, the click of the bolts coming undone. I understand, even though I don’t think I can ever understand. These scars, the burns …

The mist did something to Bast, says the memory of Vera’s voice, and Lament radioed for help. Then the signal went dark, and the next thing we knew, Bast was dead and Lament had crashed on some no-man’s-planet way off course …

There’s a feeling rising inside me, dark and razor-sharp. I thought Lament had come away from that crash unscathed. That Moon Dancer, being made of zurillium, acted like a cocoon to protect him. But Lament wasn’t protected. He was wounded in ways I’d never fathomed, and the truth of it—this visual map of that day—is such a shock to my system, for a moment I forget how to breathe.

He didn’t want me to see this. He’s always been so careful, not to let me see.

I should leave. Respect his privacy.

But I can’t.

Illiviamona is bustling around, preparing materials to clean and stitch the ape wounds. I grasp Lament’s hands in both of mine. Bring our joined fingers to my mouth. “It’s going to be okay,” I murmur as Illiviamona starts in on the gash. Lament is sedated—he can’t hear me—but I speak the words anyway. “Lament, you just—I can’t even—I know it’s not okay now. It’s not okay now. No one should have to go through what you’ve been through, and I get that saying that doesn’t change anything, but a person can only handle so much. Everyone has a breaking point, you know? And what if—” I worry my lip between my teeth, squeeze his hand tighter. “What if this is yours? I don’t want it to be. I don’t want you to reach a place where you can’t—” I cut off again, and I know I’m rambling, but Lament’s face is relaxed and Illiviamona doesn’t seem to be paying attention, so I keep going. “I see the things you do to protect yourself. And I know you feel like you have to be strong, that you have to carry this all on your own, but you don’t. Because you’re not alone. The Sixers are here for you, and so am I. Whatever you need to get through this, however long it takes. I’m here, and you’re going to be okay.”



It takes Illiviamona less than twenty minutes to close the puncture wounds on Lament’s shoulder and dress the scrapes on his back, using a mix of methods that are more or less beyond my comprehension. (There are herbs involved, and a bowl that hums when she runs her finger along its interior, which appears to coax Lament’s flesh to reknit.) If I had a clearer head, I’d probably marvel at Illiviamona’s ability, wonder if there wasn’t some magic involved, but I don’t have a clear head, so I don’t really care how she does it. All my focus is on Lament: his face, his shallow breathing. The golden sweep of his eyelashes. His white-blond hair matted with blood.

When she’s finished, Illiviamona packs everything away and says, “Now he must rest.”

I don’t trust my voice, so I just give a nod.

“And you,” she continues. “You must return to the others.”

I clear my throat. “I’m fine.”

“I know. I would sense if you were injured.”

“I mean, I don’t want to leave him.”

“We all must do things we do not want.”

I’ve been holding it together pretty okay until this point, but for some reason, that makes my throat clench. “Can’t I stay?”

“No.”

“What if he wakes up?”

“Of course he will wake up.”

“What if he wakes up and I’m not here?”

“Why must you be here?”

“Someone should be here.”

“Yes,” she replies blankly. “Me.”

Talking to Illiviamona is kind of like looking through a kaleidoscope. You start at one place and end up at another without really knowing how you got there. I accept the futility of this argument, but I can’t just leave, so I say, “Do you have pen and paper?”

Illiviamona points me toward the supplies. She starts to wash up while I stare at the page and try to think of what to write. I’m no poet. I don’t have much practice putting my thoughts into words. But maybe that doesn’t matter. It’s important to me that Lament knows I was here, that I’ll come back for him the moment he needs me. If I can get that down, it’ll be enough.

Hey, Lament.

I spend a few minutes writing the note, then fold and tuck it into the pocket of his pants. After, I take a minute to wash the worst of the grime off my hands and arms, change into a clean shirt (Illiviamona lends me one of hers, which is about my size), and find my way back to The Bargainer’s command center. The other Sixers are there, sitting in despondent silence. When I enter, seven pairs of eyes look my way.

Vera stands from her chair. “How is he?”

I think I mean to say something like, He’s sleeping or Illiviamona closed the wound, but what comes out is, “The scars.”

Vera pulls in her lips. “You saw?”

“Yeah.” I swallow. “I didn’t know.”

“He doesn’t … he doesn’t really like to talk about it.”

“I’m not sure he wanted me seeing. I feel like I shouldn’t have—”

“It’s good you did,” she’s quick to interject. “The two of you … I mean, I think it’s good.”

I just stand there. I feel more rattled by Lament’s scars than by the fresh ape wound. My understanding of who Lament was—who he is—is changing by degrees. No wonder he doesn’t want to fly with anyone. No wonder he’s so determined to uncover the source of the mist. How can he possibly move on from Bast’s death when his body bears that kind of memory?

Tears—unwanted, possibly unwarranted—threaten my vision.

“Oh, Keller.” Vera is there in an instant, wrapping me in her arms.

I hug her back, feeling stupid and grateful. “I don’t know why I’m crying.”

“Because you care.”

I do. I care a fucking lot, and honestly, what am I supposed to do with that?

“Come on.” Vera takes my hand and pulls me toward the couch, sitting me next to her. “You’ve really had a time of it since you got here, haven’t you?”

“We were going to haze you,” Avi admits from her beanbag, “but now we feel too bad.”

I give a weak laugh and wipe my eyes. “Thanks, I guess?”

“I told the others what we found,” Vera prompts. “About the unidentified fumes around Mount Kilmon and the blue-eyed apes. But … we don’t have to talk about any of that yet, if you’re not ready. We can sit and wait for—”

“No.” I shake my head. “I’ve done enough sitting and waiting. I want to hear what everyone thinks.”

She blows out a breath and looks at the others. They give her encouraging nods. “Well,” Vera starts, tucking away a loose strand of hair, “I’m going to go out on a limb and say these two findings—the apes with blue eyes and the fumes around the volcano—are not a coincidence.”

“Which means we’ve identified our unidentified white space mist,” the Youvu Hums chime. “It’s actually a poisonous gas called voroxide, and it’s leaking out of Mount Kilmon.”

Lament was right, once again, Jester adds, his mouth somber. The voroxide caused Moon Dancer to crash. It’s what killed Bast.

“And,” Avi says, “when Kilmon erupts, it will kill everyone on this planet, too.”

A series of images flash in my vision: bloody raptor bodies, Moon Dancer’s mangled frame, Lament’s scars, Master Ira’s face. They swirl together, making my insides harden. “The voroxide has probably already affected those around Mount Kilmon,” I say. “There are Masters of the Order on the volcano, living alongside initiates who’ve spent the last nine years preparing for this year’s eruption. If a dangerous gas is leaking from the mountain, they’ll be the first ones to inhale it.”

“Wait.” Vera twists to face me. “You’re saying people live on the volcano?”

“Order initiates, yeah.”

“But how do you know that?”

And then my brain fails me, because I say, “I used to live in the village beneath it.”

Silence.

“Keller.” Vera’s mouth hangs open. “What?”

But your transcripts, Jester says. I read them myself. They say you’re from Planet Monasai.

“Oh.” I’m suddenly hot all over, and why does my mouth taste like aftershave? “Um, yeah. Technically, I was born there. I moved to Venthros when I was nine.”

“Here?” Vera looks like she’s been slapped in the face. “You mean, we’re on your home planet? Like, right now?”

“Um … yes?”

“The volcano, the voroxide—we’ve been talking about your people this whole time? Your family?” Vera looks stricken. “Your friends? Neighbors?” With each word, my face burns harder. “Keller, I don’t—why didn’t you say so?”

Because I didn’t want to have this conversation, I think miserably. I don’t have a family here. Anywhere. I’m alone, and I have been for a long time. Only, admitting that feels so positively pathetic, and I’ve already had my heart flayed open so many times since joining the Sixth, and how do I even begin to explain my reasons without revealing even more of my own shameful past?

“I left on bad terms,” I say, picking at a loose thread on the couch. “I haven’t been back to this planet since I joined the Academy.”

“But—”

“Let it rest, Vera,” Toph interrupts. “It’s Keller’s choice whether he wants to share his history or not.”

“Of course.” Vera’s cheeks go slightly pink. “Of course, I don’t mean to push. But Keller, if you have family here—”

“I don’t,” I say firmly. I can feel my lifestone where it sits against my sternum. I think about how I saw my mother in Soto, how she met my eye and turned away. The messages I’ve left Master Ira, a thousand voicemails, all unanswered. “I don’t,” I say again, more quietly this time. “My family is gone.”
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Illiviamona emerges from the medical room just after dawn, sweeping into the command center with the air of someone who’s just won an election. I’m on my feet at once, ready to pelt her with questions—How’s Lament? Is he awake? I thought you said you’d stay with him—when I notice the figure in the doorway behind her.

There’s a pause, followed by a sudden flurry of activity as the Sixers collectively drop what they’re doing (messing around on their handhelds, mostly, or in Vera’s case, reading one of her novels) and surround Lament. Vera pulls him in for a hug, Toph sets a (slightly too rough) hand on his shoulder, Avi batters him with questions (How are you? Does the wound hurt? Is it still bleeding? Can I see?).

I hover back, fighting a wave of relief and surprise and something else, something darker and deeper and big enough to swallow me whole. I wasn’t expecting this. Lament, awake again so soon after his procedure, looking tired and rumpled but nonetheless upright. He’s freshly showered and wearing what I can only think of as loungewear, long sleeves, buttons and pinstripes. There’s no sign of what he went through in the forest. What he went through before the forest.

I think of the note I left him. The raw, honest words inside. I tell myself not to be embarrassed, that I meant what I wrote and have no reason to feel ashamed, but my anxiety says otherwise. I wonder if he found it.

Suddenly, I’m kind of hoping he didn’t.

“I’ve spoken to Sergeant Forst,” Lament says as he extracts himself from the tangle of overexcited Sixers. His voice, too, is back to its usual clipped self, direct and to the point. “She’s ordering us to stay on Venthros until I’m cleared to fly again. Which,” he says, glancing at Illiviamona, “will be tomorrow?”

Illiviamona’s glowing freckles ripple in disagreement.

Lament tries again. “The day after tomorrow?”

“If you would like to overexert yourself while your body is still healing from a rabid ape attack, that is your choice. But”—Illiviamona’s mouth opens like a fish sucking water—“you will suffer.”

“We’ll wait,” Vera is quick to say. “However long Lament needs.”

“The longer the better,” Avi adds.

Vera shoots the eleven-year-old a scowl. “I don’t think we should wish for Lament’s extended misery.”

“But the longer his recovery takes, the more time we get to relax.”

“Still,” Vera says, in the tone of someone whose patience is hard-won, “I think it’s best to hope for Lament’s speedy recovery.”

“Then you should hope for his speedy recovery,” Avi replies.

Vera casts around helplessly. “What do I do with her?”

Lament gives a slight smile. “It’s all right. We deserve the break.”

“Hear that?” Avi crows. “Lament says we deserve the break!” She punches the air and launches herself into her beanbag, which crunches rather dramatically given she’s the size of a houseplant. “Jester, toss me the remote.”

We’re not watching Hippie Days, Jester warns.

“But there’s a new episode!”

The theme music alone is enough to drive me mad.

“We have to,” Avi insists. “Limpie just found out Gamma’s pregnant, and he thinks the baby is his, but really it belongs to his estranged brother who is part merman—”

Vera squeezes her eyes shut. “Save it, Avi.”

Avi gives a whine and flops backward. “You’re all probably going to put on something scholarly and wholesome and boring, and everyone else in the galaxy will know the fate of Gamma’s merman baby, and I’ll have to wait until we get back to the detachment to see for myself, but by then there will be spoilers everywhere.” She pops up like a puppet reanimated. “Jester, I’ll play you for it. Frog Smasher, best two out of three.”

Jester’s mouth quirks. If I win, we’re watching Camp.

“Isn’t that the film about that cannibal from the eighties?” I ask.

His name was Rogue Lueman.

“I thought we were going to put on something scholarly?” Vera suggests hopefully.

Camp is scholarly, Jester replies. It’s a documentary.

“Oh.” Youvu Hum looks a bit bloodless. “I’ve never done well with horror stories. Avi, you had better win this.”

“I’m rooting for Jester,” Toph announces. “Bring on the cannibals.”

As everyone splits into sides and Avi pulls out the gaming console, Lament comes to stand at my shoulder and asks, “Who are you rooting for?”

I ignore that question (because, seriously?) and look at him. Like, really look at him. Lament might want to put on a brave face, but here, under the wan light of the control monitors, I can see what he’s trying to hide: the shadows under his eyes, the fatigue in his posture, pain lines scored like hash marks around his mouth. He looks worn down and washed out. A painting left too long in the sun.

Which makes me think about the rest of him. And what I saw. And whether he knows I saw. I can’t guess how much Lament remembers from Illiviamona’s medical room (he’d already suffered heavy blood loss by that point, to say nothing of the sedative), but I get the sense he suspects the truth. Which makes me want to apologize. I should have stepped out of the room as soon as Illiviamona cut off his shirt, respected his privacy. Really, I should have stopped that ape from attacking him in the first place. Isn’t that my responsibility? The reason I was recruited, the reason I carry a gun on my hip? All of this—Lament’s pain, my pain—could have been avoided if only I’d done a better job of protecting him.

The pause has gone on too long. Lament tips his chin, probably confused by the unaccountable anguish on my face when all he did was ask who I want to win a video game. And maybe he was right to jump straight to Frog Smasher after all, because I’m spiraling like I do when things get too big, and my stomach has become a yawning pit, and I’m jumbled and so tied up inside that I just end up blurting, “I hate scary movies.”

He scrunches his nose. “I would not have guessed that.”

“Because I’m brave and fearless?”

“Because you’re a moron about danger.”

I let out a shaky laugh. “Says the man who routinely jets off to chase monsters.”

He has the decency to blush. “That’s … fair.”

The window to apologize—to organize the mess of my thoughts and say something—is closing. A part of me doesn’t want to let it. But: “How … I mean … how are you?”

He gets quiet. “Still processing everything.” He looks down. “What we learned. About the mist. It’s a lot to take in.”

“Yeah,” I agree, and wish I could come up with something to add, something along the lines of what I said before (when he couldn’t hear me) about how long he’s hunted for answers about Bast, and how difficult it must be to have found them, only to be attacked and bleed out and be rushed into surgery before he had a chance to digest any of it, and how it’s okay if he doesn’t feel okay yet, if he’s still hurting, because I know I would be—

“I thought it would give me closure, knowing the truth,” he says, so softly I have to lean in to catch the words. “I thought if I could understand the reason Moon Dancer crashed, maybe I’d start to put it all behind me. And now I have the answer, or most of it, but I still feel like something’s not adding up.”

“What do you mean?”

Lament opens his mouth, then closes it again. He seems to think. “The timelines don’t match,” he eventually admits. “Ran Doc Min said the voroxide is a recent development. It hasn’t started to spread around Venthros yet, let alone the galaxy, and according to FPS, it won’t start spreading until Mount Kilmon erupts. But if that’s true, how did the vapor reach Bast and me in Moon Dancer? How did it wind up on Purvuva?”

“Maybe there are multiple sources of voroxide,” I say.

“Maybe.” But he doesn’t sound convinced.

I wonder for the first time if maybe Vera’s right. If Lament is holding on to this mystery because he’s grief-stricken, and maybe the kindest thing to do would be to encourage him to just let it all go. As soon as I have the thought, I feel like a traitor. That’s not fair to Lament, and if I’m not on his side—me, the person who literally gets it—who else will be?

Ashamed, and trying not to look ashamed, I nod toward his shoulder. “How’s the injury?”

He shrugs.

“Did Illiviamona give you anything for the pain?”

“Yes.” He’s suddenly very interested in the Frog Smasher score flashing yellow on the screen. (Avi’s winning.) “The medicine will make me fuzzy, though. I don’t really want to take it.”

“That I would have guessed.”

A sideways glance. “Oh?”

“You don’t like to be out of control.”

“No, I—” He fumbles. “I guess not.”

I wonder again about the note. If he found it, if he read it, I’d be able to tell, right?

“There’s no pressure to take pain meds if you don’t want them,” I say. “But if you do want them, you should know it’s okay. You’re allowed to have relief. You’re … I mean.” I give a self-conscious shrug. “You’re safe here.”

A small smile. “What if the rabid apes return?”

“They won’t.” A pause. “Okay, they probably won’t.”

His eyes go exaggeratedly round. “Consider me reassured.”

“Oh, come on. Even if we were attacked again, didn’t you see what I did to the last batch?”

“I seem to remember you nearly losing a battle for the door.”

“You were bleeding out. Your memory cannot be trusted.”

He lowers his lids. “Don’t push it.”

“My point,” I emphasize, “is that it’s okay to let go for a little.” And then, words I thought I’d decided not to say come out anyway: “I won’t let anything happen to you.”

A flush creeps along the arch of his cheekbones. He turns away, his expression partly veiled by the fall of his hair. Jester must have taken the lead in Frog Smasher, because Caspen starts cheering and the Youvu Hums let out a collective, Oh no.

Lament says, “You can’t promise anyone’s safety.”

My lifestone is warm against my skin. If I were to pull it out right now, it’d be glowing. “I can try.”



The rest of the day passes in lazy stretches of Frog Smasher and naps and one single attempt to discuss the Legion’s next move on Ran Doc Min, which quickly fizzles to silence. Breakfast is a round of PPMs, lunch is a round of PPMs, and dinner is a round of PPMs, pulled from a drawer in The Bargainer’s small kitchen (cozy but outdated, much like the rest of the ship) and served alongside a vat of Jester’s sour gummies. He offers me the tub, and despite Lament’s warning, I’m curious. If I was by myself, I’d probably lick the candy first to test its potency, but hell if I’m going to do something so cowardly with everyone (ahem, Lament) watching. Anyway, licking anything right now seems like the opposite of a good idea, given Vera is back on her quest to spot even the smallest indication that Lament and I are … you know … possibly maybe thinking about one day kissing each other. Which we aren’t. I mean, I’m not. Even if thinking about how we’re not kissing makes me suddenly aware that I couldn’t kiss Lament even if I wanted to. (WHICH I DON’T.)

I pop the entire candy into my mouth.

At first, nothing. The gummy is lemon-flavored, chewy enough that I really have to work at it. Sour, but not melt-your-tongue-off sour.

I’m about to ask what the big deal is. Then: agony.

It’s like someone’s taken pliers to my jaw and crunched. I spit-project the offending candy onto the floor, only to find myself down on the floor beside it, coughing and drooling in a haze of sour gummy anguish. My saliva glands are seizing painfully, and I have the wild thought that I might actually go blind from the burn. The Sixers are rolling in laughter.

“How—?” I try to ask Jester around my swollen tongue. “How do you enjoy these?”

He just grins and pops a gummy into his mouth.

When I’m finally able to stand again, I limp over and flop onto the love seat beside Lament. “Don’t,” I say.

He’s not even trying to hide his mirth. “I did warn you.”

“Has my tongue disintegrated?”

“Let me see.” He grips my jaw lightly with the pads of his fingers, turning my head this way and that. The contact sends a shiver up my spine. I can hear the nervous sound of my swallow.

Lament releases me. “The organ in question remains intact.”

“Are you sure?”

“Fairly certain, yes.”

“Maybe you’d like to check again? You know, just in case?”

“Are you propositioning me?”

Lament’s delivery is so deadpan I actually have to stop myself from spluttering out a horrified noofcoursenotwhywouldyouthinkthat? I catch myself with my mouth open. And then I just blush. “I’m going to help Vera clean up,” I grumble.

Lament’s grin is roguish. “You do that.”

Cleaning up really just means tossing the cardboard PPM boxes into the incinerator, but it gives me a chance to recover from this nebulous feeling of concern-slash-confusion that’s been hanging around me ever since Lament emerged from Illiviamona’s medical room this morning. Besides, being shoulder to shoulder with Vera reminds me that Lament isn’t the only person I owe an apology. “Vera, hey.”

She bumps the incinerator door closed with her hip. “Hey.”

“I wanted to say I’m sorry. I know”—I rush on before I lose the nerve—“I should have told you about Venthros being my home planet. The way you found out wasn’t fair. I understand if you’re upset.”

“Upset?” She brushes her hands on her pants. “Keller, no. I’m concerned. You just learned a poisonous gas is about to overtake your planet. I know you said you left Venthros on bad terms, but this … I mean, it’s still your home, right?” When I don’t immediately reply, she continues, “You don’t have to answer that. Your past is your own, okay? You can tell us about it when you’re ready. If you’re ever ready.”

“I told Lament,” I say, and then wonder why the hell I just admitted that.

Vera’s lip curls in a slow smile. “You two seem to be getting along.”

I glance through the narrow kitchen archway over to where Lament is sitting on our shared love seat. Jester won the Frog Smasher competition (to no one’s apparent surprise), so tonight we’ll be watching Camp. “Yeah. I guess we are.”

Vera beams.

“Who’s making popcorn?” Toph asks from the other room.

“You are,” Avi replies, “since you’re biggest.”

“What does being biggest have to do with anything?”

“It will cost you less energy. Like a dinosaur.”

“Avi, dear,” Youvu Hum starts gently, “I’m not really sure that’s how it works.”

“You should make the popcorn,” Toph rejoins, pointing a thick finger at Avi, “since you lost Frog Smasher.”

“I’m a child. I’m not allowed to handle sharp objects.”

“You’re a pyrotechnician. You handle explosives. And making popcorn doesn’t involve sharp objects.”

“The way I make popcorn does.”

“You know what,” Vera interjects from the kitchen, “I’ll handle the popcorn.”

I finish disposing of the PPMs while Jester pulls up the documentary, then claim my spot on the love seat beside Lament, trying to choose a position that’s neither too obviously close nor too awkwardly distant. Which should not be a challenge, seeing as there are literally two available cushions, but I’m nothing if not an overthinker. Lament, for his part, is already settled, his feet kicked up onto an ottoman, legs crossed at the ankle. His pants cover his ankles, and he’s wearing socks, which makes me wonder if there are scars on his feet.

I want to tell him it doesn’t matter if there are.

I want to tell him I think he’s beautiful.

A little tired-looking, yes. A little gray from all the recent events. But hell, he still looks good. Effortless in his skin. Carelessly handsome. The bones in his wrist, his slender fingers, the shadow of his throat …

“You’re staring,” Lament mumbles.

I hastily drop my eyes. “I wasn’t.”

“Liar.” The others are engaged in conversation. No one (except probably Vera) is paying us any attention. Still, he drops his voice when he adds, “I know what you were thinking.”

My heart ratchets. “You do?”

“The bottle is in my bag.”

My mind scrambles. I have no idea what he means. Then I remember. “Your pain medicine?”

He nods.

“Want me to get it for you?”

“I … yes. If you could.”

I find the bottle in a small pack next to the couch, twist it open, and shake out one of the capsules. Then—because I don’t quite trust Lament not to drop it, and not because I want an excuse to touch him—I take his wrist and turn his hand upward so I can set the medicine into his open palm. “There.” I try to deftly release his wrist, but my fingers sort of slide away, brushing his skin as they go.

The room smells like butter and burnt popcorn. I’m aware of someone flipping off the lights. The movie starts and treats us to a rather grotesque montage of Rogue Lueman’s victims, but the images hardly register, because I’m watching Lament as he tosses the pill back and swallows it dry. And then I just … keep watching. You know. In case he has a reaction to the medicine. Or needs reassurance. Or comfort. Or … yeah.

The minutes tick by, but the pill doesn’t seem to change much. Lament slips down the couch a little, letting out a sigh. As he does, we somehow end up closer. His side fits against mine. Or maybe mine fits against his.

Neither of us pulls away.
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I’m woken by the feeling of a hand on my knee and jerk abruptly upright. “Nguh?”

“Hartman. Wake up.”

Lament’s face hovers in my vision. He’s still beside me on the love seat, only now the lights are back on, the documentary credits rolling. Behind him, the rest of the Sixers are standing, stretching. I rub my eyes and check my face for drool. “I fell asleep?”

“Almost immediately.” His gaze travels over me. “You snored the whole time.”

I draw an affronted breath. “I did not.”

“You did. It was absurd. I wouldn’t be surprised if they could hear you back on Skyhub.”

“That’s not true,” Vera interjects with a yawn. “You slept quite peacefully. Especially”—she bats her eyes—“after Lament tucked you in.”

It’s only now that I notice I am in fact newly in possession of a fuzzy woven quilt, which has been arranged around my sides and folded snugly at the corners. I grin at Lament, who is shooting Vera a look of magnificent scorn. “I thought you didn’t even like me,” I say.

He huffs. “I don’t.”

“Who’s the liar now?”

“You were shivering,” Lament returns in churlish tones, pulling himself smoothly off the couch. “It was distracting. And pitiful. I was taking mercy on you.”

“Do you often take mercy on people you dislike?”

“I’m not answering that.”

He starts to move away, but I catch his wrist. Which is maybe not the best idea, given the last two times I’ve done this (oh hell, am I counting?) it’s earned me Lament’s coldest, most bloodcurdling glare. I wait for that now (the flash of his eyes, the hard exhale as he closes down and jerks away), but the scorn never comes. Lament’s skin is smooth under my fingers. I can feel his bones, the thrum of a pulse. And I’m … not prepared for it. The intimacy of the contact, here on this small shoreline of skin he allows to show. The rest of him: ocean depths hidden from view.

I release his wrist like I’ve been burned. “Sorry.”

He rubs the joint. “For what?”

Since I can’t say touching you or worse, feeling things about it, I say, “Falling asleep.”

Little frown lines pop between his brows. “Why are you sorry for—?”

“Are you out of control?” I blurt.

He’s still confused. “Hartman, I know you have a proclivity for harebrained revelations, but you’ve lost me.”

“Only you would say proclivity for harebrained revelations.”

“Don’t change the subject.”

“The pain meds. You were worried they’d make you fuzzy. I wanted to be there in case you needed me, but then I fell asleep before I could even make sure you were okay, so now I want to know how you’re feeling.”

“Oh.” He blinks, like he wasn’t prepared for so many words to come out of my mouth all at once. Which, fair, because neither was I. “The medicine isn’t as potent as I feared,” he says. “So, yes. I’m okay.”

“Good.” I nod vigorously. “That’s good.”

He starts to move away again. Glances back. “You coming?”

“Yeah. Yeah. Um. Coming where?”

“To bed?”

My face goes bright red. “What?”

“Our cots are on the upper level. That’s where we sleep when we’re on The Bargainer.” Another too-searching look. “What did you think I meant?”

“That, yes. Obviously.”

We follow the other Sixers down a narrow corridor and up a staircase into another, narrower corridor. The walls are constructed in brown metal paneling, the bolts and wires exposed. No windows. Yellow overhead lighting. There’s a hydraulic door that opens into a single shared bathroom with a sink and a shower, and beyond that, five more doors that lead to the bedrooms. Lament stops at the one farthest down the hall, which creaks open to reveal a closet-size interior featuring a chair, a tiny desk, and two cots built into the wall.

“Oh,” I say. And then again, because apparently the first time wasn’t enough, “Oh.”

“Something wrong?”

“No—uh. We’re sharing?”

“A room, yes. Partners with partners.” He waves an unaffected hand. “Don’t worry. The beds are separate.”

Right, yes, technically the cots are not touching, but they’re built into a single cubby with what I’m hazarding is a mere inch between them.

I tell myself not to make it something it isn’t. “Right. Good. Great.”

The room, like those back at the detachment, is stocked with everything we need: pajamas, slippers, toothbrushes, and toothpaste. I take my turn in the bathroom first, showering away two days of grime (the hot water feels delicious) before returning to change into my nightclothes. Though I’m keeping my eyes straight ahead, I’m painfully aware of Lament preparing for his shower beside me: the flash of pale skin as he peels off his jacket, the shuffle of bare feet meeting the bare floor. He’s moving slower than usual because of his injury, dragging out the moment. He makes it as far as unbuckling his belt, then gathers his toiletries and heads to the bathroom.

I use the opportunity to shuck off the rest of my clothes, race into my pajamas (a matching set, Legion-issued and therefore plain white), and dive under the covers. When Lament returns (smelling like pine trees and fresh linen), he flips off the light and slides into the cot next to mine. Which feels very much like he’s sliding into bed with me.

I tell myself that’s not what’s happening, but the small garden gnome that moonlights as my brain refuses to believe it.

We lie there in our not-shared bed. I try not to fidget, but my ears are hot. And my nose itches. And I’m uncertain whether spontaneous combustion is a real thing, but if it is, we’re about to enjoy a firsthand demonstration.

Lament sighs in the dark. “I can practically hear your thoughts going.”

“Sorry.” I flip toward him, realize how close that puts our faces, and flip away again. “Lots on my mind. Obviously. I mean, there’s probably a lot on your mind, too. More than a lot. You nearly died yesterday. And then there’s everything we just learned about Mount Kilmon and the voroxide and what that means for—sorry. I’ll stop talking.”

“Tell me what’s bothering you.”

“I just did.”

“What’s really bothering you.”

The memory of my mom in a crowd of Determinists sparks in my vision. “I don’t know.”

“Hartman.” I can hear his sheets shuffle. “Look at me.”

I don’t want to, because all I’ve done is look at him. “I’m good.”

“What was it you were telling me earlier?” His voice is different than I’ve ever heard it. Earnest and honest, a little bit tender. “You can tell me what’s wrong. You’re safe here.”

He touches my shoulder, and that’s all it takes, really. Just the barest hint of pressure and I’m giving like butter, twisting to face him. The room is dark, but a square of soft yellow hallway light slips under the door, illuminating the space just enough for us to see.

Lament says, “I know you’re worried.”

He’s right. It feels like everything is stuck on spin cycle in my head: Ran Doc Min’s predictions, the poisonous volcano, Professor Morton’s warning. Mount Kilmon is going to blow, and Master Ira is going to die, and my home planet will be destroyed, or will be taken over by a man with a goatee in a cape, and I shouldn’t care, I should not care, but every time I think about it, I feel like someone’s shoving a metal rod down my windpipe.

Lament works the inside of his cheek with his teeth. “Does the Master still live here?”

“In Longji, yeah.”

“That’s not far from here.”

“I know what you’re thinking.” I pull the sheets around my head so only my face shows, like a turtle in its shell. “You think I should go to him. Confront him.”

“Not necessarily. I’m not sure he deserves the effort, seeing as he’s ignored your past attempts.”

“But?”

“But … if you wanted to be the bigger person, then yes, I believe reaching out would be the right thing.”

I sink farther into my turtle shell. “This feels like a trap.”

“It’s not meant to be.”

“So either I do nothing and give him what he deserves, or go to him and be the bigger person?”

Lament gives a little cough. “You don’t have to go to him. You could send a message. Let him know you’re on Venthros and you’d like to meet. We’ll probably be here another night or two before Illiviamona clears me to fly. That gives you plenty of time to set something up.”

The thought of contacting Master Ira fills me with dread, but the thought of not contacting him—of possibly missing my final chance—is just as bad. Which … sucks, pretty much. “Damned if I do, damned if I don’t.”

“You’re not damned.”

“Good point. Turtles can’t go to hell.”

“What?”

“I have the Master’s number memorized.” I release the covers and flip onto my back. My lifestone has started to glow beneath my nightshirt, casting us in a dim halo of green. I catch Lament looking at the stone and say, “Ignore it.”

“Do lifestones usually glow so much?”

“Ha. No.”

“So then why—?”

“Let’s tackle one mystery at a time, hmm?” I’m hoping it’s still dark enough to conceal my blush. I pull out my handheld. “Am I doing this?”

Lament—wincing a little at his bandaged shoulder but apparently choosing to ignore it—props up onto his elbow. “I can leave if you want. Give you some privacy.”

“Actually, I want—I mean, if you don’t mind … I would…” Ugh, words. Why are words so hard? I inhale a deep breath, screw my eyes shut and squeak, “Stay?”

For a moment, that word, stay, hangs between us. My jaw hurts. My stomach is a rock, but made of lava. I feel like I’ve handed Lament a blade and am sitting here with my throat exposed, waiting for the final thrust.

“Okay,” he says. “If that’s what you want.”

“Yeah?”

Lament nods. “Of course.”

My lifestone glows brighter.

I move into a sitting position (the cubby is just tall enough to fit me) and dial Master Ira’s number before I can change my mind. It rings and rings until eventually a robotic voice comes on the line telling me to leave a message. I nearly hang up, but Lament is looking all concerned and determined, and when I hear the little beep, I find myself speaking.

“Hi—hi, Master Ira. Um, I just—” I clear my throat. “It’s been a while since I’ve left you one of these. And—um—well, I know you probably won’t listen to this. Um, that’s okay.” I feel one of my uncomfortable laughs bubbling up. I shove it down. “You probably didn’t see, but I signed with the Sixth. I know that’s not—it’s not exactly what you wanted for me, but I’m finding my place here. Or, I mean, I’m trying to find my place. But, yeah, anyway, we’re on Venthros. We came because of yesterday’s riot in Soto—I’m sure you did hear about that—except now it’s all snowballing into something bigger. I’d rather not talk about it over a voice message. Actually, I’d like to meet in person. If you get this. If you’d … want to see me.” Something small and hurt is creeping into my tone. I need to end this quickly. “We’ll be on Venthros for another night at least. You can reach me at this number. And if I don’t hear from you, I’ll … well, I guess that’s that. Anyway, yeah. Okay. Okay. Bye.”

I click off the handheld. And then I burst into tears.

I don’t hear him move, but Lament is there, folding his arms around me, tucking my face into his neck. He’s making these shushing sounds, all soothing and concerned, which only makes me cry harder. “It’s okay,” he says, but it’s not okay. I need to get ahold of myself. I try to pull away, but he grips me tighter and says, “Not yet.”

So I just … let him hold me a little longer.

His body is warm. And he’s got one hand protectively around the back of my neck. And I fit perfectly here, like a moth in its cocoon. And is this really happening?

When we finally break apart, Lament looks … actually, he looks pretty pissed. “I shouldn’t have suggested calling him.”

“No,” I say weakly. “You were right. I had to try.”

“He’s wrong to ignore you like this. The way he makes you feel like … like you have to beg just to…” He shuts his mouth.

I shake my head. My pulse is slowing, my limbs suddenly heavy with exhaustion. I sniffle. “That’s not exactly why I’m upset.”

“Then why?” He reaches out a hand like he’s going to brush back my hair. Stops himself. And then … unstops himself. His fingers are soft against my temple. There’s no more air in the room. “Why are you crying?”

I grip my handheld. “I have a confession.”

“A confession?”

I nod. Swallow. “My mom isn’t dead.”

He’s silent for a long moment. “She’s not?”

“No.” I take a breath. “And there’s something else.”
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I tell Lament everything. How my mom chose to leave me for reasons I do not and will never understand. How I landed at Master Ira’s School for Children, and the Master took me in, then turned his back on me, too. The truth is ugly, and it makes me feel beastly and unwanted—unwantable. Yet somehow, once I start talking, I can’t stop. The whole story pours from me like wine from a spilled cup, every detail included, every vulnerable memory. Lament, seemingly knowing how tenuous this all is, listens without trying to cut in or defend. He simply lets my words be what they are, my past what it is, and absorbs.

I’m breathless by the time I finish, and more than a little self-conscious. I have no idea what comes next. How do two people move forward after seeing each other laid bare like this? After all their wounds are held to the light?

Lament looks at me in that too-long way of his and says, “Thank you for telling me.”

I study the wall behind him. “I should have told you before.”

“You don’t owe me the truth.”

“I asked you to trust me and then I lied.”

“Trust isn’t something you can just ask for. It’s earned. And I hope”—his eyes seem to grow bluer in the dark—“maybe this means I’ve earned yours?”

It’s the quiet of the room. The way we’re (basically) sitting in bed together. The memory of his story, his scars, how I saw them and let him see mine. Lament’s question is simple, but it’s the way he asks it that touches me, like my trust is something he cares about having. I feel a sort of weightlessness. It’s in my chest, spinning up through my heart. My lifestone is still glowing, the soft green light filtering through my nightshirt.

“Yeah,” I say, voice hoarse. “Yeah, Lament. You have.”

“So.” Lament readjusts his seat. “You saw your mother yesterday. And she saw you. Do you think she came to find you?”

The thought has occurred to me. It seems too great a coincidence that I’d randomly spot Nina Hartman in a crowd like that, even if she’s a Determinist now, and even if I’m Legion. The galaxy is massive—too big to explain the sighting away on chance. But it’s also too big to explain away on premeditation, because again, the galaxy is massive. How could Nina have possibly known I’d be on Venthros? Legion missions are classified, meaning civilians don’t have access to our orders in advance of deployment. Anyway, even if Nina did intend to come for me, what was her purpose?

I can’t help but consider Ran Doc Min’s simulation. We’ve been operating under the assumption that FPS can only predict large events, since the sheer amount of data required for individualized predictions would be next to impossible (not to mention illegal) to collect. Only, there’s Professor Morton’s warning to consider. He knew details about my past as well as specific predictions about my future. So, what if FPS is more advanced than we’d thought? What if Ran Doc Min used his technology to predict I’d be on Venthros and gave that information to my mother?

“I’m not sure what to think,” I say. “I haven’t seen Nina Hartman since I was nine years old. Why would she come for me now? And why let me see her?”

“Maybe she didn’t mean for you to see her,” Lament says. “Maybe she only meant to find you.”

I flop onto my back and stare at the smooth ceiling of our shared cubby. The Bargainer clicks and hums with small noises, water draining through its pipes, air vents rotating open, panels creaking as they shift and settle. I voice the question again, the one that has no answer. “But why?”



We spend another two days on Venthros before Lament is cleared to fly home. Time to relax, Avi called it, but it’s hard to enjoy the break with the Youvu Hums watching NewsNet in the background (RAN DOC MIN RELEASES LATEST PREDICTION: PLANET VENTHROS DOOMED) and my handheld sitting like a weight in my pocket. I tell myself I won’t compulsively check for new messages and fail spectacularly. It becomes a cycle: check handheld, frown, put it away, check again. I’m just marinating in this congealed soup of anxiety and despair, wondering if Master Ira received my message, wondering how long it would conceivably take him to reply if given every possible setback. I waver from I’m sure he’ll answer to I don’t care if he does to fuck it, fuck everything.

Lament—after catching me eyeballing my empty inbox for the millionth time—holds out his hand and makes a give it here motion. And it’s a relief, passing him the device. Like all my problems are contained within that tiny screen, and they can just belong to someone else for a while.

This does, however, leave my hands woefully empty. And with nothing else to occupy them, I start fidgeting with my lifestone.

The stone has been glowing almost constantly since the night I told Lament he had my trust. It’s done this before, lit up at random moments, but it’s never been so persistent. The other Sixers have noticed (how could they not?), but when they ask about it, my reply is tepid. “I don’t know why it’s doing that.” And that’s true. I don’t know.

But I have some guesses.

My eyes find Lament across the room. He’s currently leaning against the doorjamb between the command center and The Bargainer’s kitchen, frowning at something Avi is saying (“Please let me dye your hair, it’s like a canvas begging for color.”). Morning sunlight filters through the windows, casting the tips of his eyelashes blond, reflecting the high crest of his cheekbones. He’s in a fresh set of whites, but he’s left his collar undone, and the bare hollow of his throat is absurdly suggestive.

Jester pauses on his way past me and notices where I’m looking. He shakes his head. I won’t tell Vera.

I widen my eyes innocently. “Tell Vera what?”

Patchy clouds roll in, giving the sky texture. Outside, the day is warm, windy. Our plan is to down a quick breakfast of PPMs, then load up into our respective spacecrafts and head back to Skyhub. Which, of course, only globs another spoonful of uncertainty onto my growing trepidation pile. Am I riding with Vera and Jester in the Sky Runner, Caspen in the cargo craft, or Lament?

Breakfast ends (my anxiety-hunger strikes with a vengeance; I eat my weight in PPM brownies) and everyone starts to clear out, but I hang back to see what Lament will do. He starts toward the exit. Pauses. Turns to face me.

Hope is a beam of golden light, pouring down my throat. My heart is going a mile a minute, because this has to be it, right? This is the moment Lament finally asks me to fly with him. After everything we’ve been through—I mean, he’s ready. To make this official. Solidify my place as his partner and a member of the Sixth.

Fly with me, I beg him to say. I want you by my side.

Lament pulls my handheld out of his pocket. “It doesn’t look like there’ve been any new messages.” He passes it over. The device is a brick in my palm. “I’m sorry.”

“You’re sorry,” I croak.

He hesitates. “Should I not be?”

“I didn’t expect a message.”

“Okay.” His eyes drop to my lifestone, which has started flickering haphazardly. The hope is still there, partway derailed but still traveling on forward momentum. “Vera is waiting for you,” Lament tells me. “We’re airborne in five.” And with that, he walks away.

The brownies curdle in my stomach.

I tighten my fist around my handheld and tell myself not to be disappointed, not to let my mind travel down its usual paths. This is about Lament’s recovery, Lament’s timing. I mean, was I not just thinking about how I don’t blame him for being reserved, given what he went through? Given what I now know?

But that was before the other night. Before I opened up to him, revealed my past, admitted things I’ve never admitted to anyone. He’s seen me, and I’ve seen him. So why does he insist on boxing me out? I know I shouldn’t, that it’s selfish, but I feel abandoned. Left behind. Again.

My jaw hurts from clenching my teeth. The collar of my shirt feels three sizes too small. I swallow hard and catch the look Caspen is throwing me. “No good days for the Pirate King,” she says.

“You’re telling me.”

I march through The Bargainer’s cargo hold and down the back ramp. I catch sight of Lament climbing into his skimmer (his fingers grip the cockpit’s seal, boot wedging into the foot notch, lean arms hauling his body up) and I think he must hear me stomping around, because he glances over. Catches my eye. Looks away.

And you know what? Fine. Whatever. Lament and I can keep doing this little dance until the universe freezes over, if that’s what he wants. It doesn’t matter. I don’t care.

The flight back to the detachment in the Sky Runner is quiet. Vera starts to tell me something but stops at a look from Jester. And somehow, that turns my mood even fouler. Like they think they have to walk on eggshells around me. As if I’m some kind of monster.

We switch into hyperspeed, and everything goes blurry and dark for a while. I practice an old breathing trick I learned from Master Ira, hoping it’ll help dissipate some of this hurt, but before long we’re approaching Skyhub, winging over its circular face, peeling past the ninety-nine identical detachments until we find the one labeled 94. The flight deck’s exterior metal door opens at our arrival, and Vera guides the Sky Runner inside, followed by The Bargainer and—bringing up the rear in his navy skimmer—Lament.

When I step out of the spacecraft, a DE-93 bot is already there on the deck waiting to take my gun. Which, okay—I get that I earned myself a red card, and red card protocol bars me from carrying weapons within the space station, but … seriously? They’re sending a bot to intercept me the moment I step foot back on Skyhub like they don’t trust me to hand the weapon over myself? Also, could they not bother sending an actual sentient being? I’m tempted to kick the bot in its stupid metal body.

“Keller?” Vera looks concerned. “You okay?”

“Fine,” I clip. “Why wouldn’t I be?”

I shove my ray gun into the bot’s open compartment (outlined by an obnoxious red sign that reads PLACE GUN HERE) and start marching toward the elevators. Lament is there, moving like he’s going to step into my path, but I ignore him and barrel past. My mood has shifted from upset to downright venomous, and my chest hurts, and right now all I want is to lock myself in my room before I do or say something I’ll regret.

I don’t get the chance, as the universe would have it, because there’s a sudden chorus of zzzzhing as all our handhelds vibrate in unison. I pull mine out to see a new message from Sergeant Forst. Debrief, my office, 0900. Come straight from the deck. And make sure Mr. Hartman relinquishes his gun.

Which is just the icing on the cake, really.



We march together through the detachment’s clean, empty halls into the sergeant’s office. She’s waiting for us behind her desk, her hair pulled into its usual low bun, her eyes tracking our movement. Though there’s plenty of space for the ten of us to spread out, we traverse the room in a triangle formation, shoulder to shoulder, everyone’s blind spots covered. Like we’re marching to battle.

If the sergeant notices our positioning, she doesn’t show it. Instead, she steps to the side, revealing a man sitting in a chair against the wall behind her.

Professor Trey Morton.

I grind to a halt, causing Avi to bump into my back. The words whip out of me before I can stop them. “What’s he doing here?”

The sergeant lifts her brows. “Trey Morton is on the Board of Directors. It’s his right to observe fleet debriefs if he wishes.”

“Any fleet debrief?”

The sergeant’s pause is short, but unmistakable. “Is there a problem, Mr. Hartman?”

Yes, yeah, thanks for asking. “No.”

“Good.” The sergeant turns her attention to Lament. “Before we begin, I would like to address you in person, Mr. Bringer. I’ve read your full injury statement. Illiviamona reports that she was able to successfully close your wounds and restore you to good health. Is that correct?”

“Yes,” Lament says, without emphasis.

“Has there been any word on finding the rioter who assaulted you?”

I almost blurt out a Wait, what rioter? but catch myself at the last second. Lament wasn’t hurt by a rioter. He was hurt by a rabid ape. It only takes a moment for me to remember why he wouldn’t want the sergeant to know about that—Lament is forbidden from investigating Bast’s death, and admitting the truth about the ape would mean admitting what we found at Mount Kilmon—but still, I can’t help but feel another pang of resentment. If he planned to lie again, wasn’t he going to warn me?

I am hanging on to the final threads of my patience.

“We will continue to pressure Soto’s law enforcement,” the sergeant says. “Assaulting a Legion member is a Class III offense, and it’s the duty of city enforcers to hunt down the perpetrator. I am glad, however, you suffered no lasting damage. That’s thanks to you, Ms. Urvurana.” She nods at Illiviamona. “We are lucky to have you.”

“There is no wound,” replies the Lorian, “I do not enjoy. Tending.”

“Indeed.” The sergeant makes an aborted motion, like she means to glance at the man behind her but catches herself. She leans her hands against the desk instead. “I am ready to hear your report.”

Vera gives it. She relays the story of our trip to Soto, Ran Doc Min’s hologram, the riot. She explains (honestly and accurately) the ensuing fight, how Randomists turned against Determinists, how the whole episode ended with Avi’s use of the Time Stopper.

“Ran Doc Min’s predictions were clear,” Vera finishes. “He claims Mount Kilmon will spread a poisonous gas called voroxide across the planet during this year’s eruption. Given our investigation, we believe he’s telling the truth.”

“Of course he’s telling the truth,” Professor Morton says. Like before, he’s dressed in a tweed jacket and a pair of tortoiseshell spectacles, his hair somewhat askew, though his goatee is neatly styled. It makes me wonder what kind of professor he is, exactly. Assuming he’s even a professor at all. Maybe not. Maybe he just introduces himself as Professor Morton and banks on the fact no one will double-check. “FPS has correctly anticipated a dozen such planetary events with pinpoint accuracy. If Ran Doc Min announces a prediction, we have every reason to trust him.”

The sergeant’s fingers flex against the desk. “Mr. Morton, while your presence at this meeting is permitted, I would ask that you not interfere with my debrief.”

The professor (?) sits back and crosses his hands over his stomach, giving a slight smile. I look between them, feeling surprised. I thought, given the way my red card hearing went, Sergeant Forst and Trey Morton were chummy. It’s only now that I take a true look at the sergeant’s posture, her pinched mouth, the tightness around her eyes.

What’s going on here?

“Miss Bergmont.” The sergeant nods at Vera. “You were saying?”

“Oh,” Vera squeaks. “Right. Um. While on Venthros, the Sky Runner’s air quality instruments picked up a change in the atmosphere. Jester ran the report. There are indeed fumes leaking from Mount Kilmon. Though we’ve never seen anything like this gas before, we have reason to believe it’s the poisonous vapor that Doc Min predicted, and…,” Vera hesitates, then rushes on quickly, “it’s also the same unidentified space mist that killed Bast.”

Lament’s eyes fly to Vera. His expression hardens in betrayal, but before he can speak, Professor (?) Morton says, “Mr. Vinicchi’s case is closed. That investigation is over.”

“Mr. Morton,” the sergeant warns. “I asked you not to interrupt.”

“Bast’s case was closed before we knew about the voroxide,” Vera presses, ignoring the furious look Lament is shooting her, or the way her words seem to wind the room tight with tension. “Given this new information—”

“I understand the death of Mr. Vinicchi has been difficult,” Morton says, with the air of someone who has had this argument many times and secretly enjoys it, “but the Board of Directors has already made up their minds on the matter.”

“Trey,” the sergeant snaps, spinning to face him. “It’s not your place to speak here.”

“I am merely setting the girl straight.”

“These are my fleet members. I will set them straight.”

“I am a Director.”

“And as such, your duty is to oversee higher issues brought to the attention of the Board, not to meddle in my fleet meetings.”

The corners of Morton’s mouth kick up. “Careful, Helda.”

The sergeant turns back to us. She takes a deep breath that seems to do nothing to quell her anger and says, “I hear your concerns, Miss Bergmont, and I take them seriously. However, to reopen Mr. Vinicchi’s case—”

“You can’t,” Morton says.

“—we would need to file an official request, which must be approved by the Board—”

“It will be denied,” Morton says.

“—followed by a new assignment of funds—”

“Impossible,” Morton says.

“It seems,” the sergeant says in a voice that has reached a dangerous pitch, “we will not be able to finish this meeting, given that our observer continues to speak out of turn. I apologize on his behalf for the lack of respect he is showing you here today.”

Morton blinks. “I hardly think—”

“If you have further concerns, we can discuss them at a later date,” the sergeant continues through her teeth. And then, in a voice that makes even me quail: “You are dismissed.”
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On silent agreement, our group heads straight from the sergeant’s office, down the hall, through the common room, back up the adjacent hall, and into the detachment’s library. The cave raptor guts have been scoured from the wall, the air vents screwed back into place. As soon as we’re inside, Lament kicks the door closed and rounds on Vera. “We agreed not to bring up Mount Kilmon’s fumes,” he growls. “We definitely agreed not to bring up Bast.”

“But this is getting out of hand,” Vera pleads. “Sergeant Forst is our commanding officer. We finally have solid evidence—something that could explain Bast’s death. Who else are we supposed to tell?”

“No one.”

“But the sergeant should know.”

“Why?” Lament demands. “Bast is dead. He was killed in a freak accident by a poisonous gas leaking out of an ancient mountain. We went hunting for answers, and we found them. Case closed.”

“You don’t believe that,” I say quietly. Lament rounds on me next, looking about ready to pop a blood vessel, but I continue. “You said it yourself. The timelines don’t match.”

“I was wrong.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Don’t you?” Lament snaps, in a voice that’s growing harder by the second. “Isn’t this what you’ve all been thinking? That I’m grasping at straws? Hunting for closure where there is none? Letting grief cloud my thinking?” He glares around the room. “Well? Haven’t I?”

The others drop their eyes. I almost do, too, because the last time we talked about Bast, I did think that. And I regret it. And I want Lament to know that.

“No,” I say, “you haven’t.”

Lament’s lips get even more sneery. “Really?”

“Ran Doc Min said the voroxide won’t spread until the eruption,” I continue, undaunted by his anger, because I understand his anger. “That’s how he’ll have time to deliver his neutralizer—it’s kind of the crux of his whole story. Only, Moon Dancer went down months ago, just like you said. So either Doc Min is wrong, or we’re missing something.”

“Lament?” Vera asks cautiously. “Is that what you think? That we’re missing something?”

Lament looks mutinous for about point five seconds, then drops his shoulders and gives a very Lament-like sigh. “Maybe. Yes. FPS is supposed to be infallible—Doc Min wouldn’t have gained such a huge following otherwise—but there appear to be inconsistencies in its predictions.”

“Something odd is going on here,” I add, “and I think Trey Morton is afraid we’re going to figure out what.”

That earns me some stares. “What are you talking about?”

“The professor is a Determinist. I had the displeasure of learning that when he cornered Lament and me on our flight deck. It makes sense that Morton would be quick to defend Doc Min, seeing as he’s his leader. What doesn’t make sense is why Morton was so fast to shut Vera down when she brought up Bast’s death today. For some reason, Morton doesn’t want the Legion reopening Bast’s case. He’s hiding something, and he’s using his influence as a Director to block the sergeant—and us—from finding out what.”

“He can’t block the sergeant,” Vera says. “He’s a Board-appointed civilian. He’s not even Legion!”

“Unless he’s holding something over her,” Avi suggests.

“Blackmail?” Vera is looking more distressed by the second. “You know Sergeant Forst. She’s clean.”

“No one is clean,” Avi says. “Speaking as your spymaster—”

There’s a collective chorus of groans.

“—everyone has a weakness. Something they cherish that could be stolen, loved ones to hurt, a shady past to reveal.” Avi’s ponytail swings as she emphasizes, “Everyone.”

Vera flings out her arms. “So let’s say you’re right, and there’s more going on with the mist—gas—whatever, than meets the eye. If the sergeant can’t help us, and Morton might try to stop us, what do we do?”

Everyone looks between Lament and me. I half expect Lament to close up again, tell us we’re wasting our breath, but apparently he’s warmed up to this conversation, because he says, “I think it’s time we hunt Ran Doc Min down once and for all. We’ll do it off the record. No Legion red tape, no mission briefings or media attention. Just us, the Determinist, and some answers.”

There’s a pause.

Avi rounds on Illiviamona. “I thought you healed him.”

“I did,” the Lorian replies.

“So why is he talking like he’s got some sort of brain fever?”

“I don’t have brain fever,” Lament argues.

“We can’t just talk to Ran Doc Min,” Youvu Hum says. “If it was that easy, the Legion would have done it ages ago. He refuses to meet with us, and no one knows where to find him.”

“That’s not true.” Lament frowns at his feet, running fingers through his hair. The button of his cuff has come undone at his wrist, revealing the edge of a scar. “We know Doc Min lives on a ship called The Parallax. We know it’s within hologram range of Venthros. Jester, is there a way to reverse engineer his hologram signal?”

I told you already, Jester says, the signal is encrypted.

“Not to mention,” Vera argues, “even if we somehow uncovered The Parallax’s location, how would we get there? You and Keller are both tied up with red cards, to say nothing of the additional measures the sergeant put in place after our fiasco on Purvuva. She DNA-grounded the two of you.”

“We could wait until the red cards are overturned,” Toph suggests.

“That could take months,” Youvu Hum returns. “Mount Kilmon is set to erupt in—what? A few weeks?”

“Midsummer,” I say, doing the math. “So yeah, seven weeks.”

“We could ask the sergeant to reconsider,” the other Youvu Hum says. “DNA blocking is immoral anyway. It’s basically imprisonment.”

“I don’t think now is the time to start debating morality with the sergeant,” Toph puts in.

“We’re not going to wait on our red cards,” Lament says, “and we’re not going to involve the sergeant.”

Vera crosses her arms. “What’s your solution, then?”

“We’ll use Moon Dancer.”

There’s another, longer pause.

But, Jester says, she’s destroyed.

Lament shakes his head. “What do you think I’ve been doing every night in the workshop?”

“We know you’ve been attempting repairs,” Vera hedges, “but we just thought … I mean, Lament. You’re not a mechanic. And Moon Dancer—I don’t mean to sound harsh, but we all saw the damage. I’m not sure anyone could fix her.”

“Ask Hartman.” Lament turns toward me. “He’ll tell you.”

My earlier anger—temporarily halted in the face of all these revelations—chooses this moment to reemerge. “Tell them what?”

Lament drops back a fraction. He looks suddenly uncertain. “About Moon Dancer. About the repairs I’ve been doing.”

I arch a brow. It’s mean-spirited, I know that, but I’m tired of Lament letting me in only when he wants, of opening up and showing me his vulnerability only to shut me out again, over and over. I’m tired of pining over him, how he has so much of my loyalty and all my attention, which he apparently thinks he can summon on command.

Like he’s doing now. He wants me to back him up about Moon Dancer—he just assumes I will—and it makes me feel stupid and used. And I know I’m being petty, that I’m probably acting like an asshole, but today has been shit, and I’m still pissed at him, and exhausted, and just fucking over it.

I shrug and say nothing.

Hurt flashes through Lament’s eyes. I see him wilt, visibly, but unlike normal, he doesn’t quickly cover his feelings with a cool exoskeleton. Doesn’t rush to rebuild his walls. He just … stays kind of downtrodden, working his lip between his teeth, unsure where to set his eyes.

“Well.” He clears his throat. Glances around the group. Tugs at his sleeve, notices the undone button at his wrist, clasps his hands behind his back. “You’ll just have to take my word for it. Moon Dancer is fixable. On her way to flying, actually. Or, I mean, I think she is.”

Avi sits into her hip. “You think?”

“We can let Toph do an assessment.” Lament clears his throat again. Scratches his neck. And hell, I’m going to have to strangle him for this, because I thought leaving him hanging would make me feel better, but now I just feel like I’ve kicked a one-legged puppy. “Toph can…,” Lament tries. “I mean, we’ll let him make the final call—”

“She’ll fly,” I assert, with an internal sigh. “No assessment from Toph necessary. I’ve seen Moon Dancer. The progress Lament has made is impressive. He’s just waiting on a tool. A compounder, I think it’s called?”

“To mold the zurillium.” Toph gives an appreciative nod. “But what about the interior systems? Propulsion tank—?”

“Fixed,” Lament says.

“Pressurant forces?”

“Fixed.”

“Lines, power packs, regulators, thrusters?”

“Some were undamaged, but those that needed work have been repaired. They’re all ready to go.”

Toph grins. “You have been busy.”

No one looks skeptical anymore. The Sixers are all exchanging eager looks, murmuring things like Can you believe it? and Of course Lament did. Lament glances at me, his expression a mix of hope and relief and lingering uncertainty, but just because I defended him doesn’t mean I want Lament’s feelings right now. I can’t afford their burden, not when my own chest is still too tight and my eyes are dry rocks and everything feels laced with meaning. I look away.

“Once the compounder arrives,” Lament says, turning reluctantly back to the group, “it’s just a matter of re-forming the body and getting Moon Dancer in the air. I’ll work as fast as I can…”

“And we’ll help,” Vera says.

“You’ll need as many hands as possible,” the first Youvu Hum agrees.

“If we want this thing finished before the eruption,” adds the other. “You and Toph can show us what to do.”

Lament looks touched, and a little shy for being touched. He smiles. “Thanks, everyone.”

“Group hug?!” Avi squeals.

Lament’s smile dies a sudden death. “I am not—

“Bring yer chippers in!” Caspen hollers, and everyone springs forward, wrapping Lament up in the center, jumping and hooting as he tries to break free. He meets my gaze through the space between Toph’s and Jester’s arms, giving me please save me eyes.

The moment is light. I want to be able to take part in it, to laugh in good humor at the distress on Lament’s face, for things to be okay between us. But they’re not, and I can’t, so I don’t.
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With the addition of eighteen extra hands, progress on Moon Dancer goes from one thing at a time to everything all at once. Besides Toph and Lament, no one has any idea what they’re doing, but as it turns out, you can repair a spacecraft body without much technical skill. Just a lot of patience and time and manpower. There are ways to do this faster—the Legion has an entire department dedicated to ship maintenance—but since the Legion doesn’t know about Moon Dancer, we do what we can with what we have.

I like working on Moon Dancer. A lot, actually. It’s all of it: the way the task fills my hands and empties my mind, the clink of tools around the workshop, the camaraderie of doing it together. Toph takes the lead, assigning our duties based on his estimation of our ability, and over the course of the next two weeks we start to make real progress. Daytime remains dedicated to Legion missions (surveillance runs, investigations into illegal spaceflights, and one rather awkward seizure of hallucinogens, which—after we intercept the runner and confiscate the cargo—turns out to be a vat of cherry pudding), but at night, we take shifts in the workshop. Jester installs a monitor on the wall and sets it to NewsNet so we can listen to the latest airings while we sand down broken screws and re-form sheets of zurillium. He turns up the volume whenever the topic moves to Venthros.

Which it often does these days. Despite the train wreck that was our post-Venthros debrief, Sergeant Forst does in fact bring our concerns about the voroxide to her higher-ups, and they send another fleet (the Ninth—lots of biohazard and chemical weapons specialties on that team) to investigate. The Ninth takes samples of the gas around Mount Kilmon and confirms its murderous nature, which is at once gratifying and frustrating. We’ve learned so much, yet solved nothing.

There’s a lot of speculation in the news about why Mount Kilmon has suddenly become so deadly. An independent geology report concludes that the voroxide may have always existed inside Venthros’s crust, and years of eruptions finally created a deep enough fissure to set it free. The Ninth does a full analysis, but after several trials, they’re unable to conceive of a neutralizer that can work against the gas.

Apparently, Ran Doc Min has a monopoly on that front.

He’s featured in the news almost daily now. It seems like NewsNet is just a rotating carousel of Doc Min, the Determinists, and Mount Kilmon’s upcoming eruption, which is due to take place in a mere five weeks. The Legion finally—and after much interagency debate—puts out a public appeal to the Determinist leader, asking him to share his neutralizer so that we can test it for safety and help distribute it more widely, but the man continues to ignore us. His message to the public remains the same: Pledge yourself to me, and I’ll deliver you salvation myself.

A lot of people—fearing for their lives—are choosing that option.

Without a better plan, the Legion has begun organizing a mass evacuation of Venthros. I don’t blame them for the attempt—at least they’re doing something—but everyone knows it’ll be impossible to clear the entire planet in time. Even if it was possible, the Venthrothians are (unsurprisingly) voicing resistance. They don’t want to evacuate their planet. It’s the only home most of them have ever known. If they leave, where will they go?

It hurts (nagging, thorny, a briar in my chest) seeing the Venthrothians struggle with the same battle I once did. Forced from home. Out of options.

If one thing can be said for all the constant news coverage, it’s that it’s made the Sixth more determined than ever to take matters into our own hands. If this was an official Legion mission, we’d have to obtain a dozen approval signatures, submit a bid for funding, file enough paperwork to fill a hot-air balloon. But it’s not an official mission. It’s nine people (and one Lorian) working to solve the problem on our own. If we get Moon Dancer flying, if we figure out a way to speak to Ran Doc Min face-to-face, maybe we can actually find a solution to this disaster—one that’ll nullify the voroxide, answer our questions, and save the people of Venthros before the eruption, without a forced pledge of loyalty to a man who already has too much power.

As the days slip by, we keep our heads down, running missions by day and taking turns in Moon Dancer’s workshop by night. Sergeant Forst must notice the exhausted circles under our eyes, but she’s got a lot on her own plate right now, what with the impending eruption and the Legion’s evacuation efforts and Professor Morton’s near-constant presence in her office, watching her, watching us. The mood is tense. We tiptoe around the detachment like kids whose parents are fighting again. And it’s not just us. It feels like the entire space station is collectively holding its breath.

The Legion begins scheduling weekly strategy meetings to discuss Venthros’s evacuation plan. We often attend these with other fleets like the Tenth and the Eighty-First, and—unfortunately—the Fifty-Seventh. Sometimes we go to their detachments, sometimes they come to ours.

Beckly arrives to one of these briefings looking as haughty and self-regarding as usual. When he chooses a seat next to Lament, jealousy boils inside me, but Lament does nothing to stop him, and I have no right to say anything. I find a seat somewhere else.

Vera sets our nighttime Moon Dancer shifts, covertly handing out the schedule each morning. It’s not lost on me that she always assigns me to work with Lament. Partners with partners, she says, though I can’t help but notice the other Sixers aren’t necessarily assigned to work with their partners.

I wish, desperately, that Vera would stop meddling.

Because ever since we got back from Venthros, things between Lament and I have been strained. The difference is that for once, I’m the one pushing him away.

It’s not that I want to build a wall back between us, not after everything I went through to tear the last one down. It’s just … I’m still angry. At Lament, the situation, the universe in general. I can’t stop replaying what happened in that forest, how Lament almost died, how I opened up to him, and he held me and listened to my story and turned away again.

I just wish it didn’t hurt like this. I have this pestering ache in my chest that makes me want to do something foolish, like reach out and take Lament’s wrist in my fingers, pull him close, shake him until he’s as dazed by me as I am by him. I want to yell in his face and make him beg for my approval, share some of this need to earn his trust, his professional respect, his loyalty on and off missions. And it’s stupid. It’s stupid. Why can’t I stop trying to make Lament want me? Why doesn’t he want me?

The question digs into the softest part of my heart. It holds a mirror up to my face, shakes its head and calls me hopeless. This is Lament we’re talking about. Someone who very recently lost their old partner, someone who still needs space to grieve and heal. I need space. I might be angry at Lament for all his baggage, but it’s not like I don’t have baggage of my own. I’m terrified of abandonment. I’m needy at the wrong moments, read too much into things, hide behind humor to avoid rejection. I’m a damned hypocrite, and it’s making me feel trapped in myself, trapped in this situation.

The additional forced proximity in Moon Dancer’s workshop isn’t helping matters. Because working with Lament means I have to see him at his most focused, his tongue poking between his teeth, lost in this project that means everything to him. I have to think impossible things, like how beautiful he is, how sweet and sharp, how good it feels just to be near him. It’s torture. I’m tortured. I don’t want to notice how nice Lament smells or how blue his eyes get when the light is low or how my body reacts to every single little way he moves.

Sometimes, he tries to catch my eye. I always make sure to avoid him.

As three weeks slides into four, the Legion starts sending evacuation spacebuses to Venthros. Each spacebus holds maybe a hundred people, which is nowhere near the scale needed to save the planet. We all know it’s a losing strategy. Like trying to empty an ocean with a wineglass.

Vera continues putting Lament and me together on Moon Dancer night shifts. I debate asking her to assign me with someone else, but I worry that’ll only draw more attention to a problem I’m not even supposed to be having, so instead I survive by focusing on Moon Dancer and not Lament. And that works.

Sort of.

Except then comes a night when it’s just the two of us in the workshop. I’m sitting on the floor near Moon Dancer’s tail, Lament standing up by her nose. NewsNet plays on a nearby monitor, Rudy Rivon gesturing wildly over the scrolling caption: RAN DOC MIN DEPLOYS FIRST NEUTRALIZER SHIP TO VENTHROS.

Lament abruptly drops the rag he was holding, mutes the volume, and stalks over to me. “We need to talk.”

I keep my eyes on the screws I’m organizing into little piles on the floor. “Is that your mantra or something?”

He makes an irritated sound. “Can you be serious for one second?”

“I am.” Hex screw to one pile, pin screw to another. “I’m asking, seriously, if we need to talk is your mantra.”

“No.”

“Is it your catchphrase?”

“No.”

“Then why do you say it so much?”

“Because you always—” He cuts himself off.

I glance up. “Always what?”

“Nothing.”

I drop my eyes again, continuing the tedious task of organizing tiny sharp metal objects into tiny sharp metal piles. My fingers are pink from where I keep jabbing myself.

Lament says, “Tell me what’s going on with you.”

“Nothing is going on with me.”

“You’ve been avoiding me.”

“I’m here, aren’t I?”

“You know what I mean. You barely speak to me. At meals, you sit next to Vera or Jester. You’re the last one to our briefings every morning and the first one out in the evening. You won’t even look at me.”

My hands still. I deliberately bring my eyes up to his.

“Is this about Venthros?” he asks.

I give a humorless laugh. “Which part?”

“I don’t know. All of it.” He looks like he doesn’t know whether to coax an answer out of me or demand it, whether to be soft or harsh. The two sides of Lament, forever at war. “The ape. The medical room. Master Ira. That bed…” His voice cracks, then hardens. “I’m doing my best here, okay? But I can’t—if something’s wrong, I can’t fix it unless you talk to me.”

“You couldn’t fix it even if I did,” I grumble.

His eyes flash to mine. “What?”

I shrug, though I realize too late I’ve just showed my hand. I try backtracking, but it’s past midnight, and my head is full of him, and I can’t quite get my thoughts to line up the way they should. “I’ve been thinking of talking to Vera,” I blurt. “Asking if she can schedule us to work on different nights.”

He flinches like I’ve slapped him. “Why?”

“To give us space.”

“Why do you want space?”

I try to think of a reply that isn’t Because it hurts to be around you or Because I care about you more than you care about me. But I’ve got nothing, so I just give another shrug.

Lament’s voice hardens further. “We’re fleetmates. We’re responsible for each other’s lives. You can’t just shut me out for no reason.”

“Seriously?” Anger pours through me at that, sudden and unexpected. I abandon the screws and shove to my feet. “That’s rich, coming from the man who is a literal stone fortress.”

“I’m not saying I don’t have my own—”

“No.” I slice my hands through the air. “You’re serious right now? Who’s the one who’s been hot and cold ever since I got here? Who’s refused to acknowledge that we’re partners, and kept a wall up between us, and left me in the dark so many times? You hated me before you even met me, and now you actually have the nerve to lecture me about opening up? Like, actually?”

Lament looks taken aback. “I never hated you.”

Another dry laugh escapes me. “Right.”

“I wanted you to prove yourself,” he argues. “I needed to know you were going to take the position seriously—”

“That’s not what I’m talking about, and you know it,” I snap. “When I first got here, I was scared, Lament. I wanted to belong in the Sixth—I wanted it so badly—and you did fuck all to make me feel welcome. Actually, you went out of your way to make me feel unwelcome. You’ve walked out on me more times than I can count, you’ve been unnecessarily cold, and even when you open up, it’s like I’m always waiting for you to shut me out again. You want to know why I’ve been avoiding you? Because I can’t have what I do want.”

Lament blinks, the admission echoing against the high metal rafters. I wish I had a Time Stopper so I could set it off and escape the way he’s looking at me. Better yet, I wish I could reverse the clock altogether, take back those awful, humiliating words.

“And what,” he asks hesitantly, “do you want?”

To kiss you, I think.

It’s a knee-jerk answer. The full-blooded truth inside my idiot heart. And now my pulse is pounding with fear, because I’m afraid Lament is going to read my expression and know exactly what sort of traitorous thoughts are swirling in my head. I’m shit at hiding my feelings. Everyone knows it. But these are not the kinds of feeling I can let Lament see.

“Hartman?” Lament catches my expression. “What is it?”

I have to play this off. Only, now that I’m thinking about kissing Lament, my eyes sort of … drop to his mouth. And I am quietly dying inside. And honestly, fuck this semi-dark workroom, and Vera’s conniving schedule- making, and the hundreds of hours I’ve spent learning Lament, the exact shape and smell of him, the way his muscles move under his shirt, the line of his jaw, soft skin behind his ears, because if not for any of that …

Oh, who am I kidding? I’d be dreaming of kissing Lament regardless of the circumstance. Because he’s him. And I’m me.

And this is a mess.

“Everything has just been so intense from the moment I got here,” I say, trying not to sound like I’m backpedaling. “It’s been hard for both of us. And I know I’ve pushed for things you’re not ready to give, and asked for more than I should, and it’s not fair to you or to me. So, yeah. I think maybe we should take some space.”

“Keller.” He looks genuinely upset. “I don’t want space.”

“You don’t think you do, but that’s only because—”

“No.” He takes a step closer. “You don’t get to tell me what I do and don’t think. I mean it. I don’t want space.”

“You did hate me,” I whisper, the words slipping helplessly from that small, hurt place inside me. “Sometimes, I think you still do.”

“That’s not true.” He grips my arms with both hands, gives me a little shake. The contact is so unexpected, I have to swallow a gasp. “You have to know that’s not true.”

Words leave me. I have no idea how to respond to the way he’s touching me or looking at me, frustrated and concerned and … something else. Some strange mix of outrage and care and resolve.

“We’re going to have disagreements,” he continues, quieter now. His grip loosens on my arms but doesn’t drop away, his thumbs smoothing the fabric of my shirt. “We’ll probably piss each other off more often than not. But you are my partner. Your well-being is my priority, more than any of the other Sixers in our fleet, more than anyone else in this entire—” He looks away suddenly, drops his hands. My heart is pounding. “If there’s a problem,” he finishes, “you need to talk to me. You need to respect me enough to know I can handle it. And I’ll do the same for you.”

“Will you, though?”

He meets my eye. Starts to say something, pauses, sighs. “I promise to try.”

The anger eases out of me. My muscles unwind, and I manage to take my first full breath since he marched over here. We still have things to work through. I don’t expect everything to be fixed after one conversation. But my hurt has lost its edge, and I realize maybe this is all I really needed: a place to start.

Lament searches my face. “Can we try again?”

“Lament.” I give a small laugh, a real one this time. “Sometimes I wonder if you can read my thoughts.”

“Is that a yes?”

“It’s a yes.”

He nods. Doesn’t step back. His eyes drop to my chest. “So,” he says, poking his tongue into his cheek, “you really don’t know why it does that?”

I drop my gaze. Under my shirt, my lifestone is going absolutely mad.
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“Ran doc min is like a mole,” Avi gripes one evening as she rubs softening oil on a spare sheet of zurillium. She, Lament, and I have been assigned Moon Dancer duty tonight, and we’re each currently occupied by various tasks around the workshop: Avi’s on the zurillium, Lament is reinstalling plates under the craft’s body, and I’m using Char-Be-Gone to recover the burnt pages of Moon Dancer’s manual.

Avi waves her oiling rag as she continues. “He pops out of his hidey-hole and then just as quick, he’s gone again. The eruption is only twenty-two days away, but Jester and I still haven’t managed to find a single clue about where he might be located. It’s like The Parallax doesn’t even exist.”

“I thought this would be easy for you,” I comment as I peel apart a particularly stubborn set of pages, “seeing as you’re our spymaster.”

“Shh,” Avi flaps the rag and glances around. “Someone could hear you.”

“You’d better hope not. This workshop is supposed to be private.”

“That’s naive. Nowhere is private.”

I frown. “Did you just call me naive?”

“No, I said that’s naive.”

“I’m not sure there’s a difference.”

Her crystal-blue eyes glint with mirth. “Your words.”

I’m about to deliver a crippling comeback, because I absolutely have one, when my handheld buzzes. It’s a message from Rudy Rivon. I’ll be on Skyhub next week for business. I was hoping we could set aside some time for our interview. Will you be free?

Ah, crap.

With everything going on, I’d completely forgotten about my promise to give Rivon an interview. Which … is fine. It’s fine. I mean, my lungs suddenly feel sticky, and I have the odd yet persistent urge to bury my face under a rock, but it’s a little late to be having second thoughts. I made a deal. I have to see it through. Besides, what’s one interview? Recorded for NewsNet? Aired to trillions of people around the galaxy?

I should be able to make time around lunch, I reply.

Same day next week?

Sure.

Perfect. Meet me at the Aurtortorium Museum at noon?

See you there.

I pocket my handheld and go back to peeling apart the burnt pages of Moon Dancer’s manual. I think I do a pretty good job of hiding my discomposure, but Lament (possibly through that yet undiscovered ability to read minds) notices anyway. From all the way across the room. While on his back under Moon Dancer’s body. And—rather than use his mind reading powers to acknowledge I don’t want to talk about it—he slides out, marches over, and asks, “What’s wrong?”

“If I tell you it’s nothing, will you pretend to believe me and walk away?”

He crosses his arms. “No.”

I sigh. “I’m doing an interview with a reporter from NewsNet. Rudy Rivon.”

Lament blinks. And it’s the oddest thing, but he looks … disappointed? “Oh.”

“Oh?”

“I mean, right. Yes. I can understand why you might be apprehensive about that.”

I study him, feeling like I’m missing something. “Do you?”

“Of course.” He pulls at his sleeve. A habit, but also a tell. He’s upset. Why is he upset? “You’re the Sixth’s newest member. This will be your first foray into the limelight. If you’re interested in garnering a public image, it only makes sense—”

“Wait. What?” I reel back. “Lament, I’m not giving an interview because I want to be famous.”

He blinks up at me. “You don’t?”

“No.” I blow out a breath. “Seriously?”

He holds up his hands. “Sorry?”

“I’m trying to work out whether I should be offended.”

“I didn’t mean it.”

“You very clearly did mean it.”

“I just…” He blushes. “You’re right. I wasn’t thinking. I know you better than that. But…” He bites his lip. “So then why are you giving the interview?”

“Um.” Shit. “Rudy and I sort of had a deal.”

Now Lament is the one looking confused. “A deal?”

“Yes.” I focus very hard on the pages in my hands. “I told Rivon I’d give him an exclusive interview if he deleted all the photos taken of you on Venthros.”

Lament’s mouth parts. “You what?”

“It’s fine.” I give what I hope is an unaffected shrug. “It’s just one interview. No big deal.”

“But you don’t want to do it?”

Another shrug, this one slightly less unaffected.

“Then don’t,” he says, (mind?) reading my silence. “Tell Rivon the interview is off.”

I laugh. “He works for NewsNet. You want him printing retaliatory stories because I backed out of our agreement last minute? No.” I scrub my face, drop my hands, sigh. “It’s okay. It’ll be fine.”

The next week passes at warp speed, and too soon I’m changing into civilian clothes, exiting the detachment, and (with the sergeant’s approval, which she grants easily in obvious hopes that I might win the Sixth some much-needed good press) taking the tram across Skyhub toward the Aurtortorium Museum. I lean my forehead against the coach’s window as we zip away from Detachment 94 toward The Hub and try not to think of anything—not anonymous NewsNet viewers or Rudy Rivon’s smooth voice or Lament looking worried at breakfast that morning, asking if I wanted him to come with me, asking if I was sure.

The tram spits me out at The Hub’s central station, and from there I walk to the museum. There aren’t any roads on Skyhub, but the footpaths are busy, fleet members and visitors all bustling from place to place. I pass the bar we visited on my first day, a few restaurants, a swanky-looking lounge. The museum is easy to find thanks to the giant flashing AURTORTORIUM MUSEUM sign with speakers currently chanting what is, apparently, the museum’s anthem. Like most buildings in The Hub, it looks like it used to be a warehouse of some kind, probably for storing Legion equipment, but it’s since been converted into a public space.

Inside, the museum is bigger than I would have guessed, airy, very clean. There’s a ticket booth up front and a few sculptures partitioned behind ankle-high velvet ropes. And there, waiting on a bench beneath a photo of a vegetable garden that is also somehow a man’s face, is Rudy Rivon.

“Keller.” He buttons his suit jacket as he stands, striding forward to shake my hand. “So glad you made it.”

“Yeah,” I say, wiping my palms on my thighs. “Thanks.”

“The crew is almost finished setting up. They’ll be ready for you soon. Please,” he says as he makes a you first motion, “this way.”

We walk through the museum, passing a planetary exhibit, a film screening, a blown glass series by the famous Wallace Mane. I can’t help but think Rivon chose a good spot for an interview. Not that I really know anything about it, but I imagine the architecture will make a nice video backdrop. Then I stop imagining that, because I’m starting to get nervous again.

“I appreciate you making time for me in your schedule,” Rivon says. He looks polished in his dark suit and loafers. I wonder if he’s wearing makeup. I wonder if I’m going to have to wear makeup. That’s a thing you do for the camera, right?

“Today should be easy,” Rivon continues. “Just a few questions about your acceptance into the Sixth, how things are going with your fleet, your hopes for the future, that sort of thing.”

“Okay. Yeah.”

“You nervous?”

I give a laugh. “A little.”

“Perfectly normal.” His smile is easy. “This will be painless. No trick questions, that’s not my style. It shouldn’t take more than an hour.”

When he looks at me, his expression is friendly. I try to relax. I’ve known Rudy for years. We’re not friends, exactly, but he was the correspondent for ARCAN Aviation Academy while I was enrolled there. He spent a lot of time interviewing cadets and was always respectful. Never painted anyone in a bad light.

Rudy steers me through yet another spacious sequence of display rooms and into a private area that looks like it’s normally reserved for guest exhibits. I’m expecting a camera and a crew, but the area is empty.

“How deep does this place go?” I ask.

“Almost there,” Rudy replies lightly. “Just through here.”

I’m led through a door into yet another room, which is plain, no art, still no crew. It’s empty of everything, in fact, except for a table, three chairs, and a woman standing in the center.

Nina Hartman.

My brain sidesteps. My breath snares.

But no, this can’t—my mother?

I stumble backward like I’ve been kicked in the groin. “No,” I hear myself say. “No—what?”

“Keller.”

It was different, seeing her on Venthros. Almost like looking at an old photograph. The details were blurry, blunted. Fuzzed with time.

It’s not like that now. Nina Hartman is right there, standing in sharp relief, looking exactly like I remember: petite but not slight, chin-length hair, an overgrown fringe reaching past her brows. Her eyes are expressive, her face round with health. Motherly. She looks like a mother.

The thought brings bile to my throat. “No,” I say again, because that’s apparently all I can manage. The room is too hot, and the lights are hellfire bright, yellow and white suns that expand before my eyes. I take a second step back, then a third, bump into Rivon, don’t offer an apology. This has to be a dream, but I’m not dreaming. I’m—

What am I doing?

Running.

I turn to leave, but Rivon steps into my path, hands up, palms open. “Now, Keller, Nina has come a long—”

I clock him in the face.

He lets out a cry and stumbles backward. My head is spinning. All the air shears out of me. I hear my mother’s voice (that, too, is familiar: soft and soothing, almost musical) saying, Keller, please, but I’m already on my way out. I grip the door handle, yank hard—

It’s locked.

I rattle it harder.

Still locked.

Behind me, Nina is helping Rivon to his feet. “I’m fine,” Rivon tells her, but his eyes are streaming, and I can see the beginning of a bruise blooming around his jaw. He gives me a reproachful look. “Was that really necessary?”

“Let me out.”

“Keller,” Nina says. “Please, let’s talk.”

“Let. Me. Out.”

“I know we’ve taken you by surprise—”

“You tricked me,” I snap. My hand is at my hip, gripping empty air where there should be a gun. I need a weapon. I need to breathe. “You didn’t want an interview. You just wanted an excuse to get me alone.”

“Don’t blame Rudy,” Nina says. “It was my idea. I’m the one who wants to speak with you.”

“And you thought trapping me here was the best way to do it?”

“I had reason to believe you wouldn’t come willingly.”

“The reason being you’re a shit excuse for a human and I want nothing to do with you.”

She flinches but holds her ground. “You’re upset. That’s understandable. But you must believe me when I say I’ve only ever done what I thought was best for you. The circumstances have been … difficult. I know that. But I’m here now, and there are things you need to hear.”

“Fuck you.”

“Keller.” That’s Rivon again, massaging his jaw. “I know this is unexpected. And I’m sorry for lying to you. But your mother really has come a long way, and what she wants to say is important.”

“Yeah? And she couldn’t have said it any time in the last ten years?”

“The situation has changed,” Nina says. “I want to explain.”

“If you’re here to tell me you’re sorry or you’ve always loved me or any other bullshit, I’ll scream.”

Nina looks momentarily at a loss. Like she was going to say those things. “If that’s what you want.”

“What I want.” I give a broken laugh. I don’t even know what to do with all this anger. All this pain. “What I want is to know why you abandoned—” I cut myself off. It’s too late for this. A decade too late. I don’t want to have this conversation, don’t want to hear anything she has to say. I take a breath. “I’m going to ask you one more time. Unlock this door, or I’ll break it down.”

“You want to know why I left you,” Nina prompts. Her eyes are imploring, her words hooking into my skin, dragging me back, leaving bloody marks. “How could a mother walk away from her only son? I’ve asked myself the same thing every day. Every single day, Keller. I didn’t want to do it. Leaving you was the hardest thing I’ve ever done.”

“So then”—and I hate myself a little, hate how weak my voice sounds, that she threw the bait and I’m fucking biting—“why did you?”

“Your fate was written.”

“I—oh. Oh fucking hell.”

“I know this must be—”

“You’re a Determinist.” My hands are shaking. My lifestone is a cold lump against my skin. “The both of you. You’re Ran Doc Min fanatics.”

“I don’t think fanatics is quite—”

“I don’t give a fuck what you think.”

Nina’s lips go tight. And it’s worse, somehow, that she doesn’t look evil or heartless. She looks hurt.

She has no right.

I try the door again, rattling it with all my strength.

“I know how sudden this must be,” Nina says over the desperate sound of the door handle, “but everything that’s happened these last ten years have all been part of the plan. Ran Doc Min aims to save lives. Once he gains enough support, he plans to use his simulation to craft the galaxy in his image. To make Romothrida better for all. With the use of FPS, he can predict the most devastating planetary events of our era and work to circumvent them. You’ve seen the power of FPS. You and your friends detected the voroxide leaking out of Mount Kilmon firsthand.”

“Yeah, but there are—wait.” I turn to stare at her. “How do you know we found the voroxide?”

“Ran Doc Min knows many things.”

“I’m starting to get sick of that line.”

“It’s the truth.”

My brain is scrambled eggs. Once again, Doc Min has unearthed information about me, specific details that no simulation should be able to predict. I feel like I’m standing over two halves of a chasm, one foot on either side: half of me looking for a way out, half trying to put the puzzle together.

Then it clicks.

“Or,” I breathe, “Ran Doc Min has been talking to Trey Morton.”

It would make sense. Morton is on the Board of Directors. We already know he’s been meddling in Legion meetings, blocking a deeper investigation into Bast’s death and the voroxide, while nudging the Legion to support Doc Min. Why wouldn’t he act as an informant for the Determinist movement? And yet, if that’s true, it digs up a dozen new questions. What information, exactly, has Morton been feeding his leader? How many other Determinists have infiltrated the Legion? What’s the goal here? What the hell are we really up against?

“Keller.” Nina briefly closes her eyes. “You need time to process this. I know that. And there is still so much I haven’t explained. But I hope you can come to understand that what happened to you was for a purpose. Leaving you at that children’s home, severing all contact—these were necessary steps on a premeditated path. I know they seem harsh, but look at where it’s brought you. You’ve become a gunner. One of the best in the galaxy. And you’ve secured a spot in the most prestigious fleet in the Legion.”

“No.” I slash a hand through the air. “You don’t get to take pride in me. Everything I’ve accomplished is mine. You had nothing to do with it.”

“Well…” She trails off, glancing at my hip where my ray gun is usually holstered. “Not nothing.”

I don’t like where this is going. “What?”

“This is what it means to have your future written, Keller. Your path was predetermined by Ran Doc Min’s simulation. We’ve known since the day you were born that you would become a gunner for the Legion.”

My heart is beating in my ears. “That’s not true.”

Her eyes are soft. How can her eyes be so soft? “Your ray gun. Those Academy recruiting pamphlets. All the things that inspired you to leave Venthros and join the Academy. Where do you think they came from?”

“I don’t know,” I croak. “The Academy sends those pamphlets to everyone. And the gun was an accident. Someone misplaced it in my room.”

“No, Keller. I put it there.”

I feel, suddenly, very strange. There’s a blank space in my head rippling outward. My ray gun. The one I’ve cherished since the very beginning. That gun was the start of everything—without it, I would never have learned to shoot.

I think about my admission into the Academy. How I was denied entry at first but pushed for my chance and was accepted without a sponsor. The first cadet ever to do so. I stare at my mother, and it’s like shingles being torn off a roof in a storm, one by one until there’s nothing left. Just an empty hole, and rain pouring through.

Was I accepted into the Academy because I was good enough, or because the Determinists decided to meddle? I graduated top of my class. I was recruited into the Sixth. Unusual, people said. Rarely happens to a rookie. Was any of that my own doing? How much has Nina Hartman been interfering with my life?

Who even am I?

I’m hot all over. There’s a pain in my chest that’s growing into something relentless, burrowing deeper than I thought it possible for pain to burrow. I put my fingers there over my heart and find my lifestone. Which was a gift from her.

“Ran Doc Min understands the importance of placing loyal Determinists within the Legion,” Nina says. Beside her, Rivon is still holding his jaw, nodding. “The Legion represents the rule of galactic law, and Ran needs officers who support his predictions. Yet it has proved difficult to appoint Determinists into Legion positions. The Legion resists admitting members with preexisting loyalties to movements like ours, so Ran came up with a different plan—start younger. We place Determinist children in the galaxy’s best training schools. We ensure they do well, graduate with honors, gain the attention of Legion recruiters. At the same time, we make sure the Legion has no way to connect these young recruits with our movement. I have always been a strong Determinist supporter, but my ties to the group would have hurt your chances as a Legion prospect, so I severed them and let you fulfill your potential while watching from a distance. But I’ve never been far, Keller.”

“I don’t—” My throat is made of razors. “But how—?”

“There’s a reason I wanted to speak with you today,” Nina tells me, clasping her hands together. “You’re old enough now to know the truth. Join us. Take your place among our movement. Ran Doc Min wants to meet you, and to offer his official welcome—”

I make for the door again. Kick the handle.

“Keller.”

I kick it again. Again.

“Wait,” Rivon says. “Keller, you’re going to—”

A final kick, and the lock breaks. The door bursts open, banging the wall behind it. My mother gasps. Rivon tries to grab me. The museum blurs in my vision as I escape.
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Noise rushes around me. The bustle of a busy path, tram wheels on metal tracks, babbling strangers. I stumble through The Hub, though I barely know where I’m going. It’s impossible to tell the time—light on the space station never changes. I smell fried sausages and vapor lighters. Someone hollers something in a language I don’t speak.

I take a left at random, head down another crowded walkway. I imagine, among the faces, I see my mother. Again and again she appears, in that woman’s smile, that one’s hair, the turn of that lady’s wrist. The shadow of Nina, hidden in the shadow of these people. Like how you see animals in clouds: the projection of something that isn’t real.

I’ve never been far, Keller.

This was always the plan.

Everything is a blur of movement and color, and it’s garish and overbright, and I think I might vomit.

“Keller.”

Lament is there, suddenly and impossibly, catching me to him. I can’t tell where we are. The tram station? An intersection? Lament presses his body to mine. A shelter. He smells familiar, clean and subtly earthy. “You’re okay.” His voice is soft and firm at once. I make fists of his shirt, press my face desperately into his neck. What’s happening? How is he here? “Just hold on,” he says. “Caspen is on her way.”

There are rules against flying aircraft inside Skyhub Space Station, which Caspen seems happy to break. She appears noisily in a midsize hovercraft, touching down right there in the center of the crowded plaza. I’m aware of a door opening, and Caspen’s urgent, “Mondoggers approaching,” but it’s hard to focus on any one thought. All I see is Nina Hartman’s round face, her amber eyes that look like my eyes.

Join us. Take your place among our movement. Lament gets me seated in the hovercraft, Caspen offers a thumbs-up, and we jet up through Spoke III over the tram tracks toward the space station’s outermost ring. Caspen doesn’t take us to the Sixth’s flight deck but parks right there outside Detachment 94’s industrial front doors and says, “Protect the lamb, Pirate King.”

Lament ushers me inside. There’s a blast of cool air, and the lights get brighter, bluer. Vera appears, and it seems like she might start asking questions, but Lament cuts her off. “He’s in shock. Help me get him down the hall.”

I’m fine, I want to protest. I don’t need help. But that’s rubbish, isn’t it? I’m so lost in my own thoughts I can barely figure out what’s happening, beyond the nausea that’s still climbing up my throat and the vicious onslaught of memory. Nina taking my hand as we walk through a city park. Nina in our kitchen, touching the tip of my nose with a floured finger. Nina bundling me up and saying, Just a day’s flight to see the zoo animals, won’t that be fun? The hallway is the color of gauze, and the memories won’t stop. But I can feel Lament’s arm around my waist. A halo of light to ward off the dark.

“Hartman,” Lament says. “You need to breathe, okay? Whatever happened can’t hurt you now.”

My hands are tingling. I stumble a step.

“Here,” Lament urges as we move into yet another room. “Sit.”

I do as he says, which is the moment I realize where we are. We’ve made it to Lament’s bedroom, which looks like my bedroom, expect there are more personal belongings (books on the shelves organized by color, pictures of his family smiling for the camera, shoes arranged evenly on a rack), and it’s cleaner. Vera shoots Lament a worried look. I blink up at them both. “My mother.”

Lament comes to kneel before me. He doesn’t say anything. Just waits.

“It was a setup,” I continue thickly. “A trick. The interview—it was only a ploy to get me alone. That reporter—Rudy Rivon—is working with Nina. They’re Determinists.”

Lament glances at Vera. “Close the door.” She does, and he turns back to me. His expression is calm again, covered over, but I can sense the disbelief—and the anger—seething underneath. “You’re upset. We don’t have to talk about this yet.”

“I—no.” I bury my head in my hands, set my elbows on my knees. “I can’t—” My laugh is splintered enough to startle me. I take a breath and try again. “My mom joined the Determinists. I think she’s been with them all along. She told me this was part of their plan. Not just the fake interview. I mean … all of it. Leaving me at Master Ira’s school, planting a ray gun in my bedroom, nudging me to apply to the Academy.” I have always been a strong Determinist supporter. My ties to the movement would have hurt your chances as a Legion recruit, so I severed them and let you fulfill your potential while watching from a distance. “Holy shit.”

The bed dips with Lament’s weight as he moves to sit beside me. He threads his hand under my arm, presses his shoulder into mine, grips my thigh. “Slow down, okay? I need you to breathe.”

“I can’t.” My voice cracks, my whole body coiling with sickness. “All my accomplishments, all the parts of my identity I thought were mine…” The world has a strange tint, like everything’s been covered in a sheer veil. Yet I can still see the shape of what’s hidden underneath. My mother’s face is there again, hovering before my eyes, yet this time, it’s overlapping with Lament’s face. The neat stack of mechanism volumes on his bedside table. His fingers squeezing my thigh. He’s trying to give me strength, but it’s like trying to pour water into a broken cup. It’s all just leaking through. “What is even real?”

“You’re real,” Lament says fiercely. “So what if some Determinists tried to nudge you into the Legion? I’ve seen you shoot. I’ve seen you under pressure. Keller—” His voice catches. “There’s no one like you.”

I want to laugh, but I’m afraid to hear that splintered sound again. “And you think I’m the bad liar.”

“He’s not lying,” Vera argues, scooting up on my other side. “We chose you, Keller. Of everyone, we wanted you to join our fleet.”

My eyes slide to Lament, because we both know he didn’t want that. He just shakes his head like he can read my thoughts and says, “I was wrong.”

“The thing—” I start, and the room is spinning a little less now, so it only takes one more try to get this out. “The thing that’s so fucked-up is this is what I’ve always wanted. I used to dream about my mom reappearing to tell me she missed me, that she loves me and only wants what’s best for me. And Nina literally just did that, verbatim, and it’s all such bullshit. As if a few I miss yous can make up for the way she left.”

“Did she explain why?” Vera asks.

Somehow, through the haze, I’m able to relay the story. How Ran Doc Min’s goal is to infiltrate the Legion from the inside, how Determinist families are offering their kids up for the scheme. How I was one of them. As I speak, I wonder what my mother saw in me to think I was the kind of child who’d do better without her love and support. Did she sense a flaw within me? Hairline cracks in the glass? Not all orphans yearn for family. Some turn their backs on the concept altogether. But I did yearn for it, yearned so much that I left my old life behind to join the Academy in hopes of making it into the Legion—of finding what I’d lost. I aced every test, broke every fitness record, poured everything into being a top fleet recruit, because I thought it was what I wanted. But it’s what she wanted, it was only ever what she wanted, and that realization is threatening to undo me.

“Nina wants me to join them,” I finish miserably. “The Determinists. She says I’m ready now. Ran Doc Min has asked to meet me, apparently, so he can welcome me personally into his movement.”

“The hell he will,” Lament growls.

“Lament,” Vera warns.

Exhaustion pours over me. “I can’t believe this is happening.” My words come out slurred. “This can’t be real.”

“I know,” Vera says, with a gentleness that makes me want to cry. “Keller, I’m so sorry.”

“Yeah,” is what I manage.

“You’re pale,” she continues. “And … you’re shaking.” She looks at Lament. “Should I get Illiviamona?”

“No,” I interrupt. “I don’t want … please. I’ll be fine. I just need…”

“Rest,” Vera finishes. “You need rest, okay? Maybe even try to sleep if you can. Your body is drained from shock, and you could probably use it.”

She’s right. Sleep is crawling up my spine, burrowing in my limbs. My eyes grow heavy.

“I’ll be back,” Vera tells Lament. “Take care of him.”

Lament’s voice is low. “Always.”

I hear the door close as Vera exits. Lament says, “Come here,” and pulls me down on the bed beside him. Gets me tucked against him. I should be stunned by this development. My mind should be whirling with what it means. But I’m too weak to do anything but grip needily to this lifeline, close my eyes, let myself be held. I count Lament’s heartbeats as he shushes me and says soft things like It’ll be okay and I’m here and I won’t leave you like she did, Keller. Do you hear me? Never. Not ever.



It’s some indeterminate number of hours later that I stir again, wakefulness creeping over me like fog over a river. I balance there for a moment, half-dreaming, half-conscious. There’s a warmth fitted along my side. Familiar, the shape of it, the piney scent touching my senses. Comfortable. Comforting. On instinct, I make fists of fabric (someone’s shirt?) and bury my face deeper into that softness (someone’s skin?). There’s a quiet huff—not mine—and I open my eyes.

A single lamp illuminates the room. I see long limbs tangled with mine, white-blond hair, pale skin—

“Lament?”

He’s asleep beside me. We’re still in his room, in his bed, the door closed, everything quiet. I don’t know how long we’ve been sleeping. I don’t know how we got so … entwined. Because we are. Very entwined. As I take stock, the situation shifts from bad to very bad, because my body is waking up for real now, and I’m acutely aware of the way he smells, the fact that I’ve somehow got one leg thrown over his hip, the two of us knotted together like a pretzel sandwich.

My face is burning. My brain is crying abort, abort.

I shift slowly, holding my breath, careful not to make any sudden movements. The more I look, the worse it looks. His shirt is untucked. We’re sharing a pillow. Did my subconscious mind hatch a plan to maul Lament in his sleep? Is this some yet undiagnosed aftereffect of shock? Post-stupefaction cuddle syndrome. It hardly seems to matter that Lament and I are both fully clothed. I get myself up on my elbows and attempt—with a care normally reserved for angry children and wild animals—to remove my leg from his person without waking him, but Lament is Lament, and even in sleep, he remains committed to thwarting me.

The bed creaks. Lament stirs, then freezes beneath me. “Keller?”

I wrench backward, but this only tightens the knot of sheets, wedging us closer. My brain is short-circuiting. I am on fire. “Shit,” I croak, flailing. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.”

“Hartman.” Lament’s voice is hoarse. I’m still thrashing, growing more panicked by the second. Are these sheets trying to bind us together? “Hartman, stop, you’re going to—”

I give a final jerk, untangling from Lament and tumbling off the bed.

There’s a heavy thump as my back hits the floor. The comforter avalanches down on top of me, pooling over my face. The bed creaks again as Lament (presumably) comes to peer over the bedside. “Are you okay?”

“Peachy.”

He tugs the offending fabric off my head. “You don’t sound peachy.”

I sigh. “I was hoping you’d say That’s great and leave me to my mortification.”

He arches a brow. “I can’t tell if you’re being dramatic or sincere.”

“Can’t I be both?”

“Of course,” Lament replies, in a manner that suggests he’s used to my antics yet still finds them unimpressive. “Come on. I’ll help you up.”

“Why?” I ask, flopping out my arms. “I like it down here. It fits my aesthetic.”

A tentative smile hangs around his mouth. “I take this renewed sense of humor to mean you’re feeling better?”

“I’m lying on the floor after having just accidentally big-spooned my fleetmate during a shock-induced exhaustion nap. How do you think I’m feeling?”

His smile falters. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

“No, no.” I rise into a sitting position, rub a hand down my face. “You’re right. I’m … I’m not okay, but…” I take a moment to get my bearings. The clock on the nightstand reads nine at night, which means I slept for at least eight hours, and my mouth tastes like paste and my head hurts and …

How am I, exactly?

Shaken. Afraid for the future, both my own and that of the galaxy. But I feel a little less breakable now, a little less alone. I think about how Lament came for me even though I said he didn’t have to, how he must have wanted to be there anyway, how he found me, how quickly he reacted when he saw something was wrong. Vera and Caspen, too.

“I’ll be all right,” I finish. “I mean, this is what I signed up for, right?”

“Keller.” Lament looks like he’s debating saying whatever he’s about to say. “I know you sometimes find it easier to make light of hard things, and if that’s how you want to handle this, that’s how we’ll handle it. But if you want to talk about what you’re really thinking, I’m here for you.”

I stare at him. It’s—there are so many—I’m all feelings. And he’s right. I was going to deflect, but I force myself to swallow and nod and say, “Okay, yeah. Thank—”

The door bursts open.

“We heard movement!” Avi announces, dragging a whiteboard on wheels into Lament’s room. A band of Sixers shuffle in after her: Toph, the Youvu Hums, Illiviamona, Caspen.

I wrestle a weird mix of relieved disappointment. “Movement?”

“Vera said we had to wait until you were awake again to start planning Operation Infiltration,” Avi continues, “and look, you’re awake!” She frowns like she’s only just noticed I’m below eye level. “Why are you on the floor?”

Fair question. “I … sort of fell.”

“Well, sort of un-fall.” Avi spins the whiteboard dramatically, sending it whooshing in a circle. It clocks Illiviamona in the thigh. She gives a muffled ow. “We have work to do.”

“Sorry,” I say, because my brain still hasn’t caught up with the sudden influx of Sixers. “Work to do on what?”

“On infiltrating The Parallax,” Avi replies in singsong, with jazz hands.

“Lament told us what happened with Rudy Rivon and your mother,” Toph supplies, claiming Lament’s desk as a seat since the twiddly office chair would likely snap under his weight.

I look at Lament, and he shrugs. “We were texting earlier. After you fell asleep.”

“How are you feeling?” asks a Youvu Hum as the other Youvu Hum says, “This has all been quite the revelation.”

“This is our opening,” Avi belts while drawing haphazard shapes on the whiteboard. “This is our opening.”

“All right,” Lament tries, but the group is too wound up, everyone talking over everyone else. “Please, just hang—oh, for crying—” He sticks his thumb and forefinger between his lips and gives a shrill whistle. The chatter abruptly dies. “I can see you are all … excited. And that’s … what it is. But Hartman has been through a lot today, and he only just woke up. He is surely not ready to talk about the plan.”

“What plan?” I ask.

Lament makes the universal cringe face for whoops, but Avi jumps in. “The plan where you finally speak to Ran Doc Min about his simulation and get to the bottom of his motives. I mean, you were invited to join his movement, right? He even offered to meet you personally!”

That, if nothing else, snaps everything into focus.

“Avi.” Lament is frowning. “What part of Hartman has been through a lot did you not—?”

“Hang on, hang on.” Time to get off the floor. I scramble to my feet, though the sudden shift from down there to up here sends spots across my vision. “You’re right, Avi.” I brace my hands on my thighs to send blood back to my brain. “Nina asked me to join the Determinist movement. She said Doc Min wanted to speak with me, which would probably happen on The Parallax, seeing as he never leaves it. And if that’s true…”

I trail off, catching their knowing looks. After weeks of searching, we’ve finally been handed an opening. I could question Ran Doc Min about Mount Kilmon and Trey Morton and the voroxide and his motives. I could sneak into the simulation room and see FPS for myself, figure out how it works, whether its data source is unethical or illegal or both.

“This is our chance,” I say. “I don’t—” I run a hand down my face, trying to wipe away the cobwebs of sleep and exhaustion and twenty-four hours of surprises. “I don’t know how I didn’t realize it sooner.”

Lament is frowning. “I might be able to name a few reasons.”

“I could contact Rivon,” I continue while the others nod eagerly. “Say I want to take Nina up on her offer.”

“For the record,” Lament says, frowning harder, “I do not like where this is going.”

“In all fairness”—Avi twirls a finger at Lament—“you’re the one who wanted to talk to Ran Doc Min in person and get to the bottom of the space mist.”

“Not if doing so means sending Keller on a suicide mission.”

“It’s not a suicide mission,” I say at the same moment the door opens again, admitting Jester and Vera who asks, “What’d we miss?”

“Keller just realized Nina’s invitation to speak with Ran Doc Min is the opportunity we’ve been waiting for,” Avi says in a rushed breath, “and Lament is going to try to stop him from risking himself because he cares,” (she brings her clasped hands to her cheek) “and Keller is going to do it anyway because, revenge,” (stabbing motions) “and this is just like last season’s finale of Hippie Days!”

Vera makes a confounded motion. “Are we concerned for her? I’m concerned for her.”

“She’s just summarizing the situation,” Toph says in defense of his partner. Then, sheepishly, “Though we probably could have done without the pantomiming.”

“This is basically the perfect opportunity to get some answers,” muses Youvu Hum.

“It’s too perfect,” says the other Youvu Hum, which makes everyone’s heads turn. The Youvu Hums never contradict each other.

“I just mean,” Youvu Hum continues, “doesn’t anyone else find it odd that the moment we need to get on Ran Doc Min’s ship, Hartman’s long-lost mother reappears offering him an outlandish opportunity to get on Ran Doc Min’s ship?”

“You think it’s a trap?” Toph asks.

“Doc Min could be stimulating us,” Vera says.

You mean simulating, Jester corrects, with typical nonchalance.

“So, like, what?” I ask. “Doc Min has us plugged into his simulation, and he knows we want to get onto his ship, and he’s just … giving us what we want?”

“When you put it like that,” Vera muses, “it doesn’t sound very plausible.”

“Two cats in a trench coat,” Caspen agrees.

“Unless Doc Min has an ulterior motive,” Avi adds.

“You’re making my head hurt,” Youvu Hum complains.

“Even if Doc Min wants to use our own plan against us,” Toph says, “an opportunity is an opportunity. We’ll just have to be smart about it.”

“If Keller is up for the mission,” Vera corrects.

Everyone’s eyes turn to me, but I’m already nodding. The despair isn’t gone. It’s still there, lurking darkly under the surface. But mercifully, there’s anger there now, too. Purpose. “I’m up for it.”

This elicits a general murmur of appreciation, the excitement that comes from a plan being made. Of the ten of us, there’s only one person who doesn’t seem pleased by this turn of events.

Lament has grown quiet. He isn’t looking at me. At anyone, really. He’s just standing there with his arms tightly crossed, radiating heavy vibes of … pissed-off-ness.

“Just so we’re clear,” he says slowly, “we’re talking about sending Hartman onto an enemy spacecraft we know nothing about, to trick the Determinist leader into spilling his secrets, while evading detection and possible capture, while tricking his absent mother into believing he forgives her, while grappling with the reappearance of said mother, all to find answers regarding a computer simulation that may be able to predict our entire plan?”

Avi holds up a finger, “Alone.”

“Right,” Lament growls. “Alone. I agree with Youvu Hum. This all feels too easy, which does makes me worry about the possibility of a trap.”

“A trap to do what?” I ask.

“Doc Min could kidnap you,” Lament says.

“Kidnap me?” I start to laugh but stop at Lament’s glower. “Oh. You’re serious.”

“He could hold you hostage and start making demands.”

“I doubt he’d go to the trouble.” I make the sort of motion that suggests this is already obvious. “I’m not worth anything.”

“You’re worth something to me,” Lament snarls, and the room goes deadly silent. Avi hiccups. Vera’s mouth forms a little o. Lament jerks his gaze away, like he’s just realized how loud his voice had grown. I stare at Lament. My heart is a bird beating against the cage of my ribs.

“Do you two, um”—Avi points between us—“need a minute?”

“Avi,” Vera scolds, in the tone of someone who is determined to at least try to herd the wayward sheep back to the flock, “what have I told you about discretion?”

“That was discreet!”

“All I mean to say,” Lament continues in forcibly calmer tones, “is that when I suggested confronting Ran Doc Min, I meant we would all go. Together. This … isn’t that.”

We’ll wire Keller. Jester scratches his neck thoughtfully. We’ll be able to hear everything that happens while he’s on board The Parallax, and we can intervene if things get out of hand.

“And,” Lament starts in his most sardonic voice, “do you really think they won’t catch a wire? The Parallax isn’t some flimsy starship. It’s remained entirely off the map, for years. The Legion can’t track it. The Randomists can’t track it. Even you, Jester—arguably the best intelligence officer in the galaxy—haven’t managed to unearth a single lead regarding the ship’s coordinates. Doc Min isn’t a rookie working out of his uncle’s basement. He’s a highly specialized mastermind who’s managed to grow his entire movement without ever once showing his face in person. They’ll check Keller for wires as soon as he steps onto that ship, and when they find them, the game will be up.”

This speech is followed by another silence.

“Well,” Toph tries, “does he really have to go by himself? Maybe one of us could tag along. Provide backup.”

“Unfortunately, I think that’ll only raise suspicions,” I say. “Nina’s offer was for me alone.”

Still, Jester says, that doesn’t mean you have to go unprepared. They’ll send you the coordinates to get to the ship. Once they do, I’ll be able to draw up a heat map of The Parallax. Everyone leans in as Jester continues, concentrating so as to not miss the words scrolling across his visor. I’ll plot the interior, estimate where the simulation room might be, as well as all the exits. You’ll memorize it. That way you’re not going in unprepared. And in the meantime, he raises his brows at Lament, seeing as I’m the best intelligence officer in the galaxy, I’ll work on creating an undetectable wire.

I nod at this. “So I’ll have a floor plan of The Parallax and a way to signal for help in case things go wrong. Then, once I’m…” I trail off. “Oh.”

Vera frowns. “What?”

All the wind leaves me, like air leaking from a balloon. “This plan won’t work.”

“Why not?”

“Because even if Doc Min decides to let me aboard his ship, how are we supposed to get there? Lament and I are still DNA-barred from unsanctioned missions, remember? And Moon Dancer isn’t finished.”

Everyone turns to look at Lament. They’re all waiting for him to speak, but he doesn’t. Just clenches his jaw and glares.

“Lament,” Avi prompts.

“What?”

“Aren’t you going to deliver your line?”

“No,” he says through gritted teeth at the same time I ask, “What line?”

“While you were off being tricked by your mother,” Avi supplies, “Lament’s friend Archmon delivered the compounder. We all worked together to add the final panels to Moon Dancer, then did a test run.”

“But…” I blink. “How? I thought she was still weeks away from—”

“Not weeks,” Avi interrupts. “Hours. Moon Dancer is finished, Keller. We got her flying.”
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When I message Rudy Rivon (because I don’t have my mother’s number and wouldn’t have had the courage to reach out to her directly anyway), my fingers are less than steady. I’ve given it some thought, I type while the others hover around my shoulders like eager parrots. I shouldn’t have run out of there like that, and I want to apologize. But you surprised me—

“No,” Vera interrupts. “You can’t apologize and make excuses. It’s one or the other.”

I backspace. I want to apologize. I think I’m ready to join—

“You can’t say you’re ready to join yet,” one of the Youvu Hums protests. “It’s too soon for that.”

More backspacing. I was hoping we could set up a time to talk, maybe on The Parallax—

“Too blatant,” Avi objects. “They’ll know your angle.”

“You write it, then,” I huff, tossing the handheld at the group. Jester catches it, and they all huddle around, muttering about verbiage and length and whether or not to use an exclamation point. I try to exchange an Are you seeing this? look with Lament, but he’s removed himself from the conversation and is now sitting on the edge of his bed, pointedly ignoring me. Which I get. Even if it sucks.

At last, Vera holds up the device and says, “Done.”

“It’s a good message,” Toph notes preemptively, touching his tongue to his lip. “It strikes the right balance between I’m interested in making amends and I’m definitely not attempting to infiltrate your spaceship. I expect we should be hearing back any—” The screen lights up in Vera’s hand.

As one, the group (minus Lament) pile around to read.

I’m glad you remain open to discussion, comes Rivon’s reply, in similarly conciliatory tones. I think I owe you an apology for how things went at the museum. Nina and I talked, and we realize we were probably a bit heavy-handed.

Avi snorts. “Speaking over someone is heavy-handed. Locking a person in a room is criminal.”

The group starts to compose their reply (or, I should say my reply), but a string of messages follows Rivon’s last one. Nina and I would like to set up another meeting.

I know you have questions about our movement and our mission.

We think it would be best for you to talk to Ran personally.

If that’s agreeable.

Everyone starts speaking at once, but Vera shushes them as she types furiously. It takes longer than it should for her to land on I think that will work.

Avi gives a slow clap. “You’re an artist.”

“Shh,” Vera hisses.

“He can’t hear us,” Avi complains.

“I can hear you.”

This time, Rivon’s reply takes longer. While most of the Sixers are watching the handheld for a message, my attention drifts, once again, to Lament. He looks … unhappy. In, like, a deep, in-your-bones kind of way. And … it’s my fault, isn’t it? Which means it’s also my responsibility to set things right. I should go to him. Ask what he’s thinking, what I can do to make it better. Only, confronting him here, now, would take a type of courage I don’t have on the best of days. And today has not been the best.

At last, Rivon’s reply lights up the screen. Excellent. I’ll send the location.

And just like that, we’re in.

Rivon and I agree on a time (three days from now, which is both way sooner than I’m mentally prepared for, yet weirdly forever away), and he sends over an encrypted message that contains The Parallax’s coordinates, which will unscramble the morning we’re due to arrive. Vera (who has apparently claimed permanent possession of my handheld) passes the message to Jester and says, “Decrypt that, will you?”

Jester scans the link into his visor and assumes a look of deep concentration. After a minute, he shakes his head. This is … unusual.

“What’s wrong?”

The coordinates are not actually encrypted. They’ve just been converted into another language.

“And,” Vera asks without hope, “it’s a language you can translate?”

Jester makes a face. It’s not pulling up in my database.

“How is that possible?”

Either the language has been wiped from the records—only feasible for those with Level IV Legion security access—or it’s of Doc Min’s own invention.

Avi slips the handheld from Jester’s fingers and begins sounding out the words. “Borj at mal tepindee don lay—”

“Hang on,” Lament says, in the tone of someone who’s been surprised into speaking. “That’s Vinicchi.”

“What?” Vera frowns. “You mean, the language of Bast’s family? But how can that—?”

“The Vinicchis are Determinists.”

“Oh.” Vera looks a bit pale. “That’s right. I forgot.”

That explains the encryption. Jester runs a knuckle under his jaw. If Doc Min managed to recruit the Vinicchis into the Determinist movement, maybe he’s also commandeered their language.

“And,” the Youvu Hums say as they raise their brows, “used his Legion insurgents to wipe the language from the records so no outsiders can gain access.”

“I bet the Vinicchis are the ones who funded Doc Min’s encryption technology,” Vera says. “Among other things, surely. That family is loaded.” She looks at Lament. “Can you translate it?”

“Even if I could,” Lament says succinctly, “I wouldn’t.”

Avi makes a show of rolling her eyes. “We know you’re not on board with Operation Infiltration, but that’s no excuse to be such a sour lemon.”

He shoots Avi a look. “Sour lemon?”

“You know.” Avi makes a face like she’s bitten into one of Jester’s gummies.

Lament glowers. “I do not look like that.”

“He’s right.” Toph nudges Avi’s arm. “It’s more like—” He hunches his back and curls his hands into claws.

“Ooo.” Avi claps appreciatively. “I like what you did there.”

We don’t need a translator, Jester interrupts. Now that I know the language is Vinicchi, I can do a reverse electromagnetic spectrum search. It’s like a regular search, he explains at our blank looks, except I’m pulling data from historical radio frequencies imprinted onto space-time and piecing them together to reverse engineer the language.

“Do not,” Vera says gravely, “ever switch to Doc Min’s side. We’d have no hope.”

Luckily tomorrow’s our day off, because it takes Jester the better part of the evening to pull historical radio imprints off space-time (whatever that means) and unscramble the language. To be supportive, the Sixers hang around, offering suggestions which range from mildly amusing (“Have you tried spelling the coordinates backward?”) to downright deranged (“What if you replace every semicolon with the word murder?”). Vera trots off to find us some midnight snacks, Avi draws pictures of angry-looking hamsters on her whiteboard (“They’re for morale!”), and the others lounge on the floor or Lament’s couch, yawning, chatting, generally talking strategy.

I keep trying to catch Lament’s eye. He keeps avoiding me.

It’s nearly one in the morning when Jester finally lifts his head. I’ve got it. He switches the view of his visor to project a 3D hologram of Doc Min’s spacecraft into the air. And it’s …

It’s really, very much not good.

Here’s the thing. I’m no spacecraft expert, but even I can recognize a BlackWing when I see one. That is the craft designed by the (in)famous Martin Grimm, who was part scientist, part madman, best known for his splicing experiments on extinct land reptiles. Basically, the guy wanted to resurrect deadly dinosaur hybrids, and he needed a place to work where (a) the hybrids couldn’t escape, and (b) no one would figure out what he was up to. The BlackWing is, to put it shortly, a fortress. Grimm was eventually arrested, and his experiments were put to an end, but the galaxy saw the potential in his ship and began reproducing the model for maximum security prisons. There aren’t many BlackWings in circulation anymore—it’s all from an era past—but they’re wildly valuable. And somehow, Doc Min has managed to turn one of them into his headquarters.

Lament takes one look at the spaceship, stands up, and leaves the room.

Toph rubs his beard. “This changes things.”

“Yeah,” I reply faintly.

“Oh, Keller.” Vera scratches dismayed fingers across her scalp. “If that’s really a BlackWing, wiring you won’t work.”

BlackWings are crafted from korathamite, Jester explains. The material is designed to block communication reception. Once you’re on board, we’ll have no way to know if you’re in trouble.

“And even if we did,” Avi adds, “we wouldn’t be able to come for you.”

“You’re a pyrotechnician,” I tell Avi in a voice that is trying its very hardest not to be a whine. “Can’t you just, you know”—I wave my hand around—“blast it to pieces?”

“Are you familiar with the term plucking feathers off a bald chicken?”

“I thought you were supposed to be the best.”

Avi gives me a withering look. “I am.”

Vera pulls her lip between her teeth. “Jester? Is there a workaround?”

Every BlackWing uses its own form of wire interference, Jester says. I could maybe break into this one, but I’d need time. And if not … He goes still. I’ve just had an idea. He stands on long legs and rushes off.

“All right.” Vera claps her hands. “We have less than three days to get Keller prepared for his jaunt onto The Parallax, with emphasis on this new development of BlackWing-level security. If”—she looks at me—“you’re still doing this?”

I don’t hesitate. “I’m still doing this.”

The next forty-eight hours pass in a blur of secret meetings and research sessions and too many energy drinks to count. Jester works on breaking through The Parallax’s interference network, Toph equips Moon Dancer with accelerated tracking systems, and the Youvu Hums plot how to distract the sergeant long enough to get us out of the detachment without notice, which involves, of all things, feathers, oil, and a length of rope. At some point, our group migrates from Lament’s room into Moon Dancer’s workshop, and I pore over old articles written about Ran Doc Min, his followers, what little is known about his simulation. Occasionally, I glance at the door, but Lament never shows up.

“Tesser Lane is an arachnidadia,” Avi tells me late one evening. I’m perched on an overturned crate in the workshop listening to Avi enumerate on Ran Doc Min’s closest known cronies while trying to memorize as much of what she’s saying as my brain can manage. I feel stuffed, overripe, but with only thirteen hours left before I’m due on The Parallax, I can’t afford to miss a thing.

Avi scribbles nonsense on her whiteboard as she continues. “Being an arachnidadia—a nonhuman species from Planet Orador—means Tesser can communicate with arachnids. Apparently, she’s trained an army of spiders to do her bidding.” Avi gives me an appraising look. “How many spiders would you like crawling on you at one time?”

“Um,” I say. “Ideally, none.”

“You have to pick a number.”

“My number is zero. I would like zero spiders.”

“Then there’s Jij,” Avi continues without pause, drawing lots of looping circles that, again, mean nothing. “They’re another nonhuman blend of extraterrestrials we haven’t been able to identify. Possibly born from some sort of splicing experiment. First of their kind. They have over twenty high-profile kills on their record, and they like to use poison. If they give you anything to eat or drink, do not.”

I lean back and cross my arms, eying the eleven-year-old. “How do you know all this?”

“It’s part of my job as spymaster.”

“But I thought—”

“Keller,” Vera interrupts. “Jester has something for you.”

Jester’s usually kempt hair is a frizzy mess, his clothes hanging sadly on his thin frame. Like the rest of us, he looks like he hasn’t showered or slept in two days, because he hasn’t. He holds out what appears to be a small tangle of roots.

Be grateful I was able to get my hands on one of these at such short notice, he says, handing me the object. It will allow you to communicate with us while you’re on The Parallax. It’s biological—not technological—so The Parallax’s anticommunication shields won’t be able to interfere.

The item is small, barely the size of my thumbnail. It looks like a ball of wet fuzz. “But what is it?”

It’s called a keening. It’s a type of fungus. Or, really, it’s both the name of the fungus and the name of the organism itself. Keening is actually a single organism that’s split into hundreds of separate pieces, like this one, but remains connected. It’s—or they’re? Sorry, the etymology gets confusing—it’s very sensitive to its surroundings. That piece of keening can feel the energy of a place, and it’ll react accordingly, growing smaller and darker in times of stress, vibrating if it’s in pain, turning white when it’s happy. Since all keenings are really just one organism, if a part of keening is affected, all of it is. If you have that piece—he motions to the fungus in my hand—and I have this piece—he extracts a slightly larger wad from his pocket—we’ll be able to sense what’s going on with each other.

“I … this is great and all,” I say, bobbing my head in an I’m-really-impressed-and-definitely-not-doubting-this-plan sort of way, “but I’m seeing a few potential … um, I have questions. Like, what if I’m just nervous but not in danger?”

We should be able to tell the difference based on how strongly the keening reacts.

“Okay, right, great. Um, but what if some other piece of keening gets hurt that has nothing to do with me?”

Keening reaches toward whatever piece is in distress. Kind of like how if I punch you in the stomach—he mimes punching me in the stomach—you’ll ball toward the injury. We should know if you’re the one in trouble based on your location.

“All right.” I’m trying to get behind this, but the idea that a little piece of wet lint fungus is going to act as my lifeline isn’t exactly winning me over. “What if I’m searched and they find the keening in my pocket?”

It just looks like a bit of dander. Jester shrugs. Most people won’t have any idea what it really is.

“Is there—?” I don’t know how to say this delicately. “Is there really no way to use, you know, technology to connect us?”

Technology isn’t always the solution. Jester looks reproachful. This is the best option we’ve got.

And so, without much other choice, I put the keening in my pocket.

It’s almost two in the morning by the time we head to bed. Though I’d like to spend these final hours going over the plan, Vera points out that it’ll be worthless if tomorrow I’m too tired to function. As a group, we meander back to the residence hallway and bid each other good night.

Vera pauses by my door and, seemingly on impulse, pulls me into a swift, fierce hug. “You’re going to be fine.”

“Yeah,” I say, hugging her back.

“If you change your mind.” She draws away. “At any point. Or if something goes wrong…”

“It won’t.”

“We’ll come for you. I know The Parallax is supposed to be impenetrable, but we’ll find a way. Do you hear me? We’ll be nearby the entire time, monitoring the keening and waiting for a signal. Once you’re on The Parallax, you’ll be by yourself, but you won’t be alone.”

“I—” My eyes prick without warning. I pull her in for another hug, resting my cheek against her mane of hair. “Thanks, Vera. You’ve no idea what that means to me.”

We give each other a final watery smile and say good night. I wait until Vera is shut safely in her room before sloping toward my own quarters. I’ve barely taken three steps before my eyes find their way to Lament’s door.

I should go to bed. Get my sleep, let him get his. But that feels cowardly. And we agreed to be honest with each other. And Lament deserves better. So off my feet take me, down the hall and up to his door.

My first knock is quiet, a barely audible tap tap tap. After pausing for what I hazard is an acceptable response time threshold, I tell myself to stop being chicken and try again, an aggressive ratatat that, I reflect, will not only announce my presence to Lament, but the rest of the detachment and possibly all of Skyhub.

I shove my hands into my pockets as I wait, but there’s still no answer. So maybe Lament is asleep, maybe his headphones are in, maybe …

“Lament?” My hand is on the knob. “I know you’re in there.” Still no reply. “All right, I’m coming in.”

I step inside to find Lament sitting on his couch in semidarkness. His shoes are off, socks scrunched down to his ankles. There’s a single lamp casting orange light around the room and a tumbler of brown liquid on the table beside him.

He looks up at my arrival, then away. “It’s rude to enter uninvited.”

“It’s rude to ignore your partner when they knock.”

“Maybe I don’t want company.”

“Then say, Gee, Keller, I don’t want company.”

He uncrosses his legs, only to recross them in the other direction. “Is there something you need?”

“You’re being a jerk, which means you’re upset.”

“If you’ve come to apologize, you’re off to a great start.”

I move to sit on the couch beside him, half expecting him to up and leave. But he doesn’t. Just picks up his glass and takes a sip.

“Is that whiskey?”

“Apple juice.”

“I seem to remember you once lecturing me about the detachment’s liquor policy.”

Lament gives an unhappy laugh. “Maybe you’ve corrupted me.”

I study his face: hair backlit by lamplight, lips pressed together, posture too studied, too exact. He looks small in the dark. Breakable. It makes me physically ache to touch him. To take him into my arms and tell him everything will be okay. “Want to explain why you’re drinking alone?”

Another sip. “Not particularly.”

“Is it the BlackWing?” I ask. “Is that why you’re upset?”

“I think we have established what is upsetting me, Hartman.”

“Don’t Hartman me. Look. I know you’re…” I scramble for the right word and come up empty. “I know you’d rather us not see out this plan. And yes, there are a few small risks, but—”

“They’re not small.” He sets his glass down with enough force to make the liquid jump. “Do you have a death wish?”

“Of course not.”

“Then why are you hell-bent on going through with this?”

“I’m a gunner. Flying into danger is kind of my job.”

He looks unhelpfully down at his lap, rubs his wrist. His eyes catch the light, and I notice they’re rimmed red. “I feel like I’m sending you to your grave.”

“I’m sending myself,” I rejoin, then wince. “I mean—not to my grave. I’m sending myself on this mission.”

“A mission organized by your mother, who abandoned you, and Ran Doc Min, who we don’t trust, on an impenetrable spacecraft, where—should something go wrong—we cannot help you.” Lament’s voice is at its most precise, which I once would have thought cold. Now, I understand that’s the voice he uses to cover his fear. “How is that not a suicide mission?”

“Jester gave me a piece of keening.”

“Really?” His eyes are a little wild. “That’s your answer? A bit of mushroom is going to protect you from the might of a man like Doc Min?”

“You’re acting like I’ll be attacked as soon as I step onto The Parallax. It’s not going to be like that. I won’t do anything stupid. I’ll evaluate the situation once I’m on board and act accordingly. You once told me you’d do anything to figure out what happened to Bast, the full story, and we’re so close to finally—”

“I don’t care about that,” he bursts. “I don’t care about finding answers, not if it means this. And you shouldn’t, either. You wouldn’t. It doesn’t make sense.”

This is beginning to feel like a cliff. I should back away from the ledge. “What do you mean?”

“Do you think I don’t know how it feels to lose someone you love? I know, Keller. How the loss eats at you. How you wish you could just understand, like understanding will make any difference. But you didn’t only lose your mom—she left you, and you’ve dealt with that for ten years. You’ve spent most of your life wondering why. And now here she is, asking for you back, and it’s just so fucked-up, and I worry you’re doing this for her, or because of her, like you think it’ll give you the closure you need, or, I don’t know, the vindication—”

“That’s not the reason,” I say, though his words are turning my lungs to mud.

“Then why?” He stands suddenly from the sofa, eyes big, arms thrown wide. “Why do you have to go? Why won’t you hear reason? You could stay here, with me. You could stay safe.”

“I understand you’re upset,” I say slowly, following him to my feet. My brain is tumbling down a hole. The room is too small, and the air too thick, and I can’t think. “I get it, Lament.”

He presses his mouth into a thin line. He looks—hell, he looks close to tears. “Do you?”

“It’s because you lost Bast.” I take a step closer, putting him within arm’s reach. “He died less than a year ago, and now you’re worried you’ll lose another gunner…”

“Not another gunner,” Lament chokes. “You, Keller. I’m worried about losing you.”

The silence is deafening. Lament is in my space, stealing my air. Words, I think. I need to find some words. But I can’t, because I catch the way Lament is looking at me, like he’s shipwrecked and I’m an island. Cheeks flushed. Lips parted. Angry and wretched and so, so beautiful.

I make a pleading sound. “Lament—”

“Don’t say it,” he begs. He’s close enough that I can count his eyelashes, see the wetness clinging to them. How did he get so close?

“Say what?” I whisper.

He swallows hard. “Anything.”

So I don’t say anything. I grab the back of his neck and bring his mouth to mine.

He makes a noise, a half gasp that I feel all the way in my bones. For an endless moment, he just freezes like that: surprised, stunned to stillness. I’m halfway to thinking Oh shit oh shit oh shit I fucked up—

Then he fists my shirt and kisses me back.

Lament kisses like I never would have guessed: rough and reckless, a little headlong. There’s anger in this kiss, and defeat and resentment. It’s How could you? and After everything? and Damn you, Hartman, damn you straight to hell. But there’s relief here, too. Surrender. Homecoming. Which is to say, the kiss is like us.

Light dances behind my eyes as I deepen the kiss, get my free hand against his spine, pull him so we’re flush together. I can hardly believe this is happening. That I’m engulfing him and he’s letting me. His mouth is firm and warm. His fingers dig into my waist. I sweep my tongue over his, and he moans. Like, actually moans. The sound does something funny to my blood. Sensation—hot, heavy—pools in my gut.

Lament’s hands start to roam, his fingers gripping my arms, my backside. I angle his head, get his mouth where I want it. Bite his bottom lip, drag it between my teeth, feel the rough shudder of his exhale.

The kiss changes, turning looser, languid. Lament’s fingers skate along my sides. I bring both palms to his face, cup his cheeks, slide my thumbs against his skin. He pulls back slightly to look into my eyes, and I have to swallow the lump of something in my throat, the tangled knot of too-big feelings struggling through my veins.

“Keller.”

I’m still cupping his face. He’s still letting me. But there’s something in his voice now, something uncertain, and it has my heart flinching. Because I know what comes next, don’t I? This is the part where he tells me we can’t, we shouldn’t have, this was a mistake. I’ll have to watch him close up and try to act like it doesn’t matter, like his rejection isn’t the one thing that has the power to break me hardest. Already, I feel that old instinct within me. The urge to reach out, hold on, get on my knees and beg. Please, I think desperately. Please don’t walk away.

He licks his lips. Takes a breath. “Keller, I—”

A knock at the door startles me out of my skin. Lament and I spring away from each other like we’ve been electrocuted. Avi’s voice sounds through the wood. “Keller, we know you’re in there.”

“Open ’er up,” Caspen chimes.

My face is burning. My clothes are too tight. I clear my throat and try not to sound like I’ve just been caught mauling my partner. “Just a second.”

I glance at Lament and see his emotion. I watch him tuck it away, piece by piece, shutting himself back inside a marble case. No, I want to say, and wait, and not yet. But it’s not fair of me to want that or ask for that. Not when I barged in here uninvited, and made him cry, and kissed him.

I let out a shaky breath.

Why did I kiss him?

I smooth my hair, straighten my clothes. A minute ago, I knew exactly what to do with my hands, where I wanted them and how and with whom. Now my limbs are so awkward they feel like they’ve been tacked on with chewing gum.

When I answer the door, Avi and Caspen are standing in the hallway, looking supremely pleased. “Bit of a holiday morning,” Caspen says.

“That means we have something for you,” Avi translates.

“It’s not,” I ask, looking suspiciously between them, “spiders, is it?”

“Better.” Avi pulls the item out from behind her back.

It’s my ray gun. My ray gun. I have no idea how Caspen and Avi managed to retrieve it, and for a second, I almost don’t believe my eyes. “You didn’t.”

“We did.”

“But how—?”

“Don’t let the turnip go ripe,” Caspen replies, and somehow I understand this to mean, Best if you don’t ask.

I take the gun slowly. Feel its familiar weight. And it’s the oddest thing, because I know this weapon was part of a larger Determinist plot. I know it was planted by my mom. Maybe that means I should feel repulsed by the sight, but as soon as the cool metal touches my palm, that old feeling of rightness washes over me. This gun is mine, like nothing else. I don’t care who gave it to me or what it symbolizes. I’m so glad to have it back.

I look at Avi and Caspen, both of whom are grinning. Saying thank you seems wildly insufficient, but, “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” Avi replies. Her eyes drift over my shoulder. I follow the line of her gaze toward Lament. See him see the gun.

He picks up his drink and knocks the rest of it back.
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Morning breaks in a cloud of anticipation. When I wake (alone in my bed, on top of the sheets because apparently pulling back the covers was too much), I’m immediately assaulted by memories of Lament, his skin, the feel of his mouth under mine. How Avi and Caspen barged in. The way Lament withdrew into himself, wary again, distant.

I groan and bury my face in my pillow.

I’m going to have to face him this morning. I’m already dreading it. We didn’t get a chance to talk about the kiss—about anything, really—because after Caspen and Avi returned my ray gun, I couldn’t come up with a good reason to stay. So I’d nodded and smiled and pretended like I wasn’t torn up inside as I followed them out, when really I was desperate to talk to Lament, ask if he was okay, ask if I’d just royally fucked everything up.

I roll onto my back and tell myself to focus on what’s important—today’s trip to The Parallax. But of course, that only inspires a fresh slew of anxiety. What if Lament is right and the whole plan is a setup? What if Ran Doc Min knows I’m trying to infiltrate his spacecraft and he catches me and ties me up and feeds me to a pit of sharks? Which is a thing Doc Min has. Because he’s probably evil.

Breakfast. I need breakfast.

I’m the first person to enter the detachment’s kitchen this morning. Since cooking feels beyond me, I raid the cabinets for whatever I can find, which ends up being a bunch of overripe bananas, the heel of a bread loaf, and a container of shelf-stable peanut butter sandwiches packaged in plastic. (They’re disgusting. I eat four.) I’m just polishing off the last of a frozen waffle which I am, regrettably, eating frozen, when the kitchen’s automatic doors spring open and announce, “A baby wombat is the size of a jellybean!”

Vera, Jester, and Avi enter the room looking frazzled.

“We have a problem,” Vera says.

“I hope it’s an I-forgot-to-put-on-underwear kind of problem and not a Moon-Dancer-was-stolen kind of problem.”

“Neither.” Vera wrings her hands. “You know how the Youvu Hums were supposed to distract the sergeant while we sneak out of the space station?”

“Yes…?”

“They can’t, because the sergeant is already gone.”

“Okay.” I drop the (now soggy) waffle onto my plate. “But isn’t that a good thing?”

“No,” Vera says, with less patience than I’ve ever seen from her (which is still quite a fair amount of patience). “Since the sergeant isn’t here to be distracted, and we don’t know where she went, she could return any time. It’s out of our control now.”

“Which means,” Avi interrupts, with the air of someone eager to get to the point, “if we’re going to do this, we need to go now.”

After that, it’s a rush to toss breakfast, break down the workroom’s collapsible wall, and clear a path for Moon Dancer onto the main flight deck. The Sixers arrive in pairs, everyone pitching in to help. I’m midway through pushing a pile of boxes out of the way when Lament appears, looking both put together and utterly disheveled. Put together on account of his outward appearance—hair combed, whites pressed, not a stray cord to be seen—and disheveled because of just … everything else. The bags under his eyes, the downward turn of his mouth, the way he keeps tugging at his sleeves. I pause what I’m doing, feeling my heart twist. In an ideal world—a world unencumbered by anxiety or expectation or conflicted pasts—I’d go to him, pull him into my arms, and tell him it’ll be all right, but given how we left things yesterday, I know he’ll want space.

I’m wrong. He marches straight up to me and hands me a list of flying maneuvers, each of which is named after acrobatic stunts. The Gainer. The Double Back. The Rescue. “These are some of the moves I tend to favor in a firefight. I want you to look them over. We’re leaving Romothrida and flying into the Vacant Sector—unknown territory—which means we need to be prepared for every possible outcome, including open space battle.”

I start to reply, but my words die a quick death as he makes a fuss of fixing my clothes, checking the safety strap is tight over my ray gun, smoothing my jacket even though it’s already lying flat. His hand slides up to adjust a wayward piece of my hair, and the movement is so unexpected—so surprisingly tender—it makes me go blank for about one point five seconds, followed by a swift rush of feeling. Everywhere.

Because I thought Lament was going to be cold this morning. I thought he’d hide behind his usual mask. Actually, I was sure he would, because I know Lament. No matter how he feels about the kiss (how does he feel about the kiss?), he’s made his worries perfectly clear, and today was never going to be anything but difficult for us.

Except, right now, Lament is looking at me with a mix of exhaustion and concern and touching me like he cares, and I’m horrified to feel my throat close, because I’m … I need this. I didn’t even know how much I needed it until he gave it to me. Because—hell. I’m nervous for today. So much could go wrong. And that’s on top of being tied up about what happened last night, wondering if he regrets it, what it’ll change between us. I want to ask, I don’t know, a thousand things. What does this mean? Are we okay? Do you feel this, too?

I’m still staring at Lament when Toph whips off Moon Dancer’s tarp with a definitive swoosh.

I don’t know exactly what Moon Dancer looked like before the accident, but what I know for certain is that here, now, she’s gorgeous. Her body is unlike any craft I’ve ever seen, one line blending seamlessly into the next, her green exterior shimmering like sun over the sea. Though she’s got a bit of length to her, she’s actually pretty small—you could probably fit her inside Vera’s Sky Runner three times over. And yet, there’s something abjectly powerful about her design. Something that makes you feel powerful, just standing near her.

It’s impossible, now that she’s fixed, to tell she was ever broken.

“All right,” Vera says in her it’s go time voice. “You all know what we’re doing today and why. We have questions for Ran Doc Min, and somehow—call it fate, or chance, or the will of the Mother of Stars—we have an opportunity to find some answers. A lot of the plan hinges on Keller’s instincts. He’ll be acting on the fly, but we’ve seen what he can do with a ray gun, and we trust him to think smart under pressure, yes?” There’s a general murmur of agreement. Toph claps me on the back, and my knees buckle. “We’ve prepared as much as we can, but now it’s up to Keller to make this happen. If all goes well, tonight we’ll be back here toasting each other to a job well done.”

“And if things don’t go well?” Avi asks.

A Youvu Hum pats her shoulder. “Always know just what to say, don’t you, hon?”

Vera points to us. “Keller and Lament will fly Moon Dancer to The Parallax. Meanwhile, the rest of us will be waiting within range in case we need to stage an intervention. Remember, stick with your partners, no matter what.” She looks at me. “Ready?”

A fresh wave of nervousness surges through me. “Ready.”

Vera gives a nod. “Prepare for takeoff.”

I pocket Lament’s flight list and start toward Moon Dancer, reaching to grab the handholds to haul myself into the cockpit. I’m halfway up when I realize how quiet the deck has grown, the flurry of movement replaced by stillness. I glance back to see all the Sixers staring at Lament. And, a beat later, I realize why.

This will be his first flight with anyone since Bast.

I hesitate, one foot on the small boarding step, fingers curled around the rim of Moon Dancer’s oval cockpit. For one horrible second, I think maybe Lament won’t do it, that he’ll say he’s changed his mind, that someone else will have to fly me to The Parallax. But then he meets my eye and says, “Here we go.”

The Sixers break into smiles.

Moon Dancer’s interior features a cockpit with two seats, one down in front (that’s mine) and the second right behind it (Lament’s). We share the same arched windscreen, which spans up and over our heads for a full range view, and we each have our own control panel. Mine wraps around me in 180 degrees of knobs, joysticks, and green, night vision monitors.

Usually a gunner’s seat is small and cramped, positioned near a fighter craft’s nose. While Moon Dancer’s isn’t exactly roomy, I do wonder if Bast was as tall as I am, because there’s actually a fair bit of leg space in here. I get myself seated and adjust my ray gun so it doesn’t catch the harness, then pull on my headset and start hunting for the craft’s ammunition release. It’s not in its usual position on the lower right-hand corner of my control panel, which is when I remember that Bast was left-handed. All the controls are flipped.

“Um,” I say, blinking at the array of buttons, which are a mirror image of where they’re supposed to be. “He had to be a lefty, huh?”

“Oh.” Lament climbs into the pilot’s seat situated slightly above and behind me. He looks concerned. “Is that going to be a problem?”

“No, ah—just give me a minute.”

“Boys.” Vera’s voice comes in on our headsets. “Everything good?”

“Hartman’s working out the controls,” Lament replies.

“Well, tell him to work faster. We need to get airborne now.”

“Hartman?” Lament covers his headset mic. “I won’t fly this thing until you’re ready.”

“You’re just hoping for a reason to abort,” I mutter, still fumbling with my panel.

“That’s not true.” He sounds so serious. “I’m just not willing to put you in a position that makes you uncomfortable. Ever.”

Which is incredibly touching. And very him. But also not exactly helpful at the moment. “That’s good to know, but I’m fine. I can do this in the air.”

“You sure?”

“I’m sure.”

Vera taxis her Sky Runner beside ours and gives a salute, which Lament returns. Behind her, Caspen and the others are loading up The Bargainer with boxes that contain an array of explosives, fighting equipment, escape tools. Lament presses a button to seal the cockpit’s glass dome, and everything goes silent.

A countdown comes in over our headsets as the flight deck depressurizes and the metal doors open to reveal outer space, but I’m not really paying attention, partly because I’m still working out the backward controls (I won’t tell Lament, but it’s totally hopeless) and partly because I’m once again battling a feeling of overwhelm. My senses are straining, my mind racing ahead, wondering how Moon Dancer is going to fly, wondering how Lament will. Vera gets her Sky Runner airborne first, disappearing smoothly out into space, followed by Caspen’s much larger cargo craft, which hops and stutters its way through the portal. And then it’s just Lament powering up Moon Dancer, shifting gears, and almost without warning we’re off the deck, gaining speed, blasting forward and I just—

Oh.

I’ve flown with dozens of pilots over the years. ARCAN Aviation Academy is known for their flight program, and many of my fellow cadets were great aviators. But flying with Lament is … it’s different. And I don’t know if it’s because it’s him, or it’s me with him, but I’ve never felt so weightless, so perfectly in tune with a craft. We slip away from Skyhub until it’s nothing but a speck against the blackness of space, moving seamlessly, elegantly, soaring through the void. With less than an hour until arrival, The Parallax’s coordinates have activated in our system, and we follow them out of Skyhub’s sector, past solar systems and space stations and planets, entire worlds filled with people living lives we’ll never know. Lament increases our speed, though I never feel the change in force. I only see the stars smeared to beams as we sail by.

I take it all in. The starlight against deep black, the quilt of passing colors. And I know it’s blatant of me, but I want to see Lament’s face right now, so I turn all the way around in my seat and just … look. At him, there behind his control panel, his eyes flitting between the dashboard and our surroundings, his hands manning the dual joysticks. His face is more at peace than I’ve ever seen, lit up from the glow of his monitors and a few nearby stars. In a strange way, he looks less real here, all the angles of his features cutting into the dark. Nose and chin, curves and lines. An ephemeral ghost given bones. I want to touch him, make sure he’s not a figment of my imagination. Because that’s how it feels sometimes. Like I’ve dreamed him up.

Lament’s eyes flick down to me. He gives a self-conscious smile. “What are you doing?”

I don’t know. I don’t know. I just … I’m having all these feelings. All these confusing, conflicted feelings. I want to touch Lament again. Get one hand in his hair, the other up under his shirt, kiss him like I kissed him yesterday.

I need to stop. I’m not—I can’t—this isn’t supposed to be happening, not right now. I’m tangled up in a Determinist plot, about to risk my life for an uncertain outcome, and Lament is Lament. He’s got his own monsters to battle. His own shackled past. Except, we’re here, aren’t we? Flying together when I wasn’t sure we ever would. And maybe that’s why my mind has decided to go down this path, now of all times, because this moment is delicate and unlikely and important. A solar eclipse, blocking the light and somehow making that a wonder.

“Destination spotted,” Lament says into his headset. “Prepare to approach.”

I look out the window and see it. They’ve taken The Parallax out of stealth mode in preparation for our arrival, and it’s larger than I’d imagined. Almost beyond comprehension, actually. The craft is entirely black, and I think it must be coated in Skeleton Paint, which absorbs 100 percent of all visible light. Either that, or they’ve found a way to activate Stealth Mode on individual sections of the spaceship. To my eye, it looks like parts of the body are missing, just vanishing into the blackness of space. My brain is still struggling to grasp it when a series of red lights appears along the ship’s side.

“That’s us,” Lament says darkly.

He follows the lights, which point us in the direction of a vessel floating alongside The Parallax. I recognize the flyer as a space pod, which will ferry me from Moon Dancer the rest of the way onto the ship, kind of like a drawbridge over a moat. It’s a way for the Determinists to ensure they’re only admitting who they want.

As we approach, the pod unfolds like a flower to reveal a small central platform where Lament can land. And yet, rather than touch down immediately, he pulls Moon Dancer into a hover.

“It’s not too late,” he says. He keeps his voice even, but his face is carved in deep lines. “We can turn back.”

“We can’t,” I say. And then, because I hate how he’s looking at me right now: “It’s going to be fine.”

He seems, if anything, less convinced.

Without thinking, I unthread my lifestone from around my neck. The stone is warm. It’s often warm these days, like it’s been sitting in the sun. I squeeze the zurillium in my fist, then offer it to Lament.

He scowls. “What are you doing?”

“I’m giving you my lifestone.”

His eyes dart from the object to my face and back again. “I thought lifestones only work one way. If you give me yours, you’re keeping me safe.”

“I—” I’m blushing now. “Yeah. I know.”

“So how does that help—?”

“I want to know you’ll be okay,” I say in a breathless rush. “When I’m in there. If something happens. Which it won’t, okay, but if it does, I’ll feel better knowing you have this. That … that the Determinists can’t come for you.”

“Hartman.” Lament shakes his head. “I can’t take your lifestone.”

My blush deepens. “Why not?”

“Because it’s just a story. It’s not real.”

“I know that. But can’t you—can’t you just take it anyway?” Shit, I sound pitiful. “I mean, just in case?”

He looks torn. And I feel like an idiot.

“Never mind,” I say quickly, trying to shove the stone back under my shirt in a humiliated rush. “You’re right. I’m being stupid. Forget I asked.”

He leans past my headrest and reaches to grab the hand holding my lifestone. I freeze as he curls his fingers around mine. “Wait.” His voice is rough. “I’m sorry. If it’s important to you, I’ll take it.”

The relief is so intense, I forget I’m supposed to be upset. I unclip from my harness, turn around on my knees in the gunner’s seat to put us at eye level, and thread the stone around his neck. It glows—a single, bright pulse—then fades back to normal.

Lament touches the zurillium. “It’s warm.”

I’m not sure if Lament remembers that giving someone your lifestone is an act of love. It’s the same as handing them part of your soul, and it’ll keep them safe, even (maybe often) at the risk of your own safety. My mother gave me this lifestone, and supposedly, that means it’ll keep me out of death’s way. Now I’m trading my protection for Lament’s.

Lament holds my gaze. I want, desperately, to know what he’s thinking, but there’s no time to ask.

“Are we going down?” I try to sound cool and unconcerned, but I probably just look strained.

Lament tips Moon Dancer into a short dive toward the space pod. He lands neatly on the proffered platform, which seals us inside and pressurizes. Lament pops Moon Dancer’s cockpit open, but as I start to climb out, he grabs my arm and says, “You better come back.”

Our faces are close. “I will.”

He looks almost like he did the day we met: angry and in pain and trying to hide it. “Promise me.”

I suddenly feel like I’m coming down with a fever. I’m aware of his mouth. The deep blue-green of his eyes. “I promise.”

He gives me a final, searching look. Then he lets me go.
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Unlike Skyhub, doc min’s spacecraft exists inside a pressure bubble, meaning once the pod sweeps me away from Lament, over a hard-to-quantify distance through space and into The Parallax’s docking port, I don’t have to wait for the flight deck to seal before I step out—the area is already oxygenated and depressurized. It’s advanced technology, and it’s fucking expensive. Not even the Legion can justify that kind of cost.

It’s that knowledge, finally, that truly gets me scared.

I don’t know if I’ve really taken time to assess what I’m up against. The past four days have been such a whirlwind, starting with Nina’s abjectly distressing reappearance and ending with a frankly haphazard mission plan that, despite all my reassurances to Lament, is bound to go sideways. My stomach tightens as I step off the transportation pod onto the flight deck, which looks a lot like the Sixth’s flight deck, except it’s ten times the size. I spot an array of spaceships: a Maxton III (energy-shielded, bright blue, shaped like an arrowhead), a Black Eclipse (compact, solar powered, AI-assisted), plus a dozen others that look so new to market, I don’t even know their names. They’re all battleships. All equipped with guns.

“Mr. Hartman,” comes a voice to my left.

I whip around to see Trey Morton striding through the sea of fighter ships, wearing a checkered vest and looking for all the world like a disappointed schoolteacher. His long dress sleeves are rolled back, his loafers clicking on the glossy floor. He adjusts his bowtie as he approaches. “I see you’ve made it.”

“I think the phrase is I’m glad to see you’ve made it.”

“Hmm,” is his reply, which strikes me as unnecessarily ominous. He appraises my uniform, the weapon at my hip. “You’ve reclaimed your ray gun.”

I hesitate. Technically, Morton is the one who issued my red card. Given he’s a Director for the Legion and responsible for disciplinary matters, he should report me to Sergeant Forst right here and now—not, I reflect, just for the gun, but for sneaking off Skyhub in the first place.

Morton, however, only peers down his nose and says, “You will need to relinquish your weapon before meeting Ran. Protocol, you understand.”

“What?” I make a face of mock surprise. “Your simulation didn’t predict my good behavior?”

“This is not a joke, Mr. Hartman.”

No, it’s not, and that’s activating every single one of my fight-or-flight instincts. I spread my hands. “I’ll hand the gun over right before our meeting, and you’ll give it back as soon as we’re done. Until then, the weapon stays with me.”

“Mr. Hartman—”

“That’s nonnegotiable.”

Morton must see the resolve in my face, because he purses his lips. “I will allow Nina to make the final call. She is waiting to meet you now. In the meantime”—another pointed perusal of my figure—“are you concealing any other weapons?”

“No.”

“Blades, poisons, anything that might pose a threat?”

“No.”

“Then you’ll have no problem submitting to a bot scan.”

I think of the keening in my pocket. I plaster on my best look of innocence. “Of course not.”

A humanoid bot (which could pass as a man except for the metal face) arrives to conduct the scan. I fight the urge to fidget as it pulls out a sensor rod and slowly runs it around my limbs, my torso. Just a bit of lint, I think as the device moves past my pocket. Undetectable.

The bot straightens and flashes Morton a picture of my ray gun.

“Permissible,” Morton says. “For now. Anything else?”

The bot shakes its head.

“Very well.” Morton inhales a breath that I take to mean Let’s get this over with. “Follow me.”

We cross the flight deck in silence. Morton ignores the trio of guards stationed outside the entry doors, bypassing them to sweep his hand over a digital security pad. The doors spring open, there’s a blast of cool air, and like that, we’re in.

When Vera called this place a fortress, I assumed she meant it was just a really well-organized spacecraft and not, you know, a fortress. With military- grade security detail, bands of marching soldiers, and what looks, I kid you not, like a moat carved right into the floor of the entrance chamber. The water is dark, a little choppy from the subtle vibration of the ship. I can’t see the bottom.

“Are there sharks?” I ask Morton as he guides us across the moat’s bridge, past a group of Youspaka (two-headed aliens known for their ability to feel others’ emotions), and down a wide corridor.

“Excuse me?”

“Sharks. In the water.”

He frowns. “Why would there be sharks in the water?”

We travel deeper. I try to focus on the layout of the ship, the sleek black-and-gray halls, the endless series of doors. Some are shaped like hexagons, some like rectangles, others, circles. There seems to be a pattern to their order, but what it means—if it means anything—I can’t guess.

After what feels like an endless series of turns, we reach an unmarked door at the end of an unmarked corridor. Morton glances at me, then angles his body to block my view as he punches a key code into the electronic panel. The door releases a sound like air brakes (menacing air brakes) and splits snaggletooth down the middle. The professor (still unclear if he’s actually a professor) makes a you first motion, and I step into a room that’s not quite big enough to qualify as a lounge but still far too large for just two people. There’s a smattering of tufted chairs, a full bar, and those little table lamps that are meant to provide—I believe the technical term is—mood lighting.

It is … not what I was expecting.

“Keller,” says a voice, “you made it.”

I turn to see my mother standing off to the side, wearing the same smile she wore back on Skyhub: a little earnest, a little hopeful. There might be genuine affection there, too, if I cared to look closely. Which I do not.

My palms are going clammy, my pulse kicking up. I can hear Lament saying I worry you’re doing this for her, but I snap the lid closed on those thoughts. I need to stay focused. To keep my head on straight. As long as I concentrate on the mission and not on my own feelings, everything will be fine.

“Did you have any trouble mapping our coordinates?” Nina asks as she moves to greet us. “I know coming all the way out here to the Vacant Sector can be tricky.”

“No,” I say, and despite being tempted to leave it at a one-word answer, I add, “no trouble.”

“Mr. Hartman,” Morton tells Nina, “insists on keeping a gun on his person until Ran arrives. I have tried to confiscate the firearm, but he remains adamant.”

“Oh, that’s not a problem.” Nina is still smiling, her posture loose and natural, like she’s unaware of the tension. “Keller won’t cause any trouble. Now, if you could tell Ran we’re ready, that would be wonderful.”

Morton looks like he’s just been asked to strip naked and dance. “My duty was to deliver Mr. Hartman to you. I am not your errand boy.”

“Of course not, Trey, that was never my implication.” Nina’s voice is gentle. How is she always so gentle? “I only want a few minutes alone with my son. It’s been so long. You understand that, don’t you?”

Morton stands down almost instantly. He nods, going soft at her words, like he does indeed understand. It makes me feel strangely defensive. I certainly don’t understand.

“Very well,” Morton agrees. “I will let Ran know.”

“This may take a few minutes,” Nina tells me as the professor exits, motioning us toward a cluster of very shiny, very upright chairs. “Ran had a breakthrough with FPS last night. Something involving instantaneous data entry. It’s been hard to pull him away from the work.”

“I thought you said he’d be here,” I say, adding just a touch of petulance to my tone.

“He is,” she’s quick to assure me. “The simulation’s processing computers are located on board. At the center of this very floor, in fact.”

Which confirms the spot on Jester’s heat map that looked like it might be double armored, indicating contents Doc Min wants kept secured.

We sit. The chair’s sea-green fabric squeaks under my thighs. A bot (an MN-99, which looks harmless but can be reconfigured for battle if needed) appears with a serving tray balanced on each of its three hands. They rotate around its body like moons around a planet.

“Tea?” Nina asks. “Water? Coffee?”

My brain feels weird. Like there’s a crack in the middle and I can’t quite get the two halves to align. I’m on The Parallax. I’m on The Parallax fishing for intel and my mother is here and she’s offering me refreshments. “Um, coffee is fine.”

Nina plucks the appropriate tray from the bot’s metal hands and sets two cups onto the low table between us. “Let me guess,” she says, pouring the liquid in a practiced motion. “Cream and sugar?”

“Yes,” I reply warily, then can’t stop myself from blurting, “did the simulation tell you that?”

Nina’s smile softens. “It’s how I take mine.”

Which is like a knee to the stomach. For a moment, I can’t speak, so I just sit there while Nina adds exactly the right amount of cream and sugar to my mug. She stirs the coffee with a little spoon and slides it across the table.

I try to pick it up, but my hands are shaking too badly.

“So,” I say, trying to force my brain away from the strangeness of this moment and back to the mission. The simulation. Ask about the simulation. “Instantaneous data entry?”

“I don’t pretend to understand it,” Nina says, stirring cream into her own coffee. “The inner workings of FPS are mostly beyond me. The algorithms Doc Min uses to run the simulation are the first of their kind.”

“But,” I press, “working here on The Parallax, you must understand some things. It seems…” I pause, decide where I want to nudge this conversation next. “It seems unbelievable that one man could harvest enough data to predict future events for a single planet, let alone the entire galaxy. How does Doc Min even go about accessing that kind of information?”

Nina’s cheeriness fades ever so slightly. “Ran is an innovator.”

“Are there surveillance systems involved?”

“No.”

“Are you purchasing the data from a third party?”

“No.”

“So how—?”

“Ran has his own methods to gather the information needed to make his simulation work smoothly.”

“Enough methods to collect all the information, though? I understand everything in our galaxy is connected. Every event affects every next event. That’s the concept of Determinism, right? But to predict the future, Doc Min would need to harvest that data, and to do that, he’d have to install the entire galaxy with observation technology—which, by the way, is illegal under galactic law—and somehow optimize the sequence of events to produce meaningful predictions.”

Nina’s hair is pulled up today, exposing the curves of her face, the slope of her neck. She doesn’t look put off by my questions, exactly, but there’s something in her eyes now. A caginess that wasn’t there before. “You’ve been studying.”

“If I’m going to join your movement,” I lie, “I’d like to understand it.”

“Oh, Keller.” She sighs. “Do you think you’re the first to wonder about Ran’s methods? I myself didn’t believe his predictions when I first joined the movement. But speaking too deeply about the simulation can have negative impacts on the technology itself.”

I’ve heard this argument before. It still sounds like bullshit. “But—”

“If you have questions,” Nina interrupts, “let’s save them for Ran, shall we?”

Which is about as far as I should have expected to get with my mother. Still, I rub my neck, feeling a little like I’ve been horse-collared.

“Speaking of,” Nina continues in brighter tones, “I was just talking to Ran about you this morning. I was telling him about that pet ferret you had as a child. What was his name? Fuzzy?”

“Floppy.”

“Floppy.” She gives a bell-tinkle laugh. “He was a cute little bugger. Such an escape artist. I remember the last time you lost him. You were so upset.”

It’s like I’ve looked into a mirror and there’s no reflection. What are we even talking about right now? “Yeah.”

“I went and bought you another ferret. I tried to pretend Floppy never run away, but you knew the difference instantly. Of course you did. You were always so smart.”

I’m struggling with this turn in conversation. Like, I can hear what Nina is saying, but I’m not absorbing it. It’s weird. How she’s talking about my childhood so openly. Reminiscing, like there’s no sore spot here, no elephant in the room. “I never told you I knew he was a different ferret.”

“You gave him a new name. It was obvious. Gosh, you always loved animals. Remember when I took you to the zoo?”

My heart thumps. Is she serious right now? Like, the day she abandoned me? “What?”

“We had the whole day planned, just the two of us. Remember that?”

There’s a part of me—a jagged, nagging suspicion in the back of my head—that thinks Nina is doing this on purpose. Like she knows I was treading into dangerous territory with my simulation questions and is using this jarring change in conversation to derail me. Which reminds me that despite Nina’s joyful demeanor, she’s the kind of woman who would willingly abandon her son in the name of her cult.

It reminds me I don’t know my mother at all.

I wish I wasn’t doing this alone. It’d be easier if Vera was here, or Jester, or (yes, all right, I’ll say what I mean) Lament. He’d be my anchor, something to ground me. I’ve got nothing to ground me now. Just this vacant room and my mother’s too-happy eyes and her memories that are so insensitive they’re borderline criminal.

“Yeah,” I say, and this time, I let the one-word answer stand.

She looks down. “Oh, but you haven’t touched your coffee. Shall we fetch you something else?”

My fingers are itching like they do when I want to grab my ray gun. I stand abruptly. “Is there a restroom?”

Nina blinks. “Now? Ran should be here any—”

“It was a long flight.”

“Of course.” She recovers herself quickly, but I don’t miss the way she’s eyeing me, like maybe she’s finally noticed the strain in my voice. I wonder if she’ll insist I wait for Doc Min to arrive before I go anywhere, but she only nods and points. “Just out the doors to the left. You can’t miss it.”

I don’t go to the bathroom. My feet take me swiftly away from the lounge, up a corridor and back into The Parallax’s main chamber. I learned as much as I could questioning my mother, which wasn’t much. Not that I expected her to be forthcoming about Doc Min’s simulation, but her deflections, her overbright attitude, the shifty change in conversation …

She’s hiding something.

I consider waiting for Ran Doc Min. That’s why I’m here, isn’t it? To question the man myself. Only now I’m realizing that plan comes with one pretty huge flaw: I don’t trust Doc Min any more than I trust my mother. She’s not giving me the answers I came for, so who’s to say he will?

If I want to unravel the mystery of the space mist, Bast, and FPS, I’ll have to do it on my own. And as I stare down the hallway, I realize I might have just stumbled upon that very opportunity.

I bolt through corridors, recalling the image of Jester’s heat map (thank the stars I have it memorized) and setting my watch countdown to fifteen minutes. That’s the amount of time I estimate it would take a visitor to vanish to the restroom before their Determinist mother started to grow suspicious. I have fifteen minutes to find the center of the ship, sneak into the simulation room, learn whatever I can, and return to Nina before anyone realizes I’m missing. Which suddenly feels like a fucking impossibly short amount of time.

Rash, says the memory of Master Ira’s voice, still so familiar after all these years. Reckless.

I know, I think back. It’s not enough to stop me.

I turn off the main chamber, pass the moat (still no sharks), and dart up a different corridor, walking as fast as I can without drawing attention. The hallway is square and straight, illuminated by white overhead lights. There are a fair number of people around (guards, extraterrestrial species, buff-looking people in gray-and-yellow flight suits), which is actually a good thing—the crowd helps conceal my presence. As it is, my heart ratchets every time someone glances in my direction, but the Determinists seem absorbed in their own thoughts, their own lives. My civilian clothes blend seamlessly in with the throng, and my face, while recognizable (I’m starting to understand why Lament works so hard to stay out of the news) is just average enough to avoid notice. No one looks at me twice.

I come to a T-shaped dead end and hang a left, moving down yet another hallway (this one features a unit of marching guards wielding fire blasters—yay) and deeper into the belly of The Parallax. The walls are a smooth, uniform gray. The floors are textured to prevent slipping. By my estimation, I’m somewhere in the lower right quadrant of the craft heading toward its center. I speedwalk under archways and through doors (square, circle, circle, hexagon), but I keep meeting dead ends, forcing me to backtrack and eating up precious time.

I’m starting to feel disoriented. I debate, madly, whether I could ask someone for directions to the simulation room. I barrel onward, keep my face down, trying not to meet anyone’s eye. I hit another dead end. Curse. Turn back.

Then I start to notice the pattern.

If I pass through a hexagon door and take a left, it will lead me to a circular door. When I pass through that and take a right, it will lead me back to a hexagon. No more dead ends. I follow this series, avoiding rectangular doors entirely. It’s like a maze with a secret code, guiding me to the ship’s center.

There are fewer people now, just enough that I can’t hide in a crowd. I start checking around corners, waiting until the coast is clear before moving through a new door, doing everything in my power to stay out of sight. If I get caught this far from the lounge, I won’t have any excuses.

I try not to dwell on that.

The overhead lights have been growing steadily dimmer as I continue into the labyrinth. Sometimes, they cut out altogether. I presume this has to do with saving energy on lesser-used sections of the spacecraft and is not some psychological hack to make invaders feel like the walls are closing in. Which, they do feel like that. I round yet another corner and see a bot holding a drink tray, much like the one that delivered Nina and me coffee. On impulse, I grab the tray out of the bot’s mechanical hands. It doesn’t seem to notice.

I reach a final hallway and peer around the corner.

At the end of the corridor is a single door with a hand scan access pad and a scrolling sign overhead that reads SIMULATION IN PROGRESS: DO NOT ENTER. A guard stands on either side of the door. The one on the left looks like any regular guard, her uniform neat but her face bored. My eyes slide to the one on the right, and I do a double take, because I recognize them from Avi’s lessons: That’s Jij, the poisons master.

I dip back out of sight, press my back against the flat wall. I’m sweating. My stomach hurts. I check my watch: already ten minutes down.

I briefly consider aborting this mission. Back on Skyhub, we’d talked about what it might take for me to get my eyes on FPS. Presumably, the simulation spits its predictions out onto some kind of monitor, which is located in the same room as FPS’s processors. All the Sixers agreed that even if I was able to get my eyes on that screen myself, it wouldn’t do much good, since I don’t know how to read computer code. Which is all to say that this little detour has probably been totally pointless. I’m sure Lament will wring my neck when he finds out. And yet.

And yet.

I have this feeling in my gut, same as I do when I’m lining up the perfect shot, ray gun in hand, finger on the trigger. Things just click, and right now, something is clicking.

I need to see the simulation. I am meant to go through that door.

I hoist the stolen tray like I’m a waiter at a diner, emerge around the corner, and start forward at a fast clip. At a glance, Jij could be mistaken for human, except for a few small oddities: the slitted nose, the wide-set eyes, the faint blue tint to their skin. Jij and the other guard glance up, their hands going to their ray guns.

“Delivery,” I say.

“This room is closed to—”

I hurl the tray through the air. It catches the first guard in the stomach while I dodge a ray beam from Jij, pull out my gun, shoot the weapon from their hand. It’s noisy, Mother of Stars, it’s noisy. While the woman is trying to draw air back into her lungs, Jij produces a small black pouch of I-don’t-know-what-but-I-think-I-can-guess.

I close the distance between us, come in with a fist to the face. Jij is clearly not expecting a gunman to do anything so obviously physical, especially given I still have a gun in my hand. They reel back. Hit the wall. In the confusion, the contents of their pouch spill down their front.

Jij’s eyes bulge. The veins grow in their neck, swelling at an alarming rate. They give a short, surprised gurgle before slumping to the floor.

The other guard’s nose is streaming, her face red from where the tray hit her diaphragm. I pick up the fallen platter.

She says, “You sonuva—”

I smash the tray over her head, and she crumples down on top of Jij.

My thoughts are strangely clear in the midst of all this violence. Like it’s been choreographed, I grab Jij’s limp hand and slap it onto the hand scanner. The doors swoosh apart down the center.

I step into the simulation room.

In the movies, when there’s a big revelation, the producers always take time to build up to the moment. They add in dramatic music and do a slow pan of the camera, closing in on the protagonist’s face, letting you see their emotion. Meanwhile, the viewer is held in suspense, anticipating that great and final unveiling.

It’s not like that now. There’s no buildup, no gap between me and the revelation. I know immediately this isn’t a supercomputer room—it’s a laboratory. I see Trey Morton standing in its center, speaking to a young woman in a lab coat. He turns at the sound of my entrance, his eyes widening, but not before I get a look at what’s around me.

Models of Mount Kilmon. Test tubes, gas masks, maps detailing rings of vapor. And there, stacked along the wall, is what looks like a dozen gray heat collectors—the same devices used by the people of Venthros to harness energy from Mount Kilmon’s eruption and power our planet. Only, these collectors have been altered. Their interior grids are gone, replaced with capsules of smoky white mist. Connected to the capsules are wires leading to countdown timers, which read in big red letters: three hundred and twelve hours. Thirteen days. The same amount of time until Mount Kilmon’s eruption.

My heart is in my throat. My ears roar as everything clicks into place.

There is no simulation. No advanced computer technology. Ran Doc Min didn’t predict the poisonous gas that will erupt out of Mount Kilmon and kill millions of people.

He planted it.

“Keller,” says a voice from behind me, “you’re off course, aren’t you?”
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Ran doc min stands in the doorway. He looks different in person. Less cartoon villain and more real-life villain, with his long face and black cape and pointy goatee. His eyes are blue. Not teal blue like a summer ocean, not sky blue like a sunny day—dark blue, bruise blue, the color of your fingers when you’re being held underwater.

He whistles, and a swarm of guards descends.

It’s not my finest fight. I’m not too proud to admit that.

My first mistake is trying to battle more than one combatant at once, losing sight of individual targets in lieu of the greater mass. And hell, it’s a mass. I don’t know where all these uniformed soldiers were hiding, but they appear in a swarm of gray coats and yellow gloves, some holding ray guns, some wielding stunners, some simply with their hands clenched to fists. I realize—instantly, with an intuition honed over years at the Academy—that I don’t stand a chance against so many, not like this, trapped and outnumbered in the depths of an enemy starship. I get off a whopping total of one ray gun shot before I’m disarmed, my weapon wrestled violently from my hand.

That reality—losing my gun—has my head spinning. I throw a punch at random, but this turns out to be another mistake, because my fist connects poorly with a guard’s ballistic chest armor, the impact reverberating up my arm. Pain shears through me. My hand goes numb. I barely manage to think hope it’s not broken before that same guard grabs my wrist, twists my elbow, and forces me to my knees.

I give a cry and try to fight back to my feet, but it’s no use. Working as a unit, the guards cuff my hands behind my back, then yank my hair, forcing me to look up at Ran Doc Min.

“I had hoped,” Doc Min says in that deep, distinctive rumble, “when I invited you onto my ship, it would not come to this.” A sigh. “Nina will be so disappointed.”

“Yeah, well.” My voice sounds like a wet balloon. “That makes two of us.”

“I take some responsibility, of course,” he continues, pacing toward me. He’s wearing black loafers that are polished to such a shine, I can see my reflection in the toes. “I told Nina we should have reestablished contact with you years ago. That’s our usual protocol with Legion placements. It was risky to hope you would give us your loyalty simply because of familial ties, but Nina was adamant you finish your studies at the Academy. The entire point of the exercise, she said, was for you to realize your potential.

“I do not disparage Nina for her hope,” Ran Doc Min goes on with infuriating calmness. “You showed such promise as a cadet. You’d established yourself as a top Academy recruit by the end of your first year, and had we interfered, we might have waylaid your concentration. Nina was determined to see how far you could go, and she was so pleased—”

“She has no right to be pleased by anything I do,” I snarl, in part because it’s true, and in part just to stop him from finishing this agonizing monologue. He’s speaking like I’m some sort of study experiment. Like my life is a test.

“She is a mother,” Doc Min replies. “That is reason enough.”

“She stopped being a mother the moment she walked away from me.”

“But she didn’t walk away. Haven’t you been paying attention? Nina may not have been visibly in your life, but she made the ultimate sacrifice by putting your future beyond her own desires. She has been watching you grow all along.”

“No.” My brain hurts. My lungs are wadded cotton. “She doesn’t get to do what she did and then try for sacrifice points. It doesn’t work like that.”

“And yet, she has missed you.”

“Fuck you.”

“I see,” Doc Min drawls, “you do not wish to speak about this reasonably.”

“Reasonably?” I bark a laugh. I don’t have a plan for getting out of this mess, no ideas, no strategy. If I was smart, I’d try to reason with Doc Min, apologize, call this a misunderstanding. But I’m not smart. It’s too much. Years of pent-up pain and anger are leaking out of me like oil from a well. “Nina made me an orphan so I could be a better Determinist pawn. And that’s to say nothing about what being a Determinist even means.” I jerk my head around the room. Professor Morton is still standing in its center, looking twitchy and uncertain. Behind him, the tubes and bottles glow and bubble.

“You’ve got half the galaxy convinced you’re some kind of savior,” I accuse, “but there’s no simulation, is there? You can’t see the future, you can’t determine our fate. You’re just pretending, and now, as part of your ploy for power, you’ve poisoned a volcano and will kill millions of people—”

“No one has to die.”

“Right, of course not, as long as they pledge their allegiance to you, you narcissistic, clown-caped wanker.”

Which is right about the moment I remember I’m on my knees, weaponless, surrounded by guards, and at the mercy of a man who is so sociopathic he’ll willingly gamble the lives of an entire planet for his own personal ends.

Doc Min eyes me. “And what about you, Keller?”

“What about me?”

“You claim I’ve convinced the galaxy I am some sort of savior, but are you not a member of an institution that does the very same?”

“The Legion does save people—”

“The Legion has Romothrida locked under its iron thumb,” he clips. “For years, Determinists have struggled to find our footing under their rule. The Legion bars us from interstellar agencies—and from establishing representatives in the Legion itself—on the premise of objectivity, but their motives are thinly veiled. They despise Determinists. If your superiors had their way, we would not exist at all. So I’ve found a way to fight back. Yes, my methods are extreme, but what other strategy would work against a goliath like the Legion? If I want freedom for my people—the ability to practice Determinism openly, without fear of persecution—I must first grow our numbers. I must make our movement so big we are undefeatable. And I will.”

“If you don’t want the Legion to persecute you,” I say, “maybe be less evil?”

Doc Min’s expression is colder now. “Is this a joke to you?”

“No.” A beat, where I consider not risking my life on a wisecrack and decide against it. “But you are.”

He looks at his guards. “Search him.”

They do, roughly. There’s nothing on me, no hidden weapons or maps, nothing except the keening. It doesn’t look like anything says the memory of Jester’s words. Just a piece of lint. But one of the guards tugs my pockets, and out the keening falls, the scraggly little fuzzball tipping onto the floor. I try not to look at it. I try to channel my inner Lament and prevent a single thought from showing on my face.

I think I probably do show something, though, when Doc Min stoops to pick it up.

He brings the keening up to his face. Squints at it. And there’s still … I don’t know why there’s still any hope left in me. I’ve already been caught. I’m already doomed. But I think, maybe if he tosses the keening aside, I’ll have a chance to salvage this. I can strike some sort of deal with him. Buy myself time.

Doc Min crushes the keening in his fist, then drops it to the floor. It gives a shudder and withers, fading from light brown to black. I think it might be dead. But worse, worse, is the look on Doc Min’s face.

He knows what it is.

Fear spikes through me as Doc Min looks at the guard beside him and says, “I have reason to believe The Parallax will soon come under attack. It will be an attempted rescue mission.” Doc Min turns back to me. “How many will come?”

“None,” I croak, too quickly. “No one is coming.”

“It’s in your best interest to answer honestly, Mr. Hartman.” That’s Trey Morton speaking now. He looks … not triumphant. I don’t know how to describe the way he looks, except to say afraid.

He’s afraid of Doc Min’s anger. He’s afraid of what’s coming.

Hey, Trey. So am I.

Doc Min speaks again. “Whether or not the attackers will be sanctioned by the Legion is unknown. We have our fingers pulling many threads, but the Legion is vast, and there are many departments still beyond our control. I can, however, say with near certainty that the members of Keller’s fleet will be among them.”

One of the guards—a captain of some sort with a blue badge stitched to her breast—gives a terse nod. “Should I sound the alarm?”

“No. I want this contained. When the invaders come into range, eliminate them as quickly and quietly as possible. The fewer people who find out about this, the better.”

My heart makes a fist. “No. Wait. I’m the one who broke into your ship. They had nothing to do with this.”

Ran Doc Min snaps his gaze to mine. “More lies, Keller?” His lip curls, and almost before my eyes, I see him transform. Gone is the diplomatic man from before. His serenity vanishes, dropping away to reveal his true face, like a skeleton under rotting skin. The guards draw back. Trey Morton wrings his hands. A vein appears in Ran Doc Min’s temple, throbbing with rage.

“I should kill you where you stand,” he hisses. “What a weasel you are. What a poor reward for a woman like your mother. To think she was so certain you could be trusted.”

I should shut up, I should shut up right now. “What? You’re saying your simulation didn’t predict this?”

Doc Min sneers. “You will regret this.” Then, to the guards: “Get him out of my sight.”

They shove a blindfold over my eyes, which seems unnecessary, since I’ve already seen the worst of what they have to hide. Anyway, I can tell by the number of twists and turns we take that I’d never be able to find my way back out of here, even if I could catalog every hallway and corridor and door, even if I had Jester’s heat map completely memorized. I’m afraid, of course I am, but that’s not even really what has my focus. I’m thinking about Lament. I’m thinking about how he didn’t want me to come on this ridiculous mission, how he already lost one partner. I promised him everything would be okay. I’m breaking that promise.

We walk. The guards are silent. I get the sense we’re traveling downward, though there aren’t actually any stairs. I count the number of footsteps around me, try to estimate just how terrible my odds of escape are. For one crazed moment, I imagine trying to break free. I’d tear out of my cuffs, rip this blindfold off, grab one of their ray guns and just have at it. The guards would take me out, but at least I would go down fighting. Not doing what I’m doing now, which is simply letting my fate happen. A lamb being led to slaughter. And yet, I remember Vera’s words. We’ll come for you.

I don’t want them to die for me.

I don’t want to be abandoned.

The guards pull me to a halt. I hear the sound of a key being inserted into a lock, which seems really old-fashioned given the technology on the rest of The Parallax. There’s something so visceral about the sound of that lock. I wonder if Ran Doc Min installed it on purpose. Like he wants his prisoners to hear the finality of the bolt driving home.

Someone unlocks my cuffs and pulls off my blindfold before I’m shoved into a cell, the door clanging shut behind me. I blink, rubbing my wrists, my eyes adjusting to the low light. I’m in a freestanding prison in the center of a circular room. It’s small—both the cell and the room—with metal bars on all sides. Nowhere to hide, no privacy. The cell is completely bare inside. But it’s not empty.

There’s another prisoner in here. They’re huddled against the other side, knees drawn up to their chest, face buried behind their arms. They’re dressed in rags, their hair overgrown. They look like they might be sleeping.

The guards are gone. The room is quiet. I have the wild thought that the other person in this cell is some kind of lunatic sent by Ran Doc Min to torture me while I’m in here. But no—they’re a prisoner just like me, right? And they’ve been here a long time, from the looks of it.

I want to poke my cellmate awake, even as I very much do not want that. But there’s this urge in me to just get it over with. Rip off the bandage, meet my companion, see how bad this is really going to be.

The prisoner lifts their head. Blinks at me.

“Keller,” Master Ira says.

And then the world crumbles at the edges.


30

When I was twelve years old, I broke my wrist.

I was out in the woods with my ray gun. It was dark. Nighttime. I’d already been caught by the Master once, but this was after I rediscovered the gun back in my room, after I realized I didn’t have the strength to let it go. Instead, I’d resolved to be smarter. Sneakier. I would wait until the house was asleep, then pull the weapon out from under my mattress, slip through the window, and creep into the woods to practice shooting by moonlight.

It didn’t take me long before I became adept at all this sneaking. It made me overconfident. I stopped paying attention to pits and roots. One night as I was running through the woods toward my usual spot, I stepped wrong and fell over a gulf. Tumbled right down into a creek of muddy water. At first, the surprise was all I could think of. That dizzying What the hell just happened? Covered in river water, disoriented in the dark.

Then came the pain.

That’s how it is now in this prison cell. There’s a full three seconds where I just stand here, unable to process what I’m seeing. My mind has tripped over a gulf, and I’m wondering what the hell just happened. I wait for my thoughts to right themselves, to make some sense of the situation.

Then, painfully, they do.

“Master Ira?” The words burst from me like I’ve been punched in the gut. My head is a tangle of shock and disbelief and … anger?

Yeah. The heat in my chest is definitely anger.

“What the actual fuck?” I shout, backing up against the bars on the cell’s opposite side. “What’s going on right now? Is this some kind of a prank?” The Master starts to reply, but I keep going. “I don’t—this doesn’t—what are you doing here?”

“Sitting, I suppose,” he finally gets in, with a dryness that’s so familiar it makes me choke.

“I don’t understand.” The dim overhead lamp is warping before my eyes, spilling color like a flood. The bars—once solid—appear thin and filmy. I think I’m having some sort of neurological event. “How did you get in here? How long have you been on this ship? Are you”—and now my brain does seem to be catching up—“are you Doc Min’s prisoner?”

The Master pushes slowly to his feet. The man I remember was stout and strong, rosy-faced, with a smile that seemed to come from within. The person before me has the Master’s face, but he’s thin, haggard. He struggles to get himself upright, using the metal bars for support. I can’t really see his frame—it’s buried under layers of filthy brown robes—but from the looks of it, he’s lost a lot of weight.

“To answer your questions in order,” Master Ira replies, “I was forced into this cell against my will, I’ve been here for three years, and yes, I am a prisoner.” He gives a small smile. “It appears I have given you a shock.” The smile quickly fades. He takes his turn studying me, his gaze lingering on the raw skin at my wrists where my hands were cuffed. “Are you hurt?”

“I—” Yes. “No.” A pause. “You don’t seem surprised to see me.”

“I am not, unfortunately.” His face is like a headstone, worn with years. “Ran has been taunting me with the possibility of your capture since I arrived.”

“Doc Min wanted to capture me?”

“Not exactly.”

“Then…?”

“He has been using your freedom to threaten me. He said if I did not give him the information he desired, he would do you harm. Then I learned Nina invited you onto The Parallax as part of their plan to recruit you. I suspected things might take a turn for the worse.” He folds his hands into his loose sleeves, an old movement, habitual, also familiar. “You’ll be wanting the full story, I’m sure. But first, let’s get you some water, hmm?”

“I’m not thirsty.”

He procures a small waterskin from within his robes. “I insist.”

“Really, I’m fine.”

“Keller.” He gives me a look, and all at once I’m nine years old again. “Your eyes are dilated. And your complexion is a worrying shade of gray. If you faint, I won’t have the strength to catch you.”

The Master holds out the canteen. This time, I accept the item with trembling fingers and take a drink. Cool water slides down my throat. Once I start, I can’t seem to stop. I gulp until my stomach pangs in protest.

When I’m finished, I wipe my mouth on the back of my hand and give the canteen back.

I think I’m supposed to be asking the Master questions right now.

I can’t stop staring at him.

He’s here. He’s here, and I’m here, and I can’t make it make sense.

“You said Ran Doc Min wanted information?” I finally manage.

“About Mount Kilmon,” Master Ira says, propping himself against the bars on his side of the cell. “Doc Min’s guards captured me shortly after you left for the Academy. The Determinists wanted to know about Mount Kilmon, its explosion cycle, and most importantly, our colony there. You remember that to become a Master of the Order, initiates must live on the volcano for one full eruption cycle, but we don’t just live on the volcano—we live inside it. Under the mountain’s surface exists a labyrinth of tunnels. We use those tunnels for training, housing, storage. Some extend all the way into the volcano’s core. This information was important to Doc Min.”

“I saw the heat collectors,” I say. “He’s filling them with voroxide. He wants to plant them inside the volcano.”

“He already has. They started switching real collectors out for fake ones earlier this year.”

“And no one noticed?”

“How would they? They are perfect replicas.” Master Ira’s face creases. “If you know about the collectors, then you must know about the rest of Doc Min’s plan.”

I nod. “I broke into the simulation room.”

At that, the Master’s mouth twitches. “Did you now?”

“Doc Min caught me. He admitted everything.”

“His plan—forgive me for saying so—is genius. When Mount Kilmon erupts, Ran Doc Min’s prediction will appear to come true. The Venthrothians who pledge him loyalty will use his neutralizer to survive. When the rest of the galaxy sees that Doc Min predicted this event and saved those devoted to his movement, they’ll be scrambling to join him.”

I’m tempted to bury my face in my hands. “This is shit.”

“Indeed.”

“Three years,” I say, as something else occurs to me. “You’ve been trapped here for three years. So does this … I mean…” My mouth works uselessly. A part of me feels like it’s the wrong time to bring this up. There’s so much else going on—so many more pressing problems. But … “Does this mean you weren’t … ignoring me?”

His expression is suddenly wary. “Ignoring you?”

“I sent you messages,” I tell him. “After I left for the Academy. I thought—I mean, I thought you’d disowned me.”

“Keller.” He looks stunned. “What?”

“Because I chose the Legion over the Order. I figured you couldn’t … I didn’t think you’d be able to forgive me.” I’m horrified to hear my voice go thin with emotion. I look down at my feet and try to get ahold of myself. “I brought a gun onto school grounds. I ran away from the children’s home to join the Academy. I didn’t even say goodbye. I thought you were angry with me. That you felt betrayed by my choices. And I would have understood, I would still understand—”

Arms come around me suddenly, cutting off my words as Master Ira pulls me into a hug. “Apata, no.”

I’m so stunned that for a second I can’t move. He tightens his grip, and I bring my arms up, swallow back the sudden urge to burst into tears.

“I would never abandon you,” he says. “Never. Haven’t I told you that before? Didn’t you remember?”

And—shit. Now I am crying. I grip him back and press my face into his shoulder, try to hold my breath against the tears. He smells the same. Like earth and stone, autumn, books. He smells like my childhood.

A boom shakes the ship, startling us apart. An alarm begins to sound.

“That,” the Master says, “is unusual.”

“Oh,” I say, and I feel almost like laughing. “Probably should have led with this. My friends are coming to save us.”

A moment later, the spaceship gives a giant heave, and all the lights go dark.
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I blink into the blackness.

The commotion is far-off at first, too distant to really make out what’s happening. I just have this impression of voices, footfalls, the sound of people shouting. Their words meld together, fuzzy and indistinguishable. Almost like white noise.

Then things get louder.

I hear a cry, the blast of gunfire. There’s a whiff of a ray beam, metallic and electric and so fucking familiar, followed by the distinct sound of a body (definitely closer now, right outside the prison door) thumping to the ground. Someone yells, “Stand back!”

I fling an arm across Master Ira and brace for impact.

The exterior door flies off its hinges, skidding across the floor in a shrieking shower of sparks. Three people dash into the room. Avi comes first, her face covered in soot, her whites stained black, eyebrows singed clean off. She’s smiling, brilliant and sun-bright, like she’s just opened a present. A Youvu Hum appears next, holding a holographic map (it looks like Jester’s heat map imprinted with body signals) and appearing distinctly less enthusiastic. And then, behind them both, is Lament.

Lament, stalking through the ruined doorway. Lament, illuminated by the intermittent flash of the wall-mounted alarm lights. He looks … I’ve never seen him look like this. Viscous and live-wire. Combustible. Like wildfire in a jar.

I’m stunned by the manner of his appearance—awestruck, even—so it takes me a second to understand what he’s doing as he approaches the bars of our cell, holds his hand out to Avi and says, “Give it to me.”

She passes him a bottle of inky liquid. He tips the contents onto the cell’s metal lock, which dissolves in a stream of smoke. And then he’s pushing open the broken cell door and striding forward and getting right in front of me, cupping my face in his hands, looking desperately between my eyes. “Are you hurt?”

My head is reeling. I feel like I’ve lost track of the edges of the world. The gentleness of his touch is so at odds with the raw emotion in his expression that it steals the breath right out of me. “No,” I rasp.

“Lament,” Youvu Hum warns from behind, checking the hallway beyond the blasted door, “we have to go.”

Lament releases me. My heart is ringing, my skin alive where his palms held my face. I can feel it still, the place each of his fingers pressed into my skin. My lifestone hangs around his neck, giving off its own faint light.

“Hartman—” That’s Youvu Hum again. “Catch.”

I look over Lament’s shoulder just in time to see my ray gun flying through the air. I reach out and snag it. “But how—?”

“One of the guards tried shooting me with it. His mistake, obviously.”

“Obviously,” I reply faintly, recalling that Youvu Hum is the most skilled hand-to-hand fighter in all Romothrida, aside from Youvu Hum.

“We blew a path from here to the west quadrant,” Lament tells me. His voice is urgent, low, like he’s still struggling to rein in that earlier feeling (what was that feeling?) but isn’t quite succeeding. “Avi managed to buy us a few minutes with her Time Stopper. All the guards on this side of The Parallax are currently frozen, but we’ll need to hurry.” Then, as if only just noticing the man behind me: “Is that who I think it is?”

“Master Ira,” the Master says with a small bow. “At your service, Mr.—?”

“Introductions later,” Youvu Hum barks. “Let’s move.”

I exchange a look with Master Ira. He’s been stuck in this cell for three years. He’s underweight, clearly weakened. I’m worried whatever escape the others have planned might be too much for him to manage, but the Master straightens and places his hands together in a Venthrothian sign of readiness. “I will follow your lead.”

The alarm bells are still blaring as we dart out of the prison, up a hallway, and through a … well, what used to be a door. When Lament says they blew a path, he means, like, literally blew a path. There’s a gaping hole in the first wall, and the second, and the third, like a giant punched its fist straight through the spaceship, and to hell with any obstacles.

“I thought you said The Parallax was indestructible,” I comment as we run.

“It would have been,” Avi replies, keeping pace easily despite her short legs, “until Lament threatened to spoil the season eight finale of Hippie Days if I didn’t get him onto this ship. Which—rude,” she hisses at him. Lament throws her a flat look without breaking stride. She smirks. “I combined muster juice with supernova nitrate.”

I duck under a tangle of broken wires hanging from yet another blasted wall, glancing back at Master Ira (he’s breathing like it hurts, but nonetheless keeping up) as we follow Lament around a corner. “I don’t know what that means.”

“They’re Class X explosives.” We pass a frozen guard—Avi leapfrogs over his back. “They can’t be combined, or the force of the ensuing detonation will create a black hole.”

“But”—around another corner, past a trio of more paralyzed guards—“I don’t see any black holes?”

Avi’s smile is just a tad too enthused. “Yet.”

“What do you—?”

“The Time Stopper,” Youvu Hum offers, her sleek braid bouncing against her back, “is currently working in more ways than one.”

I blink. “The fuck?”

“We have about ten minutes,” Avi says merrily, “before the Time Stopper wears off, the explosion finishes exploding, and this place is sucked into oblivion.”

I turn panicked eyes on Lament. “Is she serious?”

But all Lament says is, “Prepare to jump.”

I look down the hallway. Hovering outside a final hole in the exterior wall of The Parallax is Moon Dancer. Beside her, I see both Vera’s split-wing and The Bargainer, each ready and waiting for us to launch inside. We must still be within the protective bounds of The Parallax’s pressure bubble, which explains how we’re not all currently being sucked through that opening into space. Not that it really brings any relief. We’re in so much shit, I can’t even feel afraid. Like my brain doesn’t have the bandwidth to process any more terror. It doesn’t seem possible that there is a literal black hole waiting to devour us in …

How many minutes did Avi say?

I see it then. The korathamite wall of The Parallax looks kind of … warped. And it’s … well, it’s not glowing, exactly, but the space around the blasted opening has a distinctive shimmer, like heat over a fire.

Like two combustible elements, frozen midway through a detonation.

Toph thrusts open a side door on The Bargainer, using his substantial size to bridge the gap between the two ships. He reaches an unquestioning hand to haul Master Ira in first, then Youvu Hum. Avi throws herself into Vera’s Sky Runner while I scramble for Moon Dancer, glancing back to see a throng of guards appearing at the mouth of the corridor.

Lament notices them, too, and freezes.

“Lament,” I snap.

He comes back to himself, jumping after me into Moon Dancer’s cockpit, clicking buttons so fast his hands are a blur. His eyes lock on mine. “Ready?”

Through the jagged opening in The Parallax, I watch the guards pulling out a mix of weapons (ray guns, stunners, shifters) as they swarm closer. I raise my own gun, shooting over their heads to make them duck. Vera splits off first in the Sky Runner, followed closely by The Bargainer. I let off another blast of my ray gun and tell Lament, “Just go.”

He goes, sealing the cockpit and blasting Moon Dancer into space with enough acceleration to jolt my esophagus into my stomach. I cough, squeezing the muscles in my legs to stop the blood from draining out of my head. The nausea recedes just in time for me to see both the Sky Runner and The Bargainer switch into hyperspeed. They vanish simultaneously in a burst of white light, jetting out of range of the impending black hole, the guards, and Doc Min.

There’s barely any time for me to feel relieved, because now it’s our turn. I brace—hands on my harness, legs still squeezed, one deep inhale—for Lament to throw us into hyperspeed and follow their lead.

Only, he doesn’t.

“Lament?”

I turn around in my seat. Lament’s face is blank. Perfectly expressionless. He says, “Moon Dancer’s hyperspeed isn’t working.”

My lungs shrink. “Um.”

“I don’t understand.” He’s pressing a flat yellow button on his control panel, first in steady, even attempts, then faster, more frantically. “This doesn’t—it worked fine yesterday. I checked. The systems, the controls, I checked—”

“I believe you,” I assure him, even as adrenaline hits my system. If Moon Dancer’s hyperspeed doesn’t work, we’ll never make it out of range before Avi’s explosives detonate and we’re sucked into a black hole. I take a deep inhale. “Okay, look, I’m sure it’s just…” I trail off.

Lament’s attention is still on the broken hyperspeed button. “What?”

I clear my throat. “I think we may have a slight complication.”

“What kind of—?” He looks up. Sees what I’m seeing. “Oh.”

Behind us, emerging from The Parallax like a band of angry hornets, are six enemy fighter craft. They’re all identically silver, with wings that circle halo-like around their bodies and guns affixed to their fronts.

I wonder if this is divine punishment. Maybe I was a villain in a past life. Stole candy from innocent children.

“Boys?” Vera’s voice rings from my headset, which has fallen into the footwell. I pull the set over my ears and hear her ask, “Where are you? I thought you were right behind us.”

“Hyperspeed is broken,” Lament answers shortly, “and we have a flock of Buzzards heading our way.”

Vera’s reply is immediate. “I’ll come back.”

“No.” Lament closes his eyes. Opens them. “That won’t help. Your Sky Runner isn’t equipped for battle, and the Time Stopper…” He doesn’t finish the thought. Just swallows hard and meets my eye.

“The Time Stopper what?” Vera prompts.

Lament ignores her, covering his mouthpiece with a palm and asking me, “Did you memorize that list of maneuvers I gave you?”

I grimace. “Define memorize.”

“Seriously?”

“There wasn’t time!”

“You had the whole flight over here—”

“I was a tad preoccupied, if you can imagine—”

“Lament?” Vera asks again. I can hear Avi in the background saying, Tell them to hurry up! “What are you two whispering about? What’s the plan?”

Lament clenches his jaw as he takes the controls into his hands. “The plan,” he says hoarsely, “is to start praying.”

I thought I’d gotten a sense for how well Lament can fly, but as he throws Moon Dancer into a dive, I realize I don’t know the half of it. The Buzzards are splitting into groups of three, attempting to flank us, but Lament avoids them easily, turning Moon Dancer around with such precision that there’s no sliding in our seats, no strain against our harnesses. We blast back the way we came, and I realize Lament is putting us on a return path toward The Parallax, headed straight for the Buzzards …

My panic fades. Noise dissolves. I know exactly what he wants without ever exchanging a word.

I click off Moon Dancer’s safety switches and load up her gun. The weapon was a last-minute addition thanks to Toph and Avi, and until this point, it’s been closed in its compartment under the body of the ship. Now, it unfolds in a smooth 180-degree rotation, appearing just below me outside the front window. I take the joysticks in my hands (all the controls are still backward, but with the enemy on the horizon and our countdown closing in on zero, it’s like I’ve suddenly remembered a language I’d forgotten, and the panel just makes sense). I hit the reload button by my knee, listen to the zhooom of the weapon as it pulls in power. It’s a deeper sound than most ray artillery, with an extra shing in the uptake, which is when I realize—

The gun is a Halobringer.

Oh, wow.

I clench the controls a little tighter, training my eyes ahead. We’re zipping through space, flying so fast The Parallax looks like it’s expanding toward us rather than the other way around. The Buzzards are linking into formation, windmilling forward in a swirl of silver. I feel the Halobringer’s power humming under my feet, and I move her sights into position. Get my eyes on the closest target.

“Ready,” Lament says, giving Moon Dancer more speed. “Fire.”

I pull the trigger and watch a light-quick beam punch out of the gun. It launches forward in a jet of neon purple, taking the shape of a comet before colliding with the closest Buzzard. There’s a silent boom, a ripple in space. The Buzzard’s indestructible armor destructs, blasting to pieces. The destroyed remnants ricochet in a thousand directions, and I track the fiery debris through space.

The Halobringer hums again as it automatically recharges. It sounds like a purr of satisfaction.

Lament neatly dodges the debris rather than allow us to fly through it, bringing us alongside the body of The Parallax. We’re close enough that I can see the interlocking sheets of korathamite, radio wires, support bolts the size of my head. The ship’s alarm must still be sounding, because red light flashes through the windows.

“Watch out,” comes Vera’s voice unexpectedly over the headset. “Buzzard on your tail.”

“How do you know that?” Lament whips around, straining to see through the domed windscreen of our cockpit. “You’re supposed to be escaping.”

“I came back.”

“Vera, no—”

“I already told you.” She cuts him off impatiently, like this isn’t up for debate. “We’re not leaving you behind.”

“Lament.” That’s Avi’s voice, sounding somehow even younger over the headset. “You have sixty seconds before that Time Stopper unstops and we all get sucked into a voidless pit.”

“I know that.”

“How’s that hyperspeed button coming?”

“Still broken.” Lament takes a hard left to avoid an incoming Buzzard. I aim with my Halobringer, using the crosshairs on my monitor to lock onto the next target, but they’re already out of range. “I think it’s jammed.”

“So hit it with something heavy.”

“Excuse me?”

“I said, hit it with something heavy,” Avi repeats. I spot the Sky Runner through my window. Vera’s piloting, Jester riding passenger, Avi in the back seat. “It works in Frog Smasher.”

“This isn’t a game!”

“If you can’t get it fixed in the next fifteen seconds,” Vera interrupts, “we’ll fly within range of the pressure bubble and pull you into the Sky Runner. Then we can all escape together.”

“We’d need a ceasefire for that to work,” Lament argues, shifting gears as we blow past another band of Buzzards. “Otherwise, they’ll shoot us down as soon as we stop moving.”

“We’ll find an opening.”

Except we never get the chance, because The Parallax starts deploying their forces in earnest, and everything turns to chaos. Suddenly, six enemy Buzzards becomes twelve, becomes eighteen. Moon Dancer’s engines flare blue as Lament cuts a turn to avoid a collision with another spacecraft. And again, to dodge a stray ray beam. And again, to shake an approaching Buzzard. I fire at every opportunity, though I have to be careful—Halobringers respawn their ammo, but it’s not instantaneous. If I shoot too quickly, I risk running empty.

Lament points us into a stream of fire trailing a downed enemy ship. It looks like a shooting star. He sets me up for another shot with four fighter ships ahead.

I punch a single shot through them all.

We blast through the smoke and sparks of the downed chasers. There seems to be some friendly fire happening on the Determinists’ side, because Buzzards are exploding faster than I can hit them. That’s when I notice machine ray guns have appeared along the sides of The Parallax and are shooting haphazardly, taking down everything within range, including their own soldiers.

Vera’s voice sounds distant, like her microphone has been knocked away from her mouth. “Lament.”

Time warps. It’s nothing but explosions and ray beams, Lament at the controls, Moon Dancer weaving and fighting for position. Lament sets up shots and I take them. My heart is pounding but my hands are steady, and space is a black canvas dotted with lights, and maybe we’re doomed, but so is Ran Doc Min. Trey Morton. My mother. They don’t realize what’s awaiting their ship. They don’t know that once Avi’s Time Stopper wears off, everything within a hundred solar masses of this place will be condensed into nothingness. As we fly past a row of windows alongside The Parallax, one thought overtakes all the others: I hope Nina is seeing this. I hope she realizes what side I’ve chosen. I want her to know who I’ve really become.

And then—like my thoughts have the power to summon reality—she does.

At first I think my brain is misfiring. I feel like I did back on Skyhub after Rudy Rivon tricked me at the museum, when I was so befuddled I thought I was seeing Nina’s face in the faces of other people. But this time it’s really her, on a platform outside The Parallax, getting into what looks like an escape pod with Trey Morton, a band of fellow Determinists, and Ran Doc Min.

He’s unmistakable, even from this distance. His height. His cape. He looks up at Moon Dancer as we soar by. Seems, for a fraction of a second, to meet my eye through the gunner’s window. His gaze sharpens. His face is a wall of fury.

I look down on the group as they vanish into an escape pod and blast into hyperspeed, zipping off to safety.

“Twenty-three seconds.” Vera sounds breathless over the headset. She’s dodging the Buzzards just like Lament, but in her unarmed Sky Runner, she has no way to fight back. “I don’t see an opening to get you in here, but maybe…”

“There isn’t going to be an opening.” Lament is back to mashing Moon Dancer’s hyperspeed button. There’s a sheen of sweat across his brow. His nostrils flare as he says, “Vera, listen to me. You need to leave now, before this thing blows.”

“I already told you—”

“You have Avi with you. She is a child.”

It happens in slow motion. I spot Vera one last time through the Sky Runner’s window as she soars past us, looking determined and heartbroken and terrified. She’s got her lips pulled between her teeth. She speaks into her headset, a single, broken word: “Lament.”

“I’m sorry,” he says. I release my controls and turn around in my seat. He looks at me, and I see him as I never have before: with all his walls completely down. “I’m sorry.”

I unbuckle my harness, take my ray gun into my hand, and smash the hyperspeed button with the hilt.

The button shatters, but the zing from Moon Dancer’s engines indicate the system is connecting. I have about a half second to catch Lament’s stunned expression before Moon Dancer’s hyperspeed activates, and we’re blasted into space.


32

Everything is so quiet. Space, the cockpit. My thoughts. It’s like my ears have been stuffed with wax, like we were sucked into that black hole after all, trapped inside its timeless horizon. I try to shake myself, to process what just happened and what it means, but all I see is the reflection of Romothrida’s stars sliding across Moon Dancer’s window, the twinkle of passing moons. I think of a jar filled with fireflies. A blue-dusk field. Master Ira’s voice saying, But won’t they be more beautiful against the sky?

Lament eventually pulls Moon Dancer out of hyperspeed, throwing our surroundings sharply back into focus. The g-force meter on my gunner’s panel returns to zero, but my head’s still a blur, and the pressure in my chest doesn’t leave.

I glance at Lament, even though half my heart warns it might be better, at this moment, to not. He’s clicking buttons on his pilot’s panel, the small tick of each switch overloud in the otherwise silent cockpit. I see his face, his white-blond hair. Shoulders, wrists, fingers, all edges and angles, lines and shadows. Hard. Cold, sometimes. But alive.

He’s alive, we’re alive, and I could weep.

“Vera,” Lament says into his headset, adjusting the mouthpiece so it sits over the perfect center of his lips. “Caspen. Do you copy?”

“Lament?” Vera screeches. “You made it out? But I thought—but your ship—” She keeps scream-babbling into our earpieces, but it’s totally incoherent.

“Vera, yes, just—hey, come on, listen to me.” Lament’s eyes move from his controls to our surroundings as he pushes a lever, giving Moon Dancer a touch more speed. His tone is all business, which is more or less what I expected. The bigger the emotion, the quicker Lament shuts down, and I can already see it coming: a fucking cosmic shutdown.

“Moon Dancer is low on fuel,” Lament says, “and I’m sure your Sky Runner is as well. Right now, our priority is to find somewhere safe to land. Not Skyhub. The Legion has been compromised, and it’s not safe to return there, not until we understand what’s happening.” He pauses long enough for Vera to start yelling again, but he just talks over her. “Jester, do you still have access to the database? What can you tell us?”

“Jester says The Parallax is gone,” Avi replies on his behalf, presumably reading from his visor. “It was sucked into a stellar-mass black hole seven seconds after your escape.”

Lament’s hands tighten on his controls—the only sign that this news is affecting him. “The simulation?”

“There was no simulation,” Master Ira answers. His words ring clear through my earpiece; someone must have given him a headset. “Ran Doc Min has been lying about FPS all along, not only to the general public, but to most of his followers as well.”

There’s a silence. I hear someone cough, the thin sounds of breathing. Even Vera is quiet.

“All right.” Lament looks at me for the first time since our escape. Our eyes hold for one, two, three seconds before he shifts his gaze back out Moon Dancer’s windscreen, tracking the passing planets, a satellite, the streaming tail of a comet. “All right,” he says again. “If that’s true, it’s … a lot to process. But we’re going to take this one step at a time. Vera, Caspen, listen closely to my instructions.”

We fly to Purvuva. I understand the logic in this, even though there’s a corner of my heart that wants to go straight to Skyhub anyway, confront the Legion head-on, avoid these too-familiar feelings of turmoil and displacement. I’ve been uprooted so many times in my life. I don’t want it to happen again. But it’s like Lament said—we can’t return to Skyhub. The Legion has been infiltrated by Determinists, and we just assaulted their leader, attacked their soldiers, and destroyed their mothership. What if Ran Doc Min retaliates? What if he pulls one of his many Legion strings to have us removed from the detachment … or worse? Returning to Skyhub right now would be as good as walking blindly into a den of rabid cave raptors, and though I may be reckless, I don’t have a death wish.

Purvuva looks just like it did last time we were here: a lot of sand and a lot of wind and a whole lot of nothing else. Though we don’t touch down within sight of the caves, I can imagine them clearly, littered with decaying raptor carcasses and the lifeless mound of that sand cephalopod. The smell is surely rancid by now. Flies will be swarming.

I think of Ran Doc Min escaping The Parallax.

I think of the Venthrothians walking straight into his trap.

A part of me always suspected Doc Min might be playing some sort of bigger game here. Why else was he so secretive about the workings of FPS? Why else did he outright decline Legion help? What I didn’t guess—could never have guessed—was just how deep this plot would go. Ran Doc Min has tricked an entire galaxy into believing he’s a genius inventor who created a simulation to predict the future and save people from imminent doom. Does my mom realize her leader is a fraud? Do his Legion minions? How many people are in on the scheme, and what happens next?

Lament lands Moon Dancer neatly on a bluff overlooking a sea of reddish Purvuva sand. We’ve hardly spoken since I smashed the hyperspeed button and launched us to safety. (It’s impossible to speak while flying hyperspeed, which sounds like a solid excuse, except I’m certain we wouldn’t have spoken anyway on account of Lament closing up and me having no idea what to say.) I feel the same way now as I felt the first time we escaped this planet: like the foundation of our relationship has been irreparably cracked. It makes me want to blurt out every needy, shameful thought currently swirling in my head (I’m sorry you had to rescue me, I’m glad you’re still wearing the lifestone, can you please pull me into your arms and never let go?), so I save myself the embarrassment and keep my mouth shut.

Once Moon Dancer’s retractable legs have leveled us on the uneven earth, Lament powers down the ship’s systems and clips out of his harness. Through the front window on the other side of the bluff, I see Vera and the other Sixers emerging from their respective spaceships and heading our way.

I unclip my own harness and start to climb out of my seat, but as I reach for the windscreen release lever, Lament grabs my wrist.

He stares very hard at our interlocked limbs. “Are you okay?”

Gone is the businesslike tone from before. His voice is shaky. Wrung out. I get the sense that he’s holding himself together through sheer force of will. “Are you?”

“I…” His gaze shifts from his fingers to his shoes. “I’m fine.”

“You don’t sound fine.”

“What happened back there is my fault,” he says tonelessly. “I should have been more thorough with the checklist. Double tested hyperspeed. Ensured every last one of Moon Dancer’s systems were in perfect working order.”

“You did everything you could.”

“I’m the one who repaired Moon Dancer—”

“We all repaired her.”

“I did most of the mechanical work. I cleared her to fly.”

My chest is constricting because I know where this is going. Lament will say today’s disaster proves his point—that it’s not safe for us to fly together. He’ll tell me in that godforsaken monotone that he regrets it, that he should never have allowed it. Though Lament has shuttered his expression, I can feel the truth in the slight quiver of his hand on my wrist, see it in the hard set of his mouth.

He’s terrified. This is too much like what happened to Bast. It’s all his worst nightmares reanimated.

“You saved my life today,” I say. “If you hadn’t come for me, I would have died on that ship.”

“And then I nearly got you killed again.”

“I was the one who got myself captured. Hell, I was the one who insisted on infiltrating The Parallax in the first place. You can’t take the blame for that.”

He releases my arm and opens the cockpit, letting in a swirl of dusty air. “I’m accepting responsibility for the mistakes that occurred within my domain of duty.”

“You’re not accepting responsibility,” I plead in a tone that is beginning to sound suspiciously like anger. “You’re internalizing the mishap like it’s some sort of character flaw.”

He pauses with one leg over the in-slit. “What is that supposed to mean?”

“It means exactly what it sounds like. You think you can control everything, like being in control means nothing bad will ever happen, and when something bad does happen, you use it as proof that you weren’t trying hard enough, or being smart enough, or paying enough attention. You line your toiletries up at right angles. The clothes hangers in your closet are all spaced at perfect intervals. Have you ever seen your handwriting? It looks like a typewriter, and it takes you twice as long to take notes because you have to make every letter exact.”

Lament’s eyes narrow. “I’m not sure I want to hear this.”

“Too bad.” I kneel on the gunner’s seat, get my face close to his. The wind is rattling through the opening, tugging at my clothes, tossing Lament’s hair across his mouth. “You think you’ve hidden yourself away,” I say, “but you’re wrong about that, too. You’re not perfect, Lament. You don’t have to be. Mistakes happen. Sometimes they’re even your fault. But we talked about this. It’s not healthy or fair for you to shut down every time something goes wrong.”

“I don’t—”

“You do,” I snap. “You’re doing it now. But we’re partners, okay? And that—” I’m breathing like I just ran a mile. The other Sixers are almost here. “That means something.”

Lament stares at me for a long moment. I hold my breath, hoping maybe some of what I’m saying is getting through to him. Only then—surprise, surprise—he clenches his jaw, turns, and climbs out of Moon Dancer without another word.

Vera gets to us first, throwing her arms around Lament’s neck with enough force to make him stumble. “You stupid—” She’s sobbing. Like, full-on, snot-in-her-nose, tears-down-her-face sobbing. “Don’t you ever—you can’t scare me like—you absolute jerk.”

Lament doesn’t look particularly surprised by this assault. He leans into Vera, wrapping long arms around her and hugging her back.

“I thought you were dead,” Vera continues in broken tones. “I really thought—like, dead.” She breaks away from Lament and pulls me in next. Her grip is viselike. Her entire body is trembling. The other Sixers huddle around, offering nods and murmured sympathies. Master Ira is there as well, fitting into our group oddly well for a non-Legion seventy-something-year-old who’s just been rescued from the clutches of a villain.

“I hate both of you,” Vera announces when she releases me. “I really—oh, I can’t even look at you.” With a final toss of her hands, she storms away.

What happened back there? Jester asks, watching his partner stomp up The Bargainer’s ramp and vanish into its hold. One moment, you were right behind us, and then you weren’t.

“Vera says your hyperspeed button jammed?” Toph prompts.

I try to exchange a look with Lament, but his gaze is on the ship. “Yeah,” I reply.

“And you got it to … un-jam?”

“I smashed it with my gun.”

Avi—who’d been poking Master Ira like a suspicious new food she isn’t sure she likes—swings her head around and beams, which has somewhat of a madwoman effect on account of her missing eyebrows. “I told you that would work.”

Together, we make our way toward The Bargainer, exchanging more Are you okays? and Yeah, I’m fines. Lament links up with Jester, asking something about the risk of enemy tracking locaters while I trail behind them like a lost duckling. Then—deciding I do in fact still possess some dignity—I hang back, drawing even with Master Ira.

Under the late Purvuva sun, I can see just how much weight my old mentor has lost. Where there used to be full cheeks and laugh lines, now there are just lines, deep and tired, digging channels around his eyes and mouth. His hair is thinner, but it’s also grown out, meaning his topknot looks sort of like a scarecrow in a cornfield. His clothes are worn to holes.

“Are you…?” I start, uncertain exactly how to ask the question without sounding like an ass.

“I am well,” he replies.

“You don’t have to lie.”

“It is not a lie.” He lifts his brows. “I believed I would die in that prison. If not for you and your friends, I undoubtably would have. Though I admit”—he offers a slight smile—“I was not expecting such a rescue. It was…” He motions around like he can’t quite find the word.

A mess, I think. The whole mission, start to finish, was a mess. “Sorry.” I scratch the back of my neck. “I know you probably expected more from the Legion’s most prestigious fleet.”

He throws me an odd look. “Are you apologizing for saving me?”

I blush. “No. I mean—maybe. No. It’s just … if I’d realized what happened to you, I could have done something ages ago. I should have realized, but I was too wrapped up in my own hurt to even guess that you might be in trouble.”

“Ran Doc Min is responsible for that.”

“Yeah, but—”

“Keller.” The Master’s face creases. “I can tell you are determined to take the blame here, but you really have no reason.”

Which is the same thing I said to Lament not five minutes ago, and how’s that for irony?

“You said Ran Doc Min used my safety to interrogate you,” I argue, not quite ready to let this go. “They could have kidnapped any Master to ask about Mount Kilmon, but they chose you—”

“They chose me,” Master Ira interrupts, “because Trey Morton is my brother.”

“He’s—wait.” I blink. “I’m sorry. For one obviously absurd moment, I thought you said Trey Morton is your brother.”

“I did.”

“But that’s—that doesn’t even—he can’t be.”

“Why not?”

“Because he’s completely evil! Also”—I tick each item off with my fingers—“you don’t look alike, you’ve never mentioned him, and you don’t even share a name. Your surname is…” I trail off. “Um. Ira.”

He’s looking at me with a mix of amusement and affection. “Would that make my first name Master?”

“Oh hell.” I bury my face in my hands. “How is this happening?”

“I’m sorry. Should I have sat you down first?”

I press my palms into my forehead. I’d sort of forgotten the Master could be like this: unflappable, lighthearted even in the face of hard things. Maybe that’s where I learned to make jokes in uncomfortable situations. Only, when Master Ira does it, it’s not a deflection or a defense. He’s just … embracing the horror. Moving through it with grace.

“I think,” the Master starts, “if you dressed Trey in robes and gave him a topknot, you would find we look very much alike. As for not often speaking of him, things have been strained between us for many years. You can guess why.”

“He mentioned you,” I say, popping my head back up. “He showed up on our flight deck one night and told me you were doomed. Said something about having a personal stake in the matter.”

“Trey is a longtime Ran Doc Min loyalist. He has tried many times to recruit me to the Determinist movement. I run a children’s home. You can imagine how useful that might be to a cult like the Determinists. All those young minds waiting to be indoctrinated. When I refused to have any part of it, Trey turned on me.”

“Oi! Lamb!”

I jump at the sound of Caspen’s voice, my hand darting to my ray gun, eyes automatically jumping to the sky in search of danger. But there is no danger. Only Caspen hanging out The Bargainer’s door, waving to get our attention. “Don’t go bleeding out before the stitches.”

I release my gun, relaxing a fraction. “She’s scolding us for dawdling.”

Master Ira arches a brow. “Is that so?”

“We should get inside.”

“We have much to discuss,” he agrees, “both with each other and with the rest of your friends. But first, I want to thank you properly for saving my life.”

I drop my eyes to my boots. “I didn’t, really. It was the others. My team.”

“And you are part of that team?”

“Yes?”

“Then my thanks stand.” He studies me. “I want to thank you, also, for not dying yourself. It would have grieved me terribly.”

That makes me laugh. It’s short, and slightly choked, but nonetheless genuine. “I promise, the pleasure was all mine.”
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We find our way into The Bargainer’s command center. The other nine Sixers are standing around looking anxious (minus Illiviamona, who is gazing dazedly out the front window, and Avi, who’s contentedly picking soot from under her nails). Avi glances up at our entrance and asks, “So who’s the old guy?”

Vera is still too out of sorts to scold her. She blows her nose into a tissue.

“I am a friend of Keller’s,” Master Ira says.

“A friend?”

“Master Ira took me in when my mom left,” I explain. “I lived at his children’s home on Venthros until I ran—um—went to the Academy.”

“But then how’d he end up on The Parallax?”

“And what happened while you were in there?” Toph adds, leaning heavily against the arm of his koala chair. “All we know is, not long after you left, our half of the keening wilted like it was dead, and Lament started demanding we find a way to get to you. Then it turned into a space battle, and now”—he motions around—“we’re here.”

I explain everything. The meeting with Nina, breaking into the simulation room that was actually a laboratory, confronting Doc Min, getting thrown into a cell that happened to contain my long-lost mentor. I describe how the Determinists captured Master Ira for his knowledge regarding Mount Kilmon, how they’ve used that information to plant voroxide inside capsules hidden within altered heat collectors.

“And now,” I summarize, “the Venthrothians really will succumb to the gas unless they pledge their allegiance to Doc Min in exchange for his neutralizer.”

“Bartenders out of beer?” Caspen asks from her spot near the controls, wringing her freckled hands.

“She’s wondering how the Determinists will be able to continue with their scheme,” Youvu Hum says, “given The Parallax was sucked into oblivion. Surely the heat collectors didn’t survive…?”

“No,” Master Ira says grimly, “but Ran Doc Min’s inner circle—those who know the truth, which includes himself, Trey Morton, Nina Hartman, and a few others—have been working on this plot for months. They’ve already installed several altered collectors inside the volcano. Some of them detonated prematurely and had to be removed. Without the force of the eruption, the voroxide won’t spread properly, but there’s at least one collector left, which is all they need for their plan to work.”

“That explains the blue-eyed apes from the forest,” Youvu Hum says.

And the mist leaking from the volcano’s peak, Jester agrees.

“I still can’t believe FPS is a hoax,” Vera mutters from behind her tissue. “Like, I can’t believe it.”

“The evidence was always there,” Youvu Hum says. “We just didn’t see it.”

“No need to rub it in,” Avi grumbles.

“We have to warn people,” Vera asserts. “We need to out Ran Doc Min for the villain he is.”

“We can’t,” I growl, in a surge of frustration. “It’s too late. We can’t go to NewsNet—Rivon is their top correspondent, and he’s a Determinist. We can’t go to Sergeant Forst—she’s under Trey Morton’s control, and he’s a Determinist. We could try to appeal directly to the public, to prove the Determinist leader is a fake, but we just destroyed Doc Min’s laboratory, and with it, all evidence tying the altered collectors to the Determinists. Besides, we’re deserters now. We stole three Legion ships and fled our detachment without leave. Who is going to believe anything we say? The whole story sounds like a conspiracy theory.”

“And the best way to support a conspiracy,” Toph adds, “is to try to disprove it.”

“Could we remove the remaining heat collector?” Vera asks.

“And do what with it?” I return. “If the gas capsule is rigged to open on the day of the eruption, we can’t just throw it away. It will spread through space. It could hurt another planet.”

“I could explode it,” Avi offers hopefully.

Jester shakes his head. There’s no way blow up the collector without releasing the voroxide inside.

“And you should be warned,” Master Ira says, “that voroxide is fueled by fire. That’s one of the main reasons Doc Min chose an eruption as its catalyst.”

Avi spreads her hands. “I could Extra Super Big explode it?”

“And risk another black hole?” Vera gives a short laugh. “No.”

“I could…” Avi’s voice takes on the tone of someone who is now completely stabbing in the dark “… push the collector into the volcano’s magma?”

“That may work,” Master Ira says. (Avi gives another madwoman smile.) “The lava would absorb the voroxide before it leaks into the air. But you’d need to do it at the height of Mount Kilmon’s eruption when the lava pools are at their deepest. The odds of making it out alive would be zero.”

An actual suicide mission, Jester emphasizes.

“So that’s it,” I say numbly. “Game over. I’d tell you all to go home, but we can’t even do that.”

Ran Doc Min has us cornered, Jester agrees, briefly lifting his visor to rub his eyes. He’s probably had his whole takeover plotted from the beginning.

“He knew to start small,” Avi says. “Back in his early days, he made sure his predictions were easy to pull off. He foretold that forest fire on Planet Llyria, remember?”

“Which he probably started himself,” Toph adds.

“Then there was that broken dam on Planet Marus.”

“And the swarm of crop-eating beetles on Planet Eridonus.”

“As each ‘prediction’ came true,” Avi continues, using air quotes around prediction, “Doc Min’s following grew. With more followers came more donors, like the Vinicchis, and more money, and more power to pull off bigger and bigger hoaxes.”

“And to recruit more powerful allies,” Master Ira agrees. “Trey Morton is the mastermind behind not only the voroxide’s invention, but the neutralizer, too. It’s a stroke of terrible genius, and it won’t be easily replicated. Trey spent over two years developing that gas-neutralizer combo. That’s months of trials, hundreds of tests…”

“Does that mean Lament was right about the cave raptors?” I ask. “Morton needed to test his new weapon before putting it into practice, so the raptors were an experiment?”

“They were,” the Master confirms. Toph whistles. “That there’s some real evil.”

“That’s probably how that raptor ended up on Skyhub,” Vera says. “It unknowingly hitched a ride with Morton on his way back.”

“But…,” the other Youvu Hum starts, then hesitates. “But what about Bast, then? He wasn’t on either Venthros or Purvuva when Moon Dancer flew through that cloud of voroxide in space, nor were they anywhere near The Parallax. So how did he get tied up in all this?”

“It was likely a mistake,” Toph suggests. “Some of the voroxide could have escaped into space, and Bast was unlucky enough to inhale it.”

“It wasn’t a mistake,” Lament says quietly from his spot off to the side, slightly apart from the rest of the group.

Everyone’s eyes jump to him. Vera frowns. “It … wasn’t?”

“No.”

I try to read Lament’s face for clues, but I’ve got no idea what he’s talking about. “Care to explain?”

“It’s like Jester said. Ran Doc Min had this whole takeover plotted from the beginning. Our lives have been in his hands for years.”

“My life, maybe,” I say. “I’m the lucky child sacrifice, remember? But not yours.”

“You sure about that?” Lament lifts his brows, his most sardonic gesture. “You don’t see it?”

“What am I supposed—?” And like that, it snaps into place. “Oh.” I drop back a step. Like, physically recoil, as if I’ve been punched. “But … no. That’s not—it can’t—”

“What?” Vera has turned so pale she looks almost angry. “What are we realizing?”

My throat tightens. “Lament thinks Bast’s death was contrived by the Determinists.”

“Contrived?” the Youvu Hums repeat in unison. “As in, Ran Doc Min murdered him?”

“To open a spot in the Sixth,” I whisper, “so the Determinists would have a place to plant me.”

I feel like I’m dissolving. Or … like I want to dissolve. I lock eyes with Lament, see the hollowness in his expression. I can barely breathe.

“If that’s true,” Vera says shakily, “it would explain why the Legion didn’t want to conduct a real investigation into Bast’s death. They already know why he died. They’ve been covering it up.”

Lament gives a single nod. “Exactly.”

My hands curl into tight, powerless fists. My heart is a fucking mess. “Lament…”

“Excuse me,” he says, and strides out of the room.

For a long moment after, I just stand there in the awful quiet, staring at the door he disappeared through. The knot in my chest—the one that’s been there ever since I first stepped foot on The Parallax—is tightening into something so hard and painful it makes me want to double over. My brain feels broken. Like there’s a gap in its center and I can’t get the separate halves to align. Bast Vinicchi. An innocent bystander, dead because he was in the way. Lament, his scars, his anger, his wounds. For what? A scheme. Someone else’s game.

And me. The trigger on this deadly, loathsome weapon.

“It’s not your fault, Keller,” Vera says softly, making me flinch. I’m standing halfway between my chair and the stairwell to The Bargainer’s upper rooms, staring at the door as if I can melt it with my eyes. Vera moves to set a gentle hand on my arm, warm but hesitant, like she’s not sure if I’m okay with being touched right now. “This has nothing to do with you.”

“It has everything to do with me.”

“You didn’t know.”

“Doesn’t change that Bast is dead.”

“Keller, please…”

My skin is made of rubber. I’m too cold, then too hot. I stumble past my shell-shocked fleetmates into The Bargainer’s kitchenette, turn on the faucet, shove my head under the water. It spills down my cheeks and over my mouth. I close my eyes, taste its mineral tang.

I thought I knew about despair. I was sure I’d seen how deep it can dig its claws, how it pours itself into you, through skin and muscle and straight to the bone. But that was back when I believed there was actually still some hope for me. My life—tumultuous as it’s been—had a path forward. I could be the Sixth’s gunman. Lament and I could heal the wounds between us. I thought, yeah, it would take time, but it was possible.

I was wrong. I can’t even believe how wrong. My mother is a villain. My home planet is doomed. We’re stuck on this no-man’s-planet without support, the Legion is rotting from the inside, and my presence here is predicated on the death of the best friend of the man who I—

“Fuck,” I whisper, head still under the faucet. Water spills from my lips. It feels like I’m spitting. “Fuck.”

“Keller,” Master Ira says from somewhere to my left. He must have followed me into the small kitchen. “Come on. Come out of there.”

I give a grunt.

“Do you remember the time I made you untie a front-handed knot?” he asks.

I do remember. That was back when the Master was teaching me the ways of the Order. The skid knot is commonly used to bind people’s hands. Unknotting the rope is impossible unless you know a very specific technique.

I lift my head out of the sink. “If you’re about to impart some sage wisdom,” I say, squirming where the water streams down my neck and soaks my collar, “I am, respectfully, not in the mood.”

“I put your wrists in the knot,” Master Ira continues calmly. “You struggled for half an hour before you finally asked what you were missing.”

“This situation isn’t a knot.”

“No,” he agrees in that even way of his, “but it is like a knot. Just because it seems impossible does not mean there is no way out.”

I’m still feeling too bashed in the head to take his guidance seriously. His words aren’t helping. This situation is impossible.

“Start with what you know,” Master Ira encourages.

“We know Doc Min doesn’t really want to kill everyone,” Vera offers from the other room. I glance up to see the rest of my fleet gathering tentatively around the kitchenette’s opening.

“That would defeat the purpose,” Vera continues. “Ran Doc Min wants people afraid, and then he wants to save them. Once he wins a devoted following on Venthros, he’ll repeat the scheme on other planets. He’s already hinted that the voroxide will spread around the galaxy. He’ll come up with new ways to use his neutralizer to save people, planet by planet, until all of Romothrida is pledged to him.”

“So what you are saying,” prompts the Master, “is that Doc Min is relying on something.”

“The neutralizer,” I say, despite myself. “He needs it for his plan to work.” I look around. “So … if we want to stop the Determinists, we steal the neutralizer?”

The mood of the room shifts.

“Keep talking,” says Toph’s voice (his head is somewhere above the doorframe).

“We already know Doc Min plans to return to Venthros at the start of the eruption,” I say, wiping water from my chin. “He’ll deploy ships to distribute the neutralizer and collect his oaths. What if we stole the neutralizer and just … gave it away for free? To everyone, no pledge required. Then we would be the heroes.”

Everyone is nodding their agreement. But I still have that feeling in my chest, the emptiness where there should be hope and resolve. Defeating the Determinists, outsmarting Ran Doc Min, it just seems so unachievable. Too much could go wrong. Too much has gone wrong already.

“I’m in,” says Toph.

“Have a skipper,” Caspen agrees.

“There will be time for death later,” Illiviamona notes dolefully.

One by one, everyone offers their willingness until it’s just Vera and me left.

“Well?” she says, trying to sound cheerful even though her eyes are red. “A possibly deadly mission where the odds of success are close to zero. Isn’t this why you joined the Legion?”

“It’s not, actually.”

She hitches a watery smile. “But you’re up for it anyway.”

I look around at my fleetmates. Vera, Jester, Toph, Avi, the Youvu Hums, Caspen, Illiviamona. They’d fly to a dying planet to help save it because it’s the right thing to do. And maybe, a little bit, because it’s mine. I see the encouragement in their eyes, the support and the strength. And … their presence is steadying. It eases the pain a little, lets me suck in a breath that feels less shallow. I didn’t choose these people. This unlikely family. And I’m not okay, having them here doesn’t make things okay, but it does make it bearable. Because I’m not alone.

I return Vera’s small smile with my own. The others are still watching me, waiting for my answer, and I’m almost ready to give it. But there’s something I need to do first.

“I’ll be right back.”

I take the narrow stairs up to the second floor. Lament is sitting alone in our shared room, his forearms braced on his knees, head hanging. He looks up when I enter. Wipes his eyes roughly.

“Hey,” I say softly.

He clears his throat and doesn’t immediately order me out, which I take as a good sign. “Hey.”

“I’m … this seems so inadequate…” I shift on my feet, hovering by the door. “But I’m sorry, Lament. I can’t tell you how sorry.”

He turns his head slightly away, exposing the vulnerable curve of his neck. “I know.”

“I would take it all back if I could. Honest to stars. I’d go straight back to the day my mom left and find a way to change things. If I’d had any idea … you have to know I never wanted—”

“I know,” he says again.

“I understand if you hate me now.”

He shakes his head. “I told you already, I don’t.” But he looks like he wants me to leave.

I will. I’ll give him the space he needs. But first: “Do you want to avenge Bast?”

Lament doesn’t quite sigh, but his annoyance is obvious. “For the last time, Hartman, this isn’t some storybook. We’re not superheroes who go around avenging people—”

“I’m being serious. If there was a way to punish the Determinists for what they did. To uproot Doc Min and make him pay…”

“There isn’t.”

“But if there was, would you do it?”

He’s looking at me now. Cautious but not, I note, entirely unreceptive. “Why are you asking?”

“Because,” I say, “we have an idea.”
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Thirteen days until eruption day is a lot of time. And no time. We start to work on turning our idea into a true heist, breaking off into groups to discuss strategy. Lament offers to contact Beckly Van from the Fifty-Seventh, because apparently Lament has his personal number. The one that’s not linked to his Legion-issued handheld.

I’m irritated to learn this. And irritated by my irritation. Because a planet is under attack and people’s lives are at stake and what does my jealousy matter? As Lament steps into The Bargainer’s kitchenette to make the call, I tell myself I will not follow him and will not ask, because it’s immature and inappropriate and definitely none of my business. Only then I find myself sort of … casually sliding into the kitchen for some water. Because I’m thirsty. When I see Lament dial Beckly’s number and press the call button, my mouth opens to ask something about network security, but what comes out is, “Did you two date or something?”

Lament holds the handheld to his ear, frowning at me as it rings. “Really, Hartman?”

“It’s relevant background info,” I try half-heartedly. “For the mission.”

“It most certainly is not.”

I throw my hands in the air like he’s making a big deal over nothing, when in fact I am the one making a big deal over nothing. “It was just a question.”

“Why do you care?”

“You have his number.”

“I have your number, too, and Vera’s, and Jester’s—”

“His personal number.”

Lament’s eyes are twin glaciers. “I don’t see how this is relevant.”

I want to scream. The galaxy is on the brink of ruin, and everything’s going to shit, and we still never talked about the kiss.

“You’re right,” I mutter. “Sorry. Not my place.”

Lament’s expression falters. “Keller…”

“Hello?” comes Beckly’s voice over the line.

Lament’s eyes dart to his handheld. He hesitates, gaze flipping from the device to my face and back again.

“Hello?” Beckly asks a second time.

Lament returns the handheld to his ear. “Van.”

“Bringer?” I can hear Beckly clearly through the speaker. “Is that really you?”

“Who else would it be?”

“An AI impersonator,” he supplies immediately.

Lament frowns. “Why would I be an AI impersonator?”

“Because of everything that’s—” Beckly cuts himself off. “So, you’re not?”

“No.”

“Prove it,” he demands, with surprising vigor. I wonder, suddenly, what exactly is going on over on Skyhub to make Beckly so suspicious. “Tell me something only I would know about you. Something personal.”

I suck in an insulted breath, like I have any right to take offense to that. It’s just, even the suggestion that Beckly might know something about Lament that I don’t makes me want to peel off my skin.

I must make some sort of noise, because Lament glances at me, his jaw pulling like he’s biting his cheek. He gives me his shoulder and presses the handheld harder to his ear.

“In our debrief room,” Lament starts slowly, cupping the receiver to his mouth as if that’ll do anything to block his words, “I asked for your advice…”

My lungs are full of glue. My mouth is a sandpit. I almost can’t help myself from blurting, You should have come to me, you can always come to me for advice—

“… about Hartman,” Lament finishes.

Wait.

Excuse me?

“I asked about … things.” Lament continues, turning farther away so that I’m staring at the full width of his back, “And you told me to do what Mira did back when you two first became partners.”

There’s a pause on Beckly’s end. He must be moving around, because I hear muffled shuffling. “He’s there right now, isn’t he?”

“Yes.” Lament glances at me. “Looking ready to tear this handheld from my grip, in fact.”

I blink back into my body. And … he’s kind of right. I didn’t exactly mean to, but I’ve crept up behind Lament and am now sort of leaning menacingly over his shoulder like an ax murderer in a horror movie. I take an embarrassed step back, even as I want to demand to know what the hell they’re talking about. Lament asked Beckly Van something about me? Advice about me? That was apparently so sensitive he can’t speak of it aloud?

“All right,” Beckly replies, blowing out a breath. “I believe it’s you. But where are you? The Legion released an internal statement this morning saying your fleet went AWOL. Then they called our forces out of Venthros and ordered us to remain within our detachments until further notice.”

Lament’s brows make sharp little arches. “They put you on lockdown? Did they say why?”

“No!” I can hear Beckly’s frustration, the stress in his voice. “Mount Kilmon is set to erupt in less than two weeks. We’re supposed to be evacuating the Venthrothians, but the Legion has scrubbed the mission without explanation, and now our sergeant—Sergeant McLean—is talking about disobeying the Legion’s order, which is so strange for him, and I think there’s something going on here…”

“Van, I need you to listen to me.” Lament drops his voice. “Doc Min’s simulation is a hoax.”

Beckly pauses again, longer this time. “It’s … what?”

“The Determinists have been planting operatives inside the Legion. That’s why you’ve been called off the mission.”

“All right,” Beckly says, then gives a strained laugh. “Wait, no. I’m so lost. You’re going to have to start from the beginning.”

Lament does. He launches into an abbreviated version of events, starting with Ran Doc Min’s voroxide and ending with the neutralizer. “Doc Min plans to stop the Legion from interfering with Mount Kilmon’s eruption so he can have full control over who lives and who dies,” he finishes. “It’s the crux of his plot.”

“But…” Beckly sounds like he’s speaking through a straw. “But that’s ridiculous. The Legion can’t give in to the whims of a villain. We’re supposed to protect the galaxy against villains!”

“And we will,” Lament says, meeting my eye again. I wait. He tells Beckly: “Here’s what I need you to do.”



“What was all that about asking Beckly for advice?” I ask Lament almost as soon as he’s off the line.

Lament opens The Bargainer’s pantry (which is really just a storage space stuffed with PPMs) and looks through the pile of brown boxes until he finds one labeled vegan. He pulls it out and hefts it in his hands like he wants to put something between us. “Nothing.”

“You said it was about me.”

There’s an emotion in Lament’s face I can’t read. A pause or a look. A wariness. “So?”

“So, I think I should know what it was.”

“I wanted advice on how to deal with a partner when they’re being stubborn.”

I roll my eyes. “That makes two of us.”

“It wasn’t important.”

“But it was about me,” I emphasize.

Lament sets the PPM on the counter, crossing his arms so tightly it looks like he’s hugging himself. “You said that already.”

This isn’t going well. I told myself I’d give Lament the space he needs, that I wouldn’t push or prod or force him to assure me that we’re okay, that he doesn’t blame me for what happened to Bast, that these last two days haven’t ruined any chance for us to be … whatever we were going to be. Yet here I am, boxing him in this tiny kitchen, demanding he give me more. I rarely think about the size difference between us, but it’s obvious now, magnified here in this narrow space: how easily I could block his way out, how few options he’d have if I did. We’re almost the same height, but he’s slender, lighter, all bones and skin. I’m acting like a brute again, but I can’t make myself stop. “You’re really not going to tell me?”

“Maybe it isn’t something you want to hear,” he says.

“Shouldn’t I be the judge of that?”

“No.”

Lament starts to move past me, abandoning his PPM on the counter. And great, now he’s missing meals because of me. I snag the box and hold it out, a peace offering. “All right, hey, all right. I get that you and Beckly have … secrets.” The word tastes like poison. I want to tear out my own windpipe. “That’s your right. I can respect that.”

Lament folds his arms even tighter, revealing the divots of sinew over the bones in his hands. “Big of you.”

“At least tell me this,” I plead. “Are you sure we can trust him?”

“You’d better hope so,” Lament says as he takes the PPM and slips past me, “since I just told him our entire plan.”

I let him go. I have nothing to say that he wants to hear, either.



I find Master Ira sitting on a large rock outside The Bargainer. He’s wearing a spare set of Caspen’s clothes (his old ones were filthy beyond hope), and he’s facing the direction of Planet Venthros, looking up at the sky. It’s midday. Sunny. It’s always sunny on Purvuva.

“I want you to know,” he says without looking at me, “I never learned the reason your mother left you at my school. I rarely do, with the kids. If I’d been aware of the truth, I would have told you.”

I join him on the rock. It’s flat enough to make for a comfortable seat, warm against the back of my legs. “I know.”

Silence settles over us. I try to enjoy the warmth. The rare absence of Purvuva wind. But I’m too distracted to stay silent for long.

“You’ve seen our plan,” I begin. “How we’re going to steal the Determinists’ neutralizer.”

“I have.”

“Do you think it’ll work?”

He’s still looking at the sky. “Yes, Keller, I think it could.”

“But there’s a chance it won’t.”

He drops his eyes to mine. They’re the same as they’ve always been, black but not dark, searching, honest. I can picture him as he once was, in the dining room at the children’s home, or in the garden. The memories come back stronger than I would have expected, details I hadn’t even noticed at the time, the fire-oven smell of the kitchen, the way sunlight fell in fat orange strips across the floor. Murals on every surface. Flowers in all the pots.

Master Ira tips his head. “Did you want to ask me something?”

I glance at The Bargainer parked on the bluff. The exterior is coated in a film of sand, and the windows too, so when you’re inside everything seems muted. I think of Lament sitting in that filtered light. How strained things have been between us, how difficult it is to look at him. Looking at him is like looking at everything I can’t have. But he’s still wearing my lifestone.

“Yes,” I say. This is difficult, too. As soon as I speak, Master Ira will know exactly what I’m asking, and why. “I’d like you to tell me what you told Ran Doc Min. About Mount Kilmon’s tunnels.”

And I’m right. I see understanding flare in the Master’s black eyes. When he starts to give his answer, though, he doesn’t sound surprised.

We talk long and late.



The days slip by. I try not to think too much—not about our mission plan or Lament or everything that could go wrong—but it doesn’t seem to be helping. Not thinking just means my anxiety has nowhere to land, so I’m stuck in this loop of meaningless foreboding and distraction. And then there’s that other thing—the subject I discussed with Master Ira—that I definitely don’t want to think about. Likely, I won’t ever make use of what he told me. If things go to plan, I can forget that conversation ever happened. But I’m worried Lament might read it on my face anyway (if he ever starts looking at me again). I’m worried I’ll give it all away.

I catch my reflection in The Bargainer’s warped bathroom mirror and hunt for it—a secret, that hint of something more—in the tired lines around my eyes, my jaw, my hair that needs a cut. I don’t find it. I’m not sure I find anything.

I thought I’d finally gotten a handle on who I am and where I belong, but Rudy and the museum and The Parallax and Bast’s death have messed it all up again. I watch Jester chewing his favorite sour gummies, futzing with the command center’s main monitor until NewsNet appears on the screen. I see Avi arguing with Toph about alternate endings for Hippie Days, the Youvu Hums trying to have a conversation that’s not in unison. My heart twists. I want things to go back to the way they were, back when I was still new to the Sixth and my future held nothing but hope.

Venthros, though. I really think we can save it. Our plan is wild, but we’re the Sixth. The best fleet in the Legion, so they say, the most highly skilled unit in the galaxy. Each of us was hand-chosen for our talents, and we’ve spent our lives mastering our respective fields. I can only hope it’ll be enough.

I’ve taken to watching NewsNet in my free time. Nine days before the eruption, the Determinists send an A-Line cargo freighter to Venthros. It lands in the same field we once did, just south of Soto. Inside the ship are millions of doses of Ran Doc Min’s neutralizer, which will be packed onto smaller flight pods and flown around the planet. Determinists are preparing distribution centers where they’ll receive the pods and pass them out to the general public. And by general public, I mean anyone who pledges loyalty to Ran Doc Min. The centers aren’t open yet, but lines are already forming in front of them, people fighting for their spot in the queue, camping out to ensure they have a chance to make their pledge and get their dose.

I assumed the pledges would be straightforward verbal ones, but of course Ran Doc Min isn’t making it that easy. I watch a NewsNet correspondent (a young woman with a slick bob named Vivian Mercelli) report from the ground, explaining how Determinist workers will inject Venthrothians with intravenous lie detectors before they speak their pledges. The serum exacerbates typical symptoms of lying (elevated heart rate, dry mouth, sweating), making it obvious who is truly committing to the movement and who is not. Those found faking their oaths will be sent away without the neutralizer. In all her enthusiastic reporting, Mercelli conveniently fails to mention that intravenous lie detectors are illegal.

I pass Lament in the halls and in the control center. We’re not really speaking, not about anything that doesn’t directly pertain to the mission. At night in our shared cot, we pretend not to notice each other. I don’t know what to say to him. I have no idea how to make this better.

Three nights before the eruption, we pass each other again. Lock eyes. Look away.

Vera pulls me aside. “You need to talk to him.”

I run my hand through my hair. “And say what?”

“I don’t know,” she hisses, glancing around the control center. “That you miss him? That you’re sorry and the silence is killing you and you love him?”

I splutter. “Vera.”

“What? It’s the truth!”

“You can’t just say things like that.”

“Why not?” I’m surprised to see tears in her eyes. “Don’t you think now is the time to get it all out there? Tell him how you feel?”

“It’s not that easy. He won’t even look at me.”

“You won’t look at him, either.”

“Because it hurts!”

“And you think it doesn’t hurt him, too? Keller, Keller, why are you both so hopeless?” She buries her face in her hands. “Please, for love of the stars, don’t let eruption day come without fixing this.”

But eruption day does come. And I haven’t fixed anything.
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The morning of mount Kilmon’s eruption feels almost like any regular morning. The Bargainer is quiet, the counters and tables scattered with empty cups, pens, food wrappers. Jester’s tub of gummies is nearly empty now, sitting like a shrine under the glow of Caspen’s control monitors. NewsNet plays on low volume, and I read the headline: DETERMINISTS GUARD NEUTRALIZER WHILE VENTHROTHIANS AWAIT SALVATION.

No one else is up yet. That’s no surprise—it’s barely four in the morning. Also not a surprise? I couldn’t sleep. My anxiety is cresting from background noise to full-blown marching band, and none of my usual tricks are helping, so here I am in The Bargainer’s kitchen at this unholy hour scrounging up something to eat. I tear through my first two PPMs with single-minded zeal and am about to start in on my third when it occurs to me that I don’t actually want the whole meal, just the brownies. I rampage my way through another four boxes, tearing the gooey desserts from their packaging and swallowing them whole.

Lament would probably have something to say about this. I can imagine it: the sardonic arch of his brow, the I’m-trying-not-to-be-amused eyeroll. You’re going to give yourself a stomachache, Hartman. But Lament’s not here. He’s upstairs in our shared bedroom, pretending to sleep so he doesn’t have to talk to me.

Don’t let eruption day come without fixing this.

I clutch the brownie packaging between my fingers. I listen to the wind whine against The Bargainer’s windows, the dry sound of my own breathing.

Fix this.

I abandon the carnage of PPMs and go upstairs, wiping my hands on my pants as I move down the hall. I push open the door to our shared room, sticky yellow light spilling across the bed.

Lament is lying on his side under the thin thermal sheet. His back is to me. He doesn’t move, but he knows I’m there.

I cross the small space and kneel next to the bed. Lament’s sides rise and fall with his breath. His shoulder blades poke through the back of his nightshirt like wings. I lick my lips and try to work up enough spit to say, “Lament.”

He jerks upright with a sharp inhale, twisting around to face me. “Hartman?”

It takes me a second to register his puffy eyes, his swollen mouth, the imprint of the pillowcase stamped into his cheek. So he was asleep. Which means … maybe he hasn’t been ignoring me like I thought?

“Hey,” I say.

“What are you doing?” His hair is sticking out in all directions, his cheekbones flushed. He looks ridiculous and perfect, and I’m torn between wanting to laugh at him and wanting to hug him. The urge is suddenly overwhelming—to just wrap him up in my arms and laugh. But I doubt he’d appreciate that.

He frowns. “Did you fall out of bed again?”

If he wasn’t half asleep, he’d realize that question doesn’t make any sense. My smile wobbles. “No.”

“Why are you on your knees?”

“I guess … because I’m about to beg.”

I don’t have a plan here. I’ve never done this before. All I know is I’m tired of skirting around all the broken things between us. I’m tired of hiding my feelings, of pretending like this doesn’t matter, like Lament doesn’t matter. I need to be strong enough to ask for what I want. Even if it opens me up to rejection. Even if it’s really, really hard.

“Hey,” Lament says, apparently registering the conflict on my face. His voice is soft, concerned. “Hey, come on.”

The last time we were this close, we’d been about to kiss. Which is suddenly all I can think about: the shock and vulnerability and the taste of Lament on my lips.

His expression gentles further, which makes me feel a little like running away. He reaches out, brushes the tips of his fingers against my shoulder. “What’s this about?”

“I don’t regret the—what we did,” I croak, fumbling over the word kiss. “I’m sorry about the rest of it. So, so sorry. I hate that my mother turned out to be a Determinist. I hate that she dragged me into her schemes, and that I’ve dragged you. And I really, really hate what happened to Bast. He was innocent, and so were you, and none of us deserved any of this. But us, you and me—I need you to know how I feel. And maybe it’s the wrong time, maybe you’re not ready to hear this, but I don’t regret it. The kiss,” I finally make myself say. “I can’t regret it.”

Lament’s mouth has sort of fallen open, and he’s blinking at me like I’ve caught him completely off guard. “Do you mean that?”

“Yes.”

“And you’re not just saying all this because…”

“Because we might soon die a painful death in a fiery eruption of poisonous murder gas?”

“I wouldn’t have put it quite like that.”

“No,” I say. “Maybe. I don’t know.”

Now he’s shooting me a look of incredulity. “Hartman.”

“I like it better,” I say in a breathless rush, “when you call me Keller.”

His eyes soften again. “Keller.”

Something changes at that. I feel it, and Lament must too, because his eyelids drop to half mast, his pupils blowing wide. Before I can talk myself out of it, I slide closer, get my hand around the back of his neck. My mouth is dry and my pulse is wild and I’m watching his face, hunting for any hint that he doesn’t want this, that I’m somehow still getting it wrong. I move slowly enough that he could pull away if he wanted. But he doesn’t.

I mean to be gentle about this. To make it better than last time. Only, the moment Lament’s mouth brushes mine, time slams to a halt. Fire roars through me, and all I can think is more.

I rock forward, crashing into him like I’ve lost the ability to do anything else. One of my hands goes for his hair while the other grips his shirt, dragging him closer, hot and wanting and desperate. Lament responds with a shudder, brings one arm around my shoulders, the other angling himself up on the thin mattress. His eyes flutter closed. His breath goes ragged. He’s shaking—like, actually shaking—and for a moment, the universe is nothing but the feel and smell and taste of Lament, the rough slide of our tongues, the sheer, heady thrill of being this close, getting to do this again.

And then we’re just kissing. And it’s good. And the world drifts for a while.

When we finally break apart, it takes a minute for the room to stop spinning. My knees are throbbing where they’ve been pressing into the floor. Lament grips my wrists with strong, light fingers and murmurs, “Come here.”

He pulls me up under the blanket. Gets me on top of him, hip to hip, his knees bending up to bracket my sides. His hand is bleached white in the semidarkness as he reaches up, runs his thumb over my cheek. “I don’t regret it, either,” he says.

I don’t know why I suddenly feel like crying. Or maybe I do know. Because I’m messy and vulnerable and just—I want this. I drop my head to the place where his neck meets his shoulder, kiss the skin there. My world has condensed to the press of Lament’s knees into my sides, the tickle of his hair against my face. I let my hand drift to his night shorts, toy with the waistband. He makes a soft sound, his head falling back.

“Is this—?” I ask, sliding my hand under the fabric.

His fingertips dig into my shoulders. “Yes.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

I capture his mouth under mine.

We stop talking for a while.



When Lament and I make our way back into The Bargainer’s control center some indeterminate number of hours later, everyone else is up and ready. Dawn pours through the front windscreen in a swath of pinkish orange, Purvuva’s sandy landscape glowing golden behind the glass. Vera takes one look at Lament and me (both of us rumpled but surprisingly well rested) and closes her eyes, like she’s pressing the image into her memory. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her look so happy.

No one talks much as Avi passes out a round of PPMs. (I end up with a vegan one. Lament rolls his eyes at the horror on my face and switches with me). We all know the plan today. We’ve been over it a thousand times. To cut Doc Min’s legs out from under him (figuratively speaking—I think), we’ll need to steal his neutralizer from the deployer ship, and to do that, we’ll have to catch him and his cronies off guard. But we’ve all been watching the news. We know his cargo ship is heavily protected. Our plan is a good one, but it doesn’t come with any contingencies. For today to work, everything has to go exactly right.

Lament finishes his food, then lets himself sink back into the cushion of our love seat. His shoulder presses into mine. So does his thigh. The feel of Lament like this—relaxed and within reach, touching me, letting me touch him—is still so foreign. Heady and good and right.

I don’t know what last night means for us. Lament and I weren’t exactly verbalizing our thoughts on the future. Everything was about taste and touch, fingers digging into skin, the arch of his neck and the splay of his hands and supple curves and just … there were words, but they were words like oh and please and yes. Which means I don’t know if Lament has considered the other words I’m thinking right now. Home. Forever. Love. I want to ask (of course I want to ask), but I also don’t want to shatter this fragile thing between us, not with the clock ticking down the minutes to what may be the last mission we ever run. For now, though, it’s enough just to be able to lean into his warmth, let it feel good. We have this moment. The rest can wait.

After breakfast (hurried along by Vera, who’s beginning to worry about our timing), we suit up. It feels weird to pull on my whites, given we might not even belong to the Legion anymore, but they’re the most functional uniforms we have (fire-resistant, waterproof, flexible). I’m lacing up my boots on the bench by The Bargainer’s exit when Master Ira approaches.

“Ready?” he asks.

“As ready as I can be,” I answer honestly.

The Master nods and lets that reply stand. He glances over to where Lament is talking to Toph near The Bargainer’s controls. “You gave that boy your lifestone.”

I blush. “Yeah.”

“Have you told him why?”

“He knows why.” A beat. “Sort of. Fairy tales aren’t really Lament’s thing.”

“You should tell him.”

“Really?” I frown at the Master. “I didn’t think you believed in the power of lifestones.”

He lifts his brows but says nothing.

Once we’re ready, Vera and Jester head for the Sky Runner parked on the bluff, Lament and I exit down the back ramp toward Moon Dancer, and everyone else stays on The Bargainer. There are no pep talks. No good lucks. We’re all trapped in our own thoughts, our worries, our pre-mission focus routines. As I ready to climb up into Moon Dancer’s cockpit, I glance back and spot Master Ira through The Bargainer’s window. His expression is graver than it was before, and I don’t like that he looks that way. I don’t like that he maybe has good reason.

I turn away before he notices me watching.
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Venthros comes into view, a blue-gray marble against the backdrop of space. The planet expands as we speed closer, larger and larger until it fully encompasses my windscreen. Vera’s Sky Runner appears out Moon Dancer’s window on our left, The Bargainer’s spherical body juddering through turbulence on our right. As a unit, we descend through Venthros’s atmosphere, jet over a choppy green ocean, and close in on the western hemisphere … and with it, Mount Kilmon.

My hands loosen on the controls. I have the strangest impulse to reach out and touch the glass, to offer some sort of silent greeting to that terrible, magnificent structure. The volcano dominates the horizon, its flanks sculpted by eons of hardened molten rock, its peak flattened and jagged like a broken tooth. Though this year’s eruption hasn’t officially started yet, plumes of smoke rise from the volcano’s crater, thin trails of fire shooting from its peak.

We bypass the volcano (I am both relieved and not relieved) and head across a valley toward Soto. As we descend upon the city, I begin to see the processions we’ve been hearing about on the news, thousands of people lining up outside Determinist distribution centers waiting to pledge their loyalty in exchange for Ran Doc Min’s neutralizer. The distribution centers aren’t so much centers as they are armored vehicles, each manned by a trio of Determinists who are armed and armored themselves. According to NewsNet, as soon as the neutralizer pods are distributed, Determinist workers will inject each Venthrothian with lie detector serum, accept their oath of loyalty, and hand over a neutralizer inhaler. The citizen will take a puff from the inhaler and earn themselves immunity against the voroxide.

There are a lot of distribution vehicles. There are a lot of people. And this is just one city in one corner of the whole planet. It’s hard to wrap my head around the scale of Ran Doc Min’s operation: millions of people, tricked into subservience by a man who only wants power.

“Target sighted,” Vera says through my headset.

I train my eyes toward the field beyond the city and see what she sees—there, among the dry yellow grass, stands the Determinists’ central deployer, an enormous A-Line freighter painted in streaks of silver and black, its wings curled up over its body like some kind of vulture. Since the smaller distribution vehicles will only contain a limited number of neutralizer inhalers, they’ll need to be periodically restocked, and for that, they’ll return to the A-Line. The cargo ship is made of indestructible aerotitan sheets, narrow in the front and wide in the back, and it’s big. Like, really big. Like, ten-times-the-size-of-most-other-spaceships big.

“Approaching target,” Vera says. “Everyone in position.”

I try to orient myself, noting the angle of the sun hitting the A-Line’s curved sides, the position of the doors, the gun slots—closed for now—that will unlock and open fire if a threat is detected.

“Keller?” Vera asks. “You ready?”

Ha. Wouldn’t I love to give her a solid answer. Of course I’m ready. I’m Keller Hartman, the best gunner this galaxy’s seen in decades, recruited into the Sixth straight out of training because they just couldn’t live without me. Only, I wasn’t actually recruited. I was inserted. And—judging by the bile in my mouth and the fuzziness in my head—I’m nowhere near ready.

“Keller?”

“One second,” I say, then yank off my headset and look at Lament.

His mouth drops open in alarm. “What are you doing?”

“You still have your lifestone?”

“Keller—”

“Do you?”

“It’s your lifestone,” he corrects. “And you know I do.”

“Don’t take it off.”

“I won’t,” Lament growls, with the impatience of a man who would like to return to the task at hand. “Anything else?”

You gave that boy your lifestone.

Have you told him why?

“Nope,” I say.

He speaks into his headset. “We’re going in.”

We blast through the sky toward the A-Line. I wiggle my shoulder blades against my backrest, take my controls into my hands. To break into the Determinists’ freighter, steal the neutralizer, and release it into Venthros’s atmosphere, we first have to disable the ship’s security system, and to do that, I’m going to have to take a shot that’s … look, I’m not going to say it’s impossible, because if that was true, we wouldn’t be here. It’s more like impossible adjacent. It’s friends with impossible. If it was writing out its five-year plan, it would aspire to impossibility.

All A-Line deployer ships come with built-in attack surveillance and defense technology. There are cameras positioned around the ship’s body that can detect an incoming craft and will automatically open fire if a threat is identified. That would be bad news for us, except there happens to be a known loophole: The cameras are wired together. If you scramble the sensor on one camera with, say, a well-placed Halobringer ray beam, it’ll freeze the whole system. The A-Line manufacturers haven’t ever bothered to close this loophole, because they assert their cameras will always identify (and eliminate) an incoming threat long before the enemy gets close enough to do any harm. The joined wiring is, in their words, a nonissue.

We’re betting they’re wrong.

As Lament and I fly closer, I switch my Halobringer from its highest setting (ultimate annihilation) to its lowest (general butchery), charging the gun just enough to fuel this shot. I’m still worried the ray beam will be too powerful. It could destroy the ship in one go (we don’t want that). It could take out not just the attack sensors but all the ship’s interior wiring (also not good). Even if I calculate the power output correctly, there’s a chance I’ll miss my shot. I have a whopping total of one try to fire a ray beam through a camera lens the size of a coin. And it gets better, because we can’t just fly into range at normal speeds (see: deployer attack sensors). The only way to maneuver close enough to take out the A-Line’s cameras is to also fly so fast that the ship’s sensors don’t register our movement.

Put shortly, I’ll be attempting this shot at supersonic speeds.

If I miss, our plan is ruined and the planet is doomed.

Yay.

Lament turns Moon Dancer into her final position, gearing up. Anyone inside the ship will hear the sonic boom of our flyby, but if we do this right, by the time they rush to look out their windows, we’ll be long gone. The A-Line’s guns will remain in their slots, the threat will remain undetected. The Determinists will shrug and go back to pulling the wings off butterflies, or whatever it is they’re doing in there.

Lament starts giving us some speed. I’m completely relying on my controls here, zooming my panel’s viewfinder to locate one of the A-Line’s small glass cameras. If Lament deviates Moon Dancer even a fraction, the shot will be off. If my hands tremble, if I lose focus, if I punch the trigger too soon or too late, the shot will be off.

But Lament doesn’t deviate. And my hands don’t shake. I line up the target in my sights, hold my breath. Lament gives Moon Dancer more speed still, and the moment we break the sound barrier, I press the trigger.

It seems like there should be a noise of some kind. A boom or bang, the electronic burr of a ray beam hitting the ship’s system. But there’s nothing. Not even the sound of our own sonic boom (you can’t hear yourself break the sound barrier because, you know, you’re ahead of it). I watch the Halobringer’s distinctive comet light blast out its muzzle and hit my chosen camera, vanishing in a silent puff. Lament and I careen past a split second later, ruffling the field’s grass in our wake.

Lament pulls us up and away. I strain in my seat, searching the swiftly shrinking A-Line for some hint that my shot hit its mark, or didn’t.

“The systems are down,” Vera’s voice tells us over our headsets, squeaking a little. “Jester confirmed it was a direct hit. Well done, Keller.”

A general cheer goes up over our speakers. I smile, exhale a shaky laugh.

“That was the easy part,” Avi says. “Now comes the true heist. Gear up, everyone. It’s time to kick some Determinist butt.”



We reconvene in a sparsely wooded area a few miles north of the A-Line. The others are already there, waiting among the scrubby foliage while Lament lands Moon Dancer carefully through the canopy.

These woods aren’t anything like the ones near Mount Kilmon. The trees are younger, mostly birches and maples instead of towering redwoods, but I scan the branches anyway, just in case.

“Any monsters out there?” Lament asks lightly as he unlatches the cockpit.

“Not if they know what’s good for them.”

Caspen unloads her overland rover from The Bargainer’s hulk, revving the engine like she’s at the starting line of a race. Those of us taking part in this leg of the plan—everyone except Master Ira and Illiviamona, who will remain on the cargo ship—scramble inside, elbowing for the best seats.

“Why do I always get stuck in the middle?” Avi whines from her spot between Jester and Toph.

“Because you’re the smallest,” Youvu Hum replies patiently.

“I can’t help my size!” She adopts a perfect pout. “Next time, I say we draw knives.”

Vera tosses her a look from the front passenger seat. “I think you mean straws.”

“No, I mean knives. Then we’ll duel to the death.”

“Hey,” I tell Avi from the row ahead, “I’m stuck in the middle seat, too. You don’t see me complaining.”

“That’s because you’re next to Lament.”

This conversation has taken a dangerous turn. I should redirect it. “So?”

“So you’re in love with Lament!”

I flush bright red. To my left, Lament gives a little cough.

“Vera,” I complain. “Aren’t you going to scold her?”

Vera only smiles.

Caspen hits the gas, and we lurch forward with a collective Ack! It doesn’t take long before we’re blasting out of the woods, speeding across the terrain back toward the A-Line. On the horizon, Mount Kilmon has started smoking in earnest. The volcano looks far away, but in Caspen’s overland, the trip will probably take less than an hour. I think about traveling from here to there. Then I tell myself to stop thinking about that.

The Determinist deployer emerges in our view once more. I note the thick landing gear, the shiny body, the single row of windows curved around the ship’s nose like beads on a string. As we careen toward the craft’s smooth underbelly, I get my hand on my ray gun, listening for the sound of an alarm, shouts, or the blast of enemy fire, but there’s nothing. We drive right up under the ship and hop over the rover’s open sides, moving quickly, quietly now, tensed for what’s to come.

“Don’t forget your headsets,” Vera instructs.

We snag our sets from under our seats while Avi pulls out a small metal disc and makes grabby-hands motions at Toph. He picks her up, raising her easily over his head. Avi reaches up to attach the disc to the A-Line’s metal belly. “No need to stand back,” she says, tossing her ponytail. “This shouldn’t—”

There’s a miniature pop, which ripples outward across the deployer’s bottom. A panel falls off a few feet away, revealing a dark hole that leads into the ship’s lowest compartment.

“—take long,” she finishes.

“Neatly done,” Toph says as he sets Avi back down.

“You have a spy’s finesse,” Youvu Hum agrees.

Avi gives a bow.

I frown. “So is she actually—?”

“Onto the ship!” Avi hollers.

Avi, Toph, Caspen, and one of the Youvu Hums haul themselves up through the opening first and dart away to commandeer the control center. (Caspen has assured us she knows how to fly an A-Line so many times that I am beginning to suspect she does not, in fact, know how to fly an A-Line.) Meanwhile, Vera, Jester, the other Youvu Hum, Lament, and I race to hunt for the ship’s central supply of neutralizer.

Vera checks her watch. “Four hours until eruption.”

“Not much time to steal this ship, battle any opposition, and release the neutralizer all across the planet before Ran Doc Min figures out what we’re up to and launches a counterattack,” Youvu Hum notes.

That’s the spirit, Jester says.

The A-Line is a freighter, meaning it has a small control center on the ship’s upper level and tons of cargo room below. We spend the next few minutes racing through dimly lit corridors, using Avi’s liquid lock dissolver to open door after door, hoping to find the mother lode. Or signs pointing us toward the mother lode. Or clues about signs that will point us toward the mother lode. So far, though, all the rooms in this section of the ship have already been cleared out.

We keep searching, the five of us on high alert, though we don’t run into any Determinists. No guards, no crew. Which prods at something in the back of my mind, something that insists I should be asking questions, only I don’t have time to examine those thoughts because Jester pushes open a door to reveal an enormous cargo hall. It’s the biggest room we’ve found yet, a cavernous chamber illuminated by intermittent orange light. We step inside and my stomach flutters at what I see. The space is filled with rows upon rows upon rows of wooden crates, each one stamped in big red letters with a single, bold word: NEUTRALIZER.

Jester produces a crowbar, which he uses to lever the lid off the nearest crate. There’s a creak, and the splintering of wood, and at last the top pops off to reveal …

Nothing.

I blink.

There’s nothing inside the crate.

“Keller,” Nina says from somewhere to my left. “I’d really hoped it wouldn’t come to this.”

I spin around and think, No.

A band of armed thugs emerge, and we’re surrounded.
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We’ve been tricked.

My gut seems to understand this before my mind does. I feel queasy as I stare at my mother there in the middle of the cargo hold, dressed in the Determinist colors gray and yellow, her face streaked with dirt, hair out of place. Professor Trey Morton stands to her right, looking nervous and uptight in a rumpled plaid suit.

Around us, the roguish thugs tighten their circle. I don’t know how many there are. Twenty? Thirty? They look nothing like the uniformed soldiers from The Parallax, probably because there are no more uniformed soldiers from The Parallax. Instead, these men (and one woman) are greasy, dressed in mismatched armor, and carrying an array of weapons that makes me wonder if the Determinists didn’t hire them right off the street.

“It’s you,” Lament says. He’s never seen Nina before, but it’s not hard to guess who she is. We have the same brown hair, the same broad nose and shoulders.

“I had so much hope for you,” Nina tells me. She has tears in her eyes, which makes me unaccountably furious. Like, who is she crying for? She literally tricked us onto this ship and then ambushed us with an army of rogue gangsters. How did she think this was going to end? “I wanted you to join me. I wanted us to be a family again—”

“I really don’t care.” I need her to shut up. My heart is going a mile a minute as I glance at the thugs, cataloguing their weapons, their positions. The room’s single door hangs open, but given our odds of escaping unscathed, it might as well be nailed shut. “Where is it?” I demand, hand on my ray gun. “Where’s the neutralizer?”

“Not here.” Nina wipes her eyes on the back of her wrist. “After you destroyed the BlackWing, we were in a dangerous position. You saw his laboratory. You escaped with your old Master, who undoubtably revealed the rest of our secrets. Ran suspected you might try to infiltrate this A-Line like you infiltrated The Parallax, so he changed the plan.”

“And you’re okay with this?” I ask. “You’re okay with tricking millions of people into pledging their lives to your leader and just murdering anyone who doesn’t?”

“I believe in Determinism,” Nina says. “I believe our movement has the power to change this galaxy. But being a Determinist has never been easy. The Legion mistrusts us. Oh, they’ve allowed us to practice, but only within the bounds they set. They uphold the law, but they also make it. And our movement suffers as a result.”

“Your movement is a lie.”

“Just because FPS isn’t real yet,” comes the voice of Ran Doc Min, “doesn’t mean it never will be.”

We all spin to see the man himself striding into the room. Ran Doc Min is still in that absurd cape, his expression supervillain evil, his hair done up with so much gel it looks like it might crack. To my right, I can feel Lament brace. Behind me, Vera lets out a small breath; Jester and Youvu Hum shift on their feet.

“Nice slogan,” I drawl. “Not real yet, but maybe one day!”

“Laugh all you want,” Doc Min returns. “I stand by my beliefs.”

“Does this mean you’re still going to destroy the galaxy?”

“I am not going to destroy it. Once again, you have not been listening. I have a vision.” Doc Min’s face smooths, his eyes going glassy. I can practically feel a monologue coming. “For too long, the Legion has held total sway over Romothrida and its inhabitants. I believe our galaxy is ready to usher in a new era. One united under a single basic principle…”

He keeps talking, but over his shoulder, I’m distracted by movement just beyond the open doorway. A flash of red hair. The swing of a ponytail.

“You are still not listening,” Doc Min snaps.

I jerk my eyes back to him, heart fluttering. “I’m listening fine.”

“You insist on misunderstanding our aims.”

“Not much to misunderstand about genocide.”

“It is not genocide. As I have made clear…” He returns to his monologue, but I’m back to watching Avi through the corner of my eye. She pokes her tongue between her teeth as she drags a full-size mortar into the doorway (not one for subtlety, Avi) and gets it into position, securing the baseplate and producing a projectile missile the size of her forearm. Toph appears behind her, meeting my eye through the doorframe. He flashes his fingers: fifteen seconds.

Slowly—as slowly as we possibly can—Jester, Vera, Lament, Youvu Hum, and I start to inch backward.

“—and today is just the start,” Doc Min is saying, really getting into his speech now. Nina’s eyes are glued to him, as if he’s the center of her universe. Trey, too, has lost some of his anxious energy and is gazing at his leader along with the rest of the thugs. “You had a chance to join us, Keller. It should have been a great privilege. But you declined.”

Avi finishes lining up her shot. Even from here, I can tell the angle isn’t perfect, but it’ll do the job. She holds the torpedo-shaped bomb over the mortar’s barrel and watches Toph’s countdown. Six, five, four …

“That is your choice,” Ran Doc Min says, oblivious to the scene playing out behind him, “and as with all choices, you must bear the consequences.”

“So must you,” I say.

Avi releases the projectile. The Sixers duck as it drops into the mortar’s barrel, hits the base, and blasts back out again. There’s a BAM. A flash of silver metal. The bomb flies toward Ran Doc Min, who turns and gapes, but at the last second a force field appears around him. It’s a blue-glowing dome of protection, automatically shielding their group from the attack.

Crap. They’re wearing Shield Rings.

Probably should have seen that coming.

The bomb detonates in a blast of fire. I cover my head, brace against the wave of heat from the explosion. My ears are ringing, and my eyes burn, but I pull my ray gun off my hip and start firing before the smoke clears.

The Determinist thugs have the same idea. Spurred by the explosion, they’ve opened fire, the cargo hold devolving into the chaos of ray beams and stunner ammo and yelling. “Move!” I shout at the others, and they duck for cover behind the crates. Vera, Jester, Youvu Hum …

But not Lament. He’s gotten close to an opponent and is fighting the man hand to hand. The soldier pulls out a gun. Shoots. It’s nearly point-blank range, and I let out a stunned NO, but somehow, the ray beam misses.

It doesn’t make sense that the ray beam misses.

Lament disarms the man, takes the weapon for himself. The movement is so perfectly practiced, and Lament’s face is easy, and okay, he can fight? My stomach lurches even as he slams the enemy in the temple, watches him go down. When Lament spins around, his headset is skewed around his neck, my lifestone illuminating his face with bright green light.

I dart forward to cover Lament, taking out two more armed soldiers before grabbing Lament by the shoulder and hauling him behind the nearest stack of crates. “What are you doing?”

“Fighting,” he breathes.

“You can’t just stand out in the middle of enemy fire!” My hands are trembling. My voice is ragged, like I’ve swallowed fishing net. Lament glances at his lifestone, then back at me.

“It’s not armor,” I snap, though in truth, I have no idea what a lifestone can do. Everything I know has only ever been in stories. “You can’t be a bonehead about it.”

“Hey. That’s my line.”

“Doc Min is wearing a Shield Ring,” I say. Behind the crate, shots continue to fire. The air smells like metal and electricity. “They’re powerful, but they have a limited charge. If he takes enough hits—”

“It’ll wear down the force field,” Lament finishes.

I nod. “We’ll take turns.”

Lament and I switch off peeking out from behind our cover and blasting enemy fighters. The Youvu Hums (including the other Youvu Hum, who arrived with Toph and Avi) are engaged in another hand-to-hand fight with a nearby cluster of Determinists. Avi has entered the room and is pulling missile-like grenades from her hip, throwing them at random, letting off small but powerful blasts. Doc Min and Morton and my mother are standing out in the open, their Shield Rings flaring each time a shot comes their way.

I think about Mount Kilmon. Master Ira’s School for Children. Longji is built in the volcano’s shadow. There is at least one altered heat collector still in place. If there are children living in the home, they will be some of the voroxide’s first victims.

I look at Lament. He’s fully on, a cut across one cheek, hair flying as he lets off another blast from his stolen ray gun. Here, with the fight raging around us, he looks strong and determined and beautiful. So beautiful. I never got the chance to say it.

He ducks back behind the crates. There’s a lull in the fight, and for a moment it’s just the two of us here, protected in this temporary bubble of stillness. Lament notices the way I’m looking at him. Hitches a breath. “Keller—”

I kiss him. Because I am the chief of bad timing. And my heart is full of him. And we might be fighting for our lives right now, but I can’t stop myself.

This time, Lament doesn’t freeze. He just … unfolds. Into me. Like he’s been waiting for this, expecting it, wanting it, too. His free hand fists the front of my jacket and his mouth is warm and he’s everywhere, everywhere, yet somehow I still need more, because this kiss isn’t an until-next-time kiss.

It feels like I’m sorry.

It feels like Goodbye.

Pulling away is hard. Fucking impossible. But I do, releasing him, moving back. The lifestone is a blaze of green. Lament looks totally dazed.

“It can’t always be about science and logic,” I say, touching the place where the lifestone rests against his heart. I hear Toph give a war cry, gunfire starting up again from behind the crates. “There has to be hope and love and fate, too.”

He looks like he can’t catch his breath. Like I’m not making any sense. “What are you—?”

“Everything will be okay,” I say, kissing him one more time, hard and rough, because I have to. Then I tear away and bolt for the open door. A fresh stream of ray beam fire follows, blocking Lament from chasing after me.

It’s the hardest thing I’ve ever done, walking away from him.

As I fly out the door, I look back at Nina Hartman standing behind her protective force field next to Morton and Doc Min. Their eyes are elsewhere, but Nina’s gaze latches onto mine. For a moment, time slows. Her mouth pops open in surprise, then settles into sadness. I expect her to point at me, to sound the alarm, but when I continue through the door and out of the ship, Nina says nothing.
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I think we all have moments in our lives when things become really clear. It’s like someone shuts off the music, and suddenly the silence is so loud you can hear it. But it’s pure. Stripped of all the noise. All the bullshit.

I haven’t always made the right choices. I’ve let hurt color my thinking, blamed others for my mistakes, lost my way a time or two. But the silence is loud now, and I can look back and see things clearly. The people I love. The friends I’ve made. The times when I showed courage instead of fear. My life hasn’t been perfect, but it’s been full. I think I did okay.

I climb into Caspen’s rover. The keys swing slightly where they’re still stuffed into the ignition. I give them a crank, rev the gas, and look back exactly once. From here, you’d never know a firefight was happening inside the Determinists’ A-Line freighter. You’d never know my heart is still in there, with a man who challenged me to do better and be better. That it’s bleeding.

The landscape from here to Mount Kilmon is overgrown, but the rover makes easy work of it. I speed forward, headlong, a little madcap, heedless to all the pits and rocks. Get’cha cartwheels in good use, I think. I wish Caspen could see me give the rover more gas. I think she’d be proud.

Mount Kilmon quickly expands on the horizon. You’d think a day like this should be stormy and gray, but the sky is actually this really gorgeous blue. The kind Venthros is known for, a sky that makes you feel like you could fall into it if you just flung your arms out wide enough. I’m glad to see it. One last time.

I recall the conversation Master Ira and I had on Purvuva. The questions I’d asked, and his answers. I didn’t think I’d need them. If today had gone the way we’d planned, I wouldn’t be doing this. But the neutralizer is out of reach, and millions of lives are at stake, and I don’t see another way. So slowly, piece by piece, I begin sketching a map in my head. You’ll come to a river, says the memory of Master Ira’s voice. To the east of it, there will be a path. I find the river, find the path. I jump from one landmark to the next, which guides me through Mount Kilmon’s foothills and up to its base.

The last of the grass fades away, and in its place there’s only rock, dark and craggy, like piles of black sponge. Some of the rock looks like sand under an ocean shoreline, imprinted with ripples. It’s made from the hardened lava of previous eruptions.

It’s not difficult, given the Master’s instructions, to find the tunnel. It’s bigger than I expected, boring straight into the side of the volcano. Dark. Man-made. I flip on the rover’s lights and drive in.

The path is smooth and wide. Quiet. The deeper I go, the colder it gets, which is odd—I thought, given the impending eruption, it’d be hot in here. Soon, the air starts to change. I rummage through one of the rover’s side compartments until I find what I’m looking for: a Legion-issue MeshGuard mask and oxygen hookup. I thread the restraining strap around the back of my head, get the mask fitted over my mouth. The meter says the tank is low on oxygen. It won’t last me long. But then, I guess it doesn’t need to.

Here’s the thing about knowing you’re going to die: Your brain does everything it can to deny it. There are moments when your mind kind of skips, and you forget. That’s what’s happening to me right now. I keep forgetting this isn’t just another mission. After, I won’t get to walk away.

The disassociation starts midway through the tunnel. I take the rover as far as it will go, until the path is too narrow, then hop out. My footsteps are like a prerecorded soundtrack, and nothing feels quite real. I imagine I’m watching one of Jester’s documentaries. The story of someone else’s life. I guess I can be glad. I think if I really felt this—felt it fully—I wouldn’t be brave enough to see this through.

Or maybe I would. Maybe I am. This is still bravery, isn’t it? Even if I’m afraid?

The silence is so loud.

I continue through the tunnel. It’s a straight path, and it’s still dark, no lava in sight, but it’s not cold anymore, either. The heat is really starting to build now. I can feel it press against my skin. I’m breaking a sweat. I wipe my eyes. Then the tunnel opens and widens into an enormous cavern.

The heat hits me like a wave. I choke on it. My ears are ringing, and it takes me a second to catch my bearings, blink away the pain. My oxygen tank is making straining noises with every inhale. The meter is blinking red.

Running through the cavern is a river of lava. The volcano still hasn’t erupted yet, but it’s getting close. Frothing red fire boils up from holes in the rock. Cools. Melts again with a fresh froth. It looks like an ocean of flames.

I spot the heat collector there on the other side of the cavern. It’s pretty big—about as tall as I am. Normal heat collectors don’t belong inside the volcano, but rather around its base. Someone dragged this one in here.

I walk up to the capsule and take a good look. I’m not familiar with the mechanisms of collectors, but I understand enough to know that the little red countdown timer inside the window isn’t normal. Six minutes to go, according to the clock, which is a lot less time than we’d originally planned. It looks like the collector doors have been rigged to spring open at the end of the countdown, to release the voroxide right as the volcano explodes. Not only will this make it look like Mount Kilmon is responsible for the gas, but the rush of air and heat will help ensure the poison spreads.

Six minutes. I know we lost a lot of time in that firefight, but if we’d planned on stealing the neutralizer and releasing it into the air across the planet, we’d still be way behind schedule. It feels like a blow, though of course it doesn’t matter now.

It’s so hot in here. So hot. I pull on a pair of goggles, and when I do, the headset connected to my oxygen mask makes a static noise. I get my hands on the collector. Even through my gloves, it burns.

I hope this works.

Lament will never forgive me if it doesn’t.

He probably won’t forgive me anyway.

And then, like the cosmos can hear my thoughts and feels the need to interfere, my headset signal clicks on.

“Hartman?” That’s Lament’s voice, crackling through the earpiece. “Can you hear me?”

The sound of him is almost my undoing. I have to try twice to get out, “Lament?”

He makes a noise I can’t even describe. I’ve got my hands on the heat collector, and, shit, I can feel my skin starting to blister.

“Fucking hell, Hartman.” His voice breaks over the headset. “You stole Caspen’s rover? You seriously did that? I told you already, the voroxide—”

“It’s still here,” I interrupt as I roll the capsule onto its side with an enormous heave. “Just like we thought. It’s trapped in a heat collector.”

“You’re inside the volcano? Keller, what?” He’s yelling. Actually yelling. “You’ll die. Get out of there. What are you—? Are you seriously—? You don’t have to do this.” I think he might be crying. “The fight’s over. We won. You can come back.”

That startles me. “You found the neutralizer?”

“No, I just meant—I didn’t mean…”

“You escaped the ship,” I clarify, sinking again. “But the Venthrothians are still in danger.”

He makes another rough noise. “We tried our best. We did, okay? But the Determinists are too many steps ahead. I’m sorry, I am, but we’re out of options here.”

I turn my eyes back to the heat collector. “No, we’re not.”

“No. No, Keller—”

“The eruption is in less than one minute.”

“You’ll die.”

“I should have told you this sooner.” I get the collector on its side and start to roll it. The volcanic lava is starting to froth. My ears pop. “Lament, you’re everything, okay? You’re the smartest person I know, and selfless and driven and so fucking beautiful. Like, it’s unfair how beautiful you are. And I know you get scared sometimes, and it’s hard for you to let others in, but you let me in, and—” I break off. He’s definitely crying now, and shit, I am, too. “I don’t know how I got so lucky to have you as a partner. But I was. So lucky.”

“Keller.” His voice is a wreck. “What do I have to say to make you come back? Just tell me.” His words are choked, coughing, drowning in his own sobs. “Whatever it is, whatever I have to do, please…”

“I’m sorry.”

“Please—”

“There’s just one more thing I want to … I should have said this a long time ago, but Lament, I—”
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LAMENT

I should have said this a long time ago, but Lament, I—

His voice has been on repeat in my head since the moment the signal was lost. Keller’s last words to me, incomplete.

I stand in my new shared room on Skyhub. My old room—and most of Detachment 94—is gone. Destroyed. It happened during a firefight between one side of the Legion, the good side, headed by Beckly Van and the Fifty- Seventh, and the Legionnaires who were secretly working for the Determinists. I don’t know the details. I haven’t asked. All I know is that Sergeant Forst has been removed from her position and the Sixth is temporarily sharing a detachment with the Fifty-Seventh until our unit can be rebuilt.

This room looks just like every other dormitory on Skyhub. There’s a narrow cot, a couch, a small kitchen, a dresser. I watch my hands move in the single retractable mirror as I pull on my blacks piece by piece: trousers, undershirt, waistcoat, jacket. Loafers instead of boots. No jewelry, it was never my thing. Unless you count the lifestone.

It stopped glowing shortly after the volcano erupted. I knew, then.

I haven’t worn my blacks since Bast’s funeral. That day started a lot like this one. Dressing alone in my room. Watching my hands move in the mirror, feeling like they belonged to someone else. That time, last time, when I emerged to meet the others, Vera was already crying. She scrubbed her eyes furiously at the sight of me, like she didn’t want me to notice her tears. She probably thought she needed to put on a brave face. To hold it together so I could come undone. Vera didn’t yet realize that the opposite was happening—I was a box with the lid nailed on. An insect hardened in amber.

Black suits you, Vera had told me in an effort to pretend she wasn’t crying. Our whites wash you out, but black is your color.

I hate it, a little, that she’s right. Here in this borrowed room before this borrowed mirror, the black fabric looks crisp against my skin. It softens the bruises under my eyes, makes my frame look slim rather than slight. Still, I wonder if Vera realized what she was saying. That I’m someone suited for mourning.

I did it with Bast, and I thought I’d never survive it.

I’ll do it with Keller, and I’m certain I won’t.

My whites lie in a pile at my feet. I stare at them. And then I keep staring, because I’m in no hurry. I imagine I’ve vanished from the universe—just poofed into oblivion—and this is all that’s left of me: a crumpled arrangement of clothes where there once stood a man.

When people ask, I say I’m doing fine. Hanging in there. Getting by. But I keep checking my handheld like I expect there to be a message from him. I catch myself watching the door like I’m waiting for him to walk through it.

I step over the pile of whites on my way out. It’s not like me to leave clothing strewn about, but what’s the point of keeping things tidy? What’s the point of anything? The old Lament would be horrified, but I don’t want to be like my old self. I want nothing to do with anyone who once knew Keller, even if that person is me. I’d step out of my skin like a hatched moth if I could, find the nearest light and beat myself against it. That would be a relief, I think: the pain of missing him replaced by simple, blank, physical pain.

I make it halfway to the door before discomfort tugs at my stomach. My eyes slide to the discarded clothes. Order, the feeling demands. Cleanliness. Control.

I pause. Sigh.

I return to pick up the shirt first, then the utility jacket, folding them neatly. As I stoop to retrieve the pants, a slip of paper falls from one of the pockets.

Odd. The parchment looks like it’s been torn out of a book. It’s slightly crushed, folded in half. I’ve never seen it before.

Why are my hands shaking?

I pick up the paper and catch the beginning of a note written in Keller’s sloppy hand. Hey, Lament.

My mouth goes dry. My fingers feel sticky and soft, like dough. I half think I’ve imagined this note, that I must be experiencing some sort of delirium. I fold the paper. Unfold it. The words remain crisp on the page.

I cast around. I can’t read Keller’s note here. This isn’t even my room. It’s not private. But where, then? I briefly entertain the fantasy of taking Moon Dancer and jetting off to some distant planet, but I can’t imagine any planet far enough, any galaxy remote enough, because even if I was alone—the only life-form left in existence—I’d still have to be with myself.

I’m afraid of this letter. I’m afraid of what will become of me if I read it. I should put it back where I found it. Leave it unopened.

But it’s addressed to me.

I sit on the edge of my cot, smooth the page over my thigh, and read Keller’s words.

Hey, Lament,

I don’t want this to come out wrong. That’s why I’m writing it down. I’m no poet or anything, but I don’t think you need to be one of the great Romothridans to get your point across. As long as you really believe in what you’re saying. As long as you feel it.

I’m feeling a lot right now.

You’re currently unconscious under Illiviamona’s care on The Bargainer. I’ve been here since she cut your shirt away to get to the ape wound, and I saw your scars—the ones from Moon Dancer’s crash. I want to talk to you about it when you wake up, but I think I won’t know how.

I don’t know. It’s possible I wouldn’t even be thinking any of this stuff right now if I hadn’t almost just watched you die. And maybe I’ll crumple this note up and throw it away before you ever read it, because you probably don’t need my emotions all over you anyway. But I feel like I need to get this out.

You once told me I can’t hide anything—that all my emotions show on my face. You must think you’re the opposite. That you can close yourself off, like a painting at a museum partitioned behind a rope. People can look, but they can’t get close enough to see the imperfections. That might seem like a good thing (who wants their flaws on display for every random tourist to gawk at?) but I’m not so sure. It must get lonely, being roped off like that. People may not be able to see the imperfections, but they can’t see the artist’s signature, either.

When I first joined the Sixth, I thought I’d made a mistake. Do you remember the first thing you ever said to me? You told me I didn’t belong here. I was tempted to take that to heart, but I didn’t really understand things then. I didn’t know all the pain you were carrying around. You were such a jerk to me. You made it clear you didn’t want to be partners, didn’t want to get to know each other or work together. But fate or destiny or whatever you want to call it has a way of putting the universe where it’s supposed to be, and I’ve come to know you anyway. I’ve seen your signature.

I want you to know I think you’re beautiful. I’ve always thought so, and Moon Dancer’s crash changes nothing. So yeah. Take that for what it is.

But it’s more than that, actually. You’re a good person. You’re smart to the point of absurdity. You care about the truth, and you’ll always do what you think is right, even if it means sacrificing yourself in the process.

If I’m ever in your position, I hope I’ll have the courage to make the same decisions. To choose the greater good.

A selfish part of me is thankful you were attacked by that ape. It means I get to see yet another layer of what makes you who you are. Soon, you’re going to wake up, and maybe things will be different between us, and maybe they won’t, but either way, I want you to know I’m glad I was chosen to be your partner.

I hope you’re glad, too.

Keller

It feels like my legs have been cut out from under me. I can’t breathe. I can’t see. I slump forward, bury my head in my hands. The sounds coming out of me are not human. They’re barely even animal. I try to make the noises stop, but I feel like I’m drowning, like I want to drown. I cry as hard as I can and it is not helping, nothing is helping, because Keller is dead and I’m here without him, and it’s my fault for not stopping him, not giving him a reason to stop, not being a good enough reason—

Arms come around my shoulders. I didn’t hear Vera enter, but suddenly she’s here, wrapping me up in a tight embrace and murmuring soothing things. I look up to see Jester beside her, and Toph, and Avi, and everyone. They pile around me, cocooning me, trying to lend me their strength.

I want to tell them to stop. Or never stop. Or no, stop. Because they can’t help. Because sometimes when we’re all together like this, my grief feels magnified. I see the absence of Keller in their red eyes, their stricken faces, and it makes me want to tear out my own heart.

I can’t think of how to say any of this in a way that won’t scare them. I don’t want to scare them. So I let my team huddle closer, and close my eyes, and let the pain unfold.



Keller’s memorial service is well attended. The Legion originally wanted to host it on Planet Venthros, but the citizens are still dealing with the post-eruption crisis, and anyway, it would be wrong to demand more of a planet that’s already been through so much. Instead, the service is held on Planet Uru, on the grounds of ARCAN Aviation Academy.

I don’t know how the full story got out. Maybe it’s being covered on Galaxy One (NewsNet’s non-Determinist rival that surged in popularity after NewsNet’s recent downfall). Or maybe the story spread some other way. I wouldn’t know. I haven’t been paying attention. Regardless, it’s been five days since the eruption, and the entire galaxy seems to know exactly what happened to Ran Doc Min and the Determinists. How Doc Min fabricated FPS, planted voroxide inside Mount Kilmon, and tried to use his neutralizer to force loyalty pledges and take over the galaxy. The Sixth uncovered his plan and attempted to steal the neutralizer but failed. Then the Sixth’s gunner realized he could save Venthros by destroying the gas capsule inside the Determinists’ altered heat collector, but not before it was too late to escape himself. He sacrificed his life to spare the Venthrothians. He’s being celebrated as a hero.

I resent that, and I wonder if it’s wrong of me.

The Academy’s grounds are beautiful. It’s lush here, thick with green growth, everything bathed in sunlight. The service is massive. It feels like half the galaxy has come to pay their respects.

I resent that, too, and it’s definitely wrong of me.

I’ve been given a seat in the front row, right up near the presenter’s podium. I didn’t want this seat, but when the coordinator stuck out her hand and guided me front and center, I couldn’t think of how to protest. Now, as I sit here listening to one of Keller’s old Academy officers tell a story about the first time he saw Keller shoot, I squirm. My neck itches. I feel the weight of thousands of eyes behind me, watching me, but I don’t want anyone to look at my face and see the truth behind my expression, except Keller. And he’s dead.

The last five days have been like this, periods of numbness marked by bright bursts of grief. I’ll spend all afternoon trying to blot out any memory of Keller, only to wake up in the middle of the night, drenched in sweat, terrified the effort might actually be working. I’ll scramble for the first picture of him that comes to mind, just to prove he’s there, that some part of him still lives in me. There’s always about three seconds of pure, unfiltered happiness before the pain comes roaring back. It’s exhausting, all this back and forth. Like trying to breathe mud.

The service goes smoothly, I think. I don’t listen to most of it. Just tip my head back and stare at the sky and try to remember Keller without actually feeling the memories. I still have his letter in my pocket. His lifestone hangs around my neck.

After the final speaker gives a dry-eyed yet heartfelt eulogy, everyone gets up. For a moment, I imagine I see Ran Doc Min in the crowd. My pulse lurches, and I stand too quickly, but no—the Determinist leader was killed in battle on the A-Line. I saw his body, and Trey Morton’s, and Nina’s. Their force field eventually wore away, and when it cracked, the power ricocheted inward, killing its occupants in a single, deadly burst of power. Half of the Determinists were shocked to discover their leader was a fraud. The other half don’t believe it at all. They’re saying it’s all some huge conspiracy, that my fleet made the whole story up.

I don’t care what they think.

I don’t care about much anymore, really.

As the crowd begins to mingle—Legion members and Keller’s old Academy officers and random Venthrothians all expounding upon the gunner’s selfless sacrifice—Toph and Avi place themselves on either side of me. I hardly even notice what they’re doing at first, except then several reporters try to approach me, and Toph and Avi warn them away. Most people take the hint pretty quickly, but when one reporter looks like he might argue, Toph makes his threat directly: “Say another word, and I’ll break your arm.”

It reminds me of the time Keller made that stupid joke about breaking a reporter’s kneecaps. That had been a hard day for me. Sergeant Forst had been hounding me to start reversing my red card, my anxiety was through the roof, and then all those newspeople assaulted me out of nowhere. But Keller had come. It was the first time I’d ever seen him angry. Me? I’m angry all the time. At Bast for dying, at the Legion and Sergeant Forst for their incompetence, and yes, even at Keller. He had a way of getting under your skin. Always so cheerful. So up for anything. Kind and good-hearted. It was irritating as hell. But then he showed up in a crowd of reporters with all his height and strength and ferocious energy. I had to do a double take, because where had that come from? He got me out of the mob, then started cracking jokes, like he knew it was the one thing that would help me breathe again. None of the other Sixers would have dared tried humor on me in a moment like that. They know me too well. But I guess Keller knew me better.

I think I loved him, even then.

It’s only been five days. Five measly, horrible days. That number is going to ruin me. I’ve suffered a lifetime’s worth of grief already. How am I supposed to make it five more days? Or even one more? How am I supposed to wake up again and again every morning for the rest of my life and remember that Keller is gone?

“If I may,” says a voice from behind, “I’d like to talk to him.”

I turn to see Master Ira speaking to Toph and Avi. Toph crosses his grizzly arms. “Lament doesn’t want to speak to anyone right now.”

The Master doesn’t seem intimidated by the giant mechanic. He leans around Toph and meets my eye. “He gave you something.”

“What?” I ask without consciously deciding to speak. My voice is hoarse like I’ve been crying. Which—shit. Have I been?

“Something important.”

I used to contemplate Master Ira, back when I still cared to contemplate things. He’s a First Master of the Order. I’m not sure Keller ever realized that, or even knew what it means. Master Ira didn’t just train on Mount Kilmon for one eruption cycle—he chose to stay for two. That means he spent eighteen years on the volcano, surviving an entire eruption and living through to the next. It’s why he wears the topknot. And, perhaps, why he’s enlightened.

I spotted it immediately. Anyone could, if they knew what to look for. It’s in the man’s eyes, his manner of speech, the general aura of his presence. He’s operating on a different conscious level than most of us. When he speaks, he intends to help and guide on an utterly selfless level, because he has no feeling of self. And he almost certainly never lies.

The Master says, “It means something, that he gave you that.”

I don’t know if the Master is talking about Keller’s lifestone, the letter, or something else. I should probably ask. I should take note of a cryptic clue bestowed by an enlightened Master. But I’m remembering how Keller’s skin used to contrast against my own. His hair was brown and his eyes were brown and I was an asshole to him the first time we met. He should have quit the Sixth on the spot, and at first I wished he would, only then I was so thankful he didn’t.

Toph and Avi are looking between Master Ira and me like they’re not sure whether we’re having a meaningful moment or if the Master is crossing a line and needs to be bodily removed. In the end, the Master merely gives a sad, tight-lipped smile and walks away.

He probably thinks I’m a lost cause.

He’s probably right.



“Where are you going?” Vera asks.

We’re standing on the flight deck located inside the Academy’s spaceport, a large open-air arena where today’s visitors have parked their spacecraft. The memorial service is over, everyone slowly migrating inside the school’s old-world-style dining hall for snacks and refreshments. The sun is bright in my eyes; Uru’s hills roll in the distance.

“Back to the detachment,” I reply, unlocking Moon Dancer’s cockpit.

“So soon?” She worries her lip. She’s been doing that a lot lately. “You don’t want to stay for Keller’s reception?”

“It’s not Keller’s reception.”

“It’s for Keller.”

I shake my head. “I don’t want to stay.”

“Do you want me to come with you, then?”

“I’d rather be alone.”

She stands there, helpless in the face of my loss, helpless to do anything but say, “Okay.”

I climb into Moon Dancer, and Vera lets me go.



I don’t head back to the detachment.

I think maybe I mean to, but when I get Moon Dancer into the air—her control panel lighting up, the needles flicking eagerly over the faces of the dials—I find myself flying in a different direction. Keller’s seat is empty in front of me. The Master’s words jangle around my head.

It means something, that he gave you that.

The anger—stars. It sometimes feels like I’m made of it. Like rage and hurt are the only things keeping me alive. Keller gave me his lifestone to protect me, then went off and got himself killed.

Well, I don’t want it. I’m giving it back.

I shut off my tracking systems and turn Moon Dancer toward Venthros. For a while, I just fly. Fly, and try to breathe. I’m starting to suffer some space lag from all the constant travel, and nausea rises in the back of my throat. I open myself to the sensation, focus on it, the agitation in my stomach, the saliva pooling in my mouth. It’s a relief to know it’s not grief nausea or I-want-to-die nausea. Just space lag. So common and familiar and unrelated to Keller.

By the time Venthros comes into sight, I’m on the cusp of being truly sick. The atmosphere around the planet is ashy, hazed in smoke from the eruption. I descend through the smog and zip toward Mount Kilmon. Its top has been blown off so many times, it’s beginning to resemble a tree stump. I note the destroyed land around the volcano’s base, the blackened forests, some of the fields still on fire. Crews of people work to extinguish the flames. Everything has an orange sheen.

I land Moon Dancer in the foothills under the volcano and step outside without running an air quality report. I already know what the instruments will tell me. It can’t be good to breathe in all this smoke.

I look around the quiet rock formations. Black. Some of them shiny.

There are passages into the volcano, carved over the years by the members of the Order. I researched them back on The Bargainer when Keller and I weren’t speaking because I was losing my mind and I thought stuffing my brain with more knowledge might help me forget I was miserable.

I miss those days. I would crash Moon Dancer into another no-man’s-planet if it meant I could go back to them.

I leave my spaceship in the foothills and choose the largest tunnel, following it into the labyrinth. I didn’t bring a flashlight, but light filters in from cracks and crevices overhead. I cough; the ash is irritating my lungs. I’m just thinking maybe I should go back to Moon Dancer and grab my oxygen mask when I spot a flash of metal, half-buried in dried lava.

It’s a heat collector.

I hear the sound of my own feet grind to a halt. The noise of it echoes against the tunnel walls.

I don’t know what I’m doing here.

It feels like I’m watching myself from above as I traverse the uneven ground and approach the collector. It’s crammed in what must be one of the volcano’s secondary vents, because this chamber is too small to be Mount Kilmon’s true center, where the lava flow would have erupted up through the crater. The cavern is charred and craggy. The eruption is long over; there’s no lava in sight. I step closer, heart in my throat, and peer through the collector’s window.

I don’t know what I’m expecting to find. My thoughts have become like all this ash, floating without direction. I can’t really see much through the glass, so I rub away the grime with my fist.

There’s someone in there.

A corpse, my mind tells me.

No.

I’m shaking. My heart is beating so hard, I feel it in my skin. I’m going to have to break the lava that’s hardened around the collector, because it’s caked the door shut. I start looking for a rock or stick to use before remembering that Moon Dancer has an emergency pack on board, which includes a shovel.

I almost don’t want to leave. My brain is telling me if I walk away and come back, the heat collector will be gone. If that’s Keller inside—is that really Keller inside?—I’ll have no chance of …

Retrieving his body, my mind tells me.

No, says that voice again.

“Don’t move,” I order Keller’s corpse, like I’m going crazy.

I retrieve the shovel from Moon Dancer’s storage compartment and race back at a full sprint. The collector looks exactly the same as I left it.

I start digging. The lava must have cooled quickly after the eruption because it has essentially turned to glass, shattering easily under my blade. It doesn’t take long for me to break through the hardened rock, but even so, by the time I’ve got the door uncovered, my hands are raw, my palms bleeding. I toss the shovel aside, wipe my hands on my trousers. I’m still shaking. I look around for water, something to wash off the blood. I want to do this right. But there’s nothing.

He’s dead, my mind says. What does it matter?

It matters.

Now that the door is uncovered, I find myself hesitating. Keller must have knocked the collector into the magma pool during the eruption. The heat of the magma destroyed the voroxide inside. Then—wildly, desperately, as the lava continued to rise—he shoved himself into the metal container and closed the door. Mount Kilmon erupted, encapsulating the collector. The metal is designed to withstand the volcano’s heat, but it’s not meant to act as a life preserver. Keller would have suffocated in there. He’d have known he would.

Understanding that I couldn’t have stopped Keller from dying and believing it are not the same. I am the galaxy’s most medaled pilot. I learned how to repair a destroyed spacecraft from scratch, I speak six languages, I completed secondary degrees in nursing, aerospace trade, space operations, aviation physics. I am a renaissance Legionnaire, and for what? What’s the point of all this knowledge if I couldn’t use it to save the person I would have given absolutely fucking everything to save?

Keller’s corpse is inside this heat collector, and I’m going to have to open the door.

I grit my teeth, get my fingers around the handle, and pull. The door pops open, and I almost can’t believe it’s really him. But it is. Slumped over in a divot of empty space, wedged between pipes and wires.

My heart is going absolutely mad. I think I might be hyperventilating.

“Keller?”

I don’t want to reach out, I think as I reach out. My hand closes over his wrist. His skin isn’t warm but it’s not cold, either. There are burn marks on his palms, and his eyes are closed. He looks like he could be asleep.

A corpse, my mind offers again.

No, please.

I pull him out, and his body just comes, which feels wrong and weird and I want it to stop but it doesn’t. I lower him gently to the cavern floor. He’s not breathing, but he’s not rigid, either. That’s no surprise—rigor mortis generally dissipates thirty-six hours after death, and Keller has been dead for five days. And yet …

“Keller?” My voice is thick with emotion, and damn it, I swore I’d never cry over this boy. Not even in death.

The world is swimming. I try to focus on breathing, blowing it out in little puffs. I see the features of his face, the thick fan of his lashes, his mouth. I’ve studied these features a thousand times. Memorized them. I lift my hand, then hesitate again before touching my thumb to his cheek. It’s not-warm and not-cold, either.

I pull the lifestone out from around my neck. It means something, that he gave that to you, Master Ira’s voice tells me again, before it’s replaced by the memory of Keller’s voice saying, When you love someone, you give them a lifestone, and it’s like giving them a part of your soul. It can protect them. Save them.

I never believed in the story of lifestones. I don’t really believe in this. But Keller believed in it, believed it like he did most things: with the whole of himself.

The stone is warm from where it’s been resting against my skin. I can’t tell if it’s my imagination, or wishful thinking, but … it’s glowing again. Just slightly. I squeeze it in my fist, imagine its shape imprinting on my palm.

I say the things I was too cowardly to say when Keller was alive. I tell him that I’m pissed at him, fuming and furious at how he ran off and got himself killed in his boneheaded act of gallantry. I say he’s an idiot, that this isn’t some hero story. I tell him I’d need an entire lifetime to forgive him, but I’d be willing to give him that, if he’ll only come back to me.

I ask if he meant it, what he almost said over my headset.

My cheeks are wet. My throat is wrecked. “Please,” I say into the silence. Hands trembling, I thread the lifestone around his neck. It comes to sit over his heart. The glowing intensifies, and I’m definitely not imagining it now.

“I’m sorry, Keller. I love you, okay? I love you more than all the stars in all the universes multiplied a millionfold. And I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner, and I’m sorry I was ever a jerk to you, that I closed you out so many times when all you wanted was to be let in, and I can’t help but think if I’d only—if I’d opened up to you sooner, or more, maybe you wouldn’t have—”

I’m sobbing in earnest now. The light from the lifestone is building on itself, green and pure, crowding out all the shadows between us.

“Maybe you wouldn’t have done this. But I’m here now, and I’m begging you, Keller, I’m begging you, if there’s any chance, if you would give me even just the smallest chance to love you in this life, I will, I swear it, I will. No matter what. Even if everything ends and all the stars go dark. Okay? Because right now, I have so much love for you and nowhere to put it, and it hurts like you can’t even imagine, and I don’t know what else to do. So you have to come back.” I grip his hand. Bow my head, bring our joined fists to my mouth. “You have to come back. I love you. Please.”

He opens his eyes, and breathes in.


EPILOGUE

KELLER

“Tell me again,” I say.

Lament groans and buries his face in his hands. We’re sitting on the patio behind his parents’ house, surrounded by the lush oceanside gardens of their home on Planet Urporator. To say my first impression of Mr. and Ms. Bringer was a shock would be an understatement. They look like supermodels, their home is a mansion, and they’re so nice. The kind of people who pull you into a bear hug and insist that you help yourself to whatever’s in their pantry. I haven’t yet taken them up on that since we arrived ten days ago, but that’s because I’m trying to be Model Guest Keller and not Raids-the-Pantries-of-Strangers Keller. (Also, I really want them to like me.)

“Come on,” I coax, tugging Lament’s fingers away from his face. The sun is setting over the ocean behind him, giving the world a pearly pink hue. Light spills across the nearby seawall, the tropical landscaping, the cobblestone walkway leading back up to the house. “It’s a good story.”

Lament casts his eyes skyward like he’s hoping he’ll find help in the clouds. “I’ve already told it fifty times.”

“You’ve told it three times, and I will remind you that I died, so I think I deserve a fourth.”

“You can’t keep using your death to get your way.”

“I can and I will.”

“It’s morbid.”

“It’s inspired.”

“Keller.” Lament heaves a sigh. “I don’t want to keep reliving that day.”

I don’t understand how that can be true. All I want is to relive eruption day, again and again, in his voice. When I went into the volcano, I thought that was it. Lights out. Game over. I’d sort of made peace with it, as much as you can make peace with your own untimely end. But it wasn’t the end. Because Lament—in a twist not even FPS could have predicted (had FPS been real)—came for me. He put the lifestone around my neck and told me he loved me and brought me back to life.

It doesn’t seem possible. None of it does. I am sitting here—living and breathing and thinking and feeling when I remember dying—and I still don’t fully believe it.

In the twenty or so days since Lament’s death-defying stunt (he hates when I call it that), the universe has gone into a veritable frenzy. It’s part of the reason Lament and I are here on his home planet in the most remote corner of Romothrida Galaxy—to avoid the hysteria. Currently, Romothrida is experiencing what we call a mass migration, which is what happens when one galaxy makes a discovery so groundbreaking that other galaxies flood in to take part. And what Lament did in that volcano … I mean, you can’t get any more groundbreaking than bringing someone back from the dead, can you? It’s never been done before. Not once, in our tens of thousands of years of recorded history, with all our vast advances in technology. Until me.

So yeah. The universe has taken notice. Life-forms from as far away as Sculpitor Galaxy (we’re talking really fucking far away) are racing to Romothrida in hopes of getting their hands on the now famous zurillium, and the Legion—weakened after its recent Determinist purge—is struggling to control the influx. Since the Legion can’t ensure our safety, let alone our privacy, they’ve sent us here. To Lament’s childhood home on this tiny paradise of a planet. Sort-of-but-not-really in hiding. Waiting for the madness to die down.

I’m okay with it. I think it’s probably healthy for me to use this time to process all the ways my life has changed, even if I don’t actually feel that different from before. Or—that’s not true. I do feel different. But, like, different in a good way.

I look at the man sitting across from me. I think there’s a reason for that.

I reach out to trace a finger lightly over Lament’s knee. He’s wearing tan linen shorts today and a white button-down—both staples on Urporator—and there’s a scar that stretches from the back of his calf up around his shin. Another on his opposite knee, in the shape of an oval.

“What if,” I hedge, “you tell me the story of how you brought me back from the dead one more time and I promise I won’t ask about it again for the rest of the day.”

Lament glances at the setting sun. “The whole rest of the day, huh?”

“I am being very generous.”

“You are being intolerable.”

I grin. “Is that a yes?”

“It is very clearly not a yes.”

He catches my hand where it’s resting on his knee, links our fingers together. A thrill races through me, because this doesn’t feel real, either: I get to touch Lament whenever I want. He likes it. He touches me back.

We’ve been taking it slow. I think we’re both still holding on to some of our old fears (and, given the way I went off and got myself killed for a selfless yet nonetheless reproachable reason, some of our new ones). Lament doesn’t always seem to trust that my undeadness is real. He’ll wake me up in the middle of the night, eyes darting, fingers going to my pulse. Like he needs proof I’m still there. It breaks my heart and fills me with so much light all at the same time, because his anxiety is my fault (as always) and I love him (so fucking much) and I didn’t entirely realize what my death would do to him. How badly it would hurt him. I knew he cared, but I didn’t know he cared.

I know now, though. I guess that’s what happens when the man you love uses a magic stone to bring you back to life. It forces the truth, raw and pure, out into the open. For him and for me. We’ve both been stripped to our bones, and we’ve found that the things we were hiding under our skin were the same all along.

“Even if I agreed to that bargain,” Lament says in a tone that makes it clear he does not and will never agree to my bargain, “we don’t have time for another retelling. Vera and the others will be here soon.”

That perks me up. “I thought they weren’t coming until tomorrow?”

“Avi has begun to suspect us, so Vera changed the plan.”

“How does Avi suspect us?” I complain. “We’ve been so careful!”

“She’s Avi,” Lament replies. “Frankly, anyone who thinks we can pull off a surprise birthday party for a literal spy is deluding themselves.”

“I think we can pull off a surprise birthday party for a literal spy,” comes Vera’s voice from the doorway. I look over to see her and Jester standing in the arched entrance that leads into the Bringers’ home. Jester is in casual linen (he’s taken very quickly to Urporator’s dress code), while Vera’s wearing a frilly shirt and a black sequined skirt.

“Vera,” I say happily, standing to greet her. She and the rest of the Sixth are helping re-form the Legion, which means—despite them promising to visit Planet Urporator as often as they can—they’re not staying here with Lament and me. I step in to give her a hug. “You’re looking very sparkly.”

“Aren’t I?” She gives a twirl. Jester’s visor is pushed back, and his eyes rest on her affectionately. “I just got a message from Toph. He told Avi he left one of his tools in the Bringers’ garage as an excuse to get her over here tonight. And she bought it!”

“I doubt that,” Lament says.

“Hush,” I scold him. “Let the people have their hope.”

“Avi knows her birthday is tomorrow,” Lament argues. “She already suspects something’s going on. Also, why would Toph leave a tool here? You’re not going to trick her.”

“You’ll have to excuse him,” I tell Vera. “His partner recently died.”

“Well,” Vera says brightly, producing a wad of colored paper, “since his partner didn’t stay dead, maybe he can help me hang some streamers?”

“I’d love to,” I say, accepting the offered paper. “We’ll be just a second.”

Vera and Jester disappear back into the house. Through the open doors, I can see the other Sixers (they arrived with Vera and Jester) are already well underway with the party preparations, Caspen rigging a colored light system around the Bringers’ great room, the Youvu Hums arranging candy artfully in bowls, Illiviamona blowing up balloons. Master Ira is there, too, visiting from Venthros where he’s working to rebuild his school. Caspen catches my eye, gives a wide grin, and says, “Up and on, then!”

Lament stands from his seat with all his usual poise, his hair attractively outgrown, his slender frame strong but light. Our eyes lock, and suddenly I’m not thinking about parties or surprises. I’m thinking about Lament here in front of me with his scars on display, the ultimate act of trust. I’m thinking about this beautiful, strong, flawed human, how close I was to losing him, how lucky I am that I didn’t.

My throat is suddenly tight. And my eyes itch. And no, I’m not going to cry right now. I’m not going to cry at all. Not even if it’s striking me for real (like it sometimes does these days) that I really did die. I died, and I made Lament live through it. He went to my funeral.

Am I a terrible human? How do I deserve him?

Lament sees my expression. He reaches for my hand, links his fingers through mine. “Hey. You’re okay.”

I take a deep breath. “I know.” I give his fingers a squeeze. “So are you.”

Our eyes hold. I’m not sure if he leans in first, or if I do, but next thing I know, I’m pressing his lips to mine. The kiss is slow and sweet and tender. I can joke all I want, but it will take time for the two of us to learn how to be together without all the hurt and doubt and confusion.

We have all the time in the world now.

“I love you,” he whispers as we pull apart.

“I love you, too.”

And maybe my eyes don’t stay dry after all. And maybe that’s okay.

“Now will you tell me the story about how you brought me back from the dead?” I ask.

He rolls his eyes but doesn’t let go of my hand. “No.”

“But I’m all sad and stuff. And you’re supposed to cheer me up. And it’s the best story.”

“Not the best,” he says.

“No?”

“No.”

“Then what is?”

He looks inside at our team, the rush of color and noise, giggles and chatter, everyone hurrying to get things ready. All these happy people. He leans his head against my shoulder and says, “The one that comes next.”
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