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				Call Me Ishara

			
			Aegis Station, Halo System

			“Call me Ishara.” I shake my head, walking down the outer corridor of the station. That sounded too forward. “My name is Ishara.” Better, but a bit formal, especially in this part of Halo System. “Name’s Isha—”

			“Your mic’s still on,” Quinn’s lyrical voice interrupts in my earpiece.

			I cringe and cuss, attracting the glances of a couple station techies passing by. Hunching my shoulders, I tug on the right sleeve of my shore jacket and continue down the overpass connecting the station’s recreational ring to the docking bays. At least I’m on the private line. Stars know the Dorado’s crew wouldn’t have let me hear the end of this, fussing over a simple introduction.

			“But do go on,” my first mate continues. Her Halo accent rises and falls like a siren’s song. Quinn claims it’s because the first celestial whalers originated from the Halo System, where songs of the hunt—shanties—used to fill every spaceship, every household, until every Haloite grew up speaking in that lilting rhythm, whether they were conversing in Universal Spoken Language or one of the system’s regional dialects. A melodic accent I can never quite mimic, no matter how hard I try. And I’ve been trying ever since I arrived in this system seven years ago.

			“What were you practicing?” Quinn asks. “The speech you’ll give before blowing up the Ballena’s biocore?”

			I scoff, the metallic joints of my right hand humming as it curls into a fist. “Porfavo, that cash-in is enough for the whole crew to retire on, why would I waste it by obliterating the core?”

			“Because you hate that bleeding whale so much you left our last crew to go murder it.”

			“Destroy it,” I correct. The sharp smell of machine oil and chemicals stings my nose as I enter the bays. “Murder implies taking a life.”

			“Mm-hmm.”

			I can easily picture the amused half grin that’s no doubt tugging at Quinn’s lips.

			“Where are you, anyway?” she asks. “Your candidate is already here for the interview. This guy has potential—worked in the HS Vigilancia’s engine room and was directly trained by the ship’s lead mech.”

			“Right.” I catch sight of her halfway across the spacious bay, pacing on an unoccupied air-dock while winding the end of her umber braid around a finger. A young man wearing stained coveralls stands beside her on the metal platform. I study him as I thread a path over. “Potential, huh? That’s what you said about the other eight candidates. If this guy doesn’t make the cut, I say it’s time to move on.” I sweep my gaze over my shoulder and lock eyes with a dock worker wearing Aegis Station’s patch on his jacket.

			He calls out, “When are you going to bring that whaler of yours over, herma? The hull shielding is in a sorry—”

			I tug on my sleeve and pivot away, jogging over to the air-dock. Yep, definitely time to move on if the station regulars are starting to recognize my face. I double-click my tongue, muting my mic, and hop onto the raised platform. The height offers a better vantage of Aegis’ bays: a circular arena packed with travelers looking for a ride beyond the Astilla Belt, trawler crews returning from nebula-raking trips, and asteroid miners looking for a place to kill time before heading back out to the rocks.

			Quinn and the mechanic hurry over as I scan the latter. He stretches out a grimy hand. “Donavan Wells. Pleasure to meet you.”

			I offer a brisk nod. “Ishara.”

			An awkward beat passes. Eventually, Donavan drops his arm and glances at Quinn, as if confirming this type of reception is normal.

			She sighs, pins me with a why can’t you act nice for once? look, and says, “I’ve already gone over his responsibilities on the Dorado, payment, et cetera.”

			I turn to Donavan. “Aside from the Vigilancia, what other ships have you worked on?”

			“Racers, cruisers, transporters—”

			“Whalers? Darts? You have experience with those?”

			His mouth slackens. He snaps his jaw shut and shakes his head, releasing a nervous chuckle. “Nala. Can’t remember the last time I’ve seen a whaler. Why, did you pick one up from a junkyard and want to refurbish it?”

			I cast Quinn a side-eye. “Apparently, my first mate left out a couple important details. The Dorado is a whaling crew. Best in the Seven Systems.”

			He stares at me a little longer, as if trying to decide whether I’m messing with him. Then: “You guys still exist?”

			My eyes narrow.

			“ ‘Best in the Seven Systems.’ ” He snorts, polite pretense dropping away like gull shit. Oh, great. He’s one of those snobs who think they’re too good for a whaling crew. “More like ‘only one in the Seven Systems.’ Get with the times, herma—it’s been over fifty years since the government declared open season on the MOBIS. You’re fishing in an empty sea now.” He waves a hand toward a curved window looking out into the infinite depth of space. The Astilla Belt slashes a blurry streak across the view. “Asteroid mining or nebula raking. That’s where the money is, not those autonomous spacecrafts still floating around.”

			He strides away and pauses at the edge of the platform. Quinn opens her mouth, then presses her lips together, as if fighting the urge to call him back.

			He nods at me, almost pityingly.

			That makes me bristle.

			Donavon swings off the air-dock and shakes his head. “You’re delusional if you think your crew will be in business for much longer.”

			I hide a wince, his words harpooning too close to the truth for comfort. I avert my gaze from Quinn, knowing she would see straight through my mask to the guilt hooking onto my rib cage. I never keep secrets from her. Except this one.

			Donavon flashes me a sarcastic salute, then proceeds to rub salt into the wound by muttering, “Chasing dumb metal fish can’t net much.”

			I glare down at him and cross my arms. “Dumb metal fish? MOBIS are dangerous. A couple shots from an armed Levi and this entire station would be space dust.”

			Just like how a couple well-placed blows from a malicious Mech-Operated Bio-Integrated Spacecraft can take down a Class III whaler, murdering everyone on board. I know this only too well.

			Donavan cocks a brow. “Well, I suppose it’s a good thing there aren’t Leviathans out there anymore.”

			“And you can thank whalers for that,” I snap.

			“Graza.” He tips an imaginary hat, served with a mocking grin.

			My fingers itch to carve that arrogant smirk off his blubbery lips. Instead, I force myself to uncurl my fists. He’s not worth my energy. “Let’s go, Quinn.”

			I jump off the platform and shove past Donavan. He catches me by the shoulder. “Wait, herma—”

			I fling the offending hand off and hiss, “Don’t you dare ‘herma’ me.”

			“You’re Ishara.”

			I follow his line of sight down to my right arm, where the sleeve’s ridden up to my elbow, exposing the metal plating making up my forearm.

			Shit.

			I yank down my sleeve, checking to see if anyone else noticed.

			“Ishara Ming.” Donavan draws out my name like it’s saltwater taffy. “I’ve heard about you. Sole survivor of the Essex.” He leans forward, fascination dancing across his face. “Bleeding stars, you are cracked if you’re actually leading a crew after the Ballena.”

			My spine stiffens. I can already hear his next words before they leave his mouth. Words I’ve heard over and over and goddamn over.

			“It’s not real, Ming. You’re wasting time chasing after a whale that doesn’t exist.”

			Each word is a barb to my chest. A painful twist to my right arm, a constant reminder of everything I’ve lost to the Ballena.

			Quinn moves beside me, dark eyes flashing. “The interview is over. Get lost.”

			Chuckling under his breath, Donavan walks away.

			I stare after him, watching him melt into the crowd. “Bet you five tarjas he’s heading to the nearest bar and telling everyone about his encounter with the crazy girl who hallucinated that a mythical whale sank her ship.”

			Despite attempting to keep my hunt for the Ballena on the down-low, word had quickly spread within the whaling community. The ridicule came shortly after. But they won’t be laughing once I capture the Ballena and prove them all wrong.

			Quinn falls in step as I march toward the outer docks, where the Dorado is parked. She slides over a worried look, a furrow pinching between her brows.

			A wave of annoyance surges within me. I’m not the same broken girl she found three years ago. She doesn’t need to treat me like something fragile.

			Tamping down my irritation, I ask, “Why didn’t you tell Donavan we were a whaling crew from the get-go?”

			“Most people bail when they learn the Dorado’s a whaler. I figured if he got to meet the crew, see that it’s not all that bad, he would stay.”

			I aim a doubtful glance at her, then double-click my tongue, reconnecting to the crew comms. “Stag,” I call for my pilot, “start prepping a flight path for the whaling zone Quinn marked out yesterday.”

			“About time,” Stag responds in his trademark polished voice. “Please tell me our new mech isn’t a slob like the last one.”

			I grimace. “The candidate was a bust.”

			“Cap! We need a—”

			“We’ve gotten by this long without a mech.” I quicken my strides, eager to get off this station and back into the celestial seas as soon as possible. “We’ll survive another whaling run without one.”

			“That last MOBIS nearly took out our main engines,” Stag protests. “My patch jobs aren’t going to hold forever.”

			“Have a little more faith in yourself.” I skirt around a shop selling fuel-enhancing additives that’d just as likely blow up the engines as double their efficiency, and the Dorado finally comes into view.

			The mag shield generator still sits crooked, three months after a Shark-class MOBIS rammed into it, and the hull desperately needs a fresh coat of astro-glaze. Neither of which we can afford. A little radiation seepage can’t cause too much harm, right?

			I grin as I enter the Dorado’s indigo shadow. I run my left hand along the hull’s scarred metal plates, relishing the familiar sensation beneath my fingertips.

			Compared to the sleek racing vessels, armored mercenary ships, and hulking miners parked in the nearby berths, the Dorado’s a barnacle-crusted rust bucket. But she’s mine, purchased from a scrapyard, with the last of my savings six months ago. Quinn tried to lend me tarjas, but I refused. It wouldn’t properly feel like my ship otherwise.

			A black hole opens in my stomach at the reminder of my bank account sitting in the red. I’d taken out a large loan three months ago to cover the crew’s payroll. Unfortunately, our hauls barely generate enough to maintain the whaler’s overhead costs, and loan repayment is coming up soon.

			The fear of the Dorado being impounded constantly looms like an anchor waiting to be dropped. Without the Dorado, how will I hunt down the Ballena and avenge my old crew? Not to mention losing the Dorado will be a huge blow to my current crew and further prove I’m not good enough to rank among the system’s celestial whalers, that I’ve failed my attempt at a new life in Halo, and that I’ve lost the closest thing I’ve come to think of as home in a long time.

			I shake my head and tighten my jaw. Once we find the Ballena, the cash-in from the legendary whale’s biocore will easily repay the loan a hundred times over. So for now, this remains my guilty little secret. No need to cause undue stress among the crew.

			“Stag’s right, you know,” Quinn sighs. “I admit, Donavan turned out to be an asshole, but we still need a mechanic. Kind of the whole point of this detour, in case you forgot.”

			I flinch, my hand involuntarily reaching up to touch the raised scar sitting behind my ear, the only hint of a broken memory chip resting underneath.

			Quinn winces. “Lo sien. Bad choice of words.”

			“It’s fine.” My response comes out sharper than intended, and I don’t miss the hurt flitting across her face. Softening my voice, I repeat, “It’s fine, vera. And no, I haven’t forgotten. We’ll get our mechanic.”

			“When?”

			“Account’s running low on tarjas. We need to dart a whale and make a cash-in, or else—”

			“When, Ish? Answer my question.”

			If any other crew member had talked back like this, they would’ve been booted off by now. But this is Quinn, so all I say is “Soon.”

			“We can’t afford soon; we need now.” A pause, and then she adds under her breath, “They’re moving farther and farther out-system. If some MOBIS gives the Dorado one good hit, we’re screwed, belly-up in deep space.”

			I release a dry laugh and jog toward the ramp up to the whaler’s airlock. “It’s like they’re taunting us with their self-sustaining designs, venturing as far into the unknown as they wish without tethers holding them back.”

			Quinn purses her lips. “They’re machines that run on code. Don’t anthropomorphize them—that’s how the Naturalistas get you.”

			I snort at the mention of the zealous faction lobbying for MOBIS to be treated as sentient beings. All MOBIS have been hard-coded not to exceed a 35% biomass to ensure they won’t ever become more than 50% biological, which would automatically make them a living creature by law. Even after MOBIS developed methods of circumventing programmed limitations—the very same reason why they became banned in the Halo System—none of the whales I’ve encountered had a biomass greater than 40%. None except one.

			I shut my eyes. The Ballena swims against my closed lids. Its unnaturally pale outer shell makes the entire ship glow.

			A weight drops onto my shoulder. I snap my eyes open to find Quinn peering at me.

			She gives my shoulder a quick squeeze, concern in her expression. I want to tell her not to worry, that it’s not her fault I’m missing parts of my memory. She thumbs away a strand of my hair and asks, “You okay?”

			“Yeah.” I blink to clear my blurry vision, drawing several breaths to steady myself. Exhale for five seconds, inhale for three.

			Resisting the urge to touch the scar behind my ear, I force my legs to move up the ramp and do my best to ignore Quinn’s stare burning between my shoulder blades. I pause at the airlock’s threshold and say, “We won’t go beyond charted space until the Dorado’s fully repaired and crewed. Vera, I promise.”

			At this reassurance, some of the tension smooths from Quinn’s face, and my chest loosens a bit. Not for the first time, I can’t help but wonder if she regrets having followed me when I left our old crew. If she thinks trading a steady job for a gamble, chasing the ghost of a whale across the system, is worth it. Especially when I’m such a shitty friend.

			“Your pronunciation is still off,” Quinn says abruptly.

			I blink and arch a brow.

			“Softer on the e and harder on the a.”

			“Vera?” I attempt the regional slang again.

			“Better. That’ll almost pass for a drunk Haloite native.”

			I chuckle, and she grins. I turn to punch in the code to the airlock when a voice calls out from behind.

			“Ishara!”

			I freeze, fingers hovering over the keypad.

			“Ishara!” Same person again. “Ishara Ming!”

			I tense. Word must’ve spread that the “delusional girl chasing after a mythical whale” was on this station, no doubt thanks to Donavan. I swallow hard and glance over my shoulder. A lanky guy is shoving his way over, drawing unwanted attention. Seriously, could he have possibly been less discreet?

			Quinn remains at the bottom of the ramp, arms crossed, blocking his path. The young man skids to a stop, palms pressed against his thighs as he catches his breath. Looks to be a couple years older than me. Tousled blond hair paired with keen blue eyes, and a mouth that begs to be kissed. Or punched. Especially when he comments in a wry tone, “For someone with a mechanical arm and notorious reputation, you are incredibly hard to find.”

			A small crowd of bystanders looks on with unmasked curiosity, exchanging whispers with each other.

			“It’s that outsider from the other system, isn’t it?”

			“She’s the sole survivor of the Essex.”

			“I thought she went raving mad.”

			“What’s she doing here?”

			It’s always the same wherever I go. A constant reminder I’m unwanted, I don’t belong, I’m chasing ghosts that can’t be caught.

			I flash the young man a smile sweet as poisoned honey. I hope a supernova incinerates you. “Yes?”

			His eyes widen as he straightens. “It’s me. Augustus.”

			I appraise him coolly even though my mind’s whirling. Am I supposed to know him? Is my faulty memory acting up again?

			He repeats, louder, “Augustus.”

			Something about his voice makes me pause. Frowning, I shake off my hesitation and glance at Quinn, wondering if she knows him. Judging from her unamused expression, she doesn’t.

			“You’re going after the Ballena, aren’t you?” Augustus presses.

			The mutterings from the audience swell.

			I stalk down the ramp. The idiot’s face brightens as I approach, and I pray to the stars that he’s not going to mention the Ballena again, because there’s a good chance I’ll punch him in the face if he does. What’s the point of keeping a low profile anymore when half the station knows who I am?

			Quinn moves aside, and I take her place in front of the guy. Tilting my head back to look him in the eyes, I demand, “What do you want?”

			He blinks, studying me, then clears his throat to answer, “I want to join your crew.”

			“Are you doing this as some kind of dare? A bet with your buddies?”

			“What? No!” He steps back, both hands raised. “I heard you were hiring, and I need a job. I’ve got experience on a whaler and can fly one—”

			“Already got a pilot.”

			“I fly a nimble dart,” Augustus plows on, undeterred.

			“Already have enough harpooners.”

			“I can track—”

			“Already have a tracker.” My gaze flits to Quinn, who’s aiming a death stare at Augustus. No doubt she’s also irritated with the commotion he’s caused, and him offering to track for the Dorado can’t have won him any favors. Not that I would ever consider replacing Quinn.

			“I can trace the Ballena,” Augustus says in a rush.

			My jaw slackens. Did I hear him right? “You believe in the Ballena too.”

			“And I know how to find it,” he confirms.

			Quinn’s glare intensifies. Not surprising, considering her superb tracking skills are her pride and joy—and the Ballena is the only target that’s eluded her. I’m pretty sure the challenge of tracking down the elusive whale is the main reason why she followed me to the Dorado. Her name would become legendary, cementing her status as the system’s best tracker. And while I have faith Quinn is fully capable of finding the Ballena, having two trackers is better than one, right?

			Augustus leans in, lowering his voice. “I believe in the Ballena as much as I believe the stars exist.” He searches my face, and something akin to resignation passes behind his gaze. “I want the whale dead too.”

			His words resonate deep inside me, driving the breath from my lungs. He understands.

			Quinn barks out a sharp laugh. “We’re not looking for a tracker, so please remove yourself from this general vicinity.” She turns to me and updates, “Stag says the flight path has been plotted, and we’re good to go once Aegis controls gives us the all clear.”

			I nod once. “Thank you, Quinn.” When it becomes obvious that’s a dismissal, she presses her lips into a tight line and strides up the ramp, vanishing into the Dorado. I revert my attention to Augustus. He also believes in the Ballena.

			“Your ship could use repairs.” Augustus raises his chin toward the Dorado. “Let me help with that.”

			“So you just happen to be a pilot, harpooner, tracker, and ship mech?” I arch a brow and step toward the hatch. “You can’t be older than, what, early twenties, am I right?”

			“Twenty, actually.”

			“And I’m supposed to believe you have proficient experience in all those skill sets?”

			“You can’t be older than me yet clearly have the experience to captain a ship. What makes my case any different?”

			I grasp for a response, unwilling to admit to him that, no, as a matter of fact, I am not qualified to captain a ship. But that won’t stop me from trying my damn hardest to take down the Ballena, no matter the cost.

			He huffs out a breath and shoves a hand through his hair. “I’m a harpooner first and foremost, so it wasn’t hard to transition from piloting a dart to a whaler. I can’t say I fly a whaler well, but I can get you from point A to point B. My tracking skills are very specific, tailored to hunt down the Ballena.”

			The back of my neck prickles, though whether from excitement or nerves, I can’t tell.

			Augustus’s mouth curves into a half grin. He knows he has hooked my interest now. “I took a crash course in vessel repairs a couple years ago. It’s good knowledge to have when you’re flying solo in deep space.”

			I tap my fingers against my leg as I silently appraise him. Everything seems a bit too good to be true. “What do you want for pay?”

			His smile widens. “Whatever you deem fair.”

			“Be real.”

			“I’m serious. I miss working on a whaler is all.” His eyes flash as he raises his chin and states in a quiet but clear voice, “And I need that whale dead.”

			“Destroyed. Annihilated. Obliterated. Not dead.”

			Confusion twists across his face. I repress a sigh, impressed I haven’t scared him away yet.

			“ ‘Dead’ implies it’s alive.” I bite the inside of my cheek and consider him. Having another crew member who believes in the Ballena—truly believes in the legendary whale—would be nice for a change. And if he manages to find the Ballena, well, all the better. “Why, though? What do you have against the whale?”

			When he speaks, his words are low, like the distant shh-shh of ocean waves. “When the whale took down the Essex, it wasn’t just lives that were taken, but friends, family, and loved ones…”

			“Did you know someone on the whaler?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Who?” I ask, despite the fact I probably won’t know—won’t remember—whoever it is Augustus knew.

			“Garcia.”

			Ricardo Garcia. My old dart leader. I clench my hands, trying to remember more about him. Something. Anything.

			Nothing.

			“He was a good man,” I say. So cliché and empty. Words someone would say at the funeral of a long-lost relative. I rub my thumb over my knuckles, scrambling for something meaningful, something that’ll prove the only survivor of the Essex isn’t forgetting the people she’s sworn to avenge—this is just as much for Augustus as for me.

			“He…” My jaw tightens as my brain struggles to think up something. Dammit, why can’t I think of anything? “Garcia was…a brave man.”

			Better, but still too generic. Too lacking.

			Augustus nods, giving me a strange look.

			The back of my throat constricts. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

			“Me too.” A hardened glint flashes in his eyes. “Will you give me the chance to right a wrong? I can’t hunt down the Ballena by myself, but with a crew…”

			Pulse racing, I gesture for Augustus to follow me into the Dorado. “Welcome aboard.”
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				Prep the Darts

			
			dorado, aegis Station

			The giveaway tang of recycled air tickles my nose as I enter the Dorado. The nano-carbon filter needs to be replaced—and it will be once we get the tarjas. Just like with everything else that’s falling apart on this vessel.

			A whirr sounds as the ramp retracts and the airlock closes behind me. Mag lights stuck along the ceiling and floor illuminate the corridor with a steady glow. Our boots thump against the thin carpet as we march down the hallway wordlessly. While I contemplate how to introduce the newest member to the crew, Augustus swivels his head, eyes wide, taking in the run-down interior. The peeling paint job, the water-stained ceiling, the flickering lights.

			A hot flash of embarrassment races down my neck. I grit my teeth trying to banish the feeling, but it remains lodged in my stomach like unwanted company. There’s no reason to feel embarrassed about my ship in front of Augustus. True, we might share the bond of wanting the Ballena dead, but he’s still a stranger and his opinions shouldn’t—don’t—matter.

			Muffled chatter drifts from the flight deck as I step through the entryway. The crew’s clustered near the front, gathered around Stag’s terminal. He points to something on his screen, and Quinn nods, finger tapping against her freckled cheek as she follows along. Sonia and Leo, the twin harpooners, also listen in. Well, at least Leo does. Sonia’s got her feet propped up on the dash and appears ready to fall asleep. Stag glances over to her grimy boots, as if tempted to shove them off his pristine terminal.

			I rub my thumb across my knuckles three times, letting the comforting hum of machinery and electronics ease the anxiety twisting my insides. Then I stride forward and clear my throat. Four pairs of eyes snap over. Conversation ceases.

			I lick my dry lips and prepare to introduce Augustus, except he beats me. “Hi, I’m Augustus. I’m your new ship mech.”

			Stag’s face splits into a grin as he stands. “Stag Nelson. Pilot.” The gold ring around his pinkie flashes beneath the light.

			Sonia throws both hands into the air. “Finally! No offense, Stag.” She pats his arm. “You did a competent job keeping this old girl flying, except for the fact you never fixed climate control.”

			Stag huffs and brushes her hand off. “Yeah, yeah. Sorry I was too busy patching up the busted transmitter to—”

			“I’m Sonia, by the way.” The broad-shouldered woman swings her feet off the dash—Stag releases a relieved sigh at this—and gives Augustus a nod. Her short bleached-blond hair is spiked in every direction. “Harpooner here, along with my twin, Leo.”

			Leo grunts, not bothering to unfold his imposing frame from the chair. “Do your job and don’t do anything stupid, and we should get along just fine.”

			Augustus blinks. “Uh, that’s the plan.”

			Leo gives an unconvinced grunt. Sonia punches him in the shoulder, and says to Augustus, “Don’t mind him. He’s always in a mood.”

			“Right.” Augustus tosses Leo a wary look before turning to Quinn, the only person who hasn’t acknowledged him.

			She cuts him a smile, one that’s a little too sharp in the corners. “Don’t disappoint.”

			I frown at her. She refuses to meet my eyes.

			“So, when do I get to meet the rest of the crew?” Augustus asks, searching the deck.

			I gesture toward the six of us. “This is it.”

			He freezes, gaze jumping from person to person.

			Quinn glares at him. “You got a problem with that?”

			He shakes his head and rubs his chin. “Nala. I guess I was…Well, even the smaller whalers have at least six harpooners per strike team. You have…”

			“Three,” Sonia fills in. “But me, Leo, and the cap are worth two harpooners each, so in theory, we have a full strike.”

			He drops his hand, then says, serious, “Let me join. Like I said, I was first and foremost trained as a harpooner.”

			I tilt my head, considering the offer. Leo glances over to Sonia, who’s got an eager expression plastered on her face, and gives an I’ll tolerate this newcomer grunt, which is about as good as it gets from him. Finally, I say, “I suppose we could fix up the spare dart in the hangar. But don’t think you’re getting paid extra.”

			The brilliant grin Augustus flashes could’ve blinded the sun. “Perfect—I have my own ship that can double as a dart.”

			I raise a brow, remembering he’d mentioned making solo trips into deep space. Surely this couldn’t be the same vessel…Darts are small, agile fighter ships, perfect for taking down MOBIS but not capable of long-distance flights. Depths, anything smaller than a lightweight trawler technically can’t be deep-space-certified by the Halo Transportation Administration.

			Stag leans forward, twisting his Order of Naturalista ring around his pinkie. “What ship do you have? Where is it docked? We have open slots in the hangar you can use. Or we can daisy-chain it to the Dorado’s tow rig. Your ship does have a standard nose thread, right? Because the new racers Octillion rolled out don’t, which is stupid if—”

			“Yes and yes,” Augustus interjects. “Hangar is fine. It’s docked on the other side of the station.”

			A chime sounds from the central command dash, saving Augustus from another wave of questions. I skim the new notification off the circular podium’s screen.

			“Station controls has cleared us to depart at fourteen twenty. Augustus, prep your ship for a rendezvous. We’ll send you coords.” I sweep my sight across the rest of the crew. “Let’s move.”

			Captain’s Log #179

			225.53.62

			18:40

			Rendezvous with Augustus was successful. His ship, the Alacrán, is stowed in the hangar.

			Wish I could say the human-component of the crew addition went as smoothly, but that would be calling a hurricane a “drizzle.” On the bright side, I think it’s been at least thirty minutes since Leo yelled at Augustus for looking at him wrong.

			Flight Deck, dorado

			Stag won’t shut up. That’s not surprising. Between him and Sonia, they have enough words for a crew of fifty. What is surprising is that he isn’t preaching about the Order of Naturalista or reminiscing about his home planet, Clavo, or bickering with Sonia over some inane topic (e.g., whether a pipe has one or two holes).

			He’s huddled with Augustus over the command dash in the middle of the deck, where the former is barraging the latter with questions. Augustus, to his credit, responds with great patience (“Sixty-five/fifteen/twenty fuel composition…,” “Less than a decade old…,” “Weapons systems are capable enough…”) as he inputs the Alacrán’s info into the Dorado’s database so his vessel is synced to the whaler’s network.

			“I can’t believe you hired him without doing a background check,” Quinn repeats for the tenth time in a low voice. I’m standing beside her by the auxiliary terminals, about six meters from the command dash. Her fingers skip across the screen with practiced efficiency, pulling up various holo pics gathered by the Data Acquisition and Computation System.

			I pull my stare away from the hypnotizing dance of her agile fingers, like minnows darting in the shallows. “You wanted a mech.” I gesture toward Augustus. “Ta-da.”

			She shakes her head, gaze glued to the DACS screen. “We don’t even know if he’s certified! Ish, I gave you dozens of potential candidates with solid résumés, yet you reject them only to hire Augustus on the spot. Help me understand.”

			Augustus knew my old crew. He could help me remember. He knows how to track the Ballena. The answers crowd the tip of my tongue, but before I can utter a syllable, Stag’s voice punctures the air.

			“What do you mean, ‘not in the records’? Every honest ship’s got a registration code.”

			Augustus’s response is too quiet to make out.

			Quinn arches a brow. “Aside from pirates and criminals, who else would own an unregistered vessel?”

			I flick a holo toward her, separating the clean scans from the ones that have too much interference. “Technically, we don’t have a valid code with the Halo Transportation Administration.”

			The last time the ancient whaler passed an HTA safety inspection must’ve been at least twenty years ago.

			“But we have one.” Quinn’s hands dance in the air as she overlays several holos, each one a snapshot of radiation readings taken over the course of the past week. “It’s just…expired.”

			I take a step back, raking my gaze across the collection of holos. Individually, the scans resemble little more than the usual background radiation found in space, but stitched together, and to a trained eye, the assembly transforms into a map. “Fine. I’ll ask him about it, get that ironed out later, if it’ll ease your mind.”

			“It will.”

			I cast her a prodding glance. “You don’t actually think he’s a threat, do you?”

			She lets out a curt laugh. “Seven depths, no. But I don’t trust anything that seems too good to be true.”

			I grab a new stack of holo scans and sigh. She’s not wrong. But Augustus believes in the Ballena. Except that’s not a good enough answer, at least not by Quinn’s book. So I release a soft breath and say, “Maybe the universe has finally decided to give us a break. Stars know we deserve one after everything we’ve been through.” I toss out another fuzzy scan, then call out, “Stag, did you recalibrate the probes? Half of these are shit.”

			He looks over and scratches his neck. “Dunno what else to do, Cap. At this point, it’s probably a hardware issue. Reckon the sensors need to have parts replaced.”

			“Ish,” Quinn says.

			My head snaps up, recognizing that voice.

			She steps back, appraising the arranged collection of radiation scans sewn together like a quilt. “I have a trace.” She drags her index finger along an invisible path. The holo screen brightens where her finger passes, making the radioactive wave left by the whale easy to see. “Last confirmed reading was six hours ago. If the MOBIS continued following this path, it should be around here.” She circles the area.

			“It’s not the Ballena,” Augustus sounds to my left, way too close for comfort.

			I startle and put some space between us.

			Quinn glowers at him. “Never said it was. Anyway, how would you know?”

			He nods at the neatly arranged holos. “You’ll never catch the Ballena using the usual trace-the-wake method. Whale’s too smart for that.”

			Quinn curls her lip and narrows her eyes. “And please, do tell, how do you know that?”

			He jams his hands into his pockets and levels an even stare at her. “Well, you still haven’t found the Ballena after all this time, have you?”

			Depths, he did not just insult her tracking skills.

			A tendon flexes along her jaw, and I step in before things escalate. “We’ve only started actively seeking the Ballena in the past six months. I have faith that we—Quinn—will find it soon.” The corners of her eyes soften at these words, accompanied by steely determination as she straightens her spine. Something inside my chest warms as she acknowledges my support. “Augustus, you said you’ve developed your own method for tracking—”

			“Tracking the Ballena specifically.”

			“You’ve done what?” Stag’s brows shoot up at the same time Quinn mutters, “Impossible.”

			I resist the urge to rub away the headache blooming in my temples. “We can talk about that later. Right now, we have a trace on our hands. Which means”—I allow a grin to creep onto my face—“it’s time to prep the darts.”
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				That’s No Signal Booster

			
			Deck 1, dorado

			Warm, sticky air plasters my cheek as I enter the lower deck with Sonia, Leo, and Augustus. Within minutes, sweat’s trickling down my neck as I punch in the code to the hangar. The metal doors slide open with a groan, and we enter the largest room on the ship.

			“Bleeding stars,” Sonia grumbles as the doors shut, sending a heat wave in our direction.

			“It’s the climate control,” I explain to Augustus.

			“Stupid, bleeding climate control that should’ve been fixed a million years ago,” Sonia mutters, walking over to her dart.

			“A whale damaged a cooling coil, and temp control’s been iffy ever since.” I shoot Augustus a pointed look. “Repairing that ought to earn you bonus points with the crew.”

			“You can have my firstborn if you fix the temps!” Sonia shouts.

			I glance around, gaze landing on the unfamiliar vessel tucked on the last landing pad. The Alacrán. Augustus’s ship. The ebony vessel is twice the length of a standard dart, featuring two forward extensions with a weapons system mounted beneath each. The engines appear to be a biofuel hybrid—definitely not a model I’ve seen before.

			“What’s your darting experience?” I ask Augustus.

			“I’m comfortable with all standard maneuvers. Split-and-bolt, surge, flashover, the Revo.”

			“The Revo?” I breathe out the name of the impossible maneuver, the holy grail of all darting moves. “You know that?”

			The Dorado’s strike team has been practicing the Revo the last two months, but we haven’t pulled it off yet. Leo thinks it’s a waste of time, and I’m pretty sure Sonia’s just indulging me.

			Augustus tilts his head and raises a brow. “How else are we gonna take down the Ballena?”

			“Exactly!” Hope blazes within me like a wildfire. “If we’re going to do the impossible, we’ve got to do something that’s never been done before.”

			He smiles, and a pang of familiarity spears through me so brightly I draw a sharp inhale. Something hopeful glimmers in his gaze as he leans forward and reaches out to touch my shoulder. “You recognize—”

			“Back off, hermo.” I jerk away, startled by his nearness, heart thudding in my chest.

			Augustus immediately steps back with both hands raised in mollification, hurt folding across his face.

			I tamp down the instant urge to close our distance and chase after that spark of connection—understanding—that arced between us for that millisecond. Recognition of each other’s incessant need to destroy the Ballena. Hatred is a powerful uniting force.

			Drawing a steadying breath, I touch my right shoulder, where his fingers grazed my metallic flesh. The spot buzzes with golden warmth even though no nerves exist there.

			I draw another steadying breath then dismiss our conversation with an order. “Prep for launch.”

			He casts one last disappointed glance before turning away. Hope he gets used to it—disappointments are my specialty.

			I approach my dart with anticipatory adrenaline adding a bounce to my steps. The sleek harpooning ship gleams a muted charcoal gray, ten meters in length and five meters across, with the Dorado’s sigil—two golden harpoons forming an X, with a third splitting through the middle—sprayed onto one side of the tail fin. My personal insignia is on the other side: a coiled scorpion, tail poised to sting.

			A pair of whaling guns sits beneath each wing: the larger, TOG fletcher on the outside and the smaller but more powerful lancer on the inside. The TOG uses flechettes to slow a MOBIS; even if the whale manages to slip away, the treated ammunition amplifies the MOBIS’s radioactive wake, making it much easier to track. On the other hand, the lancer’s laser works best at close range for crippling the whale in preparation for biocore retrieval.

			The overhead mag lights bathe the space in warm amber, the same color as my quarters back on the Essex. My throat tightens at the thought of my first crew, and I squeeze my hands, rubbing my thumb over my knuckles. When the Ballena attacked the Essex, it not only stole my arm but my memories as well. According to the medic, I’d suffered a traumatic head injury during the attack, which knocked out my natural memories and also damaged my memory chip, corrupting what would’ve been backup memories stored in the Nebula cloud storage. But from time to time, disjointed flashbacks will catch me off guard, just enough to remind me of something I once had but not quite enough to remember what it was.

			I shake my head and home in on the task at hand. Gotta focus on the present, not the past.

			I unclench my fists, wincing as blood rushes to my left fingertips. Nothing except a dull thrum in my right hand. I’d coded out pain that registered higher than a 2 on the Hilow scale. My memories of time spent abroad the Essex might be hazy at best and nonexistent at worst, but the agony of losing my right arm lingers clear as a star and sharp as a blade.

			I twist my hair into a bun, grab my EVAL suit, and pull on the darting outfit.

			“Two and a half hours until target interception,” Stag announces over the hangar intercom.

			I double-click my tongue to activate my flex mic to crew comms. “Heard and acknowledged. Quinn.”

			“Yeah?”

			“What class MOBIS are we dealing with?”

			A beat slides by, and I can picture her upstairs on the flight deck, tapping her cheek, her expression thoughtful as she contemplates the radiation scans. “It’s a small disturbance, but the wake is solid and doesn’t fluctuate, so we’re probably looking at a large Shark- or small Whale-class MOBIS.”

			I tuck my helmet beneath an arm and pop open the hatch of my dart. “Keep a tight lock and let me know when we’re within striking distance.”

			Sonia catches my eye, pats the hull of her ship, and grins. “She’s thirsty for whale blood, Cap.”

			I poke my head inside the dart, not bothering to mention the whales we hunt don’t bleed.

			Not unless one counts the carbohydrogel excreted by the biological components of the MOBIS. Carbohydrogel is a blue ooze that solidifies upon contact with a vacuum, making it nearly as strong as the astroglazed carbon composite used on most spacecrafts. Except, unlike composites, the carbohydrogel receives coded commands from a computer biocore, directing the gel to strengthen parts of the MOBIS needing structural reinforcement or more network connections. Self-sustaining. Self-repairing. Self-directing.

			I hop into my dart’s cockpit and suck down a lungful of stale air. “Ishara Ming.”

			The control panel lights up, configured to my preferred setup: scopes on the left, target lock in the middle, and flight stats on the right. A purr vibrates the floor as the ship runs through the automated preflight diagnostics. I crack my knuckles, then wrap my hands around the flight stick. My fingers fit perfectly into the molded groove like a bullet in a chamber.

			“Prepare for release in fifteen minutes,” Stag updates.

			Sonia grabs the edge of her dart’s wing, then swings into the cockpit with grace I’ll never have. As I wait for the preflight checkouts to finish, I sync my helmet to the Dorado’s mainframe. A mini map sits in the top right corner of my visor display, showing the positions of Sonia, Leo, Augustus, the Dorado, and of course, the MOBIS target.

			“On your command, moving darts and the Alacrán into launch tubes,” Stag says.

			“Good to go,” I reply.

			A whirr scratches the air, and the parking platform beneath my dart sinks. Darkness surrounds me, and the only source of illumination comes from inside the cockpit. A shiver races through my core, and I focus on my breaths—five seconds exhale, three seconds inhale. I’m inside a dart, not the pitch-black cargo hold of a transport vessel fleeing for my life. I’m eighteen, not eleven. I’m the captain of a whaler, not the terrified girl who just saw her brother get shot.

			“Release in five…four…three…” Quinn counts down in my earpiece, her voice an anchor keeping me from drifting away.

			The growl of the engine increases. My teeth chatter with the vibrations shaking the dart, and then, suddenly, I’m free. Suspended in the celestial sea, emptiness stretching out endlessly in all directions, the whispers of stars casting faint glows trillions of klicks away.

			“Release clear,” I say.

			The rest of the team shoots out from the launch tube shortly after. Sonia zips ahead then cuts a sharp one-eighty on the nose, facing me for a split second before flipping her dart once more and cruising away with a playful wiggle. A total show-off, but her skills are undeniable.

			We spend the next hour running drills as we close in on the target coords. Augustus, surprisingly, holds his own.

			I switch over to a private line with him as I bank my dart, observing how he keeps a consistent distance by my L7 position during the surge maneuver. “How long have you been a harpooner? Your spatial awareness and perception is spot-on.”

			I tend to take my right turns too sharp, leaving my lower-left flank more vulnerable. It’s a small detail, something neither Leo nor Sonia have caught on to yet, but Augustus clearly has and feels comfortable enough covering my weak spot.

			“I’ve been training in a dart since I could see over the dash,” he replies. “My family’s been celestial whalers for generations.”

			The 270-degree spin he pulls off to demonstrate is immaculate. I cast a bittersweet smile toward his ship, even though he can’t see it. “I can tell. Why’d you leave your previous whaling crew?”

			A darkness sweeps into his voice. “I didn’t want to.”

			I want to push for more information but then Sonia’s asking if we can practice the forked ribbon maneuver, so I switch back to team comms and call out the next move. The following hour passes quickly as the strike team readjusts to the new dynamics of having Augustus. We don’t attempt the Revo yet, but I’m curious to see if he can actually pull it off.

			“Not bad, new boy,” Sonia admits.

			Leo grunts his agreement.

			“Final scans are in,” Quinn says, ending the training session. “I’m pushing the MOBIS’s new coords out to everyone.”

			Yellow numbers pop onto the bottom-left corner of my visor, and I swipe them into the middle screen of the dash, setting the target lock.

			Quinn taps into the line. “Need anything else?”

			“Nala,” I reply.

			“Good fishing.”

			I squeeze out an extra burst of speed, and the team falls into formation. Off to the right lies the Astilla Belt. Beyond that, uncolonized space until one hits the Tian Tan System, where I was born and raised. An ache blooms beneath my sternum, but I shove it away. Halo is my home now. It’s where I belong.

			Clenching my jaw, I give the thrusters another kick and check the map. “Five minutes until we hit target radius interception. Let’s split-and-sweep now.”

			We’re lucky Quinn’s usually able to narrow the whale’s location down to a couple thousand klicks, which is half the range most trackers can achieve.

			I flick on all the sensors, searching for hints of where the MOBIS might be. A ping pops up on the scope indicating an activity spike. I readjust my course for the hot spot. “I might have something. Pushing out a deep scan to get physical specs on the whale.”

			“Bet you twenty tarjas it’s a signal-boosting MOBIS,” Stag says.

			Sonia scoffs. “You wish you had twenty tarjas. Last I checked, you owed me fifteen.”

			“Please, I won that game of Jinx fair and square.”

			The screen emits a triple beep as the scan results come in. I expand the stats and stare at the figures. “What the…”

			“Everything all right?” Quinn asks.

			“Sonia and Leo, run the scans on your end,” I reply, still staring at the numbers.

			Estimated MOBIS length over one thousand meters. Impossible. That’s a—

			“Leviathan,” Augustus whispers.
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				Slow Fish

			
			Dart One, Halo System

			I speed toward the Leviathan. The largest-class MOBIS that has ever existed. Also the first to be hunted into extinction.

			So why is there one here now?

			Cussing trickles over the comms.

			“Stag,” I say, “you seeing this?”

			“Yeah, yeah. Either the sensors are really busted or we’ve found a rare fish.”

			“Strange,” Quinn says. “A MOBIS this size should generate a radiation disturbance at least three times bigger than what showed up on the scans.”

			“Maybe it’s learned to camouflage its trace,” Sonia suggests. “You know, the whole ‘adapt and survive’ thing.”

			“It’s evolving,” Stag says. “Naturally. After all, it’s a liv—”

			“Not a living creature,” I cut him off.

			“Well.” Stag clears his throat. “We have time to turn back. No point burning fuel for a fish we can’t dart.”

			“Whoever said we can’t take down a Levi?” I push out another round of scans to pinpoint a more precise location of the target. “We’re going after it.”

			A Leviathan-class MOBIS should net at least two thousand tarjas. Depths, with that money, I could repair most of the Dorado’s broken equipment and have enough savings to cover crew payroll for another month.

			“Ish!” Quinn protests. “It’s an illegal Leviathan. Unregistered. We have no idea what mods it might have. Leo, you’ve encountered a Levi before, right?”

			Leo grunts an affirmative. “MOBIS that big are usually mobile space stations or nebula trawlers.”

			“In other words,” I say, “slow fish with minimal firepower.”

			“A slow fish that takes a full strike of darts to destroy!” Quinn exclaims.

			“We have more than a full strike,” Augustus says. “If everyone is worth two harp—”

			“Stay out of this,” Quinn snaps. “Cap—Ish—there are too many unknowns. Plus, the Dorado can’t offer fire support—not unless we want to risk a blowout. Our shields are down to 20%. Our chances for success are less than—”

			“It might not even be a Levi,” I interrupt, though a little part of me prays it is. Bleeding stars, I hope it is. “After all, scans suggest a small spacecraft. Perhaps it’s tricking the spec sensors, casting a false projection or something, making it appear bigger than it is.”

			“A scare tactic found in nature,” Stag muses.

			“But we don’t know for sure,” Quinn says.

			“The only way to find out for sure is to get visuals.” I nudge my dart’s speed up a notch. “I’ve narrowed down target location to a one-thousand-klick radius. Augustus and Leo, fall in scatter formation. Stag, maintain your current velocity. Sonia, stay with the Dorado in case we run into a stray.”

			“Porfavo.” Quinn sniffs. “If there were other MOBIS within a half-million klicks, you would know by now.”

			“Not if it’s the Ballena,” Augustus mutters.

			“As if you would know,” Quinn retorts.

			I bump up the speed again. “I’m scouting ahead to see what we’re dealing with. Keep me posted if the DACS show anything unusual.”

			I mute my mic then focus on chasing after the mysterious whale. The red X marking the target position creeps toward the center of the map as I approach. The soft pulsing of the scope blinks as the dart’s probe continuously gathers data, assimilating it with additional information being fed in from the Dorado, fine-tuning the coords. The probability radius shrinks.

			I smile.

			Anticipatory stillness shrouds the cockpit. The engines hum, sending minuscule tremors through the floor. Tiny platinum pinpricks of distant stars smudge the Astilla Belt. A delicious tingle drips between my shoulder blades as I pull back on the throttle, slowing the dart into a wide arc.

			“Come out, come out, wherever you are,” I murmur.

			Behind you.

			I flinch, heart kicking against my rib cage, blood pounding in my ears. I drop my gaze to the radar. Nothing behind for thousands of klicks. I chuckle nervously. Adjusting the trajectory to skirt around a small asteroid, I force myself to relax and sink back into the seat.

			Except the asteroid moves.

			“The depths…”

			I zoom in on the cams, inching closer. The object’s massive form is outlined in red on the scope. At first glance, the thing looks like a piece of space rock. Rough, dark gray surface, pitted with pores. But upon closer inspection, the spheroid is a bit too symmetrical to be natural.

			“Do you have visuals yet?” Sonia’s voice is painfully loud in my ear after the silence of flying solo.

			“Yeah.”

			“And?” she urges. “What type of craft are we dealing with?”

			The not-asteroid shifts again, moving like some ungodly monster made of equal parts rock and metal.

			“I have no clue.”

			“Class?” Leo asks.

			“Levi, no question.” I eye the flipper-like extensions shooting out from the behemoth’s body. Some fins have guns mounted to them, others have sensors, and still even more carry aux engines. “Sonia, break from the Dorado.”

			“On my way.”

			“Hurry.”

			“Mother of stars,” Augustus swears. “Just got visuals—”

			“Hold your position at the forty-second mark,” I order. “You too, Leo, until Sonia gets here.”

			The MOBIS continues expanding, its gun muzzles glaring a bright white as they warm up, and the biofuel engines burning a telltale blue when the thrusters kick in. Armored plating covers its body, and the gaps between the layers are filled with a blue-gray substance: solidified carbohydrogel.

			“All right,” Sonia says. “Cap, you just popped onto my short range. How’s our whale looking?”

			“Well, it’s not a nebula trawler or mobile space station,” Augustus says.

			“It’s a generation ship.” I shift in my seat, narrowing my eyes as I search for the Levi’s weak points. “A heavily modified—weaponized—gen ship.”

			Checking the Dorado is still a safe distance from firing range, I flip on all the sensors, order the harpooners to watch my back, and swoop around the Levi, collecting as much data as I can on the flyby. Numerous lights running down the length of the MOBIS shine upon my dart, eyes following my every move.

			I veer away from its thrashing tail. “Wonder who gave it the mods.”

			Sonia snorts. “Someone with a loaded bank and too much time.”

			She appears to my left, zipping toward the whale in a zigzag pattern. The Levi twists away with unnerving grace for something so big. Five nearby flippers rotate, their weapons trained on Sonia, who narrowly avoids the shots.

			“Ha! It’s a fast fish!” She cackles like the maniac that she is and suavely banks away from the MOBIS.

			“Three-point ribbon,” I call out. “Watch your fire—I’m going wide.”

			The team scatters like forks of lightning. Sonia releases a spray of flechettes, knocking out three of the Levi’s guns.

			Smart. Taking advantage of the flippers with the defunct weapons, she guides her dart into the safe space, pressing close to the whale’s body and sniping her way down its length. Augustus and Leo quickly catch on and mimic her.

			The Levi tries to pull away to line up a clear shot on the darts, but they remain stuck to its side like remoras, making it impossible for the MOBIS to fire upon the smaller ships without damaging itself.

			I finish my flyby and swing to the opposite side of the Levi. Both Sonia and Leo vanish. Augustus remains in my rear cam, watching my back and fending off the Levi’s lashing tail.

			“Quinn.” I flip the dart vertically to avoid a flipper when the whale repositions itself. “You getting my scans?”

			“Some, the data is still streaming in. Do you want the Dorado closer?”

			“Maintain the distance.” I search for the easiest way to the Levi’s biocore. It’s usually stashed in the center, where the MOBIS’s heavy armoring offers the best protection for its “life code.” An artificial rib cage for an artificial heart. But this Levi is unlike any other MOBIS I’ve ever seen, and its core could be anywhere.

			“Does this thing have weak points?” Sonia asks. “Else it’s gonna take a long time to take it down.”

			“Knock out its aux engines and you’ll throw off its balance,” Leo suggests.

			I approach the front of the Levi. Its plated eel-like head swings back and forth, bristled spikes fanning out behind its thick metal skull. Not only is the biocore like a heart, but it also serves as a brain. The MOBIS’s central processing unit. So if the biocore’s not in the rib cage, then maybe the skull.

			I glance at the scopes to see who’s closest. “Augustus, cover me. I’m going for a headshot.”

			I push on the throttle, and the dart zips forward. The MOBIS immediately notices and points several weaponized fins in my direction. Brilliant flashes explode all around. The cockpit shakes, and the hair-raising screech of laser scraping against metal gouges the air as alarms shriek.

			“Your L3!” Augustus shouts.

			I look over as the Levi rears back, a cobra poised to strike, and its guns fire. My stomach squeezes as I evade the attack with a roll. A mad grin threatens to creep onto my face as g-force plasters my organs against my ribs and yanks the breath out of my lungs. Nothing in the world compares to this. The exhilarating rush of dancing with fate, where one misstep means death.

			I pull out of the roll and blink away residual starbursts from the head rush. The Levi cuts a sharp turn, exposing its side in an attempt to slip out from between me and Augustus. A bluish glow leaks from between two armored plates where someone must’ve aimed a lance shot at it earlier.

			“Tried to give you a head start,” Augustus says.

			“Graza.” I pull the lancer’s trigger and concentrate on maintaining a sustained beam on the weakened spot while Augustus keeps watch.

			The autonomous spacecraft tears forward, writhing to escape the lancer oh-so-steadily carving a hole through its armor. Sweat trickles into my eyes, salts my lips, but I ignore it all. Depths if I’m letting this prize catch swim away.

			“Ish!” Quinn warns. “You’re exiting the Dorado’s support range.”

			The Ballena sped away from the Essex, a full strike of darts chasing after it.

			I startle and jerk on the throttle. The harness cuts into my chest like the sudden flashback knifing through my brain. I falter, unprepared for the intrusive memory.

			A male voice sounded, deep and authoritative. “Let the whale go.”

			“No—I’ve got it! One minute, Captain. That’s all I need to gut this fish.”

			Did I say that last line? Wary excitement stitches through my anxiety. After chasing half-hazy dreams that dissipate upon waking, actually remembering coherent bits of my past is a positive change, though the timing really couldn’t have been worse.

			Blinking sweat out of my eyes, I push away the fragmented memory and pinpoint the hole drilled into the Levi. Just wide enough for my dart. Without thinking, I pull back to line up the shot, only remembering to alert Augustus to get out of the way at the last second—except he already has. As if he’d read my mind, knew what I was going to do before I even did it. Flying with him feels natural, easy, nice. Real nice.

			I clear the windshield of all overlays, steady my breath, then dive inside the Levi’s skull.

			The dart’s searchlights flood the interior, revealing a conglomeration of metal, dark blue patches of solidified slime, and turquoise smears—the living Radioactium computerii. The bacteria covers the walls like a neural network, with dense clusters linked together by dozens of threads. Already, the cells are secreting carbohydrogel, forming solid shells to protect itself from hard space.

			Near the back of the room is a metal partition with a door. No one has used the entryway in a long time, judging by the thick layer of carbohydrogel crusting the frame and handle. No signs of the biocore either.

			The core issues commands—commands that need to be sent out, which means…

			I track the thin threads of Radioactium computerii to where they seem to consolidate. Up the wall, stretching across the ceiling, and—

			“Got you.”

			I grin and reorient the dart, drifting closer to the semitranslucent sphere swirling with hard-linked code. The biocore glows with an amber light. Mesmerizing. Beautiful, even.

			Clearing my throat, I check in over the comms. “How’s it looking out there?”

			“Surprisingly calm,” Sonia replies.

			“I found the biocore. Just need a couple minutes to extract it, then I’ll be out.” I activate the robotic arm and watch the three-fingered apparatus emerge from the dart’s underside. “Appreciate it if you could clear a path for my exit.”

			“You got it,” Sonia says, while Augustus mutters, “Some-thing’s off.”

			I maneuver the robotic arm toward the biocore. Once the core is secured, the arm will stash the prize safely in the storage compartment.

			“Stick close to the Levi’s side when you exit,” Leo advises. “All weapons within a hundred meters from the front are disabled.”

			“Hey, Cap?” Sonia says. “Dunno if you’ve been tracking the Levi’s speed, but it’s cut the main engines.”

			The arm latches onto the biocore.

			“You almost done in there?” Augustus asks, voice terse.

			“Yeah.” I lean forward, waiting for the arm to retract, the core clutched in its grip like a giant pearl. “Be out soon.”

			“Hurry,” Leo grunts.

			“Get out of there now!” Alarm spikes Sonia’s voice. “It’s gonna—”

			A blast of light erupts across the windshield, and an explosive force knocks my dart against the inner wall of the Levi. I hiss as the harness cuts into my sternum. Another violent throw—the Levi’s whipping itself back and forth—and the dart slams into the opposite wall. My head snaps against the headrest and black dots swarm the edges of my vision. Pain ignites behind my eyes.

			“Fall back!” I shout to the team.

			My hands dance across the controls, operating on autopilot as my brain struggles to make sense of the dizzying environment. The insides of the Levi constrict and expand. Explosions erupt from outside, spilling bursts of blinding light through the cracks and inside the cavernous space I’m trapped in.

			I tighten my jaw and focus on regaining control of the dart. Ignore the blood dripping into my eyes. Ignore the crushing feeling against my chest. Ignore the rapid background chatter filling the comms.

			The Levi twists again, throwing my dart against the ceiling. Pain splinters through my every nerve. Biting back a groan, I wrestle with the flight stick, but the dart doesn’t respond.

			With a growl, I switch over to the secondary thrusters. Above the pounding in my ears, I catch Augustus barking orders.

			“Sonia, you’re on debris spin-off. Leo, help me widen the gap.”

			I swallow a mouthful of blood. “Get out of here!”

			An orange-yellow beam slices through the hole I’d made earlier, expanding the opening. Another vicious movement shudders through the Levi as it surges forward.

			I grit my teeth, pray the secondary thrusters will kick in, and push on the throttle. The engines roar to life half a second too late as the Levi sweeps into a violent arc. My dart crashes. Blood washes across my tongue. Stars explode in my vision, and I’m trying to breathe, but there’s an iron fist squeezing my lungs. I blink, willing the blackness encroaching into my vision to subside.

			Focus, Ara.

			I flinch at my old nickname, and that brief moment of clarity is enough to aim toward the opening and put the engines on high burn.

			The acceleration throws me against the seat as the dart shoots out of the Levi. The Dorado, thank the stars, is still at the two-minute mark, safe from close-range fire. My gaze drops to the local scopes, searching for the strike team. They’re scattered nearby.

			“Bleeding stars, Cap,” Leo grunts. “Your dart belongs in the junkyard.”

			“Head home,” I snap.

			The strike falls into formation, with the twins on either side of me and Augustus bringing up the rear.

			In the back cams, the Levi stretches to its full length. Most of its guns are either damaged or completely blown off. Its movement is sluggish even as it attempts to chase us. The MOBIS is shutting down. I’ve stolen its heart, its brain, its “life.”

			The whale’s working guns rotate, locking onto the strike team. One last, desperate bid to reclaim its biocore. “Don’t follow me,” I order. Then I send my dart plunging, distancing myself from the rest of the team. The Levi follows my movements, ignoring the other darts. Good.

			“Cap, what are you doing?” Sonia exclaims.

			“Don’t want your darts getting caught in the crossfire. The Levi should be going down any seco—”

			A barrage of shots from the MOBIS cuts off my response. I yank on the controls, but my moves are sloppy and uncoordinated. My mind’s too fuzzy to think straight. Several shots batter my dart, setting off a new round of alarms.

			“Go.” I tighten my sweat-slicked palm around the flight stick. “I just need to wait out this fish. Get back to the whaler now.”

			Seven depths, the Levi’s rapidly catching up to my dart, even if its external appendages are moving in slow motion. How is that possible…unless it’s not the Levi that’s filling up the screen, but rather my vision that’s shrinking. Narrowing.

			Shit. I fight off the unconsciousness threatening to drag me under. Must’ve hit my head harder than I thought. How is the stupid whale still functioning? I gutted that thing five minutes ago. Most MOBIS don’t last more than two minutes, tops, after losing their biocores.

			“Cap. Cap,” Leo growls.

			“I’m fine,” I reply. It’s a waiting game between me and the MOBIS, and I sure as hell am not backing down first. “Don’t you dare break—”

			“Sonia and Leo.” Augustus speaks over me. “Escort the captain. Her secondaries won’t last much longer.”

			Even on the verge of passing out, I can’t help but seethe at his interjection. Never mind the fact he’s trying to override my orders. “Do not listen to him,” I snarl. “I’ll catch up as soon as I get the Levi off my back—it’s almost done for.”

			“You can’t fly,” Augustus states.

			A wave of nausea crashes over me, and I spit past clenched teeth, “There will be consequences for anyone who disobeys me.”

			No response over the comms. They wouldn’t dare switch over to a private line, would they? The Levi’s guns light up in preparation for another volley. I brace myself, unable to return fire. Both of my TOGs are either jammed or damaged, and the MOBIS is too far away to use the lancer.

			The cockpit shakes, sending violent rattles through my jaw. I clench the armrests and force my heavy eyelids open. Just gotta ride this out. The Levi can’t last much longer. It simply can’t. Outside, the stars swirl, spinning dizzyingly fast like a heavenly whirlpool.

			I barely register the ping from the dash announcing the approach of several ships. Sonia swoops in front while Augustus lays down suppressive fire in the back. The Levi arches and thrashes like a beached whale. One by one, the lights running down its side fade, and its flippers cease moving.

			Voices return to the crew comms, but the words are too jumbled to make sense. I try to shake my head, clear away the fog, but my muscles refuse to obey me.

			The last thing I remember is thinking it’s a shame the Dorado doesn’t have a proper hauler attachment—all that scrap metal from the Levi could’ve netted some extra tarjas.
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				I Can’t Remember Their Names

			
			Fractal Sector, Halo System

			Both my hands were still made of flesh and blood and bones. I rubbed my right thumb over my knuckles—once for sharp flying, twice for straight shooting, and a third time for luck—then wrapped my fingers around the dart’s controller. Etched into the upper-left corner of the windshield was the fabled Dorado constellation, the Essex’s insignia. Six glowing dots connected by silver threads. If I squinted really hard and used my imagination, I could almost see the dolphinfish the constellation’s supposed to represent.

			The back of my neck prickled. I knew this scene. Knew what was going to happen.

			Turn around. Don’t chase this whale.

			Beside me, seven other darts flew in a flared formation as we searched for the Ballena. The Essex followed behind in all its predatory majesty, a state-of-the-art whaler with a gleaming armored hull.

			Turn back. Leave the Ballena alone.

			“Stay alert,” a deep voice sounded over the comms. “Scans indicate the whale should be in the area.”

			“Should we break into scouting branches?” I asked.

			No, no, no!

			The strike leader replied, “Yes. But do not engage if you find the whale.”

			His voice was familiar. Thick with a Haloite accent. Even heavier than Quinn’s. But his name—what was it? Rafael or Raymond or Ricardo? I never remembered the names.

			“Keep a lock on the Ballena,” R continued, “and wait for the strike before darting it. Understood?”

			Let this MOBIS go. No whale is worth twenty-three lives.

			I banked my ship, savoring the smooth arc and stomach-pulling sensation. A dart with an inverted triangle painted on its tail coasted to my side.

			“Ready to go, Ara?” Another familiar voice.

			What’s your name?

			I flexed my fingers then pushed on the throttle. “Let’s go.”

			NO! TURN BACK—

			Captain’s Quarters, dorado

			I bolt upright, heart tumbling inside my rib cage, sweat trickling down my temples. My head throbs, a dull ache pulsing in sync with my heartbeat. I lift my left hand and gingerly prod the back of my skull, wincing when my fingertips come in contact with stitches.

			Somehow I’m back in my personal quarters. The mag lights stuck to the walls and ceiling emit a calming glow. Across the room, a slim viewscreen, serving as a window, reveals the fathomless expanse of space. A shiver ripples down my spine, and I grip the edge of the cot, half expecting the Ballena to suddenly rush out of the midnight depths. I can’t remember the last time I had such a vivid dream…No, not a dream. A recollection. A memory.

			A terrible one for sure, yet I cling onto it all the same, cradling it to my heart like a hand grenade, hoping something will trigger more memories.

			A sharp knock on the door startles me, and I snap my head forward as my pulse kicks up. Quinn enters before I can answer. She blinks at me, relief unfurling across her face.

			The wisps of my dream hang over my foggy mind. “I need their names,” I rasp, swinging my legs over the edge of the bed. Guilt crawls down the back of my throat. How can I forget the people—the family—I’ve sworn to avenge? “I can’t remember their names.”

			Quinn’s brows draw together.

			I touch the scar behind my ear and push to my feet. “I can’t remember my crew’s names.”

			She shoots me a puzzled look. Then her lips curl into a playful grin, and she teases, “Uh, I’m Quinn, best tracker in the system and first mate extraordinaire. Our too-cocky-for-her-own-good harpooner is Sonia, who’s almost always accompanied by Leo the grump. Our pilot with outdated beliefs is Stag—”

			“My other crew.”

			The smile slips off her face, replaced with furrowed worry I know only too well. Turning away from Quinn, I pace over to my desk and wave a hand over it. The glass flickers on, ready for use.

			“Search Halo System ship logs.”

			The desk pulls up the file, each row listing the name and identification number of a ship registered with the Halo System Transportation office.

			“Search the Essex.”

			A picture of the gleaming whaler rotates on the glass with basic ship information populated below.

			“Ish…” Quinn reaches for my left arm. She always goes for the left, ever since I nearly broke her wrist the time she grabbed my bionic one. “Don’t do this to your—”

			“I need to know.”

			“But you don’t. You only think you do.”

			“I can’t let myself forget any more than I already have.”

			Her fingers tighten on my arm for a beat before she drops her hand down back by her side. “But maybe you should, if the alternative comes at the cost of your ment—”

			Something in me snaps. “Do you know what it’s like to miss five years of your life? No, you don’t, so just let me do what I need to do!”

			Quinn stares back, arms crossed and a tendon working along her neck.

			I clamp my jaw shut, shame prickling my skin. Shoving a hand through my sweat-matted hair, I apologize. “Lo sien. I just…” I look away, clear my throat, then say to the desk, “Expand details.”

			
				Name: Essex

				Class: Type III Whaler

				Registration Number: 34612043323

				Captain: Grant Pollard

				Status: Destroyed by a Whale-class MOBIS on 05-37-MK14. Black box contained no data. Twenty-three presumed killed or missing; one confirmed survivor.

			

			“Give me the crew names,” I whisper.

			Quinn makes a disapproving sound in the back of her throat but doesn’t comment.

			
				Missing: Enora Yukani—harpooner; Seth Win—medic; two unregistered/unknown persons

				Killed: Grant Pollard—captain; Olivia Chase—first mate; Ricardo Garcia—strike leader…

			

			“Ricardo,” I murmur, linking that name to the Haloite-accented voice in my dream.

			My gaze skips over the other victims’ names and jumps to the bottom of the list. I swallow hard at the single, accusatory line.

			
				Survivor: Ishara Ming—harpooner

			

			I wave a hand to clear the desk then sink onto a chair, wincing as every muscle in my body screams. Quinn continues staring at me, arms still crossed, eyes burning.

			“I’m not crazy.” My words come out flat.

			She unfolds her arms and sighs. “Never said you were.”

			“But you were thinking it.”

			“Nala.”

			I raise a brow. Although the twins and Stag are aware I suffered some memory loss due to the accident, only Quinn knows the full extent: that 99% of my memories from the Essex is gone. Probably because she’s known me the longest, has seen the freshly wounded Ishara struggling to reconcile the destruction of the Essex transform into this. Whatever the hell I am now.

			“I just don’t understand why you keep on letting the past hurt you,” she continues, careful to keep her tone neutral. “Why do you insist on revisiting ghosts that want to be left alone?”

			“Sometimes the absence of something hurts more than the presence of pain.” For a moment, I want to tell her about the recent flashbacks I’ve been having, the dreams that intrude my normally dreamless sleep, but one look at the frown carved into her face has me biting my tongue.

			Frustration blazes in the tense lines of her shoulders. “You’re so good at shutting people out. Why can’t you do the same with your past?”

			Because shutting out my past means shutting myself out. I’ve already given up my identity once, when I fled my birth system. I don’t want to lose it again.

			Quinn winces, then drags a hand across her face. “That came out wrong. I just hate seeing you hurt, Ish. I wish you could move on to your bright future. Also, I don’t think you’re crazy, vera.” Her melodic voice carries those last two syllables up and down like the swell of a wave. I want to get carried away in her voice, drown myself in the depths of her dark eyes.

			Rubbing the back of my neck, I grimace when my fingers prod a small angry bump. “How long was I out?”

			“Been about four hours since Sonia towed you back.” She flashes a rueful grin. “Probably the most sleep you’ve gotten in the past few weeks.” She pauses, grimacing slightly as she states, “You haven’t been taking your sleeping pills, Ish.”

			I glare up at her, too exhausted to stand. “Why the hell were you going through my stuff?”

			She jabs a thumb at a medical kit sitting on the sink counter in the small bathroom attached to my room. “Needed sutures and ointment.”

			“The pills make me feel foggy even after I wake,” I finally mutter. “Makes me afraid they’ll worsen my memory.”

			“Even the new meds we just picked up from—”

			“Yes.” I close my eyes, rubbing the bridge of my nose, a muted throbbing pounding in my temples. “If I need to choose between lack of sleep or completely losing my past, I’ll take the former any day.”

			“Avoiding sleep forever isn’t a solution, Ish.”

			So she has noticed my after-hours wanderings. Reviewing old radiation scans for anomalies Quinn might’ve missed (haven’t found one yet), cleaning out the TOG feeds in all the darts, taking extra shifts on the flight deck so I can watch the stars flow by outside—anything to cling onto what precious little memories I have left.

			“You need rest,” Quinn says. “You’re not a machine.”

			“Huh.” I clench and unclench my right hand, the electrical hum of my metal joints rasping the silence. A work of beauty, really, with smooth, cold metal seamlessly merging with flesh at my shoulder. “Captain Rai got me fitted with a good arm, didn’t she?”

			An image of the prim woman flashes in my mind, along with the Marina, the whaler that picked me up after the Essex was destroyed. That’s where I first met Quinn. Depths, has it been three years since that fateful day? I rotate my wrist, relishing the faint whirr of metallic joints. “Do you ever think about Rai? Or the Marina?”

			“Sometimes, but never for long.” Quinn winds the end of her braid around her finger. “No point dwelling on the past.”

			She nods at my arm. “Rai made sure it was one of the more advanced models.”

			“She also made sure I paid back every goddamn tarja she spent on it and some more.”

			After the Marina rescued me from the wreck, I worked on the whaler for the next two years in order to repay Rai, saving a cut of each successful whaling run until I was ready to start my own crew—one committed to a single goal.

			“Don’t get me wrong,” Quinn says with a shrug, “Rai could be a hard-ass, but she cared. I think, deep down, she cared for everyone on the Marina.”

			“Mm.” I don’t bother masking my doubt.

			Rai was a respectable captain and ran a tight crew, I’d give her that. But I could never escape the sense she only tolerated having me on board because I flew a sharp dart, and if it weren’t for that, she would’ve signed me over to some other ship shortly after I’d paid off my debt. Not that I stuck around long afterward to find out.

			Quinn leans forward and drums her fingers against the desk. Silence settles between us like a layer of dust until she disturbs it with a sigh. “Look, if your current meds aren’t working, maybe the doctors at Mira Station will—”

			I lurch to my feet too fast, and my vision spins. “Enough, Quinn. That’s my problem to deal with, not yours.”

			Her eyes widen as she jerks away.

			The hurt in her expression stabs me in the gut, killing my earlier irritation. These days, it seems like I never say or do the right thing around Quinn. So, like the coward I am, I wait for the room to stop spinning before grabbing my FLX pistol and hightailing for the door. I don’t wait to see if Quinn follows.

			I count my breaths as I stride down the corridor connecting the crew quarters to the flight deck. Exhale for five seconds, inhale for three. By the time I reach the ladder at the end, my careening emotions have subsided. I grab on to a rung and climb up, noting the half-g setting. Engines must be acting up again if Stag’s diverted power from the gravity generator into the cooling coils.

			The deck occupants look up from their various tasks when I enter. A slow grin spreads across Sonia’s face as she runs a hand through her spiky hair. She turns and exchanges relieved glances with Stag. Even Leo offers a good to see you’re okay grunt before returning to whatever he’s working on at his terminal. Sometimes it’s better not to question Leo too much.

			Pointing to the controls dash up front, I ask, “We’re headed to Mira, vera?”

			I immediately realize I’ve messed up the inflection on the last word when Stag hides his wince half a second too late.

			He inclines his head. “Aye. That’s where Quinn ordered us to. Said you would want to cash in the core soon as possible. Should I maintain the course?”

			“Maintain course,” I affirm, heading for the storage compartment at the back of the deck. The locker slides open with a hydraulic hiss, revealing the luminous orb sitting in the darkness like a miniature sun. With a diameter of nearly half a meter, this biocore is easily the largest one I’ve seen. “Who has the funds to mod an illegal Leviathan?”

			“Your guess is as good as mine,” Sonia replies. “Not that it matters since it, you know…” She makes an exploding motion with her hands accompanied with sound effects.

			“My dart’s deep scan indicated the Levi to be over thirteen hundred meters in length.” I glance over my shoulder. “That’s…The largest ever registered MOBIS is, what, eleven hundred meters? Why the depths would someone feel compelled to create a Levi even bigger? And mount it with weapons? As if a regular Whale-class military craft isn’t bad enough.”

			“Human hubris,” Stag says, twisting his ring around his pinkie. “Always trying to play god. Creating new forms of artificial life, seeing how far we can push—”

			Sonia groans and Leo scoffs under his breath.

			I sigh. “Forget that I asked anything.”

			If he wasn’t so good a pilot, and if he didn’t harbor such intense hatred toward MOBIS, I doubt he would be on the Dorado at all. However, as a faithful Order of Naturalista follower, Stag’s goal aligns with mine even if our motivations are different. The main difference is Stag won’t rest until every whale in the Seven Systems is destroyed, while I can die happy as soon as the Ballena’s biocore is ripped out.

			“Just saying,” he continues, “if we needed more proof that all MOBIS should be annihilated, this is it.”

			Thankfully, his sermon of the day ends there. There’s only so much preaching Sonia can take before she asks Leo to chuck him out the hatch, which would be unfortunate, since nobody can steer a whaler better than Stag. Not even—what’s his name?—the pilot of the Essex.

			My jaw tightens as I turn back to the biocore, staring at the sphere with its strands of golden code swirling within. A digital galaxy harboring the secrets to pseudo life. Because as much as Stag’s convinced all MOBIS are abominable beasts—living beasts—I know he’s wrong. Fine, the Radioactium computerii might be technically alive, but to say a MOBIS is a living creature, well, that’s like declaring a moss-covered rock an animal because there’s some fuzzy green shit growing on it.

			I shut the locker and ask, “What’s our dart status?”

			“One green, one amber, and one black,” Leo reports.

			“I’m assuming the last one is mine.”

			Sonia confirms with a nod. “You know how I always say the Dorado’s a flying rust bucket? I take that back. Your dart makes this old whaler look like a state-of-the-art luxury liner.”

			I drop into a seat and swivel to face the assembled crew. “So. What happened, exactly?”

			“New boy happened, that’s what.” Sonia kicks her feet up onto the dash, ignoring Stag’s tortured expression.

			“Augustus?” I raise a brow.

			Stag leans forward in his chair and says in an awestruck tone, “80% hit rate.”

			Damn. Even on a good day, my average hit rate hovers around the 63% mark.

			Sonia grins. “Your boy’s got skills.”

			“Or”—Quinn’s cool voice carries across the deck as she enters—“his ship’s got a more advanced track-and-lock system.”

			Leo shakes his head. “Track-and-lock doesn’t account for the fact he knew where to hit.” He pins me with an intense unblinking stare that I’ve come to learn is simply his normal state of being. Still, it gives me the chills whenever I catch him staring off into space while wearing his resting serial-killer face. “His targets were chosen to achieve maximum damage.”

			The next obvious question hangs unspoken in the air: How did Augustus know where to aim? Sure, there are standard weak points across most MOBIS models, but from the sounds of it, Augustus had been picking out target spots specific to this Levi.

			“Where is he?” I eventually ask.

			Quinn shrugs and takes her seat at the terminal beside mine. Her nimble hands waltz across the dash as she opens up files of old scans. “He stormed off into his quarters after everyone checked in on board. He’s probably sulking in—”

			“I’m here.” Augustus appears in the hatchway at the rear of the flight deck, backlit by lights that throw his dark blond hair into shades of turquoise. Shadows cut across the angles of his face, emphasizing the hollow look haunting his eyes. The subtlest hint of relief flashes across his face when he sees me.

			“You’re okay,” he says in a low, even tone.

			I gesture toward myself with one hand, hoping for a nonchalant effect. Pretend I wasn’t panicking less than ten minutes ago because I couldn’t remember names. “I’m fine.”

			He studies me for a moment longer, as if searching for something before turning to Quinn. “Contrary to popular belief, I was making repairs in the lower deck. And no”—he holds up a hand before Sonia can ask whether temp control’s fixed—“I’ll need to pick up new parts before I can work on the cooling coils.”

			“We’ll be at Mira Station soon,” Stag says. “And you know what they say about that place.”

			“If you can dream it, Mira’ll have it,” Sonia sings.

			“Mira,” Augustus repeats doubtfully. “That place is crawling with corruption.”

			“Corruption, gangs, thieves, cutthroats, and more,” Sonia adds far too cheerfully.

			“They have excellent silver rum,” Leo says, like that negates the fact every other person who walks Mira Station dabbles on the wrong side of the law.

			The doubt deepens on Augustus’s face.

			Quinn’s upper lip curls as she flicks her wrist, spreading out the stack of old scans into grids. “We have a contact there. A biocore dealer.” She pauses and narrows her eyes at him. “You directly defied the captain’s orders and placed everyone in danger. Your insubordination is the reason why half of the Dorado’s sensors are damaged.”

			Sonia shuffles her feet and sends Augustus an apologetic glance. “Quinn would’ve figured out it was your idea sooner or later.”

			“Damn right I would’ve,” Quinn mutters.

			“Hold on.” I raise a finger and pin Augustus with a stern look. “Let me get this straight. Not only did you defy my explicit orders to return to the whaler, but you also talked Sonia and Leo into disobeying and damaged the Dorado?”

			“Look, Cap.” Sonia lifts her chin. “We would’ve come back for you either way. Your dart was busted—no way in hell were you making it back in one piece. New boy just happened to be the first to make the call.”

			“I would’ve been fine,” I reply, careful to maintain a level tone. “My dart was auto-punched for home. Levi was about to shut down any second.”

			“That Levi opened fire on you,” Augustus says in a tight voice.

			I cross my arms, metal plating gleaming beneath the deck lights. “And I ordered you to head back to the whaler. Lemme guess what happened next: The Levi saw that the rest of the strike stood between it and its biocore, so the whale starts shooting at you guys too. More spread means more strays, which means greater chance of the Dorado getting hit and—”

			“Fine!” He draws a sharp breath, then pulls down the sleeves of his shirt. It’s such a familiar gesture, I find myself tugging down the sleeves of my own jacket. “Fine. I’m sorry I accidentally blew up the Levi’s plas-tubes, and I’m sorry its shrapnel knocked out all but four of the Dorado’s starboard sensors. But I am not sorry that I didn’t want to see you get killed—mother of stars, you were nearly unconscious by the time Leo pulled you out of the cockpit.”

			My spine stiffens at the ferocity in his voice.

			Quinn studies him thoughtfully, finger tapping against her cheek.

			Augustus releases a long breath. “You’re my best shot of taking down the Ballena. I’m not going to lose that.”

			“So you’re a believer, huh?” Sonia asks.

			He turns toward her and frowns. “Aren’t we all?”

			Sonia coughs, Leo’s face contorts into a half grimace, and Stag rubs the back of his neck. Augustus pierces the three of them with a glare. Leo stoically returns the scowl until Augustus looks away with a scoff.

			“None of you believe in the Ballena.” When no one speaks up, he continues, anger reddening his tone. “If you don’t believe in the Ballena, what are you all doing here?”

			“Augustus,” I warn, drawing myself up to my full height.

			He shakes his head and lets out a disgusted laugh. “A whaler chasing down a MOBIS, which half the crew doesn’t even—”

			“Enough,” I bark. “Watch what you’re saying. We are a crew under my command—you’ll do well to remember that.” Uncrossing my arms, I address the rest of the strike. “Next time someone disobeys my direct order during a chase, there will be consequences. I need to be able to trust you, to know my instructions will be carried out. Understood?”

			A muted round of “aye”s rings back.

			The hypocrisy of what I’m asking the crew isn’t lost on me. To trust me when I don’t even fully trust myself. A better person would have set aside a personal pursuit for vengeance—but guilt has been my companion longer than any of the rest of them have.

			I give a curt nod. “Good. Then we’re done here.”

			The crew disassembles, Stag returning to the controls dash, the twins and Augustus vanishing below deck, leaving me with Quinn. She’s organizing the old scans alongside the newest set and comparing the overlapping sections.

			She doesn’t look up from her work as she comments, “Surprised you’re willing to keep him on board. You kicked out the former mech for less—all that poor man did was forget to change the deionizing filters.”

			“Three times,” I say. “Plus, I did it for his own good. Leo hated his guts ever since he and Sonia hacked the dessert dispenser to only produce chocolate-flavored foods.”

			Quinn snorts. “What kind of person doesn’t like chocolate?”

			“People who don’t like puppies and happiness. And Leo, apparently.”

			“The DACS hub is going to cost at least a couple hundred tarjas to fix,” Quinn says.

			“Probes and sensors can be replaced.” I bite my lower lip for a moment and then add, voice soft, “People can’t.”

			Twenty-three lives lost forever. And one survivor to avenge them all.
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				Planet of a Thousand Islands

			
			Lower Deck, dorado

			I step through the double doors of the hangar as they whoosh open, searching for Augustus. My gaze immediately leaps to the Alacrán looming like a sentinel in the back.

			“He already left.” Sonia ducks out from beneath the wing of her dart. “Just missed him.”

			“Oh.” I frown at the unexpected prick of disappointment. I wanted to ask about his ship and try to tease memories of the Essex out of him, since he has a connection to the crew. With a sharp shake of my head, I focus on the more important task on hand: assessing the dart damage. “Well, let’s put together the purchase list before we reach Mira.”

			Sonia jabs a thumb toward her dart. “The gun, cradle, and underplate all need repairs.”

			I pull out my electro-slate and jot down replacement components, following her as we move from dart to dart. I hide a wince as the purchase list rapidly increases—fixing everything will come at a painful price.

			“More deionizing filters, zero-point clamps, and mag circlets,” Sonia says, oblivious to my concern.

			Then she pauses long enough for me to look up from my jotting to ask, “Anything else?”

			She tips her head toward my dart. “Saved the best for last.”

			I suck a sharp breath in at its half-collapsed sides, clipped wingtips, and missing cams—ripped from the brackets by the looks of it. The left lancer is simply gone. The sight of the crumpled vehicle tugs at something from the shadows of my mind. Suddenly, the air turns thin as a scene from the past slams into me like a tsunami.

			Alarms wailed in the cockpit as the Ballena’s tail whipped across the windshield. Needle-like pain stabbed my forehead and cheeks as shards of my shattered visor flew into my face.

			I gasped into my comms, “Mayday! Mayday! Mayday!”

			With a shudder, I ground myself back in the present, unnerved by the abrupt intrusion of the flashback. Can’t decide if I should be grateful or not for suddenly remembering this one. I want my memories back, but preferably of happier times on the Essex.

			I brace a foot against the fuselage, pull myself over the least damaged wing, and hop inside the cockpit to assess the interior. Blood stains splatter the headrest and walls; cracks spiderweb the dash.

			“Tarja for your thought?” Sonia asks.

			“Junk. The scrap rats at Mira should buy it.”

			We both turn to look at our final unused dart. Sonia lets out a soft whistle. “Well, what’s the point of having a spare if we’re not gonna use it?”

			I slide her a sideways glance. “Hope you’re not superstitious.”

			“What, the whole ‘darts half-down, ship’s gonna drown’ nonsense?” She snorts and heads for the exit with me half a step behind. “Nah, if anyone, it’ll be Stag who freaks when he finds out. Never met a pilot who wasn’t superstitious.”

			I cast one last glance over my shoulder, sight lingering on the Alacrán. The hybrid vessel carries a curious sense of familiarity that feels out of place. Like seeing my parents in the Halo System.

			I tuck my electro-slate under an arm and call out before Sonia reaches the door. “Why are you here?”

			She pauses and slowly turns to face me, her forehead creased. Then understanding settles behind her eyes. “That bothered you, didn’t it, Cap? What new boy said earlier?”

			I meet her gaze steadily even though I’m flinching on the inside. “I won’t judge. But I am curious. If you don’t believe in the Ballena, why are you here?”

			“Because you run a whaler that actually lives up to its name. Half the ships out there aren’t gutting any biocores. At least you’re reeling in fish.”

			I bite the inside of my cheek, fully aware Quinn’s invaluable tracking skills are the sole reason the Dorado’s managed to capture any whales at all. “You ever considered joining the Space Corps?”

			“Nala. I was born and raised a harpooner, and I plan on dying as one. Plus, it’s one thing to dart a whale, and another to shoot a ship with humans on board.” She pauses to wipe sweat from her forehead and mutter a couple choice words about the shitty climate control. “One time at my last post, my strike took down a research MOBIS—one of the older models the Third Wave scientists would deploy to gather stellar echo data. Well, we downed that whale, all right, and found a stowaway on it.”

			“Alive?”

			“Barely. I’d just retrieved the biocore and was prepping to wing outta there when I spotted him floating near an airlock trying to escape. So I retrieved him, obviously—couldn’t just leave him.” She straightens her posture, the usual nonchalance gone from her voice. “All I could think was, ‘What if I’d missed the guy?’ He would’ve died.” Then she shrugs, back to her usual casual tone. “Turned out he was an escaped murderer. Handed him back to law enforcement for a pretty sum.”

			I flash her a weak grin. “Nice. What about Leo? Is that also why he’s here?”

			She shrugs again. “Your guess is as good as mine. We might be twins, but he still has his own secrets. You’ll have to ask him yourself. And you, Cap? You also born into a whaling family?” she asks, though it’s clear from her tone she knows perfectly well I didn’t descend from one of the long lines of Haloite celestial whalers.

			I’m half tempted to reply yes just to see Sonia’s reaction. “No. I was not. Both of my parents were system diplomats. My older brother was on track to be one too.”

			She whistles between her teeth. “Why the depths would you trade that life for whaling?”

			I scrunch my nose. “Diplomat life is not as glamorous as it seems. Plus, my family was always moving from island to island for my parents’ jobs.”

			“Islands?”

			I curse myself for letting slip too much, then reluctantly add, “I grew up on Qiāndǎo. Planet of a thousand islands.”

			“That’s in the Tian Tan System, right? I heard there aren’t any MOBIS there. That true?”

			“Been a while since I’ve been back.” And most likely never will. “But last I checked, not a single MOBIS in Tian Tan.”

			Sonia releases another low whistle. “Would you imagine that…”

			“But”—I hold up a finger—“we had whales. Real whales. Black-tipped whale sharks, common pilot whales, basking gray whales. Double-beaked dolphins, snaggletoothed porpoises.” A bittersweet chuckle escapes from me. “Used to drive my brother insane—I’d start reciting all the species native to whatever island we were staying on when he was trying to prep for an interview or Federation debate.”

			“Where is your brother now? Some VIP in the Tian Tan equivalent of the Halo Alliance Council?”

			Although Halo System is now governed as a singular entity and not multiple nations, the Alliance name stuck around, a vestige from the Great Expansion era, where the Alianza Latinoamericana was the first to discover the Halo star system during the search for new habitable worlds. Fast-forward a couple hundred years and Halo System has grown into its own independent ruling state, but the influence of the Alianza Latinoamericana in its early days remains in the system’s cuisines, regional dialects, and more.

			“Tian Tan has Federation Houses,” I say.

			“And lemme guess—you’re the rebellious daughter who ran away from the life carefully planned by her parents, determined to forge her own path instead of following their footsteps—”

			“They’re dead.” My hand drifts toward the FLX pistol by my hip. “Killed as hostages in a political uprising.”

			Sonia’s face freezes, a hand flying up to her mouth. “Shit, lo sien…I didn’t mean—”

			I force my hand away from the FLX and toss her a dry grin. “So yeah. I don’t want to follow their footsteps into an early grave.”

			She opens and closes her mouth several times but, in the end, simply follows me out of the hangar. I sigh, wishing for something to say, something to fill this strained silence. But words elude me when I need them the most.

			Before we reach the ladder leading up to the main deck, I grab Sonia’s arm. “What I told you about my family—about Tian Tan and Qiāndǎo…”

			She nods, understanding. “It stays between us.”

			I give her arm a quick appreciative squeeze.

			She returns with a tentative smile. “We harpooners have to have each other’s back, vera?”

			I blink, something about her words warming me from the inside. She might not believe in the Ballena, and she might only be with the Dorado because available whalers are slim pickings these days, but she still believes in this crew—in us. I clear the sudden lump in my throat. “Vera.”

			We enter the flight deck, and I do a double take at the figure standing beside Quinn.

			Augustus.

			The two of them are surrounded by months of old radiation scans. There are too many for them to all have come from the Dorado, so the rest I can only assume were collected by Augustus.

			Sonia scowls at the sight. “Hey, new boy!”

			Augustus slings a glance back at her. “Yeah?”

			“Let Quinn do her job and go fix something—”

			“We’re working together,” Quinn says, then mutters at Augustus, “Though whoever taught you how to track did an atrocious job.”

			He groans and presses the heels of his hands into his eyes. “That’s because looking for radiation wakes won’t work with the Ballena. That whale knows how to cover its tracks. We need to use a different method.”

			Quinn gestures around the floating holos. “Enlighten me, please. How do you propose we proceed?”

			“Look for patterns and anomalies. Compare readings with a time-lapse scan. Try something different.”

			I frown at him, not liking the ambiguity in his answer. “I thought you said you’ve developed a specific method for tracking the Ballena.”

			Quinn shoots him daggers. “He lied. He has no idea how to find the—”

			“I have a better idea than you,” he cuts in, throwing up a hand. A large holo map of the nearby space hovers at eye level with several red dots scattered across it. “I’ve marked all the places the Ballena has been over the past year.”

			“Where you think the Ballena has been,” Quinn corrects. “You can’t verify it.”

			A muscle twitches along Augustus’s jaw, and he shoves a hand through his hair. Before he can reply though, the speakers buzz, then Stag’s voice sounds.

			“Buckle up. We’re about to skid into the Cade Sector, have a tugger tow us in, and pray the fuel we’re buying isn’t swollen with explosive fillers.”

			Quinn minimizes all the holos while I pull Augustus to the side.

			“If you lied about finding the Ballena,” I say, words coming out low and sharp, “then do the job you were hired for. Understood?”

			“Yes.”

			I tilt my head, studying him through narrowed eyes. “You only mentioned tracking the Ballena to get on board, didn’t you?”

			“You wouldn’t have let me join otherwise,” he replies, a pained thread stitching through his voice. “But I do know how to track it. I just need some more tim—”

			“You lied to me.” This betrayal digs into my spine more than I expected. I thought we had an understanding, a shared vision.

			“I only meant it as a slight exaggeration.”

			“Try gross misleading,” I shoot back.

			“Look, I didn’t want to.” Augustus turns away from me, stalking to the only other empty seat on the flight deck. “But I hav—had to.”

			He drops into Leo’s seat. Brave choice. I turn my back on him and strap in at my own console.

			Mira appears as a small pinprick on the screen, slowly expanding until the sprawling patchwork of a station takes up the entire view. Exterior lights illuminate the hundreds of hexagonal sectors: green for docks, red for entertainment, blue for business, purple for industry. The Hexes lock onto each other, some stacked, some adjacent, and all of them completely lacking any sort of discernible pattern or organization.

			Beyond the honeycomb-structured station, the Astilla Belt splits the sable depths, creating a false horizon. Ships cluster around Mira, the last permanent stopover in this part of the system.

			And even farther out lies the main whaling grounds. Once upon a time, Leviathans swam across the celestial seas, humankind’s most ambitious attempt to conquer the space between the stars. Autonomous spacecrafts collecting data for research, self-maintaining mobile space stations providing refuels and resupply to wayfarers, signal-boosting MOBIS serving as communication anchor points to expand intra-system networks. Rumor is the Space Corps even deployed surveillance MOBIS to gather intelligence on other systems: stealth crafts bristling with sensors, armed with the latest tech, and containing some of the most complex biocores ever created.

			A small tug shuttle clamps onto the Dorado, and the whaler jolts to a stop before being aided into the green-lit docking bays. Once the ship’s inside the parking pod, the tugger releases and zips away like a minnow.

			“Engines shutting down in ten…nine…” Stag lowers the Dorado onto the landing platform smooth as oiled glass.

			The Hex’s outer dock door lowers, and for a long minute, the entire ship’s surrounded by darkness. I grimace at the sensation of my bones turning to iron as the station’s gravity pulls down on me—I always hate this part—the transition from a low- to high-g environment. Like the sky’s crashing down, or I’m being thrown under a great wave.

			The airlock pressurizes with a rumbling hum, and then the inner docking pod door opens, flooding the space with harsh industrial light. Clicks pepper the air as the crew unbuckles and shakes out their limbs. I glance at the dash, confirming the sector Stag’s landed us in. Cade Sector. A pretty safe place for Mira, but then again, this is Mira.

			I touch my holstered FLX pistol, one of the few things salvaged from my life before the Ballena. It’s been by my side since I escaped Tian Tan and fled into Halo. According to Quinn, I’d been clutching the FLX with my mangled hand when the Marina found me unconscious in the destroyed dart.

			I snatch up my shore jacket, taking comfort as the soft fabric slides over my shoulders and the sleeves ripple down to my wrists. With a click, I activate my mic on crew comms so Leo can hear me from wherever he’s lurking on the ship. “It’ll be faster if we split. Sonia and Leo, I’ve sent you guys a list of supplies to pick up. Quinn and I will cash in the biocore. Stag, stay on board and check the station network to see if anyone here is interested in buying a busted dart.”

			He spins in his seat to face me. “Can’t you just repair it?”

			Sonia smirks. “Told you, never met a pilot who isn’t superstitious.”

			“The dart’s beyond repair,” I say.

			He rubs a hand across his stubbled jaw, the corners of his mouth still turned down. “Aye.”

			“Augustus, start working on repairs.”

			“I still need a lot of parts,” he replies. “I’ve already made a list, but it’ll be faster if I make the purchases myself. And I can pay for new external sensors.” A rueful blush creeps onto his cheeks.

			My first instinct is to turn down his offer. What sort of captain am I if I can’t even keep my own ship afloat? But then Sonia drawls, “Those sensors ain’t cheap, new boy. You’re looking at a fifteen-hundred-tarja bill.”

			My mouth dries at the number. “I thought estimated repairs were three hundred tarjas.”

			Augustus rubs his nape and shuffles his feet. “Discovered a couple busted scope stabilizers at the last minute.”

			I sigh. The sensitive stabilizers are one of the most expensive components of the sensor array. Between paying back the two-thousand-tarja loan, covering the crew’s next payroll, and a fifteen-hundred-tarja repair bill…yeah, the math isn’t promising. The estimated payout from the Levi biocore that once seemed like a saving grace now feels pathetically small.

			Only a cash-in from a whale as big as the Ballena can save me now.

			“I can cover the cost,” Augustus insists. He swings his attention back to me. “So? Am I good to make the purchases myself?”

			I don’t trust anything that seems too good to be true. Quinn’s earlier words float past my ears. But what could possibly be the catch? He’s done nothing but try to prove his worth to the crew so far.

			“Fine.” I wave a hand. “Don’t get lost or stabbed out there.”

			Quinn’s mouth drops in mild astonishment, but Augustus vanishes from the flight deck with Sonia before she can say anything. With a huff, she follows me to the storage locker.

			“I’m surprised you accepted his offer, especially when you were so insistent on paying for the Dorado by yourself.”

			“I didn’t want—”

			“You refused my offer to chip in for scanner repairs last month.”

			I enter the code for the locker. “That’s because we had enough in the emergency funds to cover the cost.”

			She presses her lips together and side-eyes me. “Funds that only exist because you’d taken yourself off payroll months ago.”

			I don’t bother correcting her that the emergency funds were actually thanks to the secret loan I’d taken out. And I’d never put myself on payroll in the first place. “Taking down the Ballena will be payment enough.”

			She studies me with laser eyes, but her words are soft when she speaks. “Why is this so important to you?”

			This could mean a million things. Destroying the Ballena. Letting go of the past. Accepting Augustus’s offer to help but not hers.

			I opt for the easiest this.

			“Augustus disobeyed my direct orders, which led to the destruction of the external sensor array,” I say, reaching into the locker and pulling out the luminous orb. “His actions caused the damage, so I’m okay with him bearing responsibility for the repair costs.”

			Quinn stares at me and then shakes her head. “That’s why you’re letting him help you? As much as I hate saying this, it doesn’t seem right to punish him for saving your life.”

			“He still disobeyed me,” I say even as guilt pricks my skin. “And it’s not like I’m making him cover the repairs out of pocket. He offered of his own accord. No need to look a gift fish under the gills.”

			“I don’t like the idea of being indebted to a total stranger.”

			“He’s not a total stranger.”

			Her jaw clenches. She grabs the biocore from my hands and places it in the traveling case. “But he is. Even if he has some connection to the Essex. So let me pay for the repairs the emergency funds won’t cover.”

			“Do you happen to have a couple thousand tarjas lying around?”

			“No, but—”

			I slam the case shut. The luminous glow from the orb snuffs out. “Then let Augustus pay.”

			I don’t want her digging herself into debt the same way I have.

			She flinches and hugs her arms around herself. “Why won’t you let me help you?” Her voice is quiet, uncertain.

			Why him?

			The unasked question hangs between us like a hook.

			“Because you’ve already helped me more than I deserve,” I whisper.

			“Oh, Ish—”

			I despise the pity—pain—in her eyes and turn away. One day I’ll have the courage to face Quinn directly. But today, I grab the case and flee like a cuttlefish—past Stag sending out calls and into the crowded station. Time to see whether or not this Levi biocore was worth risking my life.
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				The Memory Broker

			
			Cade Sector, Mira Station

			“Herma, special silver rum offer for you!”

			“Aye, ten tarjas for a set of mag lights.”

			“Pacheco has the supa deals around here.”

			The market is one big headache-inducing cacophony. Less than five minutes in and Mira’s already living up to its the only rule is there are no rules reputation. Simply passing from the docks to the trade zone cost eight tarjas. “Station toll,” the thick-chested man guarding the connection bridge rumbled. He tapped the walls of the corridor. “This is Rosa territory, yeah? Gotta pay fees.”

			I’d forked over the levy—gangs are the authority here—and now survey the overcrowded Hex sector as sweat drenches the back of my shirt. I consider taking off my jacket but immediately dismiss the idea. Mira is the last place I want to be recognized. Though considering the number of people with cybernetic enhancements (eyeballs, wrist reinforcements featuring built-in blades, semi-fused exoskeletons), my right arm probably wouldn’t look out of place.

			Food stands selling flash-roasted corn compete with those selling azuca sticks and silver rum. Tech dealers display staggering assortments of HUD links, electro-slates, and memory chips. Tattoo artists flaunt the latest digi-tat designs with cutting-edge ink that moves across the skin—biotech a bit too similar to that of a MOBIS. There’s a reason why Mira is one of the only places a person can obtain a digi-tat.

			“Where do you think Inigo will be?” Quinn raises her voice to be heard above the din. “Didn’t see him at Zeke’s shop.”

			“We can try Malavi’s Trade ’n’ Swap,” I reply, threading through the maze-like space. Not for the first time, I curse Inigo for being so cryptic.

			Tried to convince him to give me his contact, but the bastard refused. Probably because he’s too embarrassed to be associated with some lowly whalers. But as long as the eccentric biocore collector has the tarjas to throw around, I’m willing to spend a little extra time searching for him. He’d also been the only one willing to grant me a loan when no one else would. Depending on how this sale plays out, I might need to ask for an extension on repayment. Again. For the third time.

			I sigh, hoping we’ll catch Inigo in a good mood.

			Cheap booths made of corrugated metal fill most of the zone, with a couple more permanent establishments scattered throughout. A glimmer flashes in my periphery, and my gaze lands on a tray heaped with golden exoskeleton claws. The peddler notices me looking and shoves into my path, waving a hand across his wares.

			“Wild-caught Haisen sea scorpion claws,” he boasts. “Only five tarjas a piece.”

			I curl my lip and make to move past him, but the seller mirrors my steps, his gap-toothed grin widening. “Grind up the claw and mix them into drinks for a li’l kick, yeah?”

			“Move,” I say flatly.

			Beside me, Quinn shifts her weight from foot to foot, clutching the biocore case even tighter.

			The man leans in, voice dropping to a theatrical whisper. “I’ll give you two for eight. How does that—”

			“Those claws aren’t worth more than a tarja each.” I scowl, plucking one off the tray. He protests and tries to snatch it back, but I catch his wrist with my right hand, joints humming their unfeeling metallic song. I hold the claw up to the light, then scoff. “Just a common sand lobster claw. Farm-raised, not even wild-caught. And it’s Hai Shen, not Haisen.”

			I drop the claw back onto the tray and stalk away. Quinn falls in stride, and we push deeper into the market sector.

			“How did you know it was a knockoff?” she asks after a minute.

			“Five ridges instead of seven. Breeder must’ve given the lobsters a color enhancing feed for it to achieve that shade—they’re usually more of a light brown. Depths, reminds me of this one time I tried to turn an eel purple with a homemade dye and accidentally dropped the entire bottle in the aquarium.” A short laugh bubbles out of me. “You should’ve seen my father’s face when he saw all his precious eels glowing violet. I thought he was going to—”

			I break off, a lump forming in the back of my throat. Funny how I can recall the face of a man I haven’t seen since I was eleven, yet try as I might, I can’t catch but the haziest memory of a crew I lived and breathed and loved among three years ago.

			“He was going to what?” Quinn prods.

			“Nothing, never mind. Come on, I think I see Inigo over there.”

			“Why don’t you talk about your old home more?” she asks quietly, hurrying to keep pace. “You always seem so happy when you do.”

			A gentle smile touches the corners of Quinn’s mouth. My step falters as I find myself staring at her lips, wanting to press my palm against them so I can hold her smile in my hands. I tear my gaze away, drilling it into the booth straight ahead. “Because it hurts. Talking about my home hurts.”

			Home. The word flutters through my mind like a whispered prayer.

			“Whoever said you can’t hurt and be happy at the same time?” Quinn counters.

			“I’d rather not hurt and not be…” Happy doesn’t feel like the right word. I settle on “satisfied” and march onward.

			A dazzling assortment of plaslight signs in every color imaginable hovers overhead, advertising local goods and services. Among the sea of gaudy advertisements is an elliptical matte-black display swaying back and forth, as if pushed by an invisible current. Two glowing cyan squares, the smaller one nested within the larger one, are the only symbols on the simple sign.

			A memory broker.

			A gaunt middle-aged woman leans against the booth’s exterior, fanning herself with a piece of cardboard. She locks eyes with me. I can’t stop my hand from reaching up to touch the implant scar behind my right ear. Her thin lips contort into a knowing grin.

			I jerk my attention away before Quinn notices me surveying the broker. She always gets irritated when I agonize over my lost memories. Focus on what you have—not what you once had, she’d advise. Easier said than done.

			Shoving through the crowd of limbs and scowling at anyone getting too close for comfort, we finally reach the end of the trade zone. Wedged between a stall selling bolts of smart fabric and a hawker peddling azuca sticks is a lean man with long black hair tied back in a tail. He browses a table filled with TOG flechettes, biocore replicas, and dart patch kits.

			I clear my throat, and Inigo turns around with a scowl.

			“Can’t a person have some—” He blinks, dropping the flechette back on the table and throwing his hands up in pleased surprise. “Haven’t seen you around in a while. Especially you, Quinn.” He nods at her, and she discreetly lifts the biocore case. His mouth quirks with a sly twitch as he tips his head to the left. “Let’s go over here.”

			We follow him to a half-filled pub, and Quinn thumps the case onto the table.

			Inigo rubs his hands, eyes gleaming. “So, what do you have for me this time?”

			“Levi biocore.”

			His brows shoot up. “Huh. Well, let’s take a look.”

			I press my thumb against the biocore case sensor. The cover slides open with a sigh, revealing the glowing orb.

			“A Levi, you say.” He gingerly removes the biocore from the gel padding. Like a connoisseur inspecting a fine antique, Inigo rotates the core in his slender hands. “There’s no serial code.”

			“It’s a Levi,” Quinn says. “You shouldn’t be surprised it’s unregistered.”

			He places the biocore back in the case and steeples his fingers. “All the cores I’ve purchased from you have been authentic thus far, but I hope you understand if I hold certain reservations about this being from a true Leviathan. Without evidence of its origin, the highest offer I can make is nine hundred tarjas.”

			Nine hundred. That’ll barely pay out this month’s payroll and basic supplies, leaving no money to tide us over until the next cash-in, which could be in a few days or several weeks away.

			“We have footage of the Levi encounter that I could send you,” I reply, and then shoot him a pointed look. “However, that also means I’ll need a way to contact you digitally.”

			A long stretch of silence sits between us. Inigo trails a finger over the biocore, almost reverent in that simple gesture. Finally, he takes out an electro-slate and taps out some commands. “Fine. Send me the vids to this address. If I can authenticate the Leviathan, I’ll pay two thousand tarjas for the core.”

			“Deal.”

			“I’ll let Stag know to prep the footage,” Quinn says, then steps aside to speak into her mic.

			Inigo shuts the lid on the biocore case. “So, if this actually turns out to be a Leviathan, we can consider your loa—”

			I shake my head and whisper, “Not now.”

			I glance over at Quinn, worried she might’ve overheard my guilty little secret.

			Inigo catches my look and frowns. “She doesn’t know you borrowed money?”

			My eyes widen at the flawless Tianyǔ flowing off his tongue. Bleeding stars, how long has it been since I last heard my birth tongue, the language originating from Tian Tan System? Like his Universal Spoken Language, Inigo’s Tianyǔ holds no trace of accent. He could be from any of the Seven Systems for all I know.

			I clear my throat, suddenly self-conscious as I reply in rusty Tianyǔ. “I didn’t know you spoke.”

			“I travel a lot.” He tips his head toward Quinn. “Why haven’t you told her about the borrowed tarjas?”

			“Didn’t want to worry her. Plus, everything will be balanced out once this transaction goes through.” Except even if I settle out this current loan, there will be nothing left from the cash-in for resupplying the ship. Swallowing my pride, I drop my voice even lower. “Reckon you could lend me anther thousand tarjas? The whaler needs some upgrades so we can catch faster MOBIS.” A small white lie that sounds better than admitting the truth: The Dorado is hauling in a net negative.

			Inigo rubs his chin and studies me for several long moments. “Fine, but this is the last loan or else my supervisors will start to suspect.”

			I stare at him. “You have supervisors? You’re not just a—”

			“Rich and eccentric biocore collector?” He gives a smug grin and chuckles under his breath. “No, I work for a rich biocore collector.” He slips back to Tianyǔ like a seal into water. “You should not keep secrets from your significant other. Such withholding of information will only cause misery in your relationship.”

			My cheeks heat up as I sneak a peek at Quinn. She’s watching us with unmasked curiosity, still standing off to the side. This is the first time she’s hearing me speak Tianyǔ. “She’s not my significant other.” We’re close friends. A captain and her first mate. That’s all. “I mean she’s significant to me, but not like—Our relationship’s fine—great! Anyway, is the Ballena biocore cash-in still set at a hundred thousand tarjas? That hasn’t changed, right?”

			Interest gleams in his eyes. “Have you found a new lead?”

			I give a curt nod, praying Augustus will actually find us the elusive whale, and soon. “I’ll pay back the borrowed tarjas and more the next time we meet.”

			“Very well.” He swipes through his electro-slate, reviewing footage of the Levi sent over by Stag. Once he’s done, he makes a payment to my account.

			I smile at the cha-ching notification. “Graza.”

			“Always a pleasure doing business with you.” Inigo grasps the handle of the case. Then he offers a casual bow and vanishes into the crowd.

			“What a weirdo,” Quinn mutters. “Why do people spend so much money on these useless cores?”

			Gutted biocores are pretty to look at and make a great centerpiece, but that’s about it. The hard-code contained within the core is trapped inside and doesn’t do anything useful. The physical material composing the core, xyloneum, can be resold for a fraction of its post-processed cost. Raw xyloneum, on the other hand, can be processed and integrated into many useful purposes, such as data beads, cutting-edge weapons, and advanced prosthetics.

			“I’m sure it’s got its perks.” I check in on Sonia over the comms. “How much stuff do you and Leo have left to get?”

			“Uh, some nanobot scrubbers, plasfuel enhancers, hexbolts— Oi, watch it hermo! I said three not five tarjas! Sorry, some idiot tryin’ to rip me off on these filters and—”

			“Okay, okay. Send over whatever’s still on the list to me and Quinn.”

			“Aye-aye, sending it right— Oh, you’ve made me maaaad now, hermo. Two tarjas is all you’re—”

			I double-click my tongue, muting her haggling, and divvy up the rest of the purchase list among the four of us. Hopefully Augustus hasn’t been robbed or stabbed or kidnapped, as I haven’t heard from him since he left the whaler.

			Quinn and I part ways, and I quickly hunt down a semi-reputable tech dealer selling deionization sponges. Tucking the sponges under an arm, I check the time. Thirty minutes before I need to head back to the ship. Perfect, that’s just enough time to do something I don’t want the rest of the crew finding out about.

			I hurry through the trade zone, searching for that square-within-a-square sign. Soon I’m standing in front of that same woman fanning herself with a piece of cardboard. Guilt sinks its fangs into my conscience, chiding me for wasting time chasing empty hope when I should be fixing the Dorado.

			Jaw clenched, I shake off guilt’s bite. So what if I’ve already seen four other memory brokers? This one might be the one. Plus, spending tarjas on the rare instances where I have access to a memory broker is one of the few self-indulgences I allow myself with the money I’ve won from playing Jinx against Sawyer and Stag, so I might as well indulge. Throwing back my shoulders, I ask, “You the broker?”

			She raises her chin, the overhead lights casting dark circles beneath her sunken eyes. “What do you need? Removal? Storage upgrade?”

			“Retrieval, and possibly repairs.”

			She folds her arms, and the tentacles of a giant squid digi-tat wraps around her forearm. “Show me.”

			I bite my lower lip and brush back my hair, revealing the raised scar behind my ear. A properly implanted chip shouldn’t leave more than a thin scar. Barely perceivable, unlike mine.

			The broker tsks between her teeth.

			“There was an accident,” I explain.

			“Have you seen others before?”

			“Yes, and none of them have been able to fix it.”

			She thumps her chest with a fist, lips pulling back into a smirk. “Ah, but none of them are Enza. Haven’t encountered a chip problem I couldn’t fix.”

			I wipe my palm against my thigh, temper my hopes, and step into the booth. Movement flashes in the corner of my eye. I spin around in time to catch sight of a lanky, light-haired young man with a familiar silhouette disappear behind a cluster of uniformed mercenaries. Augustus? I rise on my toes, searching for him, but the figure’s gone.

			Frowning, I duck inside the cramped room. Black lights illuminate the workspace, revealing a massive console along one wall, a couple chairs, and a table covered with electro-slates, amplifiers, and wires.

			“Sit.” Enza points to a partially reclined chair in the middle, then begins collecting equipment on a cart. “What issues have you got, and when did they start?”

			“It began two, two and a half years ago.”

			“Symptoms?”

			“Memory loss. Of the five years leading up to the accident.”

			“Internal or external?”

			I flinch as Enza applies a frigid electrogel patch behind my ear. “Both. My natural memories are gone, and I’ve tried accessing the Nebula, but there’s nothing there. It’s as if the recorded memories were never uploaded in the first place.”

			Memory chips are ridiculously expensive. I got mine implanted when I turned eight, a birthday gift from my brother. The chip translates the brain’s electrochemical signals into full-sensory memories and saves that data in cloud storage known as the Nebula. As the brain loses detail over time, original memories can be accessed through it and relived. Each system has its own Nebula that can only be accessed from within. So although I have a few years’ worth of memories stored in the Tian Tan Nebula, I can’t access them while light-years away in the Halo System.

			Enza presses a pedal, and my chair tilts back. “Can you remember anything at all from the missing time period?”

			“Sometimes.” I twist the hem of my sleeve and rub the soft fabric between my fingers. “Occasionally, I’ll get disjointed flashbacks.” I tense as a small shock discharges through the gel. “The flashbacks—dreams sometimes, too—used to come a couple times every month, but they’ve been increasing in frequency the past week. Do you know what might be causing that?”

			“Have you started any new treatments, medication—no? How about any new stresses or changes in your life? Those could all be triggers.”

			“Augustus.”

			“That a person or a place or a dog?”

			“New crew member.” I rub my thumb over my knuckles. I’d hoped Augustus would help me remember more about the Essex through conversation, but I certainly hadn’t expected his presence to also prompt a surge of flashbacks. “I can’t tell if the flashbacks are from glitches in my memory chip, or if they’re my natural memories trying to return.”

			“I’ll try to find out during the diagnosis.” Faint metallic clinking and rustling drifts over from my right as she sorts through her equipment. She reappears with a syringe. “You’ll have to grant me permission to look at your Nebula storage and search for evidence of tampering. View-only is good enough, but I must have unlimited access to everything. No restrictions.” She holds out an electro-slate filled with text. “Permission form, confidentiality, privacy terms, et cetera.”

			I sign the documents with a thumbprint. Enza waits while I unlock my own slate and grant her access to my memories. A chill slips down my spine, and my shoulders stiffen at the thought of a stranger poking through my mind, my recollections—my life. But if it means regaining what I’ve lost, so be it.

			“I’ll be flipping through a large quantity of memory bits in a short amount of time,” she says. “Most people find it overwhelming.”

			“I understand.”

			“The overload may cause additional damage,” Enza warns. “However, the risk may be mitigated if you’re placed in suspension.”

			I freeze, staring at the syringe. Bleeding stars, she could easily slit my throat and rob me blind the moment I’m knocked out. As if sensing my hesitation, Enza adds, “You can say no, herma. I can still trawl through the bits while you’re conscious, but it’ll be unpleasant for you and also increases the chances of an accidental deletion.”

			I continue contemplating the needle, eyeing the emerald liquid swirling in it. What’s the point of anything if I can’t remember what I live for? I need to remember the Essex and her crew.

			Mind made up, I roll back my left sleeve and hold out my arm. A hiss escapes me as the cold steel sinks into my vein. I close my eyes.

			When I reopen them, I’m no longer in the memory broker’s shack.
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				Run, Ara, Run

			
			essex, Halo System

			“And this is the hangar.” A broad-shouldered man with wavy dark hair gestured toward the ten shiny darts parked inside the spacious room. Ricardo Garcia. “Any questions?”

			“Which one is mine?” I asked.

			He grinned, the corners of his brown eyes crinkling as he wagged a finger. “None of them. Gotta earn your dart. Welcome aboard the Essex.”

			A spike of pain sears through my brain, and my vision hazes before snapping back into focus.

			I jogged down the blue-lit corridor, following a person a couple meters ahead—male, a good bit taller than me, with the telltale lankiness of a teen on the verge of adulthood. His figure blurred and refocused every few seconds, like a camera struggling to adjust to new lighting.

			“What’s the surprise?” I asked, increasing my speed to catch up.

			“You’ll see soon enough, Ara.” His face remained frustratingly turned away, out of sight.

			He paused in front of an achingly familiar set of dark gray doors. The doors opened, revealing the spacious hangar. He pointed to a dart parked second from the right. “Happy sixteenth, Ara.”

			My gaze latched on the beauty: a sable dart polished to a gleaming shine. My jaw slackened. “Is that—”

			“Upgraded boosters and a fresh glaze?”

			“You didn’t have to—”

			“Go.” He waved at the gorgeous dart. “Take it out for a birthday spin.”

			I turned toward him to thank him once more. A chance to finally glimpse his face—

			Another fiery burst of pain sparks, and my vision goes black.

			My heart was pounding and sweat dotting my hairline as I banked the dart. To my left, another dart with an inverted triangle sprayed onto its tail followed. I clicked on my mic, and insisted, “I swear I saw it. A whale blipped on my radar.”

			“I still got nothing.” A familiar voice—the boy from before, I think. “Maybe your sensors glitched.”

			“Maybe…” My fingers danced across the dash as I initiated another local scan.

			“How about one last sweep, then we’ll move on to the next sector?”

			“Sounds good. Let’s split and regroup here.” I pushed out the rendezvous coords and smoothly pulled away.

			The obsidian sea wrapped around me like a lullaby as I guided my dart through the search radius. The radar remained quiet, the sensors picking up nothing out of the ordinary. And yet—

			The hair rose along the back of my neck, the unnerving sensation of being watched. I released a controlled exhale, rolling back my shoulders and shaking out my nerves.

			“Anything, Ara?”

			“Nala. Heading back now—”

			Beep-beep-beep.

			I glanced down at my scopes and flinched. “Oh shit.”

			“Everything okay?”

			“Hold on, something just popped up.”

			I squinted at the scans. What the hell? This thing was five hundred meters long, minimum. How did it get within three klicks before triggering anything? I activated all cams. By the time I glanced back to the radar, the dot—the MOBIS, presumably—had vanished. I chewed on my lower lip. Weird.

			Everything appeared nominal on the camera feeds…except for the frame in the corner. It was pitch black. No stars, no moons, no nothing. Someone—something—was jamming it.

			“What the…” I reached out to reboot the cam.

			A violent force threw my dart forward, and my head slammed into the dash. Red light bathed the cockpit, and blood filled my mouth, salt and iron washing across my tongue. I whipped the dart around to grab a visual, but another hit sent my ship spinning. Pulses of brilliant light illuminated the cockpit as I spun. Snatches of the assailant flashed by outside.

			The alabaster hull of a massive ship. The telltale azure burn of pure biofuel used by MOBIS.

			I wrenched the controls and steadied the dart. My breath came in panicked spurts, the taste of blood coating my mouth. The whale swam into view, and a gasp escaped my lips.

			The Halo Ghost. The Silver Wraith. The Ballena. None of the names did it justice. The white whale was equally terrifying and beautiful with a savage sort of elegance. Its shell exuded a luminous blue-white glow, and its streamlined body and fanned fluke mimicked the leviathans that populated planetary oceans. An assortment of guns sat beneath the rotating flippers that ran along its body. Most unnerving, though, were its eyes: transparent circular windows tinted cyan from the living bacteria housed within the MOBIS.

			Run, Ara, run.

			But my muscles were frozen, and terror flooded through my every cell when the Ballena squared up and charged—

			

			◆ ◆ ◆

			I gasp awake.

			Enza’s concerned face peers down at me, brows wrinkled and mouth pursed. “You woke early. I still need a few more minutes.”

			I swallow back bile and nod, pushing back a sweaty strand of hair. My heart gallops in my chest as I struggle to control my panting. Stars, how much time has passed? According to the clock, less than ten minutes. But it felt like an eternity.

			“Almost done,” Enza says. “Ready?”

			Running my thumb over my knuckles, I take a couple seconds to fortify myself. “Yes.”

			Another pinch in the crook of my elbow as Enza slides in the needle again. Tears prick the corners of my eyes, and I blink.

			

			◆ ◆ ◆

			Where am I?

			Struggling upright on a cot, I glanced around. Pale gray walls. Circular mag lights stuck on the ceiling. An empty viewscreen displaying the time and date. I bit back a grimace as I turned my head to the left, the tendons in my neck protesting, nerves firing angry shots of pain through every muscle in my body. The world blurred, lights merging into streaks, black dots dancing in the frame of my vision. Finally, my sight refocused. I froze.

			I wasn’t alone.

			Another girl was watching me from the room’s entrance. About my age, with thick dark hair pulled into a braid and wildfire eyes. Her face was so enchanting my breath caught. A small scar on her upper lip. A light scattering of freckles, stardust on tawny skin. She raised a hand tentatively, and asked, “How are you feeling, Ishara?”

			I continued staring. How did she know my name? How did I end up here? And why did something feel like it was…missing?

			“Ishara?” the girl asked again, tucking a strand of hair behind an ear. “Am I pronouncing that right?”

			“Yeah.” My voice came out a croak. “Who are you? And where am I?”

			Her face stretched into a grin, and she wandered closer to my bed. “Name’s Quinn. Quinn Martinez. You’re aboard the Marina. And if you’re feeling okay, Captain Rai would like to speak to you as soon as possible and get a firsthand account of what happened.”

			“An account of what happened…What happened—I—I don’t know. Where’s the Essex? Where’s my crew?” My voice pitched higher with each word, the fog refusing to clear from my mind. “Tell me where they are! I swear, if you’ve hurt—”

			Quinn raised both palms, eyes widening. “Take a deep breath and calm down.”

			I clenched my hands but paused when the gesture didn’t feel…the same. My eyes dropped to my right side. To the empty space where my arm should have been. Oh stars, please, no—this must be a nightmare. Just a nightmare.

			“I’m sorry.” Quinn followed my gaze to the knotted flight suit sleeve dangling from my right shoulder. “Dr. Goriot tried to save your arm, but by the time we found you, it was too late.”

			My head spun. The air turned hot and thin. I gritted my teeth and concentrated on not throwing up. Don’t panic. Address the important questions first. “Where’s my crew and how did you find me?”

			A long, drawn-out pause. Quinn released a soft sigh. “You’re the only one, Ishara.”

			I squinted at her. What the depths is she talking about? “Only one what?”

			She lifted her gaze, solemn eyes meeting mine. “The only one left.”

			

			◆ ◆ ◆

			“Welcome back, herma.”

			I groan at Enza’s too-loud voice. For a minute, I simply lie there, waiting for my racing heart to slow. Then I suck in a lungful of sweet, sweet oxygen, grip the edge of my chair, and try to remember.

			Glimpses are all I get. A quick snippet of the Essex’s flight deck, unfamiliar laughter coloring the air. I think I hear my own, intermingled with the rest. A brief sensation of overwhelming awe when I saw my first biocore. The exhilaration of flying solo in a dart. Feelings imprint against my mind—the joy and sorrow and anger and everything in between I experienced—but no more. Kind of like getting worked up over an argument and then realizing you no longer remember what you were fighting about in the first place.

			“It didn’t work.” My voice comes out bitter and tired.

			I sit up and swing my legs around, planting my feet against the ground. The world tilts, the vertigo made worse by the fact Enza’s booth is completely dark, save for the glowing devices scattered across the worktable and dimmed mag lights. I drop my head into my hands and wait for the dizziness to pass.

			Enza reaches down to peel the gel patch off my skin then plops into another chair. “Your missing memories aren’t gone. Took some prodding and poking, but I found them. They still exist in the Nebula, except they’ve been corrupted.”

			I whip my head up to stare at her. Her face is indiscernible, her profile backlit in blue. The words bounce around in my skull. My memories aren’t gone. “What do you mean corrupted? Is there a way to uncorrupt them?”

			She scratches her chin, and the squid digi-tat slides off her fingers and curls around her neck like a scarf. “As of now, no. It’s like someone had taken the memories leading up to the, ah, accident, and translated them into a different language, rearranged the ordering, translated it into another language, mixed that up as well, and then flipped it back to the first language. Which means the flashbacks you’ve been experiencing are most likely from your natural memories.”

			Well, damn. I don’t have high hopes of ever fully recovering my natural memories, which leaves…“You’re saying my digitized memories are still in the Nebula. They’re not inaccessible, just incomprehensible.”

			“Aye.” She pulls an electro-slate across the table toward her. “I’ve gone through your chip’s cycle history, and it appears you were exposed to an extreme blast of electromagnetic radiation three years ago, which lines up with the period of missing memories. Records show your chip was undergoing its automated sync cycle when an electromagnetic pulse hit, disrupting the process.”

			I press my lips together to hide a frown. As far as I know, the Ballena doesn’t possess any EMP weapons. But then again, if the whale is smart enough to overwrite the code limiting its biomass growth, then perhaps it’s also figured out a way to hack its own hardware.

			Enza stands and minimizes the window on her slate. “Normally, the backup kept in the Nebula storage should prevent any data losses but the blast somehow managed to affect those as well. Aside from the EMP, there weren’t any other signs of external tampering, which means all memories post-accident should be unaffected. Vera?”

			“Vera.” I stand as well, recalling my earliest post-Ballena memory: waking up on the Marina and seeing Quinn. I’d thrown a mag light at her when she told me no one else had survived. Grabbing my electro-slate, I ask, “How much?”

			“Five.”

			I forward the tarjas then grab the box of deionization sponges I’d bought earlier. Brushing aside the thick fabric serving as a door, I step back out into the bustling trade zone.

			“Memory problems?”

			I whirl around. My glare lands on Augustus waiting beside the memory broker’s shed.

			“It’s rude to stalk people, you know.”

			“What’s wrong with it?” He taps behind his ear.

			“Nothing.” I grind my heel into the floor as I pivot and march away. “Just needed an upgrade.”

			He catches up, falling in stride beside me, a thoughtful expression creased onto his face. “Hopefully this doesn’t come across as overstepping—”

			“Based on that comment, you’re getting awfully close.”

			“But it almost feels as if I’ve known you for years.”

			“Hopped right over the line, didn’t ya?”

			He blows out an exasperated breath. “You’re exactly as Garcia described.”

			My step falters at the mention of my former mentor. The man who taught me how to fly a dart and navigate the celestial seas.

			I study Augustus from the corner of my eyes, then ask, hesitant, “How did you know Garcia?”

			“He was my uncle. We were pretty close.” Augustus looks up sharply, meeting my eyes like the crack of a whip. “He thought of you like a daughter, you know.”

			I blink as the oxygen’s sucked out of my lungs.

			Seeing he has my attention, Augustus’s face lights up. “He talked about life aboard the Essex when we holo-linked. My uncle always loved describing the whale chases—and he was good at it too, made me feel like I was right there in the cockpit or with the crew. Seemed like everyone was tight on the ship, like it was a good place to be.”

			I nod, transfixed.

			Augustus tugs at the collar of his shirt, a softness passing across his face. “I remember this one time, Garcia wouldn’t shut up about this scrawny girl who’d just signed on. Said she came with nothing but the clothes on her back, a FLX by her side, and a temper like a scorpion’s bite.”

			I lean forward, my hand drifting down toward my holstered pistol.

			“Said she refused to say where she came from, refused to give a name. My uncle wasn’t sure what to make of it, especially when he volunteered to train her as a harpooner. But then she managed to pull off a perfect spin-and-dive on her first practice flight, and all of his doubts were erased.”

			More. The word poises on the tip of my tongue, ready to tumble out. Tell me more.

			But Augustus is done, and he shoves his hands into the pockets of his flight suit.

			I press back my disappointment, ignoring the sting that Augustus knows more about my life than I do.

			I offer him a pained smile. “It’s nice to have someone else to talk about the Essex with.”

			He returns my smile tentatively. “I’d be glad to tell you more later, if you want. Memories are meant to be shared.”

			“I…I would appreciate that a lot, actually.” My own easy response surprises me. I may be selective of when and from whom I accept help, much to Quinn’s despair. But talking to Augustus feels so simple and natural, I didn’t even think twice. Plus, unlike Quinn, Augustus actually seems eager to talk about the Essex.

			“Meet me at the hangar after dinner?” He has the audacity to wink.

			I roll my eyes. “Meet you after you finish all the repairs.”

			We walk the rest of the way to the docks in companionable silence.

			Unfortunately, the peace is broken the moment we board the Dorado. Leo’s lurking by the airlock, and his glower homes in on Augustus.

			“Hey, new boy,” he grunts, crossing his thick arms. “You sat in my chair, didn’t you?”

			Augustus flashes me a confused glance. “Um, yes. Just needed to strap in for the deceleration.”

			Leo’s scowl darkens. “Did I say you could sit in my chair? Did it even cross your mind that maybe you should ask first—”

			I raise my voice. “Augustus didn’t know any better. But now he does, and it won’t happen again. Right?”

			“Riiight,” Augustus says.

			Leo grunts and then stomps away, muttering under his breath about “needing to readjust everything.”

			“Lo sien,” I say with a sigh. “Should’ve warned you earlier. Leo is a good guy, but he can be particular about certain things.”

			Augustus snorts. “So I’ve noticed. Where was I supposed to sit, then?”

			“Crash seats.”

			He groans.

			I smirk. “Maybe Sonia will give up her seat if you fix the temp controls.”
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				Tragedy Repeats Itself

			
			Captain’s Log #180

			228.53.66

			3:45

			It took Augustus three hours to fix climate control and increase the air-filtration system efficiency by 12%. Sonia’s agreed to let him borrow her terminal on the flight deck, and I think Leo might’ve forgiven him for sitting in his seat.

			Flight Deck, dorado

			“The scavengers got wind of our kill.” Stag rubs his chin, watching live updates from the Halo System Transportation scroll by. “A school of them just left Illume Station.”

			I glance at the ceiling, toward the dash projection. “Of course it’s the Crimson Crescent that’s onto the Levi first. Wonder how much they’re paying to get intel that quickly.”

			Outside, Mira Station floats off in the distance like a false star as the Dorado reenters the comforting swells of space.

			“I hate scavvies,” Augustus mutters from Sonia’s console. Several radiation scans are pulled up on the dash. While Quinn works on finding our next fish, Augustus has taken a break from repair work to make progress tracking down the Ballena.

			“Why in the world would you hate scavengers?” Stag aims his question at Augustus. “It’s not like they’re causing anyone harm. All they do is clean up debris.”

			Scavenging MOBIS is hard work for little pay. Breaking down the ship into scrap metal and then hauling it over to a trade zone where it’s sold by the ton takes a lot of time and labor.

			“Scavvies are little more than gangs,” Augustus insists. “The top scavvy schools will do anything to get the quickest and best information on downed ships. Plus, I swear they have no bleeding sense of respect. You hear about that collision between the Wanderer and SC Ark Royal? Not even thirty minutes later and the Silver Tides scavvies were onto them.”

			“That’s strange,” Quinn murmurs, stretching out her fingers and expanding the holo map floating at eye level. “The radiation level at the Levi site is awfully low, especially considering a couple of the engine fuel rods exploded. That should spike the radiation I’m reading right now to at least thirty times its current level.”

			I rise from my seat and walk over. “Do you have a time lapse?”

			She pulls it up, and I zoom in on the map until the Levi’s last known location takes up the center.

			Brain whirring, I say, “Bring it back to a couple minutes before I gutted it.”

			She drags back a finger, and the color changes on the map, cooling down to a yellow green. “Reads like a Whale-class MOBIS because of its camouflaging abilities.” She fast-forwards. The screen morphs into hues of yellow orange as the battle between the darts and Levi unfolds. Then silver white erupts, washing out all other colors. “That’s the fuel rods busting open. Gave the Dorado’s shields quite a beating.”

			Time flows on. Slowly, the radiation levels lower back into the red-orange range.

			“Everything’s nominal,” I say. “So the drop must be happening somewhere further down the timeline.”

			The colors are fading to a less intense orange when, all of a sudden, the screen turns yellow green.

			“The depths…” Quinn replays the segment. Same thing happens. It’s as if some cosmic being had waved an irradiating eraser across the area.

			“Hey, new boy.” Stag’s concerned voice sounds from the front of the deck. “You okay?”

			Quinn and I whirl around to find Augustus hunched over the dash, face pale and arms trembling. Augustus draws a sharp breath, sweat beading along his hairline. His chest heaves with each inhale, and his eyes are glazed over. Just when I’m about to help him sit into the chair, he blinks, eyes refocusing.

			“I’m fine,” he wheezes.

			“Uh-huh,” Stag replies, unconvinced.

			“Did you drink or eat anything at Mira?” I ask, recalling the time Sonia puked her guts out after drinking some cinnamon-chocolate concoction.

			Augustus shakes his head and wipes perspiration out of his brows. “I’m fine.” Then he taps a spot on the holo map floating above the dash, adding a red dot to the screen. I recognize the map now: It’s the one marking all the places where Augustus claims the Ballena has visited.

			I open my mouth to ask, How? But he holds up a finger, cutting me off. His hands move deftly through the air and across the holos, bringing up another map with several yellow X’s scattered across. Then he overlays the two maps.

			I study the combined holos then rake a hand through my hair. “Well, shit.”

			Although the X’s clearly outnumber the red dots, every single one of the dots matches up with one of the X’s.

			Quinn asks the next obvious question. “What do the X’s represent?”

			“Shipwrecks,” Augustus says. “Contains every wreck recorded by HST.”

			Her forehead furrows. “Is the Ballena causing some of these wrecks?”

			“Or is it going to the wrecks after they’ve occurred?” I wonder. “And if so, why?”

			“Quinn, do you have any more radiation readings?” Augustus asks. “I have some, but they don’t cover the entire sector.”

			She nods and flicks a wrist, sending over several files as she approaches, joining us around Augustus’s temporary console.

			“Help me line them up?” Augustus offers her a tentative smile.

			She doesn’t return it but gives a curt nod, and the two of them get to work, opening the radiation scans and overlaying them with the compiled map. A couple minutes later, everything’s been put in place.

			“Play it,” Quinn says.

			Augustus taps a button, and the colors shift across the holos, blooming and fading like radioactive flowers.

			“There!” I hit pause and point to an X-dot combo. “Rewind a couple seconds and then watch carefully.”

			Augustus complies, and the four of us watch the map change from orange to green within the matter of seconds.

			“Just like with the Levi,” Quinn says, tapping her cheek with a finger. “It’s as if something’s suppressing the radiation.”

			I gesture toward the other X-dot combos. “Check the others.”

			We do so, and the pattern repeats itself: an initial spike in radiation from the wreck before abruptly dropping without warning.

			“The Ballena’s drawn to shipwrecks,” Augustus says. “It goes over to them and does something that neutralizes the radioactivity. I just don’t understand why…”

			“Does it matter?” I ask, electric tingles crawling across my skin as I pace back and forth. “We can set a trap! Get some cheap scrapper from the junkyard, fake an accident, and lure in the Ballena.”

			“Ish, hold on.” Quinn touches my left arm and tips her head toward the holo maps. “Let’s think this through. First off, all those dots—how do we know that’s actually the Ballena and not something else? Could be more advanced scavengers. Or something worse for all we know.”

			“It’s the Ballena,” Augustus says, voice hard and fierce. His eyes gleam, the overhead lights casting shadows across his face and washing out his hair to a cold platinum. “I know it’s the Ballena.”

			Quinn places her hands on her hips. “Prove it.”

			Augustus shoots me a pleading look, but Quinn’s right. As much as I want to believe Augustus, believe that we finally have a lead on the Ballena, diving in headfirst without more information is reckless.

			Augustus releases a strained chuckle and turns to me. “Look, I’m here to help. I want to avenge my uncle’s death. Once the Ballena is killed, I’ll stop bothering your crew. You’ll never see me again.”

			A flash of pain flickers across his expression, mirroring the unexpected twinge beneath my chest. The hollow ache of loss. It’s been…nice having someone who gets that bone-deep need to take down the Ballena. Somebody who understands.

			Maybe I don’t want him to leave, not even after the Ballena has been destroyed.

			“You still haven’t explained how you are getting these ‘Ballena locations.’ ’’ Quinn crosses her arms. “Also, why aren’t you able to track where the Ballena is now?”

			“The method I use is a retrospective process. And it’s unreliable.” The corners of his mouth twist as he rubs the back of his neck. “I’m not sure if I can teach you.”

			Quinn’s eyes flash. “I’m a quick learner.”

			“How far are you willing to go? Are you willing to—” He draws a sharp inhale, a spasm contorting his face. Releasing a slow hiss, he sinks into a chair. “It’s on the move again. Too many others closing in.” Operating in a trance, he stretches out an arm and taps the holo map, adding a red dot on top of an already-existing X. A new Ballena marking at the Levi wreck site.

			“Ballena’s already long gone from there,” Augustus rasps.

			I repeat his words. “Too many others closing in. Is that referring to the scavengers?”

			He closes his eyes, as if concentrating on something very hard. “Yeah. I think so.”

			“You’re getting direct updates on the Ballena’s position.” Quinn waves her hands up and down in front of Augustus, gesturing toward his body. “Literally direct updates.”

			He sighs and rubs his temples. “Not exactly, but close.” Each word leaves his tongue slow and hesitant, as if he’s choosing them the way a person would pick his path through a minefield. “Let’s just say…I have specific augments that help me narrow down the Ballena’s position. The augments tap into data collected by other ships and analyze it to recognize a specific pattern. The Ballena’s.”

			Quinn narrows her eyes. “That doesn’t sound very legal.”

			He tosses her a lazy smile, which only makes her glare even harder. “Legal doesn’t always get the job done, herma.”

			Stag speaks up. “Like the Alacrán? That hybrid engine you have isn’t available to civilians.”

			Augustus raises both palms in mock surrender. “None of the ships on market suited my needs. So I had to go through some, ah, other channels to assemble a vessel worthy of chasing down the legendary Ballena.” His mouth flattens as he adds, “I still haven’t figured out how to get the Ballena’s whereabouts in real time. By the time all the data’s processed and a location is pinned down, the Ballena’s already gone.”

			“Where’d you get the augments?” I cease my pacing in front of him. Bleeding stars, to have access to the Ballena’s location just like that…

			“You don’t want them, Ishara.” Augustus exhales and grimaces. “They’re not without a price. The augments cause all sorts of issues. Headaches”—he ticks off his fingers—“nausea, fainting—nala, it’s not worth it. Plus, I don’t know where my surgeon went. Could still be hanging out in the Mercado Oscuro or cuffed inside a space cell.” He makes a downward gesture, minimizing all of the floating holos back into the dash. “This is the break we’ve been waiting for. We’ve finally identified some sort of sense to the Ballena’s behavior—we have to take advantage of it.”

			“But of course,” Stag murmurs, twisting his ring. “The Ballena’s an animal, and patterns are always found in nature. Once you’ve figured out the Ballena’s telltale pattern, you’ll be able to track it down—even predict where it might be in the future.”

			Quinn rolls her eyes but refrains from commenting.

			Augustus, on the other hand, meets Stag with a solemn expression. “I think you’re right. But if the Ballena’s an animal, it’s unlike any that’s graced the Seven Systems.” He turns to me and says, “Take me to the nearest junkyard, and I’ll pay for whatever scrapper ship you need to fake an accident and set a trap.”

			I stare at him. Flares, he really is serious about destroying the Ballena, no matter the cost. Part of my conscience balks at the thought of accepting this offer after he’s already upgraded the Dorado’s broken sensors out of pocket. Who has this kind of tarja to spend without second thought? Black-market dealings, perhaps. Augustus already made it clear he has no qualms dabbling on the wrong side of the law.

			But if I want to catch this whale, I don’t have much choice. “Sounds like a plan.”

			Quinn aims me an incredulous look. I stare out the viewscreen, avoiding her eyes like a spineless jellyfish.

			Inigo’s advice drifts through my mind. You should not keep secrets…Such withholding of information will only cause misery in your relationship.

			Judging by the hurt and anger brewing behind Quinn’s expression, our relationship is well on its way into misery if I don’t make an effort to remedy it. Even thinking about drifting apart from Quinn sends a pulse of panic through me—she’s been my lodestar in the tumultuous years after the accident.

			In a low voice so only she can hear, I say, “There’s something you should know. I’ll explain everything to you soon. Promise.”

			Tender hope creeps into her gaze as some of the displeasure seeps away. “Okay.”

			Captain’s Quarters, dorado

			I’m too hot and cold at the same time. My shirt sticks to my skin, damp with chilled sweat. Sighing, I roll over in my bed and stare at the time. Three hours since I turned in for my sleep shift. Three hours tossing and turning, listening to the steady ba-dum, ba-dum of my heartbeat in my ears. I close my eyes and steady my breath. Five seconds exhale, three seconds inhale.

			“Ishara!” Garcia’s voice barked in my earpiece. Or at least I think it’s Garcia. “Status?”

			“Green. Sorry—lost contact for a bit. But I saw it! I saw the Ballena!”

			Soft curses from the other harpooners filled the comms. A chime sounded as someone requests a private line. I accepted it.

			“Ara,” a male voice hissed. “Green? What the hell are you saying? Your left engine is blown. I can see it from here.”

			“Backup is working fine,” I replied. “I’ll manage. You know Garcia would send me back if he knew I was running on secondary.”

			“And for good reason! We’re talking about the Ballena here, not some Shark-class MOBIS.”

			“Do you trust me?”

			A heavy sigh. Something about that simple action tugged at the back of my consciousness. “If there’s anyone I trust to fly on backup, it’s you.”

			“Good.” I cut the private line and tapped into team comms. “I have readings of the Ballena’s last location. If we spread out, there’s a chance we can still find it.”

			“No!” I bolt upright, panting, and twist the sheets between my fingers. Stupid, stupid, stupid.

			I scramble off the bed and stumble into the bathroom. The mag lights automatically turn on, set to their dimmest setting, washing the closet-size room in pale blue. I grip the edge of the sink as I stare into the mirror.

			A haggard girl stares back.

			Dark shadows beneath bloodshot eyes. Tangled hair framing a fatigued face. I scowl, the lower-left part of my reflection distorted by the crack in the glass.

			“Am I making a mistake?” I whisper.

			I shouldn’t have chased after the Ballena all those years ago.

			I shouldn’t be chasing the Ballena now.

			And yet here I am, tragedy repeating itself as I go after the Ballena, over and over, until one of us emerges victorious. I can’t give up. I’ve put too much blood, tears, and sanity into this hunt. I’m in too deep and can’t find my way back to the shallows.

			Why is this so important to you? Quinn’s earlier question sinks in to my mind.

			The easy answer is vengeance. That’s a palatable answer, the one other people can at least nod with sympathy to. Avenging your crew—family—is acceptable, even expected.

			The harder answer is something I don’t dare to confront. So I let it lurk under the surface for now.

			With a disgusted sigh, I shove away from the sink and stride up to the viewscreen on the far wall of my room. I flick through various settings and select one depicting the familiar stars of Tian Tan. The elliptical system spirals through the inky blackness like a silver river. I stretch out two fingers, zooming in until I locate a brightly burning sphere hanging near the core. The planet shines like an azure pearl. Qiāndǎo.

			I lean against the wall and close my eyes, imagining the salt-tinged breeze of the island planet on my cheeks. Dipping my toes in its clear waters. Swimming with my brother, both of us daring each other to dive deeper and deeper.

			Deeper still, until my lungs scream for oxygen and my muscles burn like liquid lightning.

			“Mayday,” I croaked from my shattered dart, not expecting an answer.

			There was no one to answer.

			The Ballena swam in circles around the wreckage of the Essex, leaving behind a wake in the sea of debris.

			I gasp, shoving off the wall. Rubbing my arm to smooth away the gooseflesh, I pace back and forth in an effort to calm my frayed nerves. The recent onslaught of resurgent memories has left me mentally exhausted. I quicken my steps, as if I can outrun my dream. But the walls are too close, the room too constricting—I need out.

			I fling open the door and burst into the corridor. The hum of the Dorado’s engines vibrates the walls and floor like a reassuring companion.

			There’s a light already on down the hall.

			“Quinn?” My voice comes out scratchy. “What are you doing up?”

			“Going over scans.” She draws nearer, rubbing her forehead. “Triple-checking I didn’t miss a trail or—”

			“Bleeding stars, it’s not a competition.”

			She freezes. “What?”

			“Finding the Ballena.”

			“Never said it was.”

			“But you’re treating it like one. We have a solid lead for once—let’s follow this through first.” I sigh. “What’s it with you and Augustus? Why won’t you trust him?”

			She lets out a humorless laugh. “Why should I trust him? He hides important information from us until we pry it out of him. Refuses to give a straight answer. Owns a ship with tech we’ve never seen before. Drops thousands of tarjas like no big deal.”

			“Look, I know he’s not telling us everything—”

			“A ship fueled by lies and secrets is one I don’t care to be on.” She shakes her head and laughs again. “But it’s your ship. Your crew. Do what you want, Ish, but the consequences will be yours to carry.”

			Consequences. Yours.

			My throat burns. Did I seal the fate of the Essex? Maybe if I hadn’t suggested going after the Ballena…Maybe if I hadn’t lied about my dart’s damage…Maybe things would’ve turned out differently if I’d heeded my scouting partner’s warning. Maybe, maybe, maybe.

			I hate that word.

			“Augustus knew them, Quinn,” I finally say. “He knew the Essex.”

			She presses her lips together for a long moment. Then she thrusts both hands into her pockets, and says flatly, “And I didn’t.”

			My heart splinters at the pain my best friend’s trying desperately to conceal. “I…I don’t want secrets between us. There’s something I want to tell you…” Draw a deep, fortifying breath. “We’re in the red, financially. Like, bloody, fatal-wound red. Several months back, the biocore cash-ins weren’t enough to cover the whaler’s resupply, so I took out a sizable loan with Inigo. Which I’ve paid back—but then had to immediately take out another one so we could purchase fuel and resupply the ship. I didn’t want to do that, but…” I gesture around the worn-down whaler. “The cash-ins are few and far between and barely cover crew payroll, never mind the constant maintenance to keep the Dorado functioning.”

			Quinn’s lips part as a soft oh slips out.

			“I’ll try harder to find more MOBIS,” Quinn says solemnly. “Spend more hours studying scans. Perhaps I can try that new algorithm—”

			My eyes widen as I shake my head. “Depths, Quinn, it’s not your fault, far from it. Most whalers are going months without darting a MOBIS. We’re lucky to be netting something on a weekly basis, thanks to you. You’re the best tracker in the system. I mean, that’s why you joined the Dorado, right? To track down the Ballena and join the ranks of tracking legends.”

			Her hand flies up to her chest as she shakes her head. “Me? Sure, I’m a pretty damn good tracker, but I wouldn’t call myself the best. But also, bleeding stars, Ish, that is not why I followed you onto the Dorado. I couldn’t care less about being famous.” She pauses, lips pursed in thought. “Wait, is that one of the reasons you’re so keen on hunting it down?”

			The guilt in my face must answer her question, because her voice drops to a disappointed murmur. “This isn’t the Ish I knew, chasing after fame and vengeance.”

			“If I capture the Ballena, nobody will call me a liar or fake anymore.” I stand taller to prove my point. “Destroying that whale means respect. Acceptance. Depths, half my own crew thinks chasing after the Ballena is a delusion. But if I can prove it exists, and that I’m capable of leading a team to take it down, then that must mean something. And if I don’t…” A jagged laugh scrapes out of me. “Then I guess everyone was right. I’m just a crazy girl chasing after an imaginary whale through space she has no business occupying.”

			“Ishara.” Quinn reaches out and clasps my left hand between hers, bringing our melded fingers up to her chest. “You are so much more than just a captain of a whaler, more than just a girl who lost her crew. Don’t let your given roles define your life and who you are.”

			“I’m afraid.” The words slip out before I can stop them. “I’m afraid of losing the Dorado, losing myself, losing you.”

			“You’ll never lose me, Ish. Not as long as you want me around.”

			“Vera?”

			She smiles softly and promises, “Vera.”
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				Happy

			
			Hangar, dorado

			The ship’s still in its night cycle when I head down to the hangar. With climate control finally fixed, it’s not unbearably hot for once.

			Secured upon the landing pad at the far end is Augustus’s ship.

			The Alacrán. I marvel at its sleek elegance and then run a hand along the ship’s underwing. My fingers pause when they brush over an unexpected ridge. I lift my hand and inspect the area. No signs of loose parts, though something seems stuck to my fingertips. I rub my thumb and index finger together, watching black flakes of paint drift down. I lean in closer to the wing, rising on my toes to get a better look at the palm-sized spot where the paint peeled off. The material beneath gleams a muted navy blue, with thin, lighter cobalt lines shooting through. Almost like cracks. Or veins—

			“Careful. She doesn’t like strangers. Might bite.”

			I jerk and bang my head against the weapons cradle. Cursing, I step out from beneath the wing, rubbing my throbbing forehead.

			I warily eye Augustus walking around from the other side. Mother of stars, was he here the whole time? I wrinkle my nose and comment dryly, “She bites?”

			“Luckily, she has a soft spot for captains with a bionic arm, so I think you’re safe.”

			He sends me an easy grin and crosses over, rapping the underwing with his knuckles. A frown folds across his face when he notices the patch of scraped off paint. He reaches up to touch the spot, and his sleeves slide back, revealing a number inked along the inside of his forearm: 66.

			Huh. I could’ve sworn he didn’t have any tattoos. It’s a bio-tat, too, judging by the darkened skin. Melanin is injected to darken the skin naturally in specific designs. I look up to find Augustus watching me. Heat rises to my cheeks, and I blurt, “What does it mean?”

			Smooth, real smooth.

			He tugs down his sleeve to cover the number. “Nothing important.”

			“Oh.” I glance away.

			Perhaps he catches my disappointment, because he admits, “It was Garcia’s lucky number, sixty-six. He told me he had it painted on his dart. Swore it flew smoother with the number—” Breaking off, he gives a humored scoff. “Well, you know how Garcia was. As superstitious as one gets.”

			“Yes. Right. Of course,” I mumble back. “I remember. He—he had the number sewn into his flight suit, too. That was even his room number.” The lies leave a sour taste in my mouth, but I can’t help myself. It’s like if I pretend to remember hard enough, then eventually I will remember who Garcia was. “We—the strike team—would joke Garcia used to give six tarjas every time—”

			What the depths am I doing? Making up stories about a dead man. Shame rises in my chest. I clamp my mouth shut, jaw tightening and fingers curling. Unable to bear being in the same room as Augustus any longer, I spin away and hurry toward the exit, not caring that I’m acting like an irrational lunatic.

			I just need to get away. Away before everyone on the Dorado hears my thundering heartbeat, threatening to announce to the world, I am a fraud I am a fraud.

			“Ishara.”

			I turn back, praying my shoulders aren’t shaking as much as I am inside. Augustus doesn’t say anything, just studies me, as if searching for something. For one paranoid second, I’m scared he’s found me out—discovered my darkest secret and will spill it to the crew. Because a captain determined to avenge the death of her ship is understandable, noble, even, but a crazy girl with amnesia obsessed with chasing after a whale is simply a crazy girl with amnesia obsessed with chasing after a whale.

			Augustus clears his throat. “Are you happy?”

			The question catches me so off guard my mind blanks. Am I happy?

			“You have the Dorado,” he continues in a soft, low voice that somehow manages to carry. “You have a new crew—new family. So, are you happy?”

			“That’s a very personal question.” I resume walking toward the exit, half expecting him to demand a better answer.

			But he keeps quiet.

			The double doors slide open, the left side lagging behind the right by a couple seconds. Just another quirk of the ancient whaler. Biting my lower lip, I pause before crossing the threshold. Screw it. Without looking back, I say in a toneless voice, “I’m happy enough.”
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				They Who Drowned Among the Stars

			
			Klith Hex, Mira Station

			Klith Hex perches at the edge of Mira Station. Once, whalers flocked this port. Now most of the ships docked here are transporters, trawlers, and whalers turned mercenary vessels. Even the dilapidated Hex itself reflects the nature of the dying profession, with several out-of-service berths and blown-out lights.

			“Ah.” Sarcasm drips from Sonia’s voice. “Teeming with potential, eh?”

			“You’ll find cheap scrappers there,” Augustus replies, unfazed, from the crash seat near the back of the flight deck.

			Apparently, fixing climate control only meant he could borrow Sonia’s terminal when she wasn’t using it, so he’s relegated back to the crappy fold-out as the Dorado decelerates.

			“Quinn, have you figured out where to set the trap?” I watch Stag’s hands fly across the controls as he maneuvers the whaler into one of the few in-service docking bays.

			“I’ve narrowed it down to three possible locations,” she replies. “Don’t want it too easily accessible by the scavengers.”

			“New boy,” Leo grunts.

			“You know,” Augustus sighs, “just ‘Augustus’ would do quite fine.”

			“Did you mess things up in the hangar?” Leo demands. “Took me thirty bleeding minutes to find the zero-g impactor earlier.”

			“Oh, right.” I wince inwardly on Augustus’s behalf as he continues on obliviously. “The tools chest was a mess, so I took time to organize everything by function and—”

			“I wasted another twenty minutes searching for the TOG wrench,” Leo grumbles. “First sitting where you shouldn’t be, now messing with—”

			“Hermo.” Augustus sighs. “I was just trying to improve workplace efficiency. The organization system’s simple. First two shelves contain dart-specific tools. Middle shelf—”

			“It took me two bleeding hours to complete what should’ve been a half-hour job,” Leo growls. “How the fuck is that efficiency? Before, I knew where everything was.”

			“It was a mess,” Augustus argues.

			“It was organized chaos,” Sonia says, while Leo mutters “Exactly” under his breath.

			Augustus’s eyes widen. “Depths, is it Everyone Attack the New Guy Day?”

			“Nope,” I say. “Just Everyone Attack the New Guy Who Messes Up the System Day.” I sling him a half grin to soften the blow.

			Sonia snorts. “And now it’s just chaos.”

			The deck lights change from blue to amber as the Dorado finishes docking. I slap the release buckle on my harness and stand. “All right, Sonia, Leo, and Augustus, you three are in charge of finding equipment needed to fake the shipwreck.” I pin Leo and Sonia with a hard look. “Play nice with new boy, okay?”

			Augustus clutches his chest. “Et tu, Ishara?”

			Sonia elbows Augustus in the ribs with a cheeky smirk. “Come on, let’s go buy some explosives.”

			“Seriously,” he mutters. “Just trying to help a little around here.”

			Their voices fade as the three of them leave the deck. I slide on my shore jacket, checking that the sleeves are pulled all the way down to my wrists.

			Right as I’m about to head out, Quinn motions for a private word. She walks over to Sonia and Augustus’s shared terminal, pulls up the old holo maps, and waits for me to join. Once I do, she gestures toward the tracking scans and deadpans, “He’s a shit tracker.”

			I swallow a groan. “Seriously, Quinn? If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were jealous that he got somewhere with the Ballena before you did.”

			Something akin to hurt crosses her face before her expression hardens. She grabs me by the arm—the left one, of course—and hauls me closer to the console. Jabbing a finger at the scans, she continues, “His method is full of holes at best and nonexistent at worst.”

			“He’s using augments. Of course his tracking style isn’t going to make sense compared to the usual scan-and-track method.”

			“Fine. But these”—she gestures to all the red dots marking the Ballena’s past locations—“could be anything. Augustus could be tracking something that’s not the Ballena, and he wouldn’t know any better. We could be wandering into top secret military business and end up in tons of trouble.”

			A flutter of concern makes me hesitate. She’s not wrong, but at the same time—if there’s a way into trouble, then there’s a way out. Plus…

			“What if this is the Ballena?” I shoot Stag a glance, making sure he’s still occupied at the helm, before turning back to Quinn. “If there’s one thing the crew needs to be convinced the Ballena is real, it’s seeing it with their own eyes. We need to see if the trap works.”

			The corners of Quinn’s brows draw downward as she takes a small step closer. The familiar scent of starflowers, a comforting blend of vanilla and anise, steadies the thoughts churning through me. “Does it matter whether or not the rest of the crew believes in the Ballena? They believe in you, Ish, as a captain. They’re willing to follow you. Isn’t that enough?”

			I work my jaw silently, a lump forming in the back of my throat. “It should be, shouldn’t it?”

			“But it’s not.” She answers the question for me, and the corners of her lips turn down. Her sharp eyes cut into mine, dissecting my innermost thoughts and fears. “You need to see the Ballena for yourself.”

			“Sometimes I don’t know what to believe in anymore.”

			“Yourself,” she says simply.

			I snort. “Easier said than done.”

			She raises a brow. “Easier than finding a legendary whale that has eluded capture for decades and never been caught on video?”

			“Point taken,” I reply with a small laugh.

			Her mouth quirks up, and then she says, “I’m telling you this because I care. About you. Stop treating Augustus like he’s the answer to everything. You’re so fixated on the Ballena, you don’t question anything he says. Depths, you’re worse than Stag and his obsession with the Sixty-Seven Laws of Nature.”

			“The Sixty-Seven Laws of Nature,” I repeat. Something clicks in my brain, a puzzle piece snapping into place. “Garcia was also part of the Order of Naturalista.”

			“Yes…” Quinn drags out the syllable, uncertain. “I think you mentioned that once, before we left the Marina.”

			My shoulders tighten as the past surges up against my mind.

			Eight darts flew in formation, hounding after the Ballena. The strike leader—Garcia—took the point. The number sixty-seven was painted on the tail of the dart at the front.

			“Sixty-seven,” I gasp. “Garcia’s lucky number was sixty-seven, not sixty-six.”

			Augustus lied to me in the hangar.

			Either that or he didn’t really know Garcia either. But the way he talked about the man, spouting all those details about the Essex and me and Garcia…information he could’ve only gotten from a firsthand account.

			I grind my teeth. Nothing makes sense. Unless—and fear seizes my ribs at this thought—Augustus purposely lied to see if I would correct him. A test.

			Paranoia crawls down my throat and squeezes my lungs. Does he suspect my memory loss? After all, he did catch me at the memory broker’s shack. My mind flies through all the times I might’ve screwed up, tipping him off I didn’t know Garcia nearly as well as I should.

			“Ish.” Quinn’s voice cuts through my haze. “You okay? What’s going on?”

			I nod slowly. “I’m okay. Been getting flashbacks more and more ever since Augustus joined. I think talking about the Essex is helping me remember.”

			Wariness spreads across her expression as she presses her lips together. “That sounds stressful.”

			“But at least I’m remembering.” I take her hand. “This is the most progress I’ve had in years.”

			“Oh.” She shuffles her feet, then gently extricates her hand. “Well, I’m happy for you. Shall we get going?”

			We exit the whaler without another word, our boots clanging against the collapsible ramp, and thread through pilots and navigators and mercs. Scattered throughout the Hex are hints of the sector’s past role in the whaling industry. The faded mural of Shark-class research vessels being herded by a strike of eight darts. Out-of-business biocore cash-in kiosks. Somebody’s converted an old dart repairs shop into a gambling den and clearly put minimal effort in hiding its original use. The glowing sign—Darty’s—flickers as if gasping its last breath.

			We find the junkyard section of Klith soon enough: a vast, open area filled with mounds of metal shards, old engines, expired fuel rods. Chain-link fencing divides the wasteland into smaller areas, each “yard” run by a different owner. Airlocks leading out to private docks line the back wall to allow ships from outside to be brought in and cut apart into profitable pieces.

			Quinn marches into the enclosed area labeled Seb’s Scrapyard and approaches a stocky man toying with a holstered gun. I touch my left hip, seeking comfort in the familiar grip of my FLX, while Quinn says, “I’m looking for Seb.”

			“Not here,” the man replies. “But if you’re looking for anything else, I’m sure we have it around.”

			“When will he back?”

			“Could be in an hour. Could be another three days. Boss comes and goes as he pleases.”

			Quinn flicks her braid over her shoulder. “Where can I find him, then? Your boss owes me a favor.”

			The man furrows his brows and leans forward. “Probably at the Drifter.”

			Quinn offers him a quick nod. “Graza.”

			“Boss doesn’t like to be bothered!” the man hollers after us.

			“Seb’s a softie,” Quinn says to me as we head to the food hall. “So long as you know how to talk to him. Ask him about his antique Firebird 360, and you’re automatically his best friend.”

			“How’d you know him?” I ask.

			“Met him when the Marina made a pit stop here—this was before you joined us. I got curious and decided to explore. Wandered into Seb’s place and helped him install a scanner on that Firebird of his.” A lopsided smile tips onto her face. “You would’ve thought he’d won the lottery.”

			Rowdy laughter spills out from a dimly lit bar as we walk past it. I skid to a stop, narrowly avoiding the four customers staggering out of the establishment belting a song off-key.

			“There once was a ship that put to space

			The name of the ship was Blaze of Grace

			The thrusters kicked on, the engines burned bright

			Oh go, to the stars we go

			Soon deep in the endless night

			Chasing after whales in dangerous fights

			Send out the dart and send out the strikes

			And seek that biocore glow.”

			“Haven’t heard a shanty in a long time.” Quinn watches the crew stumble away.

			“C’mon.” I step through the pub—the Drifter, according to the wooden sign creaking on chains. “Let’s find Seb.”

			My nose wrinkles at the pungent odor of sweat and spilled drinks. Maintaining the old-world theme, a scarred wooden bar stretches along one wall. Fake biocores serve as light sources, some dangling from ceiling, others perched on pedestals scattered throughout the room. A large painting in the back depicts a blue-purple nebula curling across the length of a wall in waves, with silver stars scattered between the crests, troughs, and stellar spray. A name is scrawled beneath each star.

			Illoria Orlando. Tatjana Lokilik. HSSC Elisa. The Huntress.

			Near the upper right-hand corner, splashed in red paint, is a four-pointed star above a whale’s fluke. Suddenly, the names make sense.

			They were sailors claimed by the celestial seas. Whalers and ships killed by MOBIS.

			Quinn beelines to the end of the bar to a man with graying hair, a red face, and three empty pints sitting in front of him while he works on a fourth. Seb, presumably. They seem to be hitting it off pretty well, so I stay back and let Quinn do the talking. Hopefully she’ll be able to get us a junker for cheap.

			I hop onto a stool, running my fingers across the carved initials scarring the countertop. Many of the patrons crowding this joint are in flight suits without identifying patches or no uniforms at all. Drifters without a crew.

			“Anything for you, herma?” The bartender pulls out a fresh glass from the rack.

			“Silver rum, graza,” I say.

			Seconds later, he thunks a tumbler half-filled with a shimmery liquid.

			I take a drink, letting the woody-sweet drink wash across my tongue. While I wait, I study the guy sitting to my left who’s also nursing a silver rum. He grips and releases his glass in a clear pattern: squeeze-hold-release-squeeze-squeeze. Classic harpooning shooting sequence.

			I’m raising my glass for another sip when a voice growls from behind.

			“Well, look at you pathetic barrel scum.”

			Startled, I twist in my seat, splashing rum over my hand with a curse. My jaw slackens when the speaker steps into the light, glaring daggers at me.

			Captain Rai from the Marina. Her hair is greasy and frizzled. Dark shadows brush the skin beneath her eyes, and her clothes are stained all over. Maybe blood, maybe oil, maybe liquor.

			Not at all the Captain Rai I used to know. The captain who took no nonsense and ran a tight crew. The captain who kept her hair coiled in an impeccable bun and never allowed anything out of place. What the hell happened since I left the Marina?

			“Wasn’t expecting to see you here,” I retort, ignoring her earlier barb.

			Rai sneers and takes a shaky step closer. “Could say the same to you. So, what have you been up to? Are you still bent on that wild whale chase?” My sharp inhale must’ve given me away because she continues with a scoff. “Ha! I knew it. You just can’t move on. Don’t know when to give up. I honestly thought you’d died months ago after abandoning my crew, given your tendency to make stupidly reckless choices.”

			I can’t help but recoil as she steps closer. Sure, my old captain might’ve been curt, but she wasn’t cruel. Not like this.

			I slide off my stool and glance around, searching for other members of the Marina. I frown when I find no one.

			“What do you want?” I keep my voice low in an effort not to attract any more attention than we already have.

			Rai plows over my words. “As if stealing my best tracker wasn’t bad enough, you—”

			“I chose to go with Ish.” Quinn appears behind Rai. Fury brims in her eyes like hellfire.

			“And you!” Rai rounds onto Quinn. “I rescued you, Martinez. I offered you an honest job, a way out of your pitiful excuse of a life, and this is how you show your gratitude? By going behind my back and running off with some bleeding bitch the moment—”

			“You take that back,” Quinn snaps.

			My hand drifts toward the FLX, but I force myself to stop before I do something I regret.

			“Who would’ve thought a small act of mercy would ruin my career?” Rai says. “Do you know what I’ve suffered as a result? My ship stopped turning a profit! My reputation was ruined! And it’s all. Because. Of. You.” She jabs me in the chest, punctuating each word like a bullet.

			I shove the offending finger away, shock thrumming through me. “Captain—”

			She laughs, the sound scraping the air. “Captain? Captain of what, Ishara? What’s a captain without a ship?”

			“What happened?” I breathe.

			Rai clenches her hand, fingers closing around air. A strong whiff of alcohol drifts over. “I sold the Marina.”

			Well, that doesn’t clear things up much. How the hell am I responsible for that?

			“Rai,” Quinn pleads, raising both palms. “Calm down, porfavo.”

			“Or else what? I don’t have anything left to lose.” Rai’s eyes jump between Quinn and me, and a smirk curves onto her chapped lips. “Oh, I see how it is.” Jabbing a thumb over her shoulder in my direction, Rai cocks her head, and says to Quinn, “She doesn’t know, does she? Well, that explains why she still tolerates you, Martinez. She doesn’t know what you’re responsi—”

			“Capt—Rai,” I say, the mag spring coils in my right arm tensing, “step away from Quinn. I’m sorry you’re upset we left the Marina, but we don’t owe you anything. Not anymore.”

			Rai pauses. Her shoulders heave with each shuddering breath. Then she whirls and lunges forward, shoving me against the counter with unnerving speed. Sparks explode in my vision as my back slams into the bar.

			“Oh, Ishara.” Rai’s words are hot against my ear. “You owe me everything. And I intend to—”

			Wham! My fist snaps out before I can help myself.

			Her body slumps, and she slides to the floor. I shake out my right arm in a daze and yank my sleeve back down. My heart hammers against my rib cage, threatens to shatter it, and I can’t stop the trembling working its way through my body.

			Blinking residual starbursts out of my vision, I glance around and feel some tension ease. The clamor of the pub has contained the ruckus to the immediate area. The harpooner guy with the silver rum gives me an up-nod before turning back to his drink.

			“What the hell happened?” I murmur, kneeling beside Rai and checking for a pulse. I find one. “What was she talking about?”

			Quinn sucks in a shaky inhale, the silence widening between us. Finally, she replies, “I—I don’t know. I wouldn’t worry too much about it. She’s clearly not in the right state of mind.” She wrinkles her nose. “Probably had one drink too many.”

			“Hey.” Sonia’s out-of-breath voice comes over the comms line. “Where are you guys? I have a bit of an…emergency on hand.”

			I double-click my tongue and hope my voice comes out stronger than I feel. “What’s going on? We’re at the Drifter.”

			Quinn crouches on the other side of Rai, and together, we hoist our old captain onto a chair.

			“Are Augustus and Leo with you?” I ask.

			“Uh, yeah,” Sonia says. “Well, kind of. Hold on. I see the bar. Be there in a minute.”

			A beep, and the comms cut out. I exchange glances with Quinn, who’s propping Rai’s arms on the table.

			“How did she end up like this?” I ask. “Everything was fine when we left the Marina.”

			Quinn’s forehead crinkles. “No clue.”

			“And she was railing on you pretty hard, too.”

			Which was unusual. While Rai had never harbored any particularly warm sentiments toward me, she always had a good word for Quinn. Her tracking was the reason the Marina remained a whaler long after the others had been decommissioned.

			“Dunno.” She averts her gaze and tucks a strand of dark brown hair behind an ear. “Like I said, she was one cup too deep in.”

			“Do you think Rai’s actually pissed off about us—about you—jumping ship?” A seed of guilt sprouts in the edges of my conscience, but I quickly kill it. We were within our rights to leave the Marina, whether Rai liked it or not.

			“Does it matter? What’s done is done.” She meets my gaze. “And I regret nothing.”

			A shout erupts from the bar’s entrance before I can reply, and Sonia stumbles in with Augustus. He leans heavily on her, his arm slung across her shoulders for support.

			“Bleeding stars…” I push away from the table, my stomach knotting itself.

			Quinn yanks up a chair, and Augustus collapses onto it. Sweat glistens on his brow, his breaths coming fast and shallow.

			“He’s burning up,” Sonia says. “He got dizzy ’bout five minutes ago. No warning or anything. Just spaced out.”

			“And Leo?” I ask.

			“He’s headed back to the Dorado with the new equipment.” She shoves a hand through her short hair, making it stand up in messy spikes. “I would’ve taken new boy back to the whaler as well, but it’s too long of a trek.”

			“X…274…630.” Augustus’s eyes twitch beneath his closed lids, and his knuckles turn white gripping his seat.

			I press my hand against his forehead. He shrinks away as if I’d pressed a lancer against his skin. Quinn rolls up his sleeves, revealing the sixty-six printed on his forearm, right beside an emerging bruise. I grimace. Bruise looks like a downright nasty one, the size of an egg and already a sickly plum-green color.

			“Y497394. Z327027.” His eyes flick open, glazed and unfocused.

			I snap my fingers beneath his nose. “Hey. Come back to me.”

			He blinks, then repeats the numbers, like he’s mentally double-checking them. “X274630. Y497394. Z327027.”

			“Coords?” Quinn asks.

			He nods.

			“Ballena coords?” I whisper, hoarse. “Those from your augments?”

			He nods again. “Different this time. It’s fresher. More recent.”

			My heart skips a beat so hard the world tilts. I dig my nails into the heel of my palm, using the pain of the sting to confirm I’m not hallucinating.

			In my periphery, Quinn frowns and Sonia gapes.

			I close my eyes, try to curb the excitement threatening to explode from within, and raise my voice. “Quinn, what did Seb say about the junk ship?”

			“He’s willing to sell us an old skipper for twenty tarjas.” She stands and juts her chin out toward the exit. “Left about fifteen minutes ago. Told me to find him at his yard to pick it up.”

			“We need to go. Now.” Augustus peers up at me, urgency straining his voice. “The Ballena can’t have gotten too far from the coords. If we set the lure there, it’s bound to come over and investigate.”

			I motion for Quinn and Sonia to head out with Augustus and then tap into the crew comms. “Stag, prep for takeoff. Set destination to—”

			“X274630, Y497394, Z327027,” Augustus fills in.

			“Um, okay,” Stag replies. “Where exactly are we going?”

			“The Ballena.”

			Static fills the comms. My gut twists as I wait for Stag’s confirmation. In the meantime, I drill my sight into Augustus, who’s halfway out the bar with Quinn and Sonia, and pray he’s not leading us on some pointless chase like the one Rai thinks I’m on.

			Finally, Stag says, “Coords have been set.”

			A beep, and the call ends. I let out an exhale and stride toward the exit, headed toward Seb’s to pick up the promised junker. Right before I cross the establishment’s threshold, a prickle itches between my shoulder blades. I pause and look behind me.

			Rai stands directly beneath a biocore light, hands fisted by her sides. And her eyes—they glimmer with unnerving intensity as she watches me. She tilts her head, teeth glinting in a shark’s smirk, and flashes me a middle-fingered salute.

			My jaw tightens. Her sneer widens. Masking my face as best I can, I pivot away and march out of the Drifter without a second glance back.
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				This Is Not a Democracy

			
			Flight Deck, dorado

			The deck’s never felt so crowded with the whole crew gathered around the central dash playing live footage from the whaler’s external cams. The junk ship purchased from Seb’s Scrapyard drifts by itself in the ocean of space. The barely functioning skipper is covered in crude graffiti, its taillights are blown out, and newly nestled inside its cockpit is a remote-controlled explosive.

			In my periphery, Augustus fidgets with a broken TOG flechette. Dark shadows bruise the skin beneath his eyes—a testament to the long hours he spent building the bomb. He clenches his tongue between his teeth as he runs through the diagnostic readout on the dash for the third time. Finally, he gives a satisfied nod and turns to me.

			“Well, the thing’s rigged so that it’ll be like a flare going off on radars. No way the Ballena can miss it, not when it’s so close.” His hand poises over the keypad, ready to punch in the code that’ll trigger the explosion. “On your mark, Cap.”

			I suck in a deep breath, a hundred scenarios playing out in my head at light speed. Maybe nothing will happen after the bomb goes off. Maybe HST will take notice and send over a patrol to investigate. Maybe the Ballena will appear like a wraith, demolishing the Dorado and killing everyone aboard, and it’ll all be my fault and—

			“Ish.” Quinn gently touches my elbow, snapping me back to the present. “Whenever you’re ready.”

			I squeeze my hands into fists. “Now.”

			His fingers perform their lethal dance.

			The crew holds their breath as one while we watch the scene unfold in silence. The small vessel lights up like a miniature sun for one brief, brilliant second. Then metal and astroglazed carbon shrapnel explodes in all directions. Alerts chime on the Dorado’s radar with incoming debris. Luckily, the bits are small enough for the shields to handle. I blink once more, and what’s left of the sacrificed ship is little more than pieces of the engine core spinning on itself.

			“That was beautiful,” Sonia says in a breathless voice.

			Leo agrees with an awe-tinged grunt.

			“And now we wait,” Stag murmurs, studying the radar display. Quinn and Augustus have modified it to account for radioactive anomalies that are less than the expected values ever since they realized that to be one of the Ballena’s giveaway quirks.

			Once we find the Ballena—see it with our own eyes—no one will question its existence anymore. Not Sonia. Not Stag. Not Leo.

			No one.

			I push away from the dash. “Stag, bring the Dorado closer to the trap. Quinn, keep watch on the DACS. Everyone else, ready to launch. Ballena could show up in five minutes or five hours.”

			Or never, a voice jabs in the back of my mind.

			Spine stiffening, I silence the voice and jog for the drop-down hatch at the end of the deck. The strike team files into the hangar, and everyone heads toward their respective ships. My strides slow as I pass the Alacrán. The unpainted patch on the ship’s wing has expanded, exposing more dark blue material underneath—slate-colored, with thin threads of cobalt running through it. I halt and squeeze my eyes shut.

			I know I’ve seen this before. But only when I’m in a dart, chasing down a whale…

			Seven depths.

			I snap my eyes open and spin toward Augustus. My heart pounds, loud and furious in my ears. Sonia and Leo break off from their conversation and look over.

			I ignore their questioning glances, all rational thoughts fleeing my brain. Augustus widens his eyes as I storm over.

			“You’ve got to be kidding me.” I yank him down to eye level by the collar of his flight suit and point at the Alacrán. “You brought a MOBIS onto the Dorado?!”

			My voice pitches, bouncing off the hangar walls. The immediate silence that follows wraps the air like poison. I’m shaking with fury, red framing my vision, anger scraping across the roof of my mouth like thorns.

			He brought. A MOBIS. Onto my ship.

			I curl my fists as my vision tunnels in on Augustus. He’s talking but the blood in my ears overpowers his words. And then I see his hands—his pointer and middle finger are stuck out together as he motions downward in a unique gesture even as he keeps on speaking.

			Oh stars, shut up, please, just shut up before I punch him in the mouth.

			Leo and Sonia hurry over, shock plastered on their faces.

			“I trusted you.” I keep my glare pinned on Augustus. “I risked my reputation and crew on your words, and this—this—is how you repay that trust?”

			Augustus finally shuts up. Smart move.

			“You brought a monster on board,” I say in a low voice. “A heartless, murderous machine. What the hell were you thinking?”

			“Look,” he protests, “you want to find the Ballena? This is how.”

			“You are out of your bleeding mind!” I jab his chest again, and he flinches. “I should throw you out the airlock because that’s clearly where you belong. Because you are bloody mad.”

			Leo cracks his knuckles, each pop a gunshot. “Just give me the word, Cap.”

			Augustus slides Leo an apprehensive look then turns to me. “It means a lot that you trust me—please, just trust me a little more. I promise it’ll be worth it at the end.” He gestures toward the Alacrán. “We’re fighting fire with fire. MOBIS with MOBIS.”

			My frenzied thoughts slowly settle like silt at the bottom of the ocean listening to his calm and unwavering words. Augustus has consistently proven his support. Maybe it won’t be the worst idea to at least listen to what he has to say. “Why do we need a MOBIS to take down the Ballena?”

			Disappointment washes across Leo’s face as his shoulders slump. Guess he was really looking forward to throwing someone out the hatch.

			“The Ballena lowers its guard around the Alacrán because it thinks it’s one of its own,” Augustus says. He studies our unconvinced looks, then adds, “If it makes you feel any better, even though the Alacrán is part biological, she isn’t a true MOBIS. No biocore.”

			“Then how do you know other MOBIS will treat the Alacrán as one of them?” I ask.

			Sonia nods, arms crossed. “Yeah, do you have proof it could fool the Ballena, given how smart that whale is supposed to be?”

			“Assuming it even exists,” Leo mutters.

			Augustus and I wince in unison. Sonia elbows her twin and mouths, Not now, hermo.

			Augustus clears his throat and states in a firm voice, “I know it’ll work because I was able to get close to other MOBIS without rousing suspicion. The Alacrán is only viewed as a threat when I open fire. While I can’t guarantee the Ballena will be fooled, there’s nothing to lose by at least trying.”

			The truth in his words hang in the air—we’re so close, and I could never forgive myself if I didn’t try every method of finding the Ballena. “Fine.” I exhale hard through my nose. “Your ship hasn’t caused trouble thus far. But it’s unacceptable you kept this information a secret, and I am still half tempted to toss you off the ship.”

			Leo’s face brightens a shade at the prospect of maybe tossing someone out the hatch.

			“Right. Okay,” Sonia says, then turns to me. “Cap, new boy admitted he would’ve never told you about his pet MOBIS—”

			“Not a MOBIS,” Augustus corrects with a grumble.

			“If he could’ve gotten away with it,” she continues as her voice rises, near hysterical, “and you’re okay with letting him go on as if nothing had happened?”

			I step forward, lifting my chin and looking her straight in the eye. “The Dorado is not a democracy.”

			“No, it’s lunacy!” she exclaims, and then clamps her jaw shut as if she didn’t mean to let those words loose. But she doesn’t apologize either.

			“You knew who I was when you signed on,” I say, ignoring Leo’s intense stare drilling into my side. “You knew what I was chasing after.”

			“Death, apparently,” Sonia mutters.

			“If all things end in death, I’d rather go meet him with eyes wide open. So you either sit this out and walk off the ship at the next stop or you follow my orders and prep to launch now. Which will it be?”

			After a long pause, she finally answers, “I hope you know what you’re doing, Cap, ’cause I sure as hell don’t,” before spinning on her heel and marching back to her dart.

			I aim a what about you? look at Leo.

			He stares at Sonia for a long moment before swinging his attention back to me. “I go where she goes.” He gives a curt nod and follows his twin out of sight.

			Tipping back my head, I close my eyes and rub the bridge of my nose, willing the building headache to go away.

			Augustus clears his throat. I snap my eyes back open, and say in a low voice, “No more secrets from now on, understood? I need a crew I can trust.”

			“Understood.”

			“Good. Now, let’s go gut the Ballena.”
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				Catching Shadows in the Dark

			
			Dart One, Fractal Sector

			“How much longer are we gonna wait?” Sonia asks over crew comms.

			I push back the sting of disappointment and humiliation rising in my cheeks. The strike had rushed out to positions, high on adrenaline and expectations, everyone keeping a sharp lookout for the Ballena. But now, six hours later, the energy has fizzled to an all-time low. I can practically feel doubt from Stag, Sonia, and Leo radiating through the comms.

			I know I should call it in. Hungry and bored harpooners make for a difficult bunch. But I can’t, not without making some sort of progress toward finding the Ballena. This attempt of trapping the whale can’t end in a total failure.

			As if reading my mind, Augustus speaks up. “Let’s do something fun. Like the Revo.”

			Incredulity drips from Sonia’s voice as she repeats, “The Revo? The impossible maneuver?”

			“Everything’s impossible until it’s done,” he replies. “C’mon, it’ll be fun. Unless you’re scared?”

			“Ha!” Sonia snorts. “The only thing I’m scared of is you making a fool out of yourself, new boy.” She pirouettes her dart then throws it into a high-speed rolling turn as if to prove her flying prowess. “Count me in for the Revo.”

			I guide my dart through a lazy loop, considering the suggestion. “We’ll need to reconfigure it for four harpooners.”

			The original maneuver requires six darts, but Quinn and I had tried to modify it into a variation requiring only three. The Revo offers maximum flexibility without compromising firepower by having the darts form a fluid net around the target. The harpooners are constantly on the move flowing through different pattern formations so that no dart is in the same position for more than a couple seconds. Without question, it’s the best way to attack a large, agile target. Theoretically. No one’s actually done it. Because the entire sequence falls apart if everything isn’t timed perfectly.

			“We can split the trisections into quarters,” I say, “and have Augustus double up on the three-way splits with me.”

			“All right.” Sonia wiggles her dart in excitement. “Let’s do it.”

			Leo grunts his agreement. So we run through the Revo.

			And fail horribly the first time. No surprise there.

			We fail a little less horribly the second time.

			“Third time’s the charm,” Sonia says in a singsong voice.

			We reset our positions, and I give the “Go!”

			I dive up, keeping Augustus in my L4 as I crest the arc then turn toward the gap between Sonia and Leo. On the next beat, Sonia swings below me while I aim between the twins at an imaginary target. Pulling back on the throttle and pivoting ninety degrees down, I eye my next position in preparation for the three-way split. Augustus is directly below me as we double up for this particular sequence. I kick on the engines, and we accelerate—except Leo is coming in too hot, accelerating too fast.

			“Leo, watch your throttle!” I bark as his dart nearly collides with the Alacrán.

			Augustus barely swerves out of the way in time.

			“Lo sien,” Leo grunts.

			Each promising attempt is clouded by near-collisions and darts spiraling out of control. By the sixth disastrous fly-through, tempers start to flare, and I call it a day for the team’s safety. I hang in the back as everyone else returns to the Dorado. Far-off stars fill the void like glimmering castaways. According to Haloite folklore, the brightest lights are the souls of sailors who drowned among the stars.

			“Cap, you coming in?” Quinn asks on the private line.

			“I’m coming in.”

			Flight Deck, dorado

			“Are you real?” I murmur to the sketches of the Ballena I’ve drawn on the dash. Each is a variation of how I imagine the Ballena might look. One has six fins and a streamlined body. Another is a hulking biomechanical beast with a fan-like fluke. The third bears a serpentine form, similar to the Leviathan we encountered. “What if everyone is right, and you’re simply a figment of my imagination?”

			The back of my throat clenches at the possibility. With a disgusted sigh, I wave a hand across the dash, erasing the images. The lulling hum of the deck electronics wraps around me like a cloak, and I lean back in the chair, occasionally checking the DACS readouts. Nominal on all counts.

			The soft clang of someone climbing up through the hatch sounds from behind. I sit upright and spin around to see who the newcomer is.

			Quinn approaches, her hands holding a small cardboard box. Her gaze lingers on the empty dash, as if she could see ghostly imprints of the Ballena. “Couldn’t sleep after everything, huh?”

			Running a hand through my hair, I shake my head. “Figured I would take Stag’s shift. Though we might need a new pilot soon—not sure how long he’ll stay, with the Alacrán on board. Piloting a vessel that’s harboring a MOBIS probably goes against his religion or something.”

			I grimace as I recall breaking the news to him and Quinn about the Alacrán’s true nature. I’d never seen Stag—calm, collected, levelheaded Stag—so livid before. And Quinn—she’d gone deathly quiet. Just like now.

			Quinn fiddles with the blue string tied around the box. “I think you underestimate your crew, Ish.”

			I raise a brow and wait for an elaboration.

			But she simply shakes her head, and says, “Stag’s royally pissed, for sure, but in the end, he’ll stay. You want your crew to trust you? Fine. But trust’s a two-way street. You should put a little more faith in us.”

			Her words sink into me like stones through deep waters.

			“I don’t like having the Alacrán on board any more than Stag,” Quinn continues, “but I’m not leaving the Dorado anytime soon either.”

			“We need a MOBIS to take down a MOBIS like the Ballena.”

			“A MOBIS killed your last crew.”

			I flinch, her response hooking beneath my ribs.

			“A MOBIS almost killed you. Twice.” Quinn bites her lip and finishes a fraction above a whisper, so unlike her usual confident self.

			I ask, hesitant, “Can I trust you to give me an honest answer?”

			She raises her gaze, meeting mine. “Of course.”

			“Do you think what I’m doing is lunacy? Be honest, Quinn, porfavo. Do you think all this—the whale trap, using a MOBIS against a MOBIS, the hunt for the Ballena itself…Am I trying to catch shadows in the dark?”

			She scoffs. “You want the raw truth? It’s insanity incarnate.” She sets the small box on the dash between us. “But if you’re heading toward the edge of insanity, I’ll be there with you.”

			“And if I jump?”

			She wags a finger. “Now you’re pushing it.”

			My lips curve into a faint smile. “Just a little.”

			“Only a little,” she agrees, amusement tingeing her tone. “Anyway, your shift’s over. My turn on the deck.” She points to the box. “Open it.”

			I do, gaze widening at the circular pastry stamped with an intricate design nestled among colored rice paper. “Where’d you get the mooncake?”

			“Mira Station.”

			“ ‘If you can dream it, Mira’ll have it,’ ” we say in unison.

			Quinn’s forehead furrows. “I hope I got the date right. It’s always confusing figuring out the time difference between the systems. But I triple-checked, and the mid-autumn festival should be occurring in Tian Tan right now, even though I know it technically doesn’t match up with the Standard Date in Halo—”

			“Quinn.” I carefully close the lid of the box. “It’s perfect. Thank you.”

			A pleased expression settles onto her face.

			For a moment, I wonder if she knows how much she means to me. That she’s the sun to my planet, the moon to my tides.

			She’s also your best friend, I remind myself. Your first mate. Your tracker.

			I retie the string and head toward the deck exit. My steps are lighter as I walk down the corridor, like someone’s dialed the gravity generator way down. Rounding the corner, I nearly collide with Augustus, who’s running full speed. His hair sticks up in a rumpled mess, matching his slept-in clothes.

			“It’s coming,” he pants.

			Just like that, the momentary levity evaporates, replaced by a gut-clenching heaviness.

			With one hand braced against the wall, he touches the other to his temple. “My augments are going crazy.”

			Nervous anticipation buzzes through every fiber of my being, raises the hair along my arms, prickles the back of my neck. “You sure? I thought you could only track retroactively with the augments.”

			He squeezes his eyes shut. “The Ballena’s close.”

			A pop sounds in my ear, and Quinn’s urgent voice comes over the comms. “Anomaly spotted on the DACS. Doesn’t match a standard MOBIS.”

			“Are radiation levels from the blast radius dropping off exponentially?” I ask.

			“Yes.”

			“The Ballena,” I breathe, staring at Augustus. “It’s here. Quinn?”

			“Yes?”

			“Rouse the crew.”

			Augustus is now bent over, hands on thighs as he tries to catch his breath.

			“You okay?”

			He straightens with a wince and nods, but I don’t miss the flutter of pain across his face. “The augments are flaring up real bad, is all.” He gives me a crooked, if not weak, grin. “Guess that’s what I get for messing around with Mercado Oscuro tech.”

			He holds my gaze for a second before looking away, and I can’t help but wonder if he would’ve rather Garcia’d survived instead of me. Probably.

			Garcia would’ve already destroyed the Ballena, would’ve already ripped out its biocore and cashed it in for a pretty reward. Garcia was born to be a celestial whaler and had stardust and shanties flowing through his veins. But I’m not Garcia, and Augustus is stuck with me to avenge his death.

			The following minutes pass in a frenzied blur: everyone prepping for a hot launch since there’s no time to decelerate into a soft drop, and the uneasy tension of flying with a pseudo MOBIS.

			On the parking pad to my right, Sonia flickers her lights three times. Once for sharp flying, twice for straight shooting, and a third time for luck. I return the sign and then cast one last look over to the Alacrán. Even though I can’t see Augustus inside, I can’t shake the feeling he’s looking back at me.

			“Initiating launch,” Quinn updates.

			The familiar sequence unfolds: the platform beneath my dart sinks, blackness envelops everything save the cockpit’s cyan light, and then there’s a gentle tugging sensation as the launch tube propels the ship forward.

			I grip the flight stick even tighter as the outer doors open like iron jaws, revealing the onyx ocean outside. Just pure black void. Nothing to hint that the Dorado’s hurtling through space with the Ballena rapidly approaching.

			I set the thrusters to high, ignoring the warnings flashing across my dash: Environmental Proximity Alert.

			“Contact lost,” Quinn informs me. “Cleared for release.”

			I clench my teeth, g-force plastering me against my seat as I guide the dart through the narrow confines of the launch tube. My vision shrinks to the guided overlay on the windshield.

			Don’t think about the extraordinary amount of heat collecting inside the tube, potentially forming a “blister” that could completely destabilize the dart. Don’t think about the almost nonexistent clearance between the wingtips and walls. And definitely don’t think about the explosion that’ll happen if the dart clips the tube.

			“Mind your top,” Quinn warns.

			Sucking in a sharp breath, I nudge my dart down by a whisper, and finally, freedom.

			The dart shoots out of the tube at near full speed. I bank and clear out from beneath the Dorado’s belly.

			As I wait for the rest of the strike to appear, I check the scope for the Ballena.

			Nothing.

			“You want to play hide-and-seek?” I murmur, syncing my dart to the Dorado’s more powerful radar. A chime sounds, and the target icon pops up as a crimson X on my scopes. The corners of my mouth twist into a grin, and adrenaline spikes my bloodstream. “Let’s play.”
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				Don’t Be a Concussed Moonfish

			
			Dart One, Halo System

			Four darts in the deep black sea. With a nudge, I increase the speed, putting distance between us and the whaler.

			“Stay alert,” I order. “Ballena is tracking over to the wreck site.”

			I pause, something about the words tugging at my memories.

			“Stay alert,” Garcia instructed as the strike spread into an extended wedge. “Scans say the whale’s close by.”

			“Should we split into scouting branches?” I asked.

			“Yes, but do not engage the whale.”

			I shake myself out of the flashback, sweat trickling down my temples. “No matter what, we stick within a two-minute radius of each other.”

			The red X marking the target’s averaged location jumps around on the scope—never a huge change, maybe diverting our flight time by a couple minutes at most. We adjust our path accordingly. An annoyance, sure, but nothing more.

			Until the Ballena disappears altogether.

			“I’m pushing out predicted positioning based on the whale’s trajectory,” Quinn says.

			I pull back on the throttle, unease rippling across my skin. The Ballena caught me and the Essex by surprise last time. I’m not about to let that happen again.

			“Augustus,” I say, switching over to a private line. “You getting any readings with your, ah, special augments?”

			“Nala,” he replies, terse. “I think it knows.”

			“Knows what?”

			“It’s aware of me, what I’m trying to do,” he mumbles, the words tumbling out faster and faster, like white water over rocks.

			“Cap,” Sonia says over team comms, “we’ll never find the whale if we don’t split up and do a sweep, assuming there even is a MOBIS.”

			Quinn huffs. “As if I would ever track a false positive.”

			“Why aren’t we sweeping?” Leo asks. “We could double up if you don’t want us flying solo—”

			“No,” I snap. “We are not splitting up. That’s what the Ballena wants. Keep a close eye on your sensors and investigate even the smallest anomalies. Sudden change in radiological readings. A blacked-out cam.”

			My muscles tense at the last bit, and I can’t help but check all my camera feeds. Everything appears normal: two darts flying between my R2 and R6, the Alacrán maintaining pace by my L8, and the Dorado a smudge in my long-range cam. The whaler keeps watch like a metal sentinel, always ready to rush in.

			A metal sentinel haloed in an unnaturally blue-white glow. The light wraps around from behind, eclipsing it—

			“Flip!” I yell. “Flip now!”

			My stomach lurches as I turn my dart on its nose. Blood rushes into my head, makes it hard to think. Then the haze clears, and all I can see is the Ballena circling the Dorado straight ahead.

			It’s not as big as a Leviathan, but the Ballena is ten times more terrifying. Its trademark alabaster glow casts everything around it in a sickly tint. A bright azure flare blazes from the monstrous engines located by its equally monstrous fluke.

			“Seven depths,” Leo swears.

			Despite the panic ripping through me, the perverted satisfaction of being right twists within. But the feeling fizzles out when the Ballena’s six flippers swivel with unnerving dexterity and release relentless rounds onto the Dorado. Sparks dance and wink out as the whaler’s defense system engages. The shields won’t last long under the heavy barrage.

			“Quinn? Quinn! Quinn!”

			No response.

			Without thinking, I push the engines for a hard drive back to the Dorado, not bothering to check if the others are following. So much for not splitting off.

			Brilliant bursts erupt from the Dorado’s outdated weapons system. If any of the rounds hit the Ballena, the MOBIS shows no signs as it retaliates. I grit my teeth as the Ballena slams its massive fluke into the whaler so hard the ship shudders and careens sideways.

			“Dorado,” I bark. “Respond immediately.”

			Nothing.

			“Stag! Quinn!”

			Please, any of you, answer me.

			“Dorado’s comms are down, Cap,” Sonia says, flying into sight on my left. “I’m getting nothing from them too.”

			I check the dash, confirming everyone’s with me. “Keep formation and start shooting the moment you’re in close range. Don’t stop until that fish is metal scraps.”

			Then I switch over to Quinn’s private line. Maybe it’s still functioning. It has to be. The thought that she’s hurt or—

			A hiss slips through my clenched teeth as the Dorado takes another blow from the Ballena’s heavy guns. The whaler spins as if caught in a whirlpool, violent and dizzyingly fast. And—oh stars—the g-force on that spin, more than enough to kill a person if they’re not strapped in. All the lights on the whaler go dark. Exterior, interior, emergency. Everything.

			I scream. My shriek echoes in my helmet, amplified by the contained space. I push my dart even faster, ignoring the overheating warnings blaring from the dash.

			“Quinn.” My voice threatens to crack. “Do you copy?”

			Static buzzes in my earpiece.

			Up ahead, the Ballena continues battering the Dorado like it’s a tiny raft being tossed by stormy waves. Why isn’t the whaler returning fire?

			Faster. FASTER.

			Everything burns—the back of my throat, my eyes, my stomach. A quick glance at the scope says I’m all alone. None of the other harpooners dared to risk blowing out their dart’s thrusters going at my breakneck speed. Not that I blame them.

			I narrow my eyes, homing in on the Ballena, drilling in so hard my vision blurs. And then it’s just me and the Ballena. Alone again. Exactly like three years ago.

			My head lolled as I struggled to keep conscious amid the bloody mess inside my wrecked dart. I wished the computer system would shut down—the booming alarms, the blinding lights, the flashing warnings—I wanted to rip my brain out if only to silence it all.

			Lashes fluttering, I blinked away droplets of blood. Tried not to think about how none of the other darts had responded to my distress calls. Not that it mattered now. The scattered remains of the Essex floated past like driftwood. A crash seat here, a smashed hatch there, and, oh depths, is that a body?

			The back of my neck prickled. The Ballena was back, swimming through the debris, heading straight toward me. I squeezed my eyes shut, waiting for the inevitable.

			Waiting.

			Waiting.

			Nothing.

			Daring to look, I held my breath as the Ballena glided by in all its savage beauty, heading for…another dart, camouflaged among the Essex’s broken pieces. My shoulders tensed, and I stifled a shriek as a bolt of pain fired down my mangled arm. I strained my eyes, blinking back tears, convinced I hallucinated the other dart. Because if the dart actually existed, then maybe rescue was—

			The Ballena whipped its fluke across the dart, smashing it to bits.

			A piercing scream stabs my ears. It takes a moment to realize the stroke-inducing sound is coming from me.

			My eyes widen as I yank back on the throttle seconds from crashing into the Alacrán. My heart palpitates, beating so hard and fast it threatens to smash my rib cage.

			Augustus is yelling, “What are you doing? You said not to split up!”

			“Move,” I snarl, eyes glued to the horrific scene unfolding behind the Alacrán.

			Someone’s managed to get the weapons system on the whaler up and running, despite the lights remaining blacked out—which means someone on there is still alive. The Ballena dodges the shots with graceful ease, carving figure eights and loops.

			I shift to go around Augustus, but he mirrors my every move with maddening precision.

			“You have five seconds to get out of my way,” I growl, “before I shoot.”

			Two other dots—Sonia and Leo—blink on my scopes, rapidly approaching our location.

			“You’d shoot me,” Augustus says, disbelief creeping into his voice. “Bleeding stars, Ishara! Just wait until the rest of the team arrives, okay?”

			“Five,” I warn.

			I’m shaking as I prime the guns. Nerves bunching up inside, stomach turning itself inside out.

			“Four.”

			There’s someone alive on the Dorado. That someone could be Stag—or Quinn. Quinn, who’s been by my side through my best and my worst, my highs and lows.

			“Three.”

			“Just wait, porfavo,” Augustus begs. “They’re almost—”

			“Two.”

			Sonia and Leo finally catch up, and Augustus moves out of the way. I release a trembling exhale and then press forward. The Ballena pauses its assault on the Dorado as I spray flechettes down its body. The others join, and we swarm the whale like a pack of piranhas. In and out. Up and down. Through the fins, around the tail. Blue carbohydrogel oozes from its wounds, a stark contrast against its salt-white shell.

			A sudden force slams into my ship, throwing it sideways. I regain control and scan over the damage readouts. Guidance system down. Aft probes down. Aux engines down. Depths—how did a single shot from the Ballena do all that?

			Perspiration beads along my hairline as the strike works together, drawing the Ballena away from the Dorado. The ancient whaler spins out of control, guns going silent. Please let everyone on there be safe and alive.

			Alarm flashes through me as the Alacrán wobbles, nearly clipping its wings against mine when it swerves dangerously close.

			“Augustus!” I unleash a concentrated burst from the lancer on the Ballena’s head. It does shit. “Watch yourself!”

			“Sorry,” he pants, jerking his ship away, only to overcompensate and almost tumble into a roll.

			“New boy, you doing okay?” Sonia asks.

			“Your pet MOBIS isn’t going rogue, is it?” Leo grunts.

			Fear squeezes my lungs at the thought of having to deal with two MOBIS at once.

			Augustus coughs, sending a rush of white noise through the comms. “It’s fine. I’m fine. Everything’s under control. Oh fu—”

			He cuts out and narrowly avoids a hit from the whale. I pivot and provide cover as he puts distance between him and the Ballena. In the cam feed near the bottom of my dash, the Dorado has slowed, its stabilizers kicking in and finally, finally halting its spin. Someone is conscious enough to pilot the ship.

			The Ballena twirls, guns blazing as it sprints away from the darts. Cussing fills the comms as everyone dodges the fire. Then, with a sudden flare of its majestic engines, the Ballena hurtles out of range in two seconds flat.

			“Cap, pursuit?” Sonia asks.

			I glance between the whale vanishing in the distance and the eerily silent Dorado.

			“Can’t,” Augustus gasps. “Status red.”

			The Alacrán oscillates, swaying side to side, though I can’t see any significant damage.

			“It’s me, not the ship,” he clarifies, voice thin. “I’m not feeling…great.”

			Did being so close to the Ballena mess up his augments? Some other nasty side effect making itself known?

			My pulse thunders in my ears as I stare in the direction the Ballena disappeared. It was so close. And now, it’s stars know where. I sigh. “Let’s head back.”

			We fall in line, Augustus first, followed by Sonia, Leo, then me taking the rear. Up close, the damage to the Dorado appears even worse. Long, gaping burns scar its weathered side. The rail guns sit crooked, and comms remain silent when I try to contact the flight deck again.

			At least the landing pad still functions. I guide my dart through the whaler’s underbelly until I reach the parking platform, which rises, taking me back into the hangar. The hangar double doors stay partially open once we’re in, as if the sensors are jammed, preventing them from closing fully. Sonia’s kneeling beside Augustus, who’s slumped against a wall.

			“Where’s Leo?” I ask.

			Sonia points up. “Flight deck to check on crew.”

			Then she jabs a thumb at Augustus, who’s halfway passed out. It’s a miracle he managed to get his ship back in one piece.

			Guilt prickles across my nape as I squat to get a better look at Augustus. Blood trickles from his temples, his nose, and the corners of his mouth. His face is pale—cheeks tinted blue green—and the rise and fall of his chest is barely discernible. He’s clearly in need of urgent care, yet all I can think of is Quinn. And Stag. But mostly Quinn.

			Sonia opens a med kit and grabs the ChillCloth. “He’s burning up.”

			“Stay and take care of him,” I say. “I’m going to find the others and try to get comms back up and running.”

			A low beep sounds in my earpiece. Sonia pauses halfway through placing another ChillCloth on Augustus’s arm. She taps her ear, and I nod. Then a familiar beeeeeep rings out, and Leo’s rumbling voice comes over the line.

			“Something’s jamming the Dorado’s network, but Stag worked up a temp patch. It’s only reliable up to eighty meters or so.”

			“Understood,” I say, striding toward the door. “Anyone hurt?”

			“A bit battered and bruised, but nothing serious,” Stag answers.

			“Quinn? You okay?”

			“Quinn?” Stag repeats after a beat. “I thought she was with you.”

			I take off running down the corridor. “Quinn, where are you?” My chest tightens as static crackles over the line. “Double check all comms are up,” I bark.

			“Everything’s up and running to the best of their abilities,” Stag replies. “Comm controls indicate Quinn’s line is active. We’re probably just out of range—”

			“Out of range?” I sputter, hurrying toward the ladder leading to the upper decks. “Where else would she be?”

			“Check the weapons service room. The extra shielding there might be interfering.”

			I pivot and rush down the hall in the opposite direction. “Weapons service room? Why—”

			“Rail guns got jammed. I don’t know what the Ballena did, but it massively screwed up the Dorado’s internals. Quinn went down to reboot the weapons system and check for clogged feeds.”

			“Was she out of the maintenance room when you began firing?” With the violent maneuvers the whaler was taking, anyone not buckled down would’ve gotten thrown around like seaweed in a whirlpool. Not to mention the intense heat that would engulf the service rooms when the guns were active. Anxiety punches my gut at the thought, taking the air out of my lungs.

			“I—I think so,” Stag stammers. “With the comms down—”

			“You couldn’t wait for her to return to deck before firing?” I demand.

			“The Ballena was about to destroy us! I waited as long as I could—”

			“I’m here.”

			Quinn.

			Her voice is tiny, weak. But it’s her.

			I skid to a stop, chest heaving, knees threatening to buckle beneath me as I sag against the wall.

			Quinn coughs, the sound rasping the line. “Been here the whole time. But you guys keep yapping over me. I’m by service room C.”

			I shove off the wall right as the door down the hall opens. Quinn steps out, cradling her arm. I click off my mic and mute the comms, drinking in the sight of her face. Tendrils of dark brown hair plaster her sweaty forehead and cheeks. She’s bleeding from a nasty gash above her eyebrow and another smaller cut at the corner of her lip, crimson rivulets running down her skin. But she’s alive. Air rushes back into my lungs.

			Before I know it, I’m hurrying over and whispering, “Thank the stars,” over and over as I pull her into a hug, taking care not to jostle her injured arm. She sways on her feet, and then her fingers dig into my back as she steadies herself, using me as support.

			“What happened?” I take a step back, searching for other injuries, then look up to meet her eyes. “Are you okay?”

			“Yeah,” she rasps. “Just shaken. Disoriented. Didn’t get out of the room quick enough, and the feed adjuster swung into me.”

			The blood drains from my face, and I look away, hoping Quinn won’t notice how badly I’m trembling. The adjuster easily reaches hundreds of degrees after a single shot.

			“Hey,” Quinn says.

			I turn back toward her. The corners of her mouth curve up, making the freckles rise on her left cheek. Without thinking, I throw my arms around her once more, gently, trying to steady my breaths.

			“Fucking hell, Quinn,” I mumble. “When I saw the lights go out on the Dorado…and nobody was answering my hails…and the way the Ballena was tossing the ship around—”

			“Ish, I’m fine.” Her cool fingers tuck a strand of hair behind my ear. “I’m fine.”

			I choke out a tight laugh and lean back a little, unwilling to let her go just yet. She still seems a bit unsteady. Finally, Quinn clears her throat, and I reluctantly step back, holding her at arm’s length.

			“Let me see,” I murmur.

			Pressing her lips in a tight line, she brushes aside the tattered remains of the sleeve covering her arm. I suck in a sharp breath and grimace. A jagged cut runs up to her elbow, a layer of coalesced blood stanching the wound. Angry, puckered skin burns her inner wrist.

			“Could’ve been worse,” she murmurs.

			“Let’s get you cleaned up.”

			I drape her uninjured arm across my shoulder, and we slowly make our way to Quinn’s quarters. The door slides open at an agonizingly slow rate. We stagger through, and Quinn drops onto her cot. The bed’s perfectly made—tight sheets, folded blanket, centered pillow. Typical Quinn.

			I head into the washroom and fling open the cabinet. Like the rest of her room, everything’s organized—the bottles and containers labeled and ordered by height. I easily find the first aid kit and dump the contents next to her.

			“Here.” I pass over painkillers then hunt for the sana gel as she dry-swallows the pills. Finally finding the ointment, I pop the seal and gesture for Quinn to hold out her arm. I swallow back bile at the awful sight and can’t help but wonder if this was what my arm looked like when she found me.

			As if reading my mind, Quinn says, “I’m not going to lose my arm, Ish. Not unless you keep staring at it like a concussed moonfish.” She sighs. “Come on. Time’s a-wasting.”

			I bite the inside of my cheek. “Lo sien,” I mutter, and then squeeze the gel all over her arm.

			She screws her eyes shut, her free hand gripping the edge of the cot, knuckles turning white. I’m tempted to gently uncurl Quinn’s fingers from their death grip and slip my own through hers.

			The sana gel flows across her skin, disintegrating the shredded fabric and hardening into a thin antibacterial cast. It also hurts like a bitch during the solidification process.

			While Quinn waits for the cast to fully form, I dump the rest of the medical supplies back into the box, feeling a little guilty for messing up their previously organized state. I stand and take in her tattered appearance. As much as I want to stay, I know what she needs is sleep. “Rest for a bit. Is there anything else you need?”

			She nods, her mouth a grim slash. “We need to prepare ourselves better for Ballena round two.”

			“Agreed. But let’s deal with that during the crew debrief.”

			I step out into the corridor, blowing out a long breath as the door shuts behind me. Then I jog back to the hangar to find Sonia still kneeling over an unconscious Augustus.

			She meets my worried gaze and stands. “I need to grab more supplies from the med bay.”

			I motion for her to leave then crouch beside Augustus. With a shaky hand, I press back strands of his hair.

			“It doesn’t know for sure,” he mumbles. “Not yet. But it…suspects.”

			My face scrunches. The depths is he talking about?

			“Speeding up…Developing.” His eyes snap open, bright with fever. “Copying the code…It wants—no, needs…its own. No, not its own…”

			I loosen the top of his flight suit, revealing the sweat-drenched undershirt plastered to his chest.

			“It’s getting close.” He gasps, struggling to sit upright. “The blueprint. It’ll be the first.”

			“Hey, relax.” I move to push him back down, but he resists with surprising strength.

			“Needs a beta…A successful download…More code…” He blinks and locks his glossy cerulean eyes onto my face. A breath catches in the back of my throat as we hold each other’s gaze for a long moment. Something flickers in the back of my mind, like the last embers refusing to die out. Faint. Barely there.

			Slowly, he stretches out an arm, his hand reaching up to touch my cheek. I flinch, then hold very, very still. The tips of his fingers burn a trail down the side of my face and then pause to cradle my chin. An intimate gesture, as if he’s done this a thousand times. Without thinking, I place my hand over his, and a small smile quirks his lips.

			The smile snaps me out of my trance. I jerk back, dropping my hand and grabbing his forearm to force it away. His muscles tighten beneath my grip, and he speaks in an eerily clear voice despite the fog in his eyes. “But I thought you li—”

			“Stop.” The word comes out shaky, mirroring my insides. “You have a fever or something. You’re not acting like yourself, okay?”

			Mother of stars, I’m not acting like myself.

			And yet, something—a voice—whispers that this is myself.

			A forgotten self.

			Augustus lowers his outstretched hand, the sleeve pulling back as he does so. I almost mourn the loss of his touch, but before I can linger on that distressing thought for too long, the tattoo on his forearm catches my eye.

			I freeze and stare at his arm. At the 66—and the bruise from before that apparently isn’t a bruise but another number, slowly darkening into his skin.

			2.

			His arm now reads 662.
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				Dark Side of the System

			
			Flight Deck, dorado

			A somber heaviness hovers over the deck as everyone gathers for a debriefing.

			The silence expands, and our ragged breaths fill the air. Then all at once, everyone attempts to speak.

			“Why did the Ballena leave? Did we hurt it bad?”

			“Never seen anything like it before—a Halo Ghost indeed.”

			“Bleeding stars, the Ballena is real.”

			“Of course it’s real,” Augustus mutters.

			Stag slides me a sheepish look. “Sorry I ever doubted you.”

			“Lo sien,” Sonia adds, and Leo offers an apologetic grunt.

			I rub the back of my neck. “Let’s focus on the bigger issues.”

			Sonia snorts. “Right. Like the fucking Ballena actually existing isn’t big news.”

			I nod at Augustus. Although he’s regained most of his color and strength, he leans heavily against the dash for support. “What’s the status?”

			“Most of the damage is superficial, though the bow and a couple rail guns will need to be serviced. The slash in the hull didn’t puncture all the way through, but structural integrity took a beating.” His forehead furrows as he drags his gaze down the dash display. “Come to think of it, the overall body of the Dorado could use some serious reinforcement. The Ballena clearly likes to get close and physical.”

			“Slamming its tail into the Dorado”—Stag rubs his chin—“like a shark stunning its prey before the kill.”

			“Yet it let us go instead.” Augustus’s eyes crease thoughtfully.

			Sonia squints. “Let us go?”

			He barks out a laugh that quickly dissolves into a wheezing cough. “Herma, you didn’t really think we hurt the Ballena so bad it fled from us, did you? We might’ve picked off a few scales but no more.”

			“But why?” Quinn taps her fingers against her cast. “The Ballena runs on code, so it must be following software logic.”

			“Maybe it got a ‘new wreck’ notification,” Leo suggests.

			“Maybe…” She pulls out her electro-slate and enters a note to herself, probably a reminder to investigate any recent nearby wrecks and see if the timeline corroborates.

			“Any new information on how the Ballena managed to affect so much of our intra-ship systems?” I ask.

			Stag waves a hand, casting diagnostic data onto the dash. “In addition to physical damage that might’ve impacted the server room, it appears some sort of electromagnetic pulse was discharged.”

			“Strange.” Augustus runs a hand across the lower half of his face, mumbling under his breath. “I should’ve noticed something that big.”

			I glance at Quinn. “Could the EMP have knocked down the comms network?”

			She nods, poring over the displayed information. “Especially with a pulse reading this high. Probably what blacked us out and messed up the other automated systems as well.” Her voice grows darker. “Anything that requires electricity or involves magnetism to function will be affected by an EMP.”

			Silence.

			Then Leo: “So this entire ship?”

			“Pretty much.”

			“Great,” he grunts in a way that suggests Not great at all.

			“The strike got lucky,” Augustus says. “We must’ve been out of range when the Ballena fired the first EMP. There’s probably a recharge period before it can use it again.”

			“Okay.” I fold my arms and examine the crew. “Darts all seem to be in serviceable condition, and the whaler just needs some repairs. But more importantly, we need a way to defend ourselves against another EMP attack. Our plan fell apart because the Ballena went for the Dorado straight away instead of engaging the strike.”

			Stag points to the numbers on the dash. “None of the EMP shields on market could withstand this sort of magnitude.”

			“We could jerry-rig something,” Quinn muses. “If I could get my hands on a couple shields, I’m sure there’s a way to amp them up.”

			“Set course for Mira Station?” Stag asks me.

			I open my mouth to reply but Augustus interrupts in a nonchalant tone, “Or we go to the Mercado Oscuro.”

			Sonia gapes and Leo raises a brow.

			Quinn scoffs. “You’ve got to be kidding if you think we’re gonna go to the dark side of the system to buy some shady, overpriced tech.”

			Stag shakes his head. “It’s a dangerous flight there.”

			I nod. Pirates haunt the skies near the Mercado, and merc ships keep watch around the secretive station, keeping unwanted visitors at bay. The Mercado’s existed for as long as anyone can remember—some even claim it was established before Halo became an officially recognized system. Every couple years, law enforcement launches an effort to shut down the Mercado Oscuro. Every time, they’ve failed miserably.

			“Isn’t that where you got your augments?” Quinn asks. “Problematic augments?”

			Augustus raises his hands. “Guilty as charged, but the augments did their job at the end of the day. Regardless, the Mercado is the only place that has what we need.”

			She huffs. “It’s not worth the risk. We’re safer going to Mira—the fact that I’m using Mira as the safe option should say something.”

			I clear my throat. “Aside from Augustus, has anyone else been to the Mercado?”

			“I’ve flown part of the route there,” Stag admits in a glum voice. “My old cap wanted to sell unauthorized engines, but he turned us back after multiple close encounters with the same gang of pirates. Never been anywhere near that part of the system since.”

			Sonia shakes her head, and Leo rumbles, “I had a buddy who went to the Mercado to buy some xyloneum a couple years back.”

			“And?” I prompt.

			He shrugs, thick shoulders rising and falling like mini boulders. “Never heard from him again.”

			“Well, that confirms it,” Quinn says. “If Leo’s big scary buddy got knifed or shot or kidn—”

			“Listen to me,” Augustus insists. “Yes, the Mercado’s more dangerous than Mira. But if we’re going after the Ballena, we’re gonna be playing with bigger risks.”

			“What can we get at the Mercado that we can’t get at Mira?” I ask.

			“Ish!” Quinn’s head snaps toward me. “You’re not seriously considering—”

			I silence her with a hard look, then soften it to add, “We’re sailing in uncharted space here. I’m simply considering all options.”

			“How about the option to not go after the Ballena?” she snips back half-heartedly.

			“No,” Augustus and I retort in unison.

			Quinn blows out a loud breath and sends her gaze upward in silent exasperation.

			I motion for Augustus to answer my earlier question.

			“For the right price, you can get anything you want,” he says. “Ballena-worthy EMP shields? Done. EMP-neutralizing bomb? For sure. And if someone isn’t already selling what you’re looking for, just offer enough tarjas, and someone will find a way to make it.” He leans forward, palms against the dash, expression earnest. “I don’t want any more trouble than you do. How many times do I have to prove I’m only here to help and want the best for the crew?”

			Quinn comments wryly, “I think we have very different ideas of what’s best for the crew.”

			“Preferably an option that doesn’t involve anyone getting stabbed, robbed, thrown out the airlock, or otherwise killed,” Sonia mutters.

			I raise a hand, and everyone quiets. “An EMP neutralizer could make or break our next Ballena encounter, but it doesn’t sound like one that’ll suit our needs will be available at Mira.”

			“I guarantee the Mercado’s got it,” Augustus says. “There are half a dozen electro munition experts you can hire that’ll custom design whatever you need. For a price, of course.”

			I suck in my cheeks at the mention of tarjas. “How much do they charge?”

			“Anywhere from a couple hundred for a small job to millions for heavy-duty work. We’re probably looking at a couple thousand tarjas in expenses. Quality illegal goods aren’t cheap.”

			“Or,” Quinn interjects, “we spend two hundred tarjas on quality legal purchases and design a Ballena-specific EMP shield and neutralizing bomb ourselves.”

			I cast her a surprised look. “I didn’t know you’ve worked with electro munitions before.”

			“I haven’t, but I’m a fast learner. Plus, Augustus seems to have munition experience.” She nods at him. “Didn’t you cobble together that Ballena bait on your own?”

			“That’s shallow play—what you’re talking about with the EMP neutralizer is way out of my depth.” He turns to me, beseeching. “Mira’s suited the Dorado’s needs in the past, but it’s not going to cut it anymore. You’re only as strong as your greatest weakness. Experts in anything—fuel mixologists, biomech engineers, munition experts—they’re all at the Mercado. That’s where the sharks swim.”

			I arrange my face into a stony mask even though my mind’s whirling, weighing all the pros and cons. The crew’s familiar with Mira, and I’m confident we can get in and out of that station in one piece. However, if the improvised EMP neutralizer thrown together from whatever parts we can find from Mira fails…I don’t know if we’ll be so lucky to survive the Ballena’s EMP blast a second time.

			On the other hand, the Mercado’s one of the most notorious stations in the system. That’s where people go to disappear. But it’s also true that the Mercado is the most likely place to find an EMP neutralizer capable of disabling the Ballena. Ultimately, it boils down to: Would we rather risk our lives at the Mercado or against the Ballena?

			The answer then is a no-brainer.

			“A couple thousand tarjas for an EMP-neutralizing bomb,” I say. “That’s…a steep price. And that’s not factoring the cost of the shields we’ll need to install on all the darts and whaler.”

			“We can’t afford it.” Quinn shoots me a knowing look. We’re both thinking about the debt Inigo expects me to repay soon.

			“We can’t afford not to have it,” I counter.

			And the only way to repay the debt is to catch the Ballena and cash in its biocore.

			Augustus says slowly, uncertain, “I might have resources I can tap into for more tarjas. Worst-case scenario, many of the dealers in the Mercado offer credits, loans, collateral—you name it.”

			I soak in the grave mood of the crew. “We’ll pass by Aegis and Illume Station on the way to the Mercado Oscuro. Anyone who doesn’t wish to proceed, speak now, and we’ll drop you off.”

			Stag’s brows draw low, Sonia’s fiddling with a spare TOG flechette in her hand, an inscrutable gleam burns in Leo’s eyes, and Quinn twirls the end of her braid around a finger. But no one speaks up. No one wants to jump ship.

			A flare of pride burns bright within me. “Sonia, you take first watch. Everyone else, rest up. Once we enter Mercado space, it’s double shifts for everyone. Two darts on guard at all times, one person on DACS duty, and another on piloting, minimum. Guards up, eyes sharp. We’re swimming with the sharks now.”
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				I Just Want the Impossible

			
			Captain’s Log #181

			225.53.75

			12:50

			ETA 12 hours until we reach the Mercado’s space zone, assuming we can find it. Crew’s taken on a solemn atmosphere.

			And Quinn—I’m afraid. I’m afraid I hurt her bad by taking Augustus’s side and refusing her suggestion. Her offer. She’s been awfully quiet since the meeting, though maybe that’s because she’s still recovering from her injuries and all. Doesn’t change the fact I can’t stop seeing her wounded expression when I told Stag to plot a course to the Mercado.

			But it’s the right choice—that’s the best way we can prepare ourselves for the Ballena. That’s the best course of action for the crew. At least, that’s what I’m telling myself.

			Captain’s Log #182

			225.53.75

			13:48

			Fuck, I don’t want to lose Quinn. But I don’t want to lose my best shot at the Ballena either. Maybe I just want the impossible.

			Captain’s Quarters, dorado

			“Seven depths.” I lurch upright in my bed, heart fluttering like a trapped bird.

			Closing my eyes, I take a moment to collect myself, focusing on my breaths. Five seconds exhale, three to inhale. Cold sweat trickles down my neck and between my shoulder blades, and my left arm won’t stop shaking. I clench my hand to force it to stop.

			Already, the shattered pieces of my dream are slipping through my mind’s grasp. Only fragments swirl through my head—the past blending with the present, dreams mixing with nightmares.

			Me, striding through the Essex, joking with my old crew. They always remained a couple paces ahead, their faces out of sight. Then they stopped in unison, standing shoulder to shoulder, backs turned toward me, wearing matching gray flight suits. I took a cautious step, keeping my sight glued to the ground, afraid they’d vanish if I looked at them for too long. Falling in line, I risked turning my head the slightest. The guy to my right glanced over, locking eyes with me.

			I bit back a gasp.

			Augustus.

			His lips twisted into a sad smile. “Why did you insist on going for the biocore, Ara?”

			I startle and stumble out of bed. Scrubbing my eyes until they feel raw, I burst into the corridor. The mag lights flicker on, blazing a path as I jog for the hangar. I slip inside, frowning when I realize the lights are already on. Somehow I’m not surprised when I spot Augustus sitting on the wing of the Alacrán. He pats the spot beside him. “Seat?”

			I march over and swing myself up. Try to ignore the fact I’m sitting on a killing machine closely related to a MOBIS.

			Looking straight ahead, I say in a soft voice, “I feel like I know you. From before.”

			I slip him a sideways look. He returns it, head tilted in the same manner as in my vision. The world spins for a second, and I grip the edge of the wing to keep myself from sliding off.

			Releasing a long sigh, he answers, “What do you want me to say? That you used to know me before you lost your memories?”

			My spine stiffens, and I clench my jaw so hard it pops. How does he know about my forgotten years?

			He shakes his head, oblivious, and graces me with that same sad smile. So like the smile in my dream. “I’m sorry, but that’s impossible.”

			“No, it’s not.” I’m fully aware of how delusional I sound. “Only nineteen bodies of the Essex’s crew were found. That leaves four unconfirmed, which means—”

			“Ish—Ishara.” He twists to face me, leaning forward, palms flat against the wing’s surface. “If I were truly a survivor of the Essex, that would’ve been the first thing I told you.”

			I release a deep sigh, swinging my legs back and forth over the edge. “You know,” I murmur after a moment, “I’ve started remembering bits of my past.” My flashbacks had started around the same time he joined the Dorado. “And…and I thought I saw your face with the Essex’s crew.”

			Even as the confession leaves my mouth, I can’t help but cringe at its absurdity. But then again—who is Augustus to judge, considering his ride is practically a MOBIS and he gets updates on the Ballena sent to his brain?

			He shakes his head once more. “Incorporating recent events into a dream isn’t unheard of. Probably even more likely for you, considering you have a busted memory chip.”

			My chest constricts. I peek at the hangar doors, paranoid someone’s going to walk in. “How do you know about my chip?”

			Augustus taps behind his left ear.

			“So? Scar could’ve been from anything.”

			“That was only hint number one. The second one was the numbers.”

			Of course. How could I forget? “Garcia’s numbers. Sixty-seven, not sixty-six. It was a test.”

			“Was it worth it?” Augustus asks. “The deletion? Especially since you obviously didn’t manage to wipe everything, because you’re still doing this whole”—he circles his hand—“chasing-the-Ballena thing.”

			I shoot him a puzzled look. “Deletion?”

			“Deleting your Nebula backup files. I mean, they’re not meant to be removed, so it’s understandable if you missed a couple memory bits. Just enough memory left you can’t let the Ballena go, can’t move on until it’s dead.”

			What the fuck? White-hot rage crashes over me, and for a second, I’m convinced I misheard him.

			But then he adds, “Were you trying to restore or get a deeper Nebula wipe with that memory broker a few weeks ago?”

			“How,” I force past gritted teeth, “dare you imply I would erase my own memory?”

			His eyes widen as he scoots a couple centimeters away. “Lo sien. I’m just trying to understand.” He rubs his chin. “So, you’re telling me, you didn’t purposely delete those files?”

			“Why the hell would I do that?! What makes you think I would do that?” My fingers twitch. The nerve of him. Slinging around such accusations. “Why, did you think I erased those memories because it hurts too much to remember? Or some other bullshit like that?”

			“I—well, yes,” he stammers.

			I lean in close, and ask, “What are we without our memories?”

			He opens and closes his mouth several times.

			A stretch of silence lengthens between us. I bite the inside of my cheek. Could I have corrupted my own backup files—and deleted the memory of myself doing so? Something in my chest collapses at the thought. Remembering might hurt.

			Not remembering hurts more.

			Guilt prickles my scalp for lashing out at Augustus for not knowing better. I sigh and rub the bridge of my nose. Yet I can’t bring myself to apologize, so I stare at the ground, kicking my legs back and forth.

			The unmistakable weight of a pair of eyes watching me eventually becomes unbearable. I lift my head and scowl at him. “What?”

			He gestures downward as if to indicate, Whoa, calm down.

			My gaze falls to his hands, noting how he’s once again adopted that quirk of sticking out his index and middle fingers together. A scoff escapes me before I can help it. “What the depths are you trying to tell me?”

			His hands freeze as an eyebrow arches in questioning.

			I hold up my own hands and mimic the same gesture, sticking out my two fingers side by side. “Why do you do that?”

			He’s clearly unsure where I’m going with this. “Uh, I think I must’ve seen someone do it and somehow picked it up.”

			I roll my eyes and let out a short laugh. “Hopefully that person wasn’t making the gesture at you—or maybe it doesn’t have the same connotation here as it does in Tian Tan.”

			“Why, what does it mean in Tian Tan?”

			I smirk. “To phrase it politely, fuck off.”

			His gaze widens for a moment, and then he bursts into laughter, muttering to himself, “Oh, that explains so much.” Once he finally manages to collect himself, he nods at the handgun holstered to my side. “You always keep that FLX on you, huh? Get that from Tian Tan?”

			“Yeah, and it’s a good piece. Shoots straight. Recharges fast.”

			“That’s a rare model, hard as hell to come by,” he comments, then cautiously follows up with a question like he doesn’t really expect an answer. “How’d you end up with yours?”

			My fingers brush against the FLX’s handle, and then I pull it out, turning it over in my hands. It sits heavy in my palms for something so small. Heavier yet because of its history.

			“Got it from my brother,” I finally say. Using my sleeve, I polish the gun’s barrel until it gives off a dull gleam. “He died when I was eleven. He was seventeen.”

			I’m older than him now, older than he would ever be. Shaking my head, I tuck the FLX back into the holster by my left hip. “He knew what he was doing, though. Knew he was going to die. Not many people can say that.”

			Augustus has the decency not to ask more, though I can see he’s itching to. And because of that, some internal voice urges me to tell him the full story. It’s an unfamiliar impulse, since Quinn is normally the only one who gets any truth out of me.

			An extended pause slides by, and then I say, “We were on the run from…problems back home. Political problems. They’d already taken our parents, and my brother and I barely escaped. But they were fast and coming in close, too close…” I clench my left hand, knuckles turning white. “So my brother stayed back to hold them off for a bit, giving me time to find a place to hide in the shipyard. They shot him in the back twice. By the time they finally moved on, he’d already lost too much blood.”

			I release my fist and wince as circulation rushes back into my fingertips. “We both knew he wasn’t going to make it. So I took this”—I tap the FLX—“and ran. Snuck onto an outgoing cargo vessel, and that was that. Had no idea what its destination was or how long the journey would take. Three weeks later, the ship docked, and I—”

			I press my lips together, reliving the overwhelming fear and confusion from seven years ago. Of suddenly finding myself in a foreign system with no familiar faces and no way home. The realization that my life had just turned upside down and there was no going back. Survivor’s guilt followed shortly after, like a poisoned barb hooking into my conscience and infecting my thoughts.

			“I spent the first week in a haze, hiding at the docks, digging for food in the compost bins and sleeping between shipping crates. Eventually, a station techie notified port authorities of a stray girl roaming the area. Apparently, I’d been considered a nuisance and underfoot hazard.” I laugh to mask the painful ache of memory. “Of course port authority had questions—where were my parents, what was I doing here. In the end, I was given the choice of either being sent back to Tian Tan or registering myself with the Halo System for a new identity. I chose the latter, and…the process was exhausting. The forms I had to sign and the hundreds of questions they asked felt like a cross-examination, and one wrong answer would give them an excuse to reject me. Throughout the days-long interview, I couldn’t shake the sense that I’d become a suspect for some unknown crime.”

			For the first time in my life, my existence felt both like an offense and an inconvenience. That I had to prove my worth to stay.

			“Anyway, I fled port authority when I feared my location had been compromised. Stowed away on the next ship leaving the station, which turned out to be the Essex…and, well, the rest is history.”

			And a blur in my mind. I have a vague recollection of the captain’s fury when he discovered me on board, threatening to turn the ship around, because what was he supposed to do with a scrawny, useless girl? But then someone—Ricardo, I’m pretty sure—stepped up to defend me. Offered to take me under his wing. The rest of my memories aboard the Essex quickly degrade to formless impressions and watercolor emotions from there onward.

			Something touches my left hand, and I flinch, surprised when Augustus gives it a quick comforting squeeze before letting go. I blow a piece of hair out of my face and lean back. Something loosens in my chest. Like that story was a message in a bottle waiting to be shared, and I’d finally popped the cork. Funny how we don’t notice the things that weigh on us until they’re gone.

			“Are you still worried about them?” Augustus asks after a moment. I know he’s referring to the people who murdered my family.

			I shake my head. “Not really. Looking back, I don’t think they ever traced me here. Probably not worth the effort on their part, considering I was literally a kid and didn’t pose a threat.”

			For several more minutes, we sit together in easy silence.

			Eventually, I ask, “Shouldn’t you be sleeping?”

			He slings me a lopsided grin. “Shouldn’t you?” Then he taps his temple. “Couldn’t sleep.”

			“Augments bothering you?”

			“Yeah.” He rubs the back of his neck, the sleeve pulling back just enough for me to see his bio-tat: 662 and a patch of darkening skin that’s starting to look like the number 9.

			I study him. Crescent shadows hang under his eyes, and his face is gaunter than I recall. Stars, perhaps the latest episode hit him harder than he let on. It had been bad enough that he’d lost control of his ship. I can’t let that happen again.

			“The augment side effects are getting worse,” I note.

			He doesn’t deny it.

			“You nearly crashed the Alacrán earlier, almost taking me and Sonia out along with you,” I continue. “You’re a prime harpooner, but—”

			“You’re taking me off the strike.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			He loosens a dark chuckle. “I understand.” He pats the Alacrán. “It’s a shame to let her languish in the hangar, though. Does Quinn dart?”

			“Reasonably well. She could fill in as backup as a last resort. Why?”

			“Well…” He tilts his head, thoughtful. “Both she and I can track the Ballena. What if I taught you how to pilot the Alacrán? Then Quinn could use your dart, and the team will still have four harpooners instead of three. I might as well help Stag on the flight deck if I have to stay behind. Though if you don’t want to fly the Alacrán, I could teach Sonia or Leo instead.”

			I blink, then snort. “Good luck teaching Leo.”

			Augustus grimaces. “Yeah, that probably wouldn’t end too well for me. I think he’s still pissed off about something I did. Stars know what.”

			I slide off the wing, landing with a light thump. I turn and look back up at Augustus. “Show me how.”
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				Carretera de Estrellas

			
			Hangar, dorado

			The two thoughts that pop into my mind when I enter the Alacrán later that day: (1) It’s smaller than I expected, and (2) it’s uncannily similar to the inside of a MOBIS. True, the ship’s interior is more organized than the average whale and carries the unmistakable quality of being lived in—but unlike its exterior, there’s no paint job hiding the glowing cyan webs of Radioactium computerii stretching along walls, clinging to the ceiling, and covering the floor. I find myself inadvertently scanning the claustrophobic space, searching for a biocore, only to remember there isn’t one.

			“You lived on this ship for almost three years?” I follow Augustus from the tiny main cabin into the even smaller cockpit.

			“More like a year,” he replies. “Didn’t acquire her until some time after the Essex sank.”

			“Surprised you didn’t chuck yourself out the hatch.” I press against the cockpit’s side to make room for him to squeeze in. “I would’ve gone stir-crazy within weeks.”

			He shrugs and points for me to take the pilot’s seat while he crams into the nonexistent copilot’s spot beside me.

			Wiping sweat from his brow, Augustus leans away and coughs into the crook of his elbow.

			I hide a frown. “You sure you’re up for this?”

			He lowers his arm and waves a hand across the dash, making it light up. “Who else is gonna teach you how to fly this beauty? ’Cause I sure as hell am not letting you take her out for a spin without the basics.”

			I scoff. “The last time I flew a ship I wasn’t trained on was when I stole a dart from the Marina and jumped in on a whale chase to prove my worth to Rai.”

			“Did you get it?”

			“The biocore?” I bark out a quick laugh. “Course. Gutted it and secured my place on the Marina with that little stunt.” And a well-deserved chewing out afterward.

			Shaking his head and muttering a colorful string of words under his breath, Augustus presses his hand against a gel-like box near the bottom of the dash. I shudder as his palm sinks into the thin membrane of the bacteria ooze. Some sort of biometric sensor?

			“Access granted.”

			I startle at the voice—if I didn’t know better, I would’ve sworn Augustus himself was hidden behind the dash.

			“Please standby for initial systems check,” Augustus’s disembodied voice continues.

			I side-eye real-life Augustus. He cuts in before I can sling him a wry Really? You gave the VI your voice?

			“Feature came with the ship.” He rolls his eyes. “Trust me, I’ve tried to alter the voice.” He breaks off into another fit of coughing that lasts longer than before.

			This time I don’t bother masking my concern. “Maybe another dose of sana pills will help.”

			“There’s no time. We’re gonna be entering Mercado space in less than six hours. Unless you want me—”

			“No,” I say, firm. “Until we’re sure you won’t have another episode behind the dash, you’re beached.”

			He scowls but doesn’t protest. As we wait for the Alacrán to finish running through its start-up systems check, I spy Quinn on the exterior cam. She approaches my dart and runs a hand along its hull before swinging herself into the cockpit with lithe grace. Her cast came off a couple hours ago, and although the newly healed skin is still tender and pink, at least her arm’s strong enough to fly a dart.

			A triple chime sounds when the Alacrán finishes its boot up. I jut my chin out toward the dash. “So, how does this thing work?”

			Augustus takes a deep breath. “Right. Okay, so we’re gonna have to register your bio-signature into the Alacrán’s database.”

			I stare at the carbohydrogel scanner Augustus used to access the ship and squirm. Kind of like shoving a hand into your enemy’s blood. “Can’t you just turn on the ship for me before flight?”

			“The Alacrán isn’t just a ship—”

			“That’s what every pilot says.”

			He pins me with an exasperated stare. “I’m serious, Ishara. The Alacrán isn’t quite a MOBIS or your dart but something caught in between. If she doesn’t recognize the person sitting in the pilot’s seat, she won’t fly or shoot or even power on.”

			I wrinkle my nose, still eyeing the scanner.

			Augustus pats the blue-veined ceiling and gives me an encouraging nod. “Go on.”

			“Ugh.” I stick my hand into the ooze.

			The hair prickles on the back of my neck as the chilled carbohydrogel trickles between my fingers. I try not to think about the bacteria sampling my skin cells, storing my DNA away in its bio-digital memory bank. I can’t yank my hand out fast enough when the scanner chimes its completion.

			The next hour passes in a blur, with Augustus showing me the tracking, navigation, weapons system, and of course, flight controls. Everything works more or less the same in the Alacrán as in a dart. And yet, everything is different, slightly off. Like a rainbow with its color order flipped or a planet orbiting a moon.

			Unease settles across my shoulders, trickles through my bloodstream, and refuses to leave. I do my best to ignore the wrongness of learning to pilot a spacecraft that looks like something I should be destroying.

			“Theoretically, you should be able to get close to the Ballena—to any MOBIS—with the Alacrán,” Augustus says. “So long as if you don’t open fire, any MOBIS should think the Alacrán is simply one of them, thanks to her bio-signature.”

			I nod and rub my thumb across my knuckles, then tap into team comms. “Stag, how’s it looking out there?”

			“Just leagues and leagues of empty space. We’ll be hitting the Carretera de Estrellas soon, and then it’ll be a straight shot to the Mercado.”

			“All right, can you drop me in twenty? Want to test these wings out.”

			“Aye. Launch in twenty.”

			I turn toward Augustus and cock my head. “Well, you staying on board? Or are you letting me fly solo with your pet MOBIS?”

			He raises a finger. “Not a MOBIS.”

			“Right, yeah.” I poke at a lump of hardened carbohydrogel. “No biocore. So what does it have?”

			“Regular computer system. The bacteria’s only used in the natural scaffolding of the ship, security enhancements, and to provide biofuel supplement.” He rises to his feet, back stooped to avoid banging his head against the ceiling. “Don’t go out too fast and take it easy on the turns until you get a feel for her pivot response. I think that’s about it.”

			Flashing him a smirk, I quip, “Afraid I’m gonna crash and burn your pet not-a-MOBIS?”

			He pauses at the exit threshold and glances over his shoulder back at me. “Nah. If there’s anyone I trust to fly the Alacrán, it’s you. You have natural talent.”

			I blink, searching for traces of sarcasm in his voice and finding none. I open my mouth to say Graza, but he’s already gone.

			alacrán, Carretera de Estrellas

			The Alacrán responds to my every command with unnerving speed and accuracy. It predicts my moves half the time, executing a maneuver—pull the nose up, easy bank into the curve, slight adjustment to the aft stabilizers—before I even realize I wanted it done.

			I swing the agile vessel into a wingover. Like before, the ship self-adjusts its spin at the top of the arc. “It’s like she can read my mind.”

			“Nothing that crazy,” Augustus says with a weak laugh. The sound crackles through my earpiece like paper being crumpled, and I wonder how he’s holding up on the whaler. If his augments are taking a heavier and heavier toll the closer we get to the Ballena. “She’s learning your preferences, your flying style.”

			Learning how to fly like a human. How to be autonomous.

			I flex my left hand, bare fingers curling and straightening, still unused to darting without wearing a proper suit. Apparently, it interferes with the bio-link workings, so it’s better for a new pilot not to use an EVAL with the Alacrán for the first few flights.

			“Cap.” Quinn taps into the line. “Joining you in ten. Want to get some time on the dart.”

			“Acknowledged,” I reply. “Clearing exit radius.”

			I’ve barely tilted the flight stick when the Alacrán begins to pull away from the Dorado’s launch tube, making space for Quinn’s dart. A shiver slithers down my spine, but I make no attempt to change the ship’s course—it’s doing everything as I would if I were manually guiding it through the path.

			A new dot appears on the scopes. A minute later, Quinn’s dart pulls up beside me. She waggles her ship, testing it out, then eases through a series of maneuvers.

			“How’s it feel?” I ask.

			“Good.”

			I can hear the smile in her voice. “Want to scout a bit? Run through some warm-ups?”

			In response, she zips ahead, flashing her taillights. A grin spreads on my face as I lean forward and chase after her.

			It feels like home.
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				We’re Swimming with the Sharks Now

			
			Captain’s Log #183

			225.53.76

			18:05

			We’ve crossed into Mercado space. Everyone’s working back-to-back shifts and on high alert. The strike spent another couple hours drilling and getting accustomed to working with Quinn. Of course we practiced the Revo. Of course we failed.

			But we got close. Closer than before. So that’s something, I guess.

			On a higher note, Augustus is fairly confident he’s managed to secure the tarjas needed for our purchases.

			Flight Deck, dorado

			“There it is,” Stag murmurs. “The Mercado Oscuro. What a sight.”

			Living up to its name, the sprawling station’s charcoal exterior seamlessly blends into the eternal night. I adjust the cam settings, turning on infrared and increasing the level curves until the station’s outline is starkly visible on the viewscreen. For a place that harbors the most exotic and dangerous goods and services, the Mercado itself is underwhelming: a slim oblong, all smooth sides with no sharp edges or corners.

			“Clever positioning,” Quinn murmurs, studying another set of DACS readout on her dash. “The station’s using the alignment between the planet Clavo and its moon to conceal itself.”

			A ping sounds, announcing three unregistered vessels quickly approaching us out of the deep. My brows draw together, surprised that Sonia and Leo, who are scouting ahead in their darts, haven’t notified us of them.

			“Think they’re pirates?” I ask.

			“Shit.” Sonia’s cussing fills my ear as she spots our visitors just now. “They just came outta nowhere, Cap.”

			“Stealth tech,” Leo grunts. “We’re swinging back now.”

			A high-pitched whine squeals over the speakers, and everyone clasps a hand to their ears. Then an unfamiliar feminine voice says, “Identify yourself and state your business at the Mercado Oscuro.”

			I switch over to the ship-to-ship comms, keeping my voice low and steady. “Who is this?”

			“Answer their question!” Augustus hisses.

			The flight deck alarm trills as the whaler shudders. Everyone on deck grabs the closest oh shit handles.

			“They fired a shot across the bow,” Stag informs.

			“I guess that’s our warm welcome,” Quinn mutters.

			“Bastards,” Sonia growls. “I got those three on target lock—”

			“Don’t shoot,” Augustus warns.

			“Cap?” Leo asks. “They haven’t noticed us yet. We can take them out quick and easy.”

			“Hold your fire,” I say as the same voice sounds over the flight deck ship-to-ship line.

			“I am not a patient person. Identify yourself and state your business.”

			“Dorado,” I say reluctantly. “We’re here to make purchases.”

			“Elaborate.”

			I glance at Augustus, and he nudges me aside to speak into the mic. “We wish to purchase tech. Defense tech.”

			A long pause. Then: “Your assigned docking port location tag has been sent. Welcome to the Mercado Oscuro. The Mercado is not responsible for any losses, injuries, or deaths incurred during your stay. Enjoy your visit to the dark side of the system.”

			A new voice—deep and gritty—blasts over the speakers. “Dorado. Tell your two darts to scurry home before I shoot them out of annoyance.”

			Another piercing squeal rips across the speakers, then the three stealth ships vanish from the scopes.

			“Sonia and Leo, return to the Dorado. We’ve been cleared to dock.” Then I turn to Augustus and demand, “Who were they?”

			“Watchers,” he says. “They filter the people coming into the market. Sometimes they’ll do random boardings. Other times they’ll sink ships they deem a threat. The Watchers tend to shoot first, ask later.”

			“Who do they work for? How many of them are there?”

			Augustus drops heavily into a seat, rubbing his wrist. “The Watchers are mercs with extended contracts tied to various big players in the Mercado with the agenda of keeping the station safe from the law.”

			“So the Mercado is ruled by several factions?” Quinn asks.

			In the viewscreen, the station’s sleek form looms as Stag guides the Dorado to one of the many hidden docking ports built into the mammoth structure.

			Augustus scratches his cheek. “Supposedly. There are six major gangs that more or less oversee how the station is run.”

			“They shot us!” Sonia’s enraged voice carries up to the flight deck, and seconds later, she emerges, with Leo close behind. “Those bastards dared to open fire on the whaler! That’s just rude. Absolutely no manners whatsoever!”

			“Strap in for docking,” Stag warns from the front.

			Augustus rises from Sonia’s chair and makes to move toward the crash seat, but a small jostle from the Dorado sends him stumbling back, face gray, sweat beading along his forehead. He stands again, but Sonia motions him back down.

			“Don’t worry about it, new boy,” she says and pivots toward the crash seat.

			Which is occupied by Leo.

			She shoots her twin a soft grin and takes Leo’s coveted chair. “Thanks, hermo.”

			He grunts and buckles in.

			I keep a close watch on Augustus during the docking process. He screws his eyes shut, chest rising and falling quickly, like he’s trying to catch his breath. Augment issues again? Does he need a doctor? Were his augments implanted incorrectly?

			Finally, Stag gives the all clear once the Dorado’s finished docking.

			“We should head out together,” Sonia says. “Safety in numbers and all that.”

			“But not too many at a time,” Augustus croaks, rubbing his eyes. “Don’t want to attract too much attention.”

			“Leo and Quinn,” I decide. “Come with me to make the purchases. Stag, stand by on the whaler for a quick takeoff if needed. Augustus—”

			“I’m coming with you.” He sets his jaw, daring me to challenge him.

			I sigh as I tug on my shore jacket. “You look like shit. You really want to go out there looking like you just rolled out of some deathbed?”

			He throws back his shoulders and straightens his spine. “You need tarjas and someone who has half an idea how the Mercado works.”

			“Fine. Leo and Sonia, guard the whaler from trouble.”

			They throw me lazy salutes.

			The hatch hisses. I step out into the Mercado Oscuro with Quinn and Augustus at my sides.

			A polished, open corridor circumventing the station leads to multiple docking ports on the outside. The rest of the station is hidden by an opaque glass wall studded with doors. We approach the closest one, and it silently slides open, revealing organized rows of cubicle-style booths. Compared to the chaotic setup of Mira’s trade zone, the Mercado is sterile. Bustling, for sure, but also methodized.

			Augustus leads us to a cubicle where a holo sign reads:

			
				Vendor: Ryot

				Service: Electromagnetic Weapons and Defense

			

			Ryot, presumably, is the stocky man in a black T-shirt and khaki pants inside the cubicle. A digi-tat of a lizard crawls down his cheek, disappearing behind his neck.

			I clear my throat. “We’re looking for an EMP-defense expert.”

			He smiles and waves us in. “You’re at the right place.”

			We spend the next twenty minutes describing what we need. He asks questions—what operating system does the Dorado run on? The darts? What kind of EMP attacks are we expecting?—and we do our best to provide answers detailed enough for Ryot to assemble what we need while being vague enough to hide who we actually are. Ryot doesn’t even blink when I answer, “I can’t tell you what the EMP neutralizer is for.”

			He nods, pushing back from the workbench between us. “I always ask even when I don’t expect a proper reply. Just the nature of folks around here.” He hits a hidden button, and a whirr sounds from behind the counter. “Piece of advice if you plan on staying at the Mercado for an extended duration—keep a sharp eye out for trouble. There’s been a group of newcomers riling up the Mercado in the past few months.”

			“Huh.” I shift my weight from foot to foot. “They’re that bad, huh?”

			“Not yet.” Ryot takes a step, suddenly shrinking in height.

			I rise on my toes and peer over the workbench. There’s a set of stairs leading down to an underground room bathed in violet light and lined with shelves stocked full of hardware.

			Ryot’s voice drifts up the stairs as he vanishes into it. “But they will be. Gut feeling. Been working the Mercado for twenty years, and I know brewing trouble when I see it.”

			A clang clatters from below, followed by a curse. Then the heavy thuds of Ryot climbing the stairs announce his return. He dumps an armful of devices onto the table. Four of them are identical disks about three centimeters in diameter. One is a larger disk the size of a plate, and the last object is a cube.

			“Four heavy-duty EMP shields for the smaller vessels, the larger one for your main ship, and the neutralizer as promised. Neutralizer’s single-use.” He points to the cube. “All the software is packed into these gems and will need to be spliced into the ships’ mainframe. The hardware will use a fraction of its host’s energy to create a low-power buffer.” A twinkle appears in his eyes as he sweeps the devices into a white box. “It’s a responsive shield. The stronger the EMP attack, the thicker the buffer becomes. The shield redirects the pulse orientation, turning it against itself.”

			He closes the box and waits.

			Right. Of course—the payment. I take out my electro-slate. “How much?”

			“Ten thousand tarjas for all.”

			Bleeding stars. “Nine thousand?”

			“Ten thousand. You won’t find tech like this anywhere else, herma.”

			I hide a wince. “Do you extend credit?”

			“I don’t usually for first-time clients,” Ryot says, drumming his fingers on the box’s lid. “But I’ll make an exception if you have collateral.”

			I swallow hard, knowing there’s nothing in the Dorado worth ten thousand tarjas. Except for the Alacrán. Stars know how much that hybrid ship is worth, though I have the feeling Augustus would rather throw himself out an airlock than give her up.

			Speaking of which…I cough pointedly at him, hinting now would be a good time to bring out the promised tarjas. But Augustus has a glazed look in his eyes. He’s clearly too consumed by suffering from whatever augment problem is plaguing him to be thinking about payment. My hopes plunge. Quinn blows a hard breath out her nose and sends me an I told you so side-eye. Which, fair, she was right.

			Ryot’s still staring at me expectantly. What else do I own that’s worth anywhere near ten thousand tarjas? The weight holstered to my left hip grows heavier. My hand creeps toward the FLX, fingers wrapping around the handle. Bile churns at the back of my throat at the thought of surrendering one of my most prized possessions.

			“Not another move, herma,” Ryot warns, his earlier friendliness vanishing in a millisecond. “You’re an idiot if you think you can saunter into the Mercado and pull a dirty like that.”

			I freeze and slowly look up. He has his own gun trained on me. I release a shaky exhale, ignoring the three men suddenly materializing around the cubicle as if Ryot had triggered an alarm. Probably did. The newcomers are dressed in black uniforms with the wreath of six stars embroidered onto their shoulders—Watchers.

			Mercs paid by the Big Six to guard the vendors, like some sort of space Mafia ring. We’re swimming with the sharks now indeed.

			“You wanted collateral,” I say, then tilt my head toward the FLX. “Here it is.”

			“Hands up,” Ryot grunts. “And nobody move unless they want a bullet to the head.”

			Quinn’s face is a stony mask. Sweat trickles down Augustus’s temple as he sways on his feet. Seven depths, now is not the time to be having an episode.

			My pulse thunders in my ears as I comply, raising my hands above my head. Keeping the muzzle of his gun aimed on me, Ryot walks around the workbench and grabs the FLX from my holster.

			A pleased smirk curls onto his mouth as he inspects the gun. “Not bad. Excellent condition, and it can switch between auto and manual mode, a rare model. This just might work, though I’ll still need an upfront payment of five thousand tarjas. Business is business, after all.”

			Augustus coughs, and all attention turns to him. He glances at the Watcher who has a rifle locked to his torso, and says, “I have payment on my electro-slate. Don’t shoot me.”

			The Watcher casts Ryot a questioning glance. Ryot nods, and the Watcher lowers his gun as Augustus places his electro-slate on the workbench.

			“Ten thousand tarjas in a proxy account,” he says in a hoarse voice. “Take that and return the FLX to her.”

			I press my lips into a thin line, noting how he’s heavily leaning on the table for support.

			Ryot scrolls through the display on Augustus’s tablet. “Once this payment clears, we have a de—”

			Augustus falls to the floor, knocking down the box containing the precious electronics as well. Two gunshots stab the air as the Watchers open fire. Fuck—they think this is all a distraction, a ploy.

			I drop low, yelling, “Stop! He’s not trying to steal anything!”

			The Watchers step closer, blocking the exit out of the cubicle. Quinn lunges for cover behind the workbench. Clenching my jaw, I follow her lead, dragging Augustus along. How did I not notice the small divots denting the walls? Plas-bullet scars telling stories of countless transactions that ended in violence.

			A whirr scratches the air, the sound of the cover sliding shut over the hidden stairway.

			“Oh no you don’t,” I growl.

			I spin toward the stairs leading down into the storage room and grab Ryot, my metal fingers crushing his shoulder. He squirms, nearly pulling me down the steps. With a glare, I rip the FLX out of his hand before letting go. “I believe this is mine.”

			He rolls down the rest of the stairs in a series of painful-sounding thumps. The trapdoor cover slides shut with a satisfying click.

			Wiping a sweaty strand of hair out of my face, I flinch as several more shots slam into the workbench. It’s only a matter of time before the Watchers reach us.

			Quinn’s fiddling with the EMP neutralizer, turning the cube over in her hands. “Call the ship before I knock out comms.”

			Crouching, I scoot farther away from the edge of the counter and click my tongue to activate crew comms. “Stag, prep for an emergency takeoff.”

			“What’s wrong? Did you get—”

			“No time. We’ll be there soon as possible.” I click off my mic and nod at Quinn.

			“Lights out,” she says, and triggers something on the cube.

			The shock wave tosses the three of us into the cubicle wall and knocks the Watchers off their feet. An electric tang dances in the air, crackling across the roof of my mouth. Surprised shouts erupt from the vicinity as people realize their electronics no longer work—including the pulse rifles used by the Watchers.

			“Hurry.” Quinn tucks the box under an arm and points toward the exit. “Their weapons probably have an auto reset.”

			I peer around the corner—all three Watchers are already on their feet, one toggling his rifle, another keeping lookout in our direction, and the third stepping outside the booth, probably shouting for backup, since the comms network is down. I draw back and survey Augustus. He slumps against the counter, chest heaving, face pale. He doesn’t just look like he rolled out his deathbed this morning; he looks like he’s in it.

			“Can you run?” I ask. “We’re not far from where we docked.”

			He grunts an affirmative. I raise my gaze, locking eyes with Quinn. She gives a quick nod. I flick my FLX into manual mode—just pure metal and pins and a little spark of powder. I have exactly five physical bullets loaded.

			The three of us burst out from the cover in unison. And straight into the armored chest of a Watcher also lunging toward us. He swings his rifle. Although it may not shoot, the hunk of metal is still an effective club. I shove Augustus and Quinn out of the way and raise my right arm. The blow sends an aggressive jolt up my prosthetic, and I clench my teeth as the metal-upon-metal releases a piercing squeal.

			The Watcher hesitates for half a second, shocked my arm didn’t break. That’s all the time I need to pull the trigger. His armored uniform prevents the bullet from reaching his vitals, but the close-range shot is enough to send him stumbling back.

			I spring to my feet and chase after Quinn and Augustus. Augustus is a little ways ahead, while Quinn confronts the other two Watchers, holding one of the smaller disks and rambling bullshit. “Not another step closer, hermo. This explosive packs enough punch to kill the three of us on the spot.”

			The curious audience that had gathered suddenly leans away.

			“Out of the way!” a deep voice booms from farther back.

			More Watchers. With weapons that probably work. In my periphery, the Watcher I’d temporarily knocked down closes in on me.

			I aim two more shots at him—the first catches his shoulder, the other his stomach—and then charge toward Quinn. Tossing the FLX into my left hand, I treat the Watcher closest to a solid right hook to the jaw, where the helmet and visor offer the least protection. Metal crunches against bone.

			Then we book it, each grabbing Augustus by an arm and hauling ass back to the outer corridor. The Mercado pedestrians clear a wide path for us, not wanting to get in the incoming Watchers’ line of fire.

			The exit door refuses to slide open though, and a red light blinks atop it like an evil eye. Emergency lockdown. Quinn slams an EMP disk onto the lockbox and presses a small button. The light blows out, sending shards of glass raining upon us as the locks disengage.

			“That was lucky,” Quinn mutters. “Tricked the shield into thinking it was being attacked.”

			I kick open the door, and we stumble out and bolt for the Dorado.

			The sight of the run-down whaler has never looked so sweet. Leo stands guard by the airlock, gaze widening as we barrel over.

			Without a word, he hauls Augustus up and in, followed by Quinn, then me. I spin and slam the close button on the hatch.

			Panting hard, I turn to Leo and tap my ear. “My comms are down. Tell Stag to take off now and get us out of here.”

			He relays the instructions up to the flight deck, still looking mildly concerned as he takes in our conditions. I think this is the most expressive I’ve ever seen him.

			The Dorado’s engines rumble, and then acceleration smashes my body down as the whaler takes off. For a full minute, I can barely move a muscle, g-force plastering my limbs to the floor. Then the pressure eases as we achieve full burn, and I roll upright, breathing hard.

			“Quinn? Augustus?” I rise on shaky legs to check on them. “Anyone hurt?”

			Augustus mumbles something unintelligible as he sits up, massaging his temples.

			Quinn groans. My heart lodges in the back of my throat as I hurry over. She rolls onto her back, eyes closed, arms limp at her sides. I scan her from head to toe, fearing she’d been shot in the chaos but finding no signs of injury.

			Finally, she cracks open an eye. “I told you so.”

			I raise a questioning brow as I tuck a strand of her hair behind an ear.

			The corners of her lips quirk up. “We were better off going to Mira.”

			And it’s all I can do not to drop my face into my hands, wanting to both cry and laugh at the same time.

			But before I can, Stag’s grim voice announces over the speakers, “We have followers—and they’re armed.”
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				It’s Either You or the Fish

			
			Carretera de Estrellas, Halo System

			The Halo Belt stretches like an astral horizon, the scattered asteroids rich with lumin reflecting the star’s dim glow like diluted sunlight. The Mercado Oscuro’s solidly behind us, but the six ships pursuing us the last hour remain stubbornly in sight of the long-range scopes. Just close enough that the DACS can identify them as heavyweight ships but nothing more.

			“The engines can’t sustain this acceleration for much longer,” Stag says, fingers skipping across the controls. “Our cooling coils are overheating.”

			“Think they’re Watchers?” Quinn asks.

			“Nah.” Augustus’s voice is painfully thin. “What happens in the Mercado stays in the Mercado, and we’re beyond their space by now.”

			“Sonia,” I call out. “Any luck with the hails?”

			“Negative.” She scowls at her terminal. “Still no acknowledgment.”

			“We have thirty minutes of burn left at this rate,” Stag warns.

			I pace the deck, chewing the inside of my cheek as I survey the exhausted crew. Between the double shifts on our flight to the Mercado and our ongoing escape from that blasted station, no one’s gotten any rest. The radar still shows the six ships flying in a V formation. A hundred questions and thoughts swirl through my head, but only one thing matters: Keep the Dorado and crew safe.

			They might’ve not always believed in the Ballena, but they’ve always believed in me. Maybe even more than I had ever in myself.

			I make up my mind. “Sonia and Leo, with me to the darts. Stag, keep the ship going for as long as you can without damaging the coils. Quinn, eyes on the DACS. And, Augustus…” I trail off, noting he’s gripping the edge of his seat, his eyes glossy and fever-bright. He definitely needs a doctor. Sana pills aren’t a long-term solution.

			“It’s collecting, gathering,” he whispers. “Wants more.”

			“Augustus?” I ask as Sonia reaches for the med kit in the locker.

			“Almost complete. But still needs…this template.” He coughs, jagged breaths scraping the air. Then he blinks, gaze refocusing, and glances around the concerned crew staring at him. “What? Is there something I can do to help?”

			“Just take it easy for now. Grab a seat or head back to your quarters. I’ll call for you if needed.”

			He raises his chin, stubborn despite the sweat shining on his brow. “There must be something I can do.”

			I open and close my mouth. Concern knits through my bones at his weakened state—but having an extra set of eyes on the scopes never hurts. “Fine, stay on the flight deck and help Quinn. But the moment you start to feel unwell, back down, okay?”

			With that, I jog out of the flight deck and into the hangar. My eyes dance between my dart and the Alacrán. I finally settle upon the hybrid vessel. Although I doubt I’ll ever feel completely comfortable in the Alacrán, I can at least tolerate it. And I can’t deny she’s an easy ride and offers more firepower than any dart.

			The strike launches and quickly arranges around the Dorado in a standard spread.

			A rapid beep-beep-beep peppers the air as a warning’s triggered on the Alacrán—two of the six unknown ships are deviating from their course, swinging in toward the whaler. Nothing drastic, but they’ll be breaching regulation distance within thirty seconds at the pace they’re going.

			“Weapons ready,” I say in a grim voice. “Stag, deck report.”

			“Augustus is in stable condition,” he replies. “According to DACS, only two of the six ships have significant weapons systems. Other four appear to be haulers—heavy defenses, some light armaments. Quinn’s pushing out another round of scans.”

			“Acknowledged. Readjust the Dorado’s course—I’d rather we avoid a fight if possible.” A ping sounds from my dash, and I expand the cam feed as several ships come within visual range. Their cargo bays are open. My eyes widen. “They’re dumping freight.”

			Which makes absolutely no sense. I zoom in on the cams, but the dark objects streaming out from the vessel remain too far away to get in focus.

			I bite my lower lip, tilting the Alacrán to match velocity with the Dorado as Stag guides the whaler farther from the six hostiles. A target lock automatically pops onto the dash as I swerve within shooting range of one of them. My finger hovers over the trigger. Logically, it makes more sense to wait. From this distance, it’ll be near impossible to get an accurate shot. And the others haven’t opened fire yet…

			Shoot first. It’s either you or the fish, Ara.

			A shot rips from my gun, and I startle as the round punches through the strange black objects coalescing around the unmarked cargo ship. I bite back a gasp, my eyes flitting between my hand and the target. I must’ve pulled that trigger, must’ve fired that shot.

			So why don’t I remember doing so?

			“Drones!” Stag’s panicked voice punctures the line. “The ships are releasing blast drones.”

			“Pirates,” Quinn breathes the same time Leo grunts, “Shit.”

			“Fire at will,” I order.

			My gut clenches as the six hostile ships realize we’ve caught on to their ploy. They swiftly assemble into an inverted V formation, a maw ready to swallow the Dorado. The blast drones spread out with synchronized precision, each one charged with an explosive powerful enough to cripple a dart at close range. Normally, the Dorado would be able to take multiple hits without a problem, but her shields still aren’t fully repaired from the Ballena encounter, and there are a shit ton of drones. Too many of them.

			“Now would be a bleeding good time to use an EMP neutralizer,” Leo grumbles.

			“Sorry I had to detonate it because Mercado goons were trying to kill us,” Quinn retorts.

			“Sonia and Leo,” I bark, “swing out for a sweep through. Knock as many drones out as you can while maintaining a twenty-second mark to the Dorado.”

			The three of us extend farther from the Dorado, which is racing away from the pirates at full speed. With a vicious twist, I yank the Alacrán into a tight roll, avoiding a swarm of drones. I squeeze the trigger and satisfying holes tear through the cloud of drones as several explode. My mind blanks for a moment as I take in the damage I inflicted on the readout displayed on my dash: 92.5% of the shots hit their mark. My average TOG accuracy is 81% on a clear shot at such distance.

			“Whatever targeting software Augustus installed in you,” I mutter to the Alacrán, “it’s doing a pretty slick job.”

			“Fast little buggers,” Sonia snarls.

			I silently agree as the drones catch up at an alarming rate. “Fall back. Defensive rear spread on the Dorado. Hold at the thirty-second mark.”

			The darts break off, each releasing sprays of flechette that take down drones by the dozen, but there seem to be ten more to replace every drone we shoot down. I edge toward one of the cargo ships sitting a safe distance away.

			Hive mind. The drones must operate from some command center housed on one of those transporters, similar to how an entire MOBIS and its Radioactium computerii are controlled from a single biocore.

			I swoop, avoiding a cluster of three blast drones as I wing over to the closest cargo ship. A black orb suddenly zips across my windshield, its stealth coat hiding it from sensors until too late. I push on the throttle, cold sweat dampening my back. Shit, shit, sh—

			A blinding light flares as the drone detonates, and the windshield automatically darkens. By the time the afterglow clears, the full scope of the situation becomes painfully clear: Hordes of drones continue pouring out from the cargo holds of other ships, creating a net around the Dorado and darts.

			Jaw tightening, I swerve my dart, then jerk back in the opposite direction, throwing off the drone swarm for a couple precious seconds. Fear floods the roof of my mouth in a wash of copper and bile as I take in how rapidly the drones are moving. The net will be complete within a minute, trapping all of us. I glance at the radar and curse. The Aquila and Gavin—the proxy names of the weapons-heavy ships displayed on the scopes—are positioned strategically to provide cover to all four cargo ships. Not that I should’ve expected anything different.

			The drones unleash warning volleys, quick grazes across the bow. Everywhere I look is a wall of matte-black spheres. A tightening web of mines.

			A high-pitched whine screeches over the speaker, and then a gravelly voice warns over the local space broadcast, “Dorado and company, this is Captain Ando of the Marina.”

			The Marina. That’s impossible…

			Every muscle in my body coils at the complete stranger claiming rank over the ship I used to work on. Quinn whispers, “Bleeding stars…”

			“Rai said she sold off the Marina,” I mutter.

			“So what is it doing here?” Quinn’s voice rises. “Assuming the ship is actually our Marina. Broadcast is coming from the proxy labeled Gavin.”

			“Surrender and no one will be harmed,” Ando continues. “Attempt to flee or resist, and you will be shot down.”

			“Cap,” Sonia calls out over team comms. “I can make a break for it, create an opening and draw away their attention.”

			“No.” I squeeze my eyes shut, trying to come up with a plan F.

			I know the Marina—she’s a Class I whaler, with firepower to match some of the top ships in the Space Corps. Compared to the Marina, the Dorado’s a ship from a different time. Outdated. Outgunned. Outnumbered.

			Above the roar of blood pounding in my ears, Ando’s baritone echoes in the cockpit. “All darts are to return to the Dorado. Remain inside the ship until instructed otherwise.”

			“Cap?” Leo grunts.

			“Do it,” I whisper, and then to the rest of the crew: “Lo sien. I’ll figure a way out of this mess.” Once I figure out what the depths is exactly going on.

			One by one, the darts vanish into the whaler like fish engulfed by a maw. As I steer the Alacrán back, acid boils in my veins, the adrenaline curdling into fury. After everything I’ve been through, everything I’ve done, how dare the stars get between me and the Ballena? Haven’t I paid enough in blood and tears and sanity?

			“Hold!” Ando barks. “You, in the non-dart. Maintain your position.”

			Pressing my mouth into a thin line, I halt the Alacrán.

			“I’m getting a biological signature from your ship,” Ando continues, suspicion creeping into his tone. “Power down everything except for life support. Prepare to be boarded.”

			My hand shakes as I lean forward and comply. The cockpit darkens, save for the cyan glow from the bacteria. I rub my thumb across my knuckles and wait for the unknown.

			The wall of drones ripples, like the break in water before the prow of a ship. Moments later, a majestic spacecraft enters, hull gleaming and attended by a full strike of darts. A bitter ache twangs beneath my ribs at the sight of the Marina. Despite its conversion into a mercenary ship with military-grade armoring and juiced-up weapons systems, I can’t help but look for the old whaler buried beneath the layers of mods.

			“Disable all locks and keep your hands raised,” Ando orders.

			The Marina looms to a stop next to the Dorado. The fury intensifies within my core, swirling like a hurricane. I won’t—I won’t—let the Dorado go down like this. My vision narrows, tinted red, and I nearly miss the Aquila approach the Alacrán. The clang of a breaching bridge hitting the outside of my hull jars me back to the present.

			I unbuckle my harness and make my way to the portal connecting the cockpit to the main chamber of the ship. The side hatch shudders. Someone’s outside.

			My hand creeps toward the FLX by my hip, then stops. I’ll have more leverage if I take a live hostage.

			I flex my jaw and curl my right hand into a fist instead, metal fingers humming with unnatural strength. Then I step up to the hatch. I’ll subdue whoever comes in, use them to gain access to the Aquila, and then get the crew and escape.

			The door shakes again, and I take a half step back as it flings open. An armored figure steps over the threshold. I draw my arm back and lunge forward, fist aimed for the vulnerable gap beneath his chin. He catches my arm and stabs something into my shoulder right where my flesh melds with metal. Pain flares through my nerves. I stifle a scream.

			Blinking tears out of my eyes, I charge forward once more. I’m two steps from the guy when a shock of electricity rips through my limb, and suddenly my arm’s dead weight. My heart seizes then drops to the ground, as if electrocuted. Fear squeezes my windpipe.

			The world spins, and the metallic taste of blood washes across my mouth. Black dots gather in the frame of my vision, closing in, then retreating in time to the pain pulsing through my muscles. I want to scream and gag at the same time.

			Gasping, I stumble forward. The man reaches out and catches me, his fingers gripping my bicep in an unyielding hold.

			“Ishara Ming?” he asks.

			“Fuck off.”

			He sighs and twists my arms behind my back, relieving me of the FLX as he does so. “Looks like Rai was right about you.”

			Depths. Did I hear him right?

			“Dunno what you did,” he continues, “but you pissed her off real good.”

			“Rai’s here?” I snarl, writhing in his grip.

			He simply wrenches my right arm back farther, making the metal thing stuck in me slice deeper into my flesh. A fresh swell of agony crashes over me, and I bite my tongue to curb the scream building in my throat.

			The merc half leads, half drags me toward the exit.

			I stagger, wincing as each step jolts the device lodged in my shoulder. Between shallow breaths, I manage to force past gritted teeth, “I didn’t do anything. Let me speak to your captain or whoever’s in charge, and we can straighten this out.”

			I think he raises an amused brow behind his visor. We’re halfway across the breaching bridge, and through my blurred vision, I make out more armored mercenaries waiting to receive us at the airlock. I toss a glance back to the Alacrán.

			C’mon, you were able to figure out what I wanted you to do earlier—how about now? Maybe fire up those guns or something?

			But the Alacrán remains stubbornly inactive. Useless thing.

			My gaze skips back to the Aquila, a midsize gunship. Less than ten meters away from the airlock. The guy’s head is oh-so-close to me, right within reach. I could throw an elbow up to his throat, snatch his gun, use him as a shield…

			I draw a sharp inhale, knowing my next move is going to hurt like hell, and—

			A surge of electricity rips through my shoulder and back, splintering up to my skull like molten lightning. I can’t stop my cry this time.

			“Well, Rai did say you’d try to pull something like this” is the last thing I hear before consciousness slips away.
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				Over the Cliffs of Insanity

			
			Unknown

			Where am I?

			I blink several times, staring up at the circular mag lights stuck to the ceiling. I’m lying on a cot, that much I can tell, and everything aches. A deep throbbing radiates from my right shoulder. I can’t shake the feeling that something’s missing.

			I squeeze my eyes shut and run my tongue across parched lips. Five seconds out, three seconds in. This scene is too familiar, as if I’ve already lived through this.

			That’s because you have, Ish.

			My eyes snap open, and my pulse quickens. I attempt to push upright but my wrists are cuffed together. Worse, I can’t feel anything below my right shoulder. My arm’s still there—but nothing happens when I try to clench my fist. The only thing I accomplish is sending another surge of stabbing pain through my right shoulder and back.

			Wincing, I awkwardly prod the device still embedded where my flesh blends into metal. Some sort of disk, pulsing with an electrical hum. Flakes of dried blood float down when I try to wiggle it out, and moving it in any way intensifies the agony until my vision threatens to white out. I drop my hands and suck in a jagged breath, waiting for the pain to subside.

			Panic trickles through me as I take in the familiar surroundings: the viewscreen to the left, the desk in the corner, even the stain shaped like a lopsided star on the ceiling. My old room back on the Marina.

			What the fuck is going on?

			Gritting my teeth, I swing my feet over the edge of the bed. I swallow several times, unable to wash away the lump in my throat.

			Where is my crew?

			Surely they’re still alive—they have to be alive. I’m not dead yet, right? Which means whoever the hell Rai is running things with must want something from us.

			They’re alive, they’re alive, they’re alive, I chant like a desperate prayer. Quinn and Augustus and Stag and Sonia and Leo. The thought that I got another crew killed as the result of going after the Ballena makes me want to throw up.

			But there’s more, a sinister voice purrs. If the Dorado’s crew is dead, then that means the Ballena has won. Again. And this time, you won’t get a rematch.

			I shake my head. The crew is more than a means of vengeance. I…I genuinely like them, as people, as friends…as crew…as family.

			The breath catches in the back of my throat at the realization. When had this ragtag ensemble go from whalers banding together out of necessity to something more?

			The door opens without warning. I flinch, head snapping up. Relief crashes over me as Quinn walks in. She locks eyes with me. Her face is pale and wrists are restrained, but she appears otherwise unharmed. Rai enters next, jabbing a gun between Quinn’s shoulders and kicking the door shut with the heel of her boot.

			My gut flips inside out. Rai’s cleaned up since I last saw her—dark brown hair washed and neatly coiled in a bun, flight suit free of stains, cuffs tucked into her boots. Almost like the captain of the Marina I once knew, save her eyes. An ominous glint dances across them, and there’s an ocean of venom bottled within.

			I glower as Rai holsters a FLX handgun. My FLX handgun.

			I lurch to my feet and nearly lose my balance as the room tilts.

			Rai strides over to the desk and hops up. Cocking her head, she perches at the table’s edge and watches me silently.

			Quinn slouches against the wall, chest heaving, staring at her left arm—the one that got burned and hasn’t fully healed. Patches of tender skin cover her wrist and forearm.

			I glare at Rai. “Where’s the rest of my crew?”

			She shakes her head and tsks. “Watch your tone, Ming. You’re in no position to be asking questions.”

			“Listen to her,” Quinn says, quiet. “Please, Ish.”

			“Yes, yes,” Rai mocks. “Listen to Quinn. The better you cooperate, the less likely I am to space your crew.”

			“So they’re alive.” My voice comes out raspy, relieved.

			She shrugs, indifferent. “For now. You sure know how to pick them. A dishonorably discharged Space Corps pilot, a flyboy still practicing a backward religion, and some second-rate harpooner who doesn’t know when to keep her mouth shut? Not to mention that sick boy and…” She tilts her head toward Quinn, mouth contorting into a cruel twist. “Her. I’d rather be the captain of nothing than of that pathetic excuse of a crew and whaler.”

			“At least I have an honest crew,” I snarl. “A crew braver and sharper than any sell-wing you can hire.”

			“And yet,” she comments coolly, sliding off the desk and stalking closer with each word, “your brave, sharp crew is the one being held hostage by my mercs.”

			In one fluid motion, she slips the muzzle of the gun beneath my chin, holding me in place. Quinn watches wordlessly, her entire body stiffening.

			“What do you want and how did you find us?” The cold barrel digs uncomfortably into my throat with each syllable.

			Rai laughs, the sound like broken glass. “Finding you was easier than fishing in a bucket. After our fortuitous encounter at Mira, I acquired a list of all the ships that had recently passed through the station. The Dorado was the only whaler. From there, it was a simple matter of hiring Ando’s mercs with tarjas I’d made selling him the Marina. They tracked you down and here we are.” She lowers the gun and rocks back on her heels. “But first, I want answers. Beginning with your memories. When did you regain them? How long were you hiding their recovery while on my crew?”

			“Recover them? Do you think this some kind of joke? What does it matter to you, anyway?”

			Rai returns my look evenly. “Because your life belongs to me, Ish. I saved you—”

			“And I paid you back every damn day I worked on the Marina and didn’t receive a single cut of the cash-ins. I went after whales your other harpooners fled from because the waves grew too rough. I got you biocores you wouldn’t have otherwise—”

			She backhands me so hard I stagger sideways, starbursts exploding across my vision. I swallow back iron and salt, then tenderly probe the cut inside my cheek with my tongue.

			“You paid me back by destroying my crew.” Rai’s tone grows colder than the ocean’s hadal zone. “Everything was perfect until you ruined it. A blemish in an otherwise flawless system. If I could go back in time, I would let you die with the rest of the Essex.”

			Quinn draws a sharp breath. I glare at Rai.

			“I’ll admit”—the woman trails a finger along the barrel of the FLX—“you play the part well. The innocent survivor. Collecting everyone’s pity. Fooled me, fooled her”—she raises her chin toward Quinn—“fooled everyone like poison masquerading as sweet wine. But you’re anything but innocent—”

			“You think I don’t know that?” My voice shakes, and the corners of my eyes prickle. I blink rapidly, refusing to let Rai get to me. “I have twenty-three lives on my hands. Twenty-three lives and I don’t even know who they were. And I live with that fact every. Single. Day.”

			Rai contorts her face into a mock pout. “Poor Ishara.” Then her expression twists into a scowl as she crosses her arms. “It’s always about you, isn’t it? Fact is, you wouldn’t even be here if it weren’t for me. I saved your life twice—” She breaks off, catching the sight of my widened eyes. “Ah. You don’t know.”

			At this, Quinn fidgets, shifting her weight from foot to foot, refusing to look at me.

			My stomach ties itself into a bowline knot, unease pooling in my gut. “Know about what?”

			Rai steeples her fingers and peers at me with unblinking eyes. “You tried to space yourself.”

			I cough out a laugh, then gasp when the movement jars my shoulder, sending a fresh bolt of pain through it. “Right, of course,” I manage to choke around my wheezing. “I barely escape with my life, then immediately decide to throw myself out the airlock. Really, Rai, how much lower can you get? What other lies do you want to feed me?”

			“I do not lie, Ming.”

			Depths. The woman has nerve. And yet, doubt whispers in my mind that maybe, just maybe, Rai is telling the truth. Maybe I thought I deserved the same fate as everyone else in the Essex, and casting myself out among the stars would be an oh-so-easy escape from the pain.

			“Shortly after fishing you out of the wreckage,” Rai continues, “you started suffering from nightmares and flashbacks. Refused to talk to anyone but Quinn. Went days without sleeping. And then one night, I found you alone by the hatch without a suit, intention clear.”

			My mouth turns dry, like my tongue’s coated in sand. I swallow several times but can’t work up the saliva.

			Rai drops her voice to a purr. “My heart broke for you, Ming. I talked you back in and saved your life. I offered you a solution that would stop the past from haunting you and end your misery.”

			A hollowness spreads beneath my chest as my lungs turn to iron. I stumble backward, and Rai matches me step for step until the backs of my legs hit the bed. My voice comes out a trembling whisper. “You took my memories.”

			“You asked for them to be removed.”

			No no no.

			She reaches out and touches the half-moon scar behind my ear. “You’re lucky that you had a memory chip for any of this to be possible. An easy way to delete unwanted remembrances.”

			“Yeah, I had a memory chip.” I fling the offending hand away and glare up at her. “You broke it, you—”

			“The least you could do is show some appreciation,” she snaps. “You were begging to have your memories removed.”

			A hysterical laugh escapes me. “Appreciation for what? For erasing everything I loved, everything I had?”

			Quinn makes a choking sound and covers her mouth.

			“Why didn’t you just remove the Ballena from my memory?” My words come out low and furious. “That’s what I would’ve wanted, if what you’re saying is even true. Why did you have to take away the Essex, too?”

			Rage and resentment burn through my veins, sending a thorny sting across my skin. There’s bitterness, too, at the fact that maybe Rai is right. Maybe I asked Rai to erase the accident from my brain so I could stop reliving the same tragic story over and over again. Maybe I wasn’t strong enough, couldn’t handle the guilt.

			The world takes on a glistening sheen, and I blink, hating the salty burn pricking the corners of my eyes. “Get this straight, Rai, I would never ever, in a million years, ever ask, much less beg, to have the Essex removed from my memories.”

			It was the first place I had found safety and refuge in the Halo System, and it became my second home.

			She sneers. “You really think only removing the Ballena would’ve been sufficient?”

			“You didn’t save my life. You stole five years of it.”

			Rai narrows her eyes. “Foolish girl.” There’s an unmistakable warning in her tone.

			I ignore it. Fuck Rai and her acts of mercy and I saved you from yourself bullshit. I’m blinking hard now, trying to stanch the tears. The room blurs, everything appearing as doubles. “No wonder your crew fell apart, if you’re going behind their backs and—”

			“It was me,” Quinn interrupts in a tiny voice.

			I shake my head. “Don’t be ridicu—”

			“Ish, it was me. I suggested removing your memories to Rai.” She drops her gaze to the ground, refusing to look at me. “You were suffering, Ish, and that hurt. I would’ve done anything to help.”

			I stare at her. Then I whisper, “Did I beg? Did I fucking beg to have my memories removed?”

			Quinn finally raises her gaze to meet mine. She nods.

			The back of my throat tightens. Rai’s telling the truth. A deadening sensation creeps into me, and I let it take over. Turn my insides into stone, my heart into glass, and my soul into dust.

			Quinn blows out a long exhale and continues. “The plan was to remove the traumatizing event and anything associated with it from your Nebula, let you recover to a functioning state, and then return the memory bits to you piece by piece when you were ready.” Her eyes harden as she pushes off the wall and tosses Rai a venomous look. “At least that was the original plan, the plan Rai told you, and what you agreed to.”

			My left hand’s twisting the sheets, shredding the flimsy fabric. A small distraction from Quinn’s confession. Doesn’t do shit, though.

			“Within a week after the removal, you were a totally different person. Started talking, interacting with others, joined the strike. Proved yourself to be a damn good harpooner. Perhaps too good.” She scowls at Rai once more. “Months passed, and when I suggested giving you a couple memory bits back, Rai said it was too soon, that you were finally in a stable place and we shouldn’t rush the process. So I waited before bringing it up again.” Her voice darkens. “And Rai told me the same thing—too soon, too fast. Always the same excuse.”

			“Ming was happy,” Rai interjects. “Can you fault a captain for only wanting the best for her crew?”

			Quinn scoffs. “Don’t pretend to care about Ishara’s well-being, Rai. All you really cared about was the biocores she was gutting. You were afraid returning her memories as we promised would hurt profits.” She turns back to me and adds, soft, “I told myself so long as you weren’t hurting, that you were content, then I was okay with Rai choosing to withhold your memories. It was a lie I repeated to myself every day.”

			My heart remains crammed in the back of my throat as I listen. Quinn was supposed to be my savior. The one who kept me from drifting away and being swept over the cliffs of insanity.

			“Months passed and you changed again,” Quinn continues hoarsely. “Rai insisted it was just a phase you were going through, but I knew it was because you felt something wasn’t right. So I decided to return the memory bits to you. I figured if I could move the memory files out of your Nebula and onto a storage chip, I would be able to restore the same memories by reversing the process.”

			“You’re the one who—” I break off, the words strangling themselves in the back of my throat.

			I can’t breathe.

			The room’s spinning, the oxygen evaporating from my lungs, and somehow I’ve crumpled onto the bed. Anguish flickers across Quinn’s face, the corners of her lips turning down, her eyes begging me to please just listen.

			“But everything went wrong,” she whispers. “The files got corrupted in the transferal, and only some made it back to you intact.”

			I echo Augustus’s earlier words. “Left enough memory so that I can’t let the Ballena go,” I rasp, “and can’t move on until the Ballena is destroyed.”

			“It’s my fault.”

			Her words hang in the air, hook into my chest and rip out my heart.

			“Even though I promised myself I would tell you the whole truth someday, I kept pushing it off. But the more I postponed, the more impossible it felt to say out loud. I was afraid you would hate me forever if you knew I screwed up. I should’ve—”

			“You should’ve known better,” Rai says matter-of-factly. “The right choice is rarely the easiest, Martinez. It was my job as the captain to decide on withholding Ming’s memory, as ugly as it might seem from the outside.”

			She nudges Quinn aside and crouches so we’re eye level. “Surely you must understand what I’m doing, and why. After I spent so much effort saving your life, you repay my kindness by jumping ship and stealing away my best tracker. The Marina stopped turning a profit without Quinn. My reputation in the system was ruined. I couldn’t keep my crew paid and fed, so one by one, they left—they had no choice. Crew that had been together for decades split apart because of you.”

			I clench my jaw so hard it pops. “Will killing me really satisfy you?”

			“Kill you?” She cuts me a barbed wire smile. “You think too highly of yourself, Ming. No, you’re going to help me get back everything I lost—my reputation, my ship, my crew.”

			I stare at her, then my words come out flat. “You must be mad if you think either Quinn or I would willingly work for you after all this.”

			Rai waves a hand and says in a dry voice, “I can find a strike of harpooners with my eyes closed—but a good tracker? You might as well be searching for a specific speck of stardust in a nebula.” Her mouth stretches into a predatory smirk. “Quinn has agreed to track for me. And good thing, too—it’s a pity to waste her talents on some second-rate whaler.”

			I whirl toward Quinn, nausea squeezing my gut. “Why the depths would you—”

			“Your worth to me as a harpooner might not be much,” Rai says, drawing my attention back to her. “But as leverage?” Her smirk widens.

			She’s forcing Quinn to track by threatening me. I’m a bargaining chip. “What will you do if she refuses to track for you?”

			“There’s only one way to find out.” Flashing me a wink, Rai pats my FLX holstered by her hip then heads for the doorway. She waves a key fob across the scanner, and the door opens. I get a blurry glimpse of the corridor outside—a familiar hallway I used to walk every day.

			Movement stirs in my periphery, and the cot sinks as Quinn lowers herself beside me. I immediately stand and cross over to the opposite side of the room. I don’t trust myself within an arm’s length of her.

			“Lo sien, Ish,” she calls after me. “About your memory, vera. I tried every possible way to restore your Nebula. Believe me when I say it killed me on the inside, keeping secrets from you. I just wanted—”

			“To what? Protect me? Well, I don’t need it! I don’t want it.”

			She winces and draws a shaky breath. “Lo sien. Vera.”

			She waits in silence. Waits for acknowledgment of the apology.

			Instead, I say, “I know the Marina better than any of the mercs on board. I will escape and make Rai pay for everything she did. I’ll find the rest of the crew. Get the Dorado back and track down the Ballena. And I’m going to rip its biocore out if it’s the last thing I do. I swear it by the moons and stars.”
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				The Girl Caught Between Worlds

			
			Crew Quarters, marina

			Time passes in a blur. The door to the room opens several times for a gloved hand to slide in trays of food—prepackaged meals with the utensils removed. As if I could use a flimsy plastic knife to stab my way out.

			Rai doesn’t visit again, which is fine. More than fine, actually. Quinn sometimes exchanges words with the nameless merc by the doorway during mealtimes, and I catch snatches of information: Only three of the six ships are left to escort the Marina, there are two and a half days left until we reach some unknown destination, and Augustus has an extreme fever and shows no signs of improving.

			The information makes my stomach twist, but there’s nothing I can do. So I try not to think about it too much. That’s my mantra lately. Don’t think about Augustus. Don’t think about Quinn. Don’t think about Sonia or Stag or Leo. Don’t think about what awaits us at the end of this journey. Just don’t think, don’t think, don’t think.

			It makes me want to rip my hair out.

			I refuse to talk to Quinn—mostly because talking to her means I have to think about her, which means breaking my own rule, but also because I can barely stand to look at her face. Not that it stops Quinn from trying to make conversation.

			“Ish, this is exactly what Rai wants—for us to turn against each other. We have to work together if we want to get out of this.”

			“Ish, eat something.”

			“Ish, get some rest.”

			“Ish, at least let me take a look at your shoulder.”

			“Ish, porfavo, say something. You can yell at me. I don’t care.”

			“Ish.”

			“Ish.”

			“Ish.”

			That’s when I snap.

			“Stop.” I whirl toward her. The room sways, walls closing in, my vision flickering. My throat’s so parched, I no longer feel my tongue when I run it across the roof of my mouth. “Just shut up.”

			Quinn blinks, her lips parting in surprise. “Ish—”

			“Don’t Ish me anymore.” My shoulders shake, but my voice shakes even more. Depths, the room’s really spinning now, the floor sliding out from beneath my feet and the ceiling crashing down—

			“Ishara.” Quinn sighs, and her voice anchors me back to the present. “Sit down before you pass out.”

			I resume pacing along the wall out of pure spite, using my cuffed hands to steady myself. The funny thing about not sleeping for days is you forget what exhaustion feels like. Instead, you’re floating—your feet might be on the ground, but your head’s among the stars. And even though there’s someone yelling your name, their voice is garbled, like they’re shouting underwater. Makes it easy to tune out.

			“Bleeding stars.” Quinn again. “I think your shoulder’s infected. Ivon gave me some antibacterial ointment—”

			“Ivon?”

			“You know, Ivon? Guy who’s been bringing us food and news?”

			I release a choked laugh. “Making friends with the enemy, huh?”

			“More like saving Augustus’s life,” she replies sharply. “Convinced Ivon not to space him like the crew wanted to yesterday. They’re worried he has some weird, contagious disease.”

			Augustus. Guilt spears through me. I’d forgotten about him with my no thinking rule. And then I realize I’ve now broken my own rule because I’m thinking about him and Quinn. No, worse—I’m talking to Quinn. My jaw tightens, bitter disgust filling my mouth.

			“Look.” Quinn touches my left arm—when did she approach me?—and I tense. “You can do it yourself. Or, if you want, I can apply the gel.” She opens my hand and drops the plastic tube in my palm before curling my fingers around it.

			I squeeze the tube as hard as I can. Maybe if I apply enough force it’ll pop, and that’ll be very satisfying. But my fingers are weak, and the tube, disappointingly, does not pop. So I chuck the ointment. It lands maybe two meters away instead of across the room like I wanted, and for some reason, that makes me mad.

			Unbelievably, stupidly mad.

			Quinn draws a sharp breath and scoops up the ointment tube. “Seven depths. What’s gotten into you? Please, you need to get that wound treated.”

			I follow her line of sight to my right shoulder. The skin is raw and red, the flesh puffy where the metal disk is still embedded. A hot, throbbing ache radiates from the wound, but I easily ignore that.

			Everything’s easy to ignore.

			Quinn mumbles to herself as she strides over to the doorway, something that sounds like “blood poisoning” and “medical attention.”

			I want to tell her I’m perfectly fine, except that means breaking my own rules. Again. So I keep silent.

			And then the banging starts.

			I clap a hand to my ear and glare at Quinn pounding on the door.

			Bang.

			I grit my teeth as the sound reverberates in my skull.

			Bang.

			I order myself to ignore it like how I’ve been ignoring everything else.

			Bang.

			Three Years Ago

			Halo System

			A stream of warnings and alarms sped across my dash: The dart’s main engines were blown out, backup at risk of overheating, one TOG gun had run out of ammo, and the other needed time to cool. I ignored them. Everything was so easy to ignore.

			“Ara,” my darting partner snapped in my earpiece. His voice was a blend of Augustus and Garcia, maybe even a bit of my dead brother. “You are disobeying direct orders from our strike leader. Think about what you’re doing.”

			His dart crept into view in my side cam, lights flashing frantically in case I didn’t notice him flapping its wings like a deranged manta ray.

			“This is the Ballena,” I replied, kicking up speed to stay ahead. Wouldn’t put it past him to circle around and cut me off. “We’re not going to get another chance like this! We are literally chasing after a legend.”

			“We’ll be beyond the Essex’s support range if we continue pursuit. Not to mention—”

			“Ming!”

			I flinched at Garcia’s strident voice bursting over the comms.

			“Return to the Essex immediately.”

			I clicked my tongue and muted all comms except the private line to my partner. So easy to ignore.

			A red dot blinked in the bottom-left corner of my visor, and a triple chime sounded in my ear. I groaned and contemplated accepting the direct call from my captain. Ahead of my dart, the Ballena pulled away. I declined Captain Pollard’s call—I’d pay dearly for this unless I caught the whale—and coaxed my sputtering engines to give a little more speed. On my scopes, the Essex and six other darts fell behind.

			A faint hum buzzed in my earpiece, indicating my scouting partner was busy on a different private line. I grimaced—I had a pretty good idea who he was talking to. In the meantime, the TOG had finally reloaded, so I released a spray of flechettes onto the Ballena. The whale slowed for a millisecond then resumed its breakneck speed.

			A couple seconds later, my partner tapped into our shared channel.

			“Ara—”

			“Lemme guess,” I interrupted. “Your father wants you to tell me to turn around.”

			He sighed, sending static crackles over the comms. “The captain wants me to tell you to return to the whaler.” The captain was his father.

			I huffed as he matched my dart speed for speed. “So? Convince me.”

			A long pause, stretched for eternity, only punctuated with TOG bursts from both my dart and his. Finally, he asked, “What are you trying to prove?”

			“Nothing!”

			“Bullshit.”

			I squeezed the trigger, and another satisfying hail of flechettes rained upon the MOBIS. The rounds seemed to be working as the Ballena slowed. The distance between us shrank.

			I bit my lower lip and primed the lancer, running numbers through my head: thirty seconds for the gun to prime, then three minutes until the inner chamber reaches critical temp and needs time to cool—then it’d need to be primed all over again. Which meant I had three and a half minutes to get a critical shot on the Ballena. According to my dash, I was three minutes and twenty-two seconds from target interception if I maintained current acceleration. Supposedly, I was good on time.

			Except my backup engine was really struggling, and the numbers displayed on the dash were dropping at an alarming rate. Though, to be honest, I was lucky the secondary engine had even lasted this long. After all, backups are meant for getting a dart back to its whaler, not continuing in hot pursuit.

			“I need you to chase the Ballena toward me,” I said.

			“What?” my partner sputtered.

			“I won’t reach the whale in time, and my engine’s gonna die any moment. But the Ballena’s slowing—you’ll be able to reach it within thirty seconds.” I paused. “You know I’m one of the best shots on the Essex.”

			“Exactly!” he exclaimed. “You don’t need to prove anything. That’s what this is all about, isn’t it? Proving you’re just as good as the rest of us, that you deserve to be here.”

			I eyed the clock, my stomach clenching and unclenching. Target interception three minutes and four seconds.

			“Porfavo, Ara!” Frustration spiked his voice. “You think I don’t notice? Four years, Ara. I’ve known you for four years, ever since you joined us as a scrawny girl. I thought you would’ve realized by now—you’re one of us. You’re a Haloite harpooner through and through. You belong here.”

			“I belong here,” I echoed.

			“Yes.” His voice cracked. “You do. Now please, let’s head back. The longer we stay out here, the worse it’ll be.”

			“Then why don’t I feel like I belong?” I whispered. “Why does it always feel like I’m caught between worlds with nowhere to go?”

			I dropped my gaze to the dash. Two minutes and twenty-seven seconds until interception. Wait, no—one minute and eight seconds. The Ballena had stopped moving.

			“So what does killing the Ballena have to do with this?” my partner asked.

			I shrugged even though he couldn’t see. My reasoning sounded insane, even to me: If I could dart the legendary MOBIS that had eluded capture for over half a century, then there would be no questioning my place in the system as a harpooner. No questioning my place in the system, period.

			On my dash, the timer ticked on. Fifty-three seconds until interception.

			“Is it something personal?” he pressed. “Will it prove something to you—and you’ll finally get it in your bleeding head that you do have a place to go, whether the seas are calm or stormy? The Essex is where you belong.”

			I swallowed hard and checked the countdown. Thirty-one seconds. “Yes.”

			I waited for verbal acknowledgment. Instead, he shot his dart forward, reaching the Ballena within seconds, and began herding the MOBIS toward me. The whale moved slowly, like it was severely wounded.

			My scouting partner’s dart skimmed back and forth behind the Ballena, occasionally releasing rounds to keep the whale moving when it began to slow again. I rubbed my thumb across my knuckles—once, twice, three times.

			Every muscle in my body tensed, every sense on high alert, waiting for the Ballena to swim over. Its mighty fluke engines flared dimly, almost lethargic, and then—

			“Shoot it, Ara!”

			My eyes widened as the Ballena charged toward me with a sudden burst of life. It was a trap! The whale was anything but injured as it zigzagged left and right, up and down, making it impossible for the lancer to get a proper lock from such distance.

			“Depths, Ara, shoot it—”

			His comms cut out.

			I pulled the trigger right as the Ballena’s massive tail smashed into my windshield.

			Crew Quarters, marina

			My eyes flick open, chest heaving as my lungs struggle for oxygen. I sweep my gaze across a limited range, taking in my surroundings. Same gray walls, same amber mag lights, same room—though everything is flipped ninety degrees, because I’m curled on my side, lying atop the bed. Quinn is nowhere in sight.

			Gooseflesh crawls across my skin, and I can’t stop the shivers shaking through my core. Just like how I can’t shake the awful dream—flashback—out of my head: “Shoot it, Ara! Depths, Ara, shoot it—”

			And the terrible endless silence that follows.

			My mind’s clear now, the ramifications of the scavenged memory cutting deeper into my conscience. I’d lied to my strike leader and disobeyed direct orders from my captain. I’d ignored my scouting partner’s warning and, worse, talked him into helping me—and he died because of that.

			Everyone died because of that.

			Because I had to fucking prove something to my sixteen-year-old self. Rai’s right; I am a selfish coward.

			The Ballena had never truly been the one at fault, had never done anything wrong. Of course it hadn’t—how could it? It was a bio-enhanced machine. It ran on impartial code with two objectives: perform the designated task assigned by its creator and survive.

			All those years I spent hunting what I thought was responsible for the Essex’s tragedy—when all I needed to do was look in the mirror.

			Focus, Ish. Keep it together. Concentrate on breathing, on the sensation of sheets rippling across my forearm as I shift position. And, hey, the hot, achy throbbing in my right shoulder no longer exists—focus on that, the blissful lack of pain. And the soothing, gentle pressure raking through my hair, sending tingles across my scalp. Comforting. Relaxing. Focus on that.

			Tension sloughs away, and my muscles loosen as the pounding in my ears fade. Hearing returns: the hum of the air cyclers, my inhales and exhales, and a soft, Haloite-accented voice murmuring, “It’s okay. It’s okay.”

			I stiffen. The unmistakable sensation of another person’s fingers running through my hair pauses as well. Every nerve in my body on edge, I slowly turn over, and come face-to-face with Quinn.

			She meets my eyes. “Bad dream?”

			“Flashback.” My voice is a rasp. “Same thing, really.”

			She follows my gaze down to her hand, still partially tangled in the ends of my hair. We lock eyes once more. A stretch of silence splits between us, widening by the second. Deep down, I know I could roll over and ignore Quinn like before, and she would leave me be. Depths, I could ask for space, and she would probably relocate to the opposite corner of the room. But I don’t do any of that, and I’m hyperaware of how close her hand is to my face.

			The same hand that hacked my memory chip and stole away my past. The same hand that saved my life. The same hand moving up to gently brush against my cheek now.

			She cracks the quiet first. “It seemed to…calm you.”

			My racing heart is anything but calm now.

			When I don’t respond, she adds, “What was it? I mean, you don’t need to tell me if you don’t want, but if you do…”

			I turn words over in my head. “It was the Essex’s last night. I finally remember it. I remember it all now.” Each word is a glass shard slicing my throat. “Bleeding stars, Quinn, I remember what happened that night. What I did and—”

			Depths, why can’t I stop crying? I almost snort at myself, at the sad, sorry state of this whole situation. I blink and blink again, harder, as if that will evaporate the tears.

			And then I feel Quinn’s warm arms pull me close, tucking me against her side as she murmurs into my ear, “It’s okay. It’s okay. It’s okay, Ish. Vera.”
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				Face-Punching Isn’t Always the Answer
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			According to the clock on the viewscreen, another day has passed. Which means we’re almost at the mystery destination.

			Rolling my right shoulder—and wincing at the tenderness—I sling a glance at Quinn and then resume working out the kinks in my newly fixed arm. Open and close the hand, swivel the wrist, curl and uncurl each finger.

			“How about this?” I say. “We arrive at Destination Doom. Rai pieces together some whaling crew, and with your superb tracking skills, we rake in so many tarjas, everyone can retire early and live happily ever after.”

			Quinn rolls her eyes, but the gesture is stilted, terse. Just like the fragile facade threatening to collapse between us. We’re still pretending we haven’t hurt each other.

			It won’t last forever, but for now, we’ve reached a silent mutual agreement to keep the charade going as long as possible. Because Quinn’s made it clear she’s willing to do anything Rai wants if it means keeping me safe, and I’ve made it clear I would rather rip my tongue out than let our ex-captain use me as a tool to control her.

			My gaze dances from the clock to the locked door, then to Quinn, before jumping back to the clock. If there’s a way into a problem, then there must be a way out. But the odds aren’t good. I have a crew of six scattered throughout the Marina. Rai and Ando have a crew of at least twenty-five.

			I spin toward Quinn. “I have an idea.”

			“Yeah?”

			“We’re on a ship full of sell-wings. Augustus seems to have access to some fat bank account.”

			She nods slowly and finishes my thought. “If we tell the mercs we’ll pay double whatever Rai is, then maybe we can buy out the sell-wings. But we’d have to prove we actually have access to the tarjas, and Augustus isn’t exactly forthcoming with that information.”

			“I guess we’ll have to convince the mercs. Be very convincing.” I clench my hands into fists, feeling a deep stretch across my shoulder.

			Quinn eyes me doubtfully. “Face-punching isn’t always the answer, Ish.”

			I tilt my head and throw on an innocent expression. “Who said anything about face-punching?”

			“Don’t say you weren’t thinking about it.”

			I raise both palms in surrender. “But that can be plan B.”

			“No.”

			I arch a brow.

			“No, Ish.”

			“And plan C,” I continue, and she runs both hands down her face, “can be hijacking the Marina and—”

			“Counterproposal,” Quinn interjects. “We switch plan C with B.”

			“Fine.”

			The barest smile curls her mouth. The corners of my own quirk up as well, and for a brief second, it’s almost like old times.

			I roll back my shoulders. “Any idea when the next merc’ll check in?”

			“Nala.”

			“All right, fine. We’ll have to get their attention, then.” I give the cam in the ceiling a glare and flash an obscene gesture, hoping whoever’s on duty sees it. “Reckon a couple unrestrained prisoners might do the trick?”

			“Yeah, I reckon it might. What do you have in mind?”

			“Electromagnets.” I tap the locking mechanism on her cuffs. “I can short it out, but you’ll have to help me.”

			Using the metal edge of a bed frame, I manage to partly twist off my right pinkie, exposing a bundle of micro wires—mechanical veins coursing with electricity instead of blood.

			“That looks painful,” Quinn hisses.

			“Can’t feel a thing,” I reassure her.

			Aside from a faint thrum radiating through the displaced joint, the rest of my finger is numb.

			“Its wiring needs to actually be exposed for this to work,” Quinn says. “And as much as I hate Rai, she did give you a good arm. The wires are coated with nanoplas. Extremely difficult to remove without the proper tools and—”

			She yelps as I drag my pinkie across the metal frame a couple times. Then I draw my hand back to inspect—the coating remains, but some of it has chipped off. I resume scraping my finger against the frame.

			Quinn grimaces over my shoulder, forehead furrowed. “Careful. Those micro wires will snap real easy without protection.”

			A couple minutes later, a small section of the wire bundles glimmers silver in the dim light. When I make a fist, electricity surges through the wire, brightening them to a platinum color. Quinn shows me her wrists, presenting the small slit in the cuffs where the key chip is normally fed into. I jimmy the exposed wires into the slot and squeeze my hand.

			Nothing happens.

			I squeeze harder, tightening my whole arm until my shoulder throbs.

			A soft glow spills out from the cuff’s lock. I set my jaw and clench my muscles with all my strength. A jarring shock travels up to my shoulder, sending fiery needles through the still slightly inflamed flesh.

			“Ish…” Quinn warns, nodding at the white light shining from her restraints. “You’re gonna short out your hand if—”

			Click. The mag cuffs fall away from her wrists, thudding onto the carpeted floor.

			I grin, blinking sweat out of my eyes. “All right, my turn now.”

			Quinn tugs the wires until they’re long enough to reach the lock slot of my own cuffs so I can repeat the same procedure as before. The shackles release with a pop and shower of sparks. I push my pinkie back into place and give the joint an experimental flex—a little stiff but functioning.

			“And now”—I turn to Quinn, who’s rubbing her liberated arms—“we wait.”

			We don’t wait long.

			The door slides open without warning, revealing a grumpy looking merc. “What’s the meaning of this?” he snaps, one hand reaching for a fresh pair of cuffs, the other resting on his holstered gun.

			Quinn greets him. “Ivon.”

			I step forward, ready to take him out with a well-placed punch. Or two.

			But Quinn motions me back, then raises her palms toward Ivon. “You need to take us to Ando. Now. We have important information—”

			The door opens once more, and a furious Rai storms in, ruining our whole plan.

			I lunge forward, shoving Ivon out into the hallway and slamming a button on the wall to keep the doors from closing. Then I knock his gun onto the floor and kick it inside the room toward Quinn as I treat him to a right hook. He goes down with a soft thud.

			“Plan C it is.” I smirk, glance back, and freeze.

			Quinn has Ivon’s handgun trained on Rai’s chest, and Rai has my FLX locked on me.

			“Drop it,” Rai barks.

			“Don’t, Quinn.” I scan the corridor. Empty and dark, save for the glow strips running along the top and bottom of the walls. Ship is in its rest cycle.

			Quinn draws a deep breath and steadies her grip on the weapon. I creep down the passageway, all too aware of the gun trained on my back as I search for hints of where the rest of my crew is being held.

			“Don’t make me shoot, Ming.” Rai exits the room, following me down the hall, with Quinn close behind. “You can’t do anything if you’re dead.”

			“Right back at you,” I reply, tilting my head toward Quinn. “Kill me, and you’re dead yourself.”

			An ear-shattering siren pierces the air, and the world breaks into a flurry of movements. I duck as two gunshots ring out—first the shrill screech of the FLX followed by the bang of an old-fashioned handgun. Rai’s shot sails over my head, burning a hole into the corridor wall.

			I spring to my feet, the cramped area now bathed in emergency lights, painting everything in hues of orange. The thumping of boots rattles the ceiling, and echoes of panicked yells ring down the hall.

			Several cracks pop the air as Quinn keeps Rai off my back. I resist the urge to check behind me, make sure Quinn’s okay. A FLX discharge grazes my side, and a hiss escapes past my clenched teeth. My sight lands on Ivon, who’s managed to drag himself over to the breach alarm.

			Growling, I hurtle after him, ignoring the pain burning along my left ribs. He barely resists as I slam his head against the wall, fingers tightening around his neck.

			“Where’s my crew?” I demand.

			He shakes his head. I squeeze harder.

			“Quarters at the aft end of this hall,” he chokes out.

			“Graza.” Then I punch him again and grab a key chip along with a couple mags off his vest.

			This time, I check to confirm he’s fully knocked out before rising to my feet.

			To my left, the door to a service room stutters open and close, the sensors blown off. I step inside the closet and pull up a diagram of the ship on the console. I quickly seal off the lower deck, praying most of the mercs are still on Deck 3, where the living quarters are. I flinch as the piercing shriek of the FLX grates the air. A shower of sparks rains down from the entryway, and the glow strip located above the doorway goes dark.

			Shaking out my jittery hand, I resume work, unlocking all the doorways leading up to Airlock E, the one closest to where the Dorado is daisy-chained. A powerful force shakes the floor, and I barely remain upright as I grab onto the counter. The Marina shudders, like it’s been battered by a tsunami. Bleeding stars, what’s going on? Did someone set off charges?

			“Freeze!” a voice orders from behind.

			Raising my hands, I slowly turn to see a merc with his weapon drawn. Three more thunder into view, stopping outside the closet’s entryway.

			I glance at the malfunctioning door, still caught halfway open, its lower half popped out from its tracks.

			“Come out,” the merc in front snaps. “Keep your hands up.”

			Heart hammering in the back of my throat, I move toward the exit. Two mercs step forward to intercept. I slip to the side, kicking out the bottom of the door so I can yank the whole thing off its tracks. Holding the door as a shield, I sprint toward Quinn, who’s taken shelter in an alcove. Several rounds embed into the metal door.

			“Quinn!” I yell. “At your five!”

			She spins and releases a couple shots, covering me as I slide into the alcove next to her. My ribs ache, and I’m sucking down air like it’s ambrosia as I wedge the dented door into the opening.

			“Deck’s sealed off,” I gasp, shoving mags toward her. “At least five mercs on my tail. Rest of our crew is at the aft end.”

			“Plan?” Quinn peeks above the barrier, squeezes off a couple shots, then ducks back down. She quickly replaces the emptied mag. “And make that four mercs.”

			I glance at the ventilation grill. There are alcoves like this located every ten meters along the bottom deck, and each of them connects via the air-cycler system. “We’ll access the aft via the ducts.”

			We both stiffen as another series of rounds shatters the air. The door serving as our shelter shudders, and multiple dents appear as rounds jam themselves into the metal. I wrench on the grill. My muscles tremble, sweat slicks my grip, and my shoulder burns so hot it feels like the metal’s splitting from my skin.

			“Incoming,” Quinn warns, then pulls the trigger a few times. “Three mercs left, one injured in the leg. Rai’s wounded too. Down!”

			I drop to my belly, pulling myself toward the wall as the door finally crumples under the assault. Quinn rolls into a crouch in front of me, providing cover. I grab onto the grate, yank with all my strength, and the stubborn thing finally rips off with a metallic squeal right as the Marina tips sharply.

			Quinn and I slide through the opening, sprawling into the ducts below. We break into a scramble, the low clearance forcing us to keep our backs bent.

			The floor sways violently as if we’re running across a raft at sea. Something’s not right. Every instinct screams to get off this ship now. But I can’t until I find the rest of the Dorado.

			We reach the last ventilation grill, and I straighten, peeking through the bars. “Mercs heading for the front of the deck—some sort of commotion over there.” I loosen the screws bolting down the metal plate. “We start with the closest room and work our way down.”

			She nods.

			Bending my knees, I press both palms against the grill, then shove up with all my strength. Pain rips across my shoulder and ribs. The plate snaps off, and we clamber out into the hall.

			“They’re going for the prisoners!” someone yells.

			I dart out of the alcove and sprint for the nearest door. Sweat trickles down my temples as I click the entry button on its keypad. Thank the stars there’s no passcode to enter—door’s only locked from the inside.

			The lights flicker on in the stark room. Standard overflow quarter: two beds, a bathroom, and not much else.

			“Cap?” Sonia appears, eyes wide. “The depths are you doing—”

			“Are you hurt?” I fish out the key to unlock her cuffs. “Do you know where the others are?”

			“I’m fine. Leo and Augustus are on this deck. I think Stag’s being held on Deck 2.”

			Quinn bursts into the room, panting. “Took out another merc, but backup’s here—heard them coming through the hatch.”

			“Okay. Take Sonia up to Airlock E. There should be EVAL suits and jump cables stored in the prep room. Try to pick up Stag along the way, but your priority’s to get to the Dorado.” More shouting from outside. I meet Quinn’s eyes. They glimmer fiercely in the dim lighting. “Ready?”

			She flashes me a grim smile. “Let’s go.”

			We rush outside—I’m in front, Sonia on my heels, and Quinn using the doorway for shelter as she takes down another guard. She’s always been a good shot—would probably be a hell of a harpooner, too, if she spent half the time in a dart as she did in front of a tracking screen.

			I skid to a stop outside the next room and jab the access button. “I’m in!”

			Quinn sprints by in my peripheral, catching up with Sonia. The two of them vanish through the hatch.

			I flinch as Leo leaps to his feet, fists raised. He lowers them with a surprised grunt when he realizes it’s me.

			“Let’s move.” I motion for him to hold out his wrists. “Where’s Augustus?”

			“Bed,” Leo replies in a rumble. “He’s not gonna make it.”

			No, no, no. I hurry over to the cot, heart dropping to my feet at the sight of Augustus’s pale face. His eyes are closed, sweat glossing his skin. Without thinking, I roll up his sleeve and glance down at his bio-tat: 662934. Three new numbers.

			“It’s coming…” His lips barely move as they form the words. “Coming for…me.”

			“Hey, Augustus,” I say in a firm voice as I swipe the key through his cuffs. “We gotta go.”

			“Saving me,” he whispers. “Saving itself…from insanity…solitude…”

			With a grunt, Leo muscles Augustus over his shoulders and raises his chin. “Where to, Cap?”

			“Hangar. Follow me.” I peer outside the room and cuss. Backup mercs have arrived on both ends of the corridor. “Scratch that.”

			My spine stiffens as more voices sound from outside, drawing closer. But wait—there’s a new layer to the shouts, an alarmed undertone.

			“Oh my gods.”

			“It’s back—”

			“Bleeding stars, it’s gonna—”

			A violent force sends the room—no, the entire ship—lurching sideways. I slam into a wall. Blinking starbursts out of my vision, I steady myself with a hand.

			“It hit the port side!”

			Another jarring shake, and the creaking of metal reverberates down the hall.

			I exchange worried looks with Leo as he shifts Augustus across his shoulders.

			“Move down! Clear the section!”

			A group of mercs thunders past, none of them sparing us a second’s attention.

			“It’s coming,” Augustus mumbles.

			Fear freezes over my ribs, but I shake off his words, ignoring the horror spreading across my scalp.

			I glance down the corridor from which the mercs had been running. Part of the wall’s caved in, and the rafters are bent. A fissure cracks in the hallway’s side, accompanied by a metallic groan. I turn back and wave for Leo to follow. “Front deck is abandoned.”

			“And about to rip apart,” he observes dryly.

			“Look, there’s an emergency seal on either side of the service room.” I point to the glowing orange lines marked across the ceiling and floor, indicating where the partition will slam down should the sector hull integrity drop. “If we’re still on this side of the deck when those dividers engage, we’ll be trapped with stars know how many mercs and no way out.”

			The ship shakes and rolls, a glass bottle battered by stormy waves. My gut clenches, nausea coiling in my stomach. I’ve only ever seen one thing capable of causing such destruction to a whaler. But why is the Ballena here?

			I glance down at Augustus, his earlier words swirling in my head—It’s coming for…me—then shove them to the side. No time for speculating.

			I repress the prickling rise of fear and gesture for Leo to go first. “Don’t stop running until you reach the closet.”

			He tears out the door with me following close behind. Another shudder ripples through the ship, sending Leo sliding into the service room as the Marina does a half roll, like a fish floating belly-up, sending bodies and metal casings tumbling everywhere.

			My boots slip on the roiling floor as I run past a viewscreen and catch a glimpse of the Ballena thrashing outside. Swarms of drones surround it, along with two strikes of darts.

			But the mercs aren’t trained to deal with MOBIS, and the Ballena shreds through them like foam.

			“Cap!” Leo bellows, sticking his head out of the closet.

			My eyes widen as a high-pitched beep pierces the air and the orange seal markings on the ceiling and floor begin to flash. Sweat stings the corners of my eyes, and I skid into the forward sector right as the transparent divider crashes down, sealing the front of Deck 1 from the rest of the lower level.

			On the other side of the partition, cracks split the mid-deck hall, exposing slivers of hard space. I sprint to the far end of the ship and grasp onto the metal rungs of the ladder connecting the decks. Deck 2’s even worse than Deck 1. Several sections are breached, with their respective dividers engaged to minimize damage. Mercs rush about, shouting into comms and working the weapons station. But worse, the aft of the deck is sealed off—blocking us from Airlock E and the Dorado. Because of course it is—nothing can ever be easy.

			I pull myself through the entryway, tucking myself into the corner as I wait for Leo to come through. He drops Augustus on the floor and follows my line of sight to the obliterated section of Deck 1, then to the bodies floating like buoys tossed at sea.

			“Shit,” he grunts.

			Sentiment shared.

			I search for an escape route.

			Leo points to a door marked with fluorescent paint. “What’s that?”

			“Biocore storage that lets the darts deposit the cores directly into it.” I squint at the door. “Looks like they modified it into general storage—”

			“With a way out,” Leo says. “Might be EVAL suits in there or something.”

			A whirr grinds the air as the hatch between Decks 1 and 2 closes. The lower deck’s now completely breached. I tug Augustus to his feet, and we stagger to the converted biocore storage unit.

			I pause at the threshold, gaping at the sight, then finally manage to croak, “Rai.”

			She’s halfway in an EVAL suit, struggling to fit her injured arm through the sleeve. I spy the FLX resting on the bench beside her. We both lunge for the gun. I crash into her, and we go down in a skein of limbs as the weapon skitters away.

			Leo stops it with his foot.

			“Get off me,” Rai snarls, and kicks out at my chest.

			Pain blooms across my ribs, especially where the FLX wounded me earlier. I roll into a crouch as the whaler shudders again. More shouting from outside. “Deck 3’s front half is down!”

			I rip a couple suits from the hangers and toss one to Leo. I unzip the other and start shoving Augustus into it, keeping a close eye on Rai as I do so. Fortunately, she’s less interested in killing me than securing her EVAL.

			Leo appears, fully suited, and motions for me to get an EVAL for myself as he finishes sealing up Augustus’s suit. Before I can spin away, he catches me by the arm and passes the FLX.

			“Thanks.” My fingers run over the familiar, worn grip, relishing the comforting weight.

			I turn to check on Rai. She’s gotten her injured arm into the sleeve but now struggles to zip up the side. She freezes when she notices me watching, the gun in my hands. My fingers twitch. I could shoot her point-blank. She deserves it, right? She’s the reason why the Marina’s falling apart, why my crew’s fleeing for their lives, why the mercs are fighting a losing battle against the Ballena.

			She bares her teeth, pain distorting her face as she yanks up the zipper, snapping the mag fasteners in place. “Well, what are you waiting for?”

			I draw a deep breath, then thumb on the safety and tuck the FLX away. “Go. Before I change my mind.”

			Her eyes widen as she slams the button by the biocore chute. The meter-wide slot opens, and then she slides in feetfirst. The metal plates close. The light above the chute changes from green to red.

			My fingers fumble as I throw on the EVAL and clip on a set of jump cables. Shooting a glance at Leo’s bulky frame and then at the tube opening, I motion for him to pass me the harness and begin securing myself to Augustus. By the time I’m done, the light’s changed from red back to green—chute is clear.

			I enter the conduit, using my feet to brace against the metal walls, and wait for Leo to help maneuver Augustus in beside me. The short tether between us allows just enough slack for us to fit side by side with the visors of our helmets smooshed against each other.

			I click on the EVAL’s proximity comms. “Clear.”

			The doors close, and then the opposite end of the chute yawns open, displaying the carnage outside—the shattered darts, the broken corpses, the Ballena whipping its tail and fins in violent ecstasy—and then the vacuum sucks us out. We’re surrounded by darkness and splotches of artificial light. Gravity vanishes. I barely remember to secure the cables to the Marina’s hull in time.

			The cables pull taut as I activate the winch, reeling us close to the ship. Leo lands to my left thirty seconds later.

			“There are escape pods on the starboard side,” I say. “We could—brace!”

			We both grab onto the tether as the Ballena charges for the whaler, crashing straight through the middle of the ship. Augustus begins to drift. Leo and I both reach out to pull him back to the Marina—or rather, what’s left of it.

			The majestic whaler’s nearly splintered into two, its midsection barely held together by strips of metal. And, oh stars, the sheer amount of bodies floating out from the ship. Like a stream of bubbles escaping a drowning man’s lips. Countless lives claimed by the celestial seas.

			What little food is left in my stomach threatens to come back up.

			“Cap,” Leo grunts.

			I blink, unable to look away from the massacre.

			“Cap,” he repeats, sharper.

			I snap out of my daze. “Yes?”

			“Where’s the rest of our crew?”

			“With the Dorado.”

			“And where the hell is that?”

			The ancient whaler is no longer attached to the Marina, that much is clear. A rush of relief courses through me. That means Quinn and Sonia must’ve made it out alive—hopefully with Stag.

			“It’s coming back,” Leo warns, nodding at the Ballena pivoting on its tail and heading for the Marina once more.

			Seven depths, the whale is really determined to see this ship demolished. Behind his visor, Augustus opens and closes his mouth with soundless words, his eyes frozen open, unblinking.

			The Ballena races closer, closer…closer.

			I screw my eyes shut, one hand clutching the cable’s attachment, the other on Augustus’s arm.

			Crrrrrrrk.

			The vibrations from the fracturing hull travel through my bones, making my teeth and jaw chatter. And then a massive force sends me flying through free space.

			“Oh stars,” I whisper, flicking my eyes open.

			I’m still holding on to Augustus, but my tether’s snapped. Leo’s plastered against the Marina.

			“You okay?” I wheeze, using my suit’s thrusters to slow my momentum.

			He grunts, the sound a crackle in the helmet’s comms.

			I scan my proximity for anything I could use—a dart, perhaps, or even better, the Dorado. Instead, I catch sight of the Ballena beneath the Marina, gearing up for yet another collision.

			“Leo,” I warn, “get yourself away from the ship now.”

			He bends his knees, unhooks his jump cables, and shoves off. He uses the EVAL’s weak propulsion system to adjust his trajectory. I stretch out an arm, and we snag onto each other, his momentum carrying me even farther away from the Marina. Half a beat later, the Ballena hurtles through the remnants of the whaler, the tenuous connection keeping the Marina in one piece breaking. The two halves of the ship spiral apart.

			An unexpected wave of sadness surges over me as I watch the ship I once called home fragment into a thousand shards. First the Essex, now the Marina. Is the Dorado next? Am I destined to lose every home I find?

			“Shit,” Leo grunts. “A9 and A7, Cap.”

			I twist as we continue drifting through space, a pit opening in my stomach at the unfamiliar dart speeding our way, trailed by the Ballena. One of the dart’s TOG guns is blown out, but the remaining one is more than capable of shredding us to pieces.

			“We could try moving back to the wreck,” Leo says. “Use it as cover.”

			I let out a strained laugh, the type fueled by too much adrenaline and too little hope. “The suit’s thrusters are too weak—we’ll never make it.”

			“Or we split.” Leo grabs onto my forearms, and I immediately know he means to push me toward the Marina. I open my mouth to protest, but he cuts me off. “You have the best shot, Cap. You’re much lighter than me.” He gestures for me to cut the line that’s keeping Augustus secured to my waist. “He’s a lost cause anyway.”

			Augustus shakes his head, as if he heard Leo. “If I’m dead, then you’re all dead.”

			“He doesn’t know what he’s saying.” Leo reaches for the emergency knife strapped to the calf compartment of the suit. “C’mon, herma. No time to waste.”

			“No.” I keep my sight locked on the approaching MOBIS and dart. “I…think he’s telling the truth.”

			The bio-tats. The tracking augments. The Alacrán. They’re all connected, linked back to the Ballena, perhaps in more ways than I can see. Plus, Augustus is right—the whale waited to completely destroy the Marina until we were off the ship.

			Leo swears and grumbles under his breath. The dart surges forward like a needle cutting through smooth waters. The Ballena increases its speed as well, beginning to overtake it.

			The muzzle of the TOG gun lights up beneath the dart, followed by the inevitable spray of flechettes.

			I flinch, every muscle in my body tensing as I prepare to get shredded by shrapnel.

			Except the Ballena whips its body around, taking the full hit in its side.

			“What the…” Leo growls.

			The dart attempts to swoop around the MOBIS, but the whale shadows its every move with unnerving precision, shielding us. Then the Ballena releases a burst from its weaponized hind fin and the dart explodes.

			Leo turns toward me, eyes wide. My heart threatens to abandon my rib cage at the rapid-fire rate it’s beating.

			A beam of light shines across my face from above, and I squint. Blinking away sweat, I make out the form of a familiar run-down whaler. That barnacle-crusted rust bucket has never been a more welcoming sight.

			“Over here!” I wave and shout, even though the Dorado can’t hear me.

			“The Ballena,” Leo cautions.

			Sure enough, the alabaster whale’s looping back, circling the three of us. The Dorado drifts to a halt, and I know they’re preparing to fire upon the Ballena.

			And then the Ballena will return fire.

			And then the Dorado will sink.

			Just like the Essex.

			Just like the Marina.

			Just like every bloody ship in this killing sea.

			“No! No! Don’t shoot!” I’m screaming myself hoarse, shaking my head. I release Augustus and form an X with my arms.

			The guns running down the length of the whaler rotate, training on the Ballena. In response, the whale aims several of its own guns back at the ship.

			The Dorado creeps closer to us, unperturbed. The Ballena moves back, maintaining distance between itself and the whaler.

			My chest tightens, anticipation curling around my lungs. No shots fired yet—did the crew get my message?

			Then a ramp from the Dorado’s belly extends. I eye our lifeline, about seventy meters away, blocked by the infamous whale.

			“Think the Ballena will let us through?” Leo asks.

			“Let’s find out.” I hit the thrust button on the EVAL’s control panel.

			A gentle kick propels me forward with Augustus in tow. The enormous eye of the Ballena pulses with a cyan glow, and it’s so easy for me to imagine it dimming and brightening to its nonexistent heartbeats. A mechanical beast with a mechanical heart.

			I’m floating above one of its deadly flippers now—one burst from the gun mounted on it and I’m dead. But the Ballena remains motionless, suspended in nothingness, its eye on the side of its scarred head flickering, swirling in cerulean shades.

			I hit the back thrust and coast to a halt in front of the Ballena’s massive teardrop-shaped eye, easily two meters in length. Turquoise light shines through the clear material covering the bacteria, washing across my face like sunbeams penetrating the ocean surface. I don’t dare to blink, staring eye to eye with my sworn enemy.

			It’s just a machine.

			A deadly killing machine.

			And yet, I can’t stop myself from reaching out my right hand. I’ve never been so close to the Ballena. Nothing but a flimsy EVAL suit and three centimeters of space between the palm I once lost to this whale.

			Augustus’s lashes flutter, and his scratchy voice sounds over the comms. “It won’t…hurt you. Not now…Not yet.”

			My right arm shakes as I stretch out my fingers. I bite my lower lip—strange—I can’t remember a time when my bionic arm trembled in such manner. Like it’s shaking with nerves. Nerves that no longer exist.

			Exhaling a slow breath, I flatten my palm over the Ballena’s eye where its pupil would be if it had one.

			In my periphery, Augustus lowers his lashes, a serene expression unfolding across his face. The Ballena’s sapphire light dims, as if the two of them were closing their eyes in unison.

			Just a machine.

			“Cap?” Leo says.

			I flinch, yanking my hand away. The Ballena’s eye flares back to life. Leo’s hovering above the whale’s head.

			“You coming?” he asks.

			“Yeah.” I clear my raspy throat and nudge my thrusters up. “Yeah, let’s go.”

			Together, we pass over the Ballena, crossing the infinite chasm between the whale and whaler.

			Finally, we enter the shadow of the Dorado. My knees hit the bottom of the ramp. I dig my fingers into its grooves and make my way up.

			We sit side by side, Leo to my left, Augustus on my right. I draw my legs up against my chest and rest my chin atop my knees, taking in the panoramic view: the three fractured ships, the ruined darts, the wrecked drones, the broken remnants of the mercenary crew, and the unfeeling, ever-watching eyes of distant stars twinkling in the background.

			A cruel, savage scene.

			Something deep inside me twists. I gulp deep lungfuls of air in an attempt to keep my mind from reeling out of control. Even Leo lets out a soft grunt as he crosses his legs and curls his hands on his lap.

			Slowly, the ramp swings upward, and the view narrows. The ship’s maw draws together like the velvet curtains at the end of a tragic opera. The last thing I see before the ramp closes is the Ballena gliding through the debris, leaving the barest whisper of a trail in its wake.
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				Nothing to Gain, Everything to Lose

			
			Captain’s Quarters, dorado

			“The Ballena appears to be more truth than myth—”

			“Several ships have reported sightings of the Halo Ghost, though official confirmation has yet to be—”

			“Search for survivors continues—”

			I wave a hand across the viewscreen, and the news reel vanishes. The lights of my room brighten as basic ship info populates the screen in yellow text. There isn’t much to show, with the Dorado powered down to minimum functions in an effort to “go dark” as we distance ourselves from the Marina’s wreck.

			The Ballena hadn’t bothered with stealth, and since it attacked when we were in a well-traveled part of the system, it’s no doubt popped onto the radars of all nearby vessels. Judging by the comms chatter, multiple ships have already joined the chase after the Halo legend. Which means my crew is probably wondering why I haven’t given orders to join the hunt. Well, no point avoiding the inevitable.

			I stand, roll my neck, and step out into the hall. My steps slow as I pass by Augustus’s door. Sonia stabilized him shortly after Leo and I hauled him on board, and he’s been sleeping ever since. After another moment of hesitation, I step away from the door. I’ll check on him after talking to the crew.

			The soft conversation filling the flight deck ceases the moment I enter. Everyone’s faces are in various states of exhaustion, shock, and anticipation. Well, everyone except for Leo, who appears unfazed and apathetic, as usual.

			Sonia breaks the taut silence. “We ready to set course?”

			I jab both hands into my pockets and clear my throat. “No.”

			Stag raises a brow. “Why the delay?”

			I inhale too deeply and feel it in my wounded ribs. Hiding a grimace, I resist the urge to press a hand against the injury, and say, “We’re not going after the Ballena.”

			The words that’d weighed so heavily on my tongue lift off lighter than air now that I’ve uttered them. Despite my repeated attempts to destroy the whale, the Ballena saved my life when it didn’t have to. A heartless murdering machine certainly wouldn’t have.

			At first I’d thought destroying the Ballena for vengeance would settle my ghosts. But then it turned out if there were anyone to blame for the Essex’s tragedy, it would be me. So then I reckoned hunting the Ballena would prove to everyone that I was as worthy a harpooner as any other Halo-born spacekin—when in reality, that’d simply been the easier lie to tell myself than the truth: I’d been trying to prove to myself that I was worthy enough to belong.

			Something I’d been trying to convince myself this whole time—when everyone else had accepted it long ago. Sonia, Leo, Stag, Augustus, and Quinn. They believed in me, and that was all that mattered. The people who matter have accepted me, welcomed me with grace and love. Everyone else’s opinion of me can get shoved down a whale’s blowhole.

			Now silence swamps the flight deck as I hold my breath, waiting for my crew’s reaction. Sonia and Stag wear matching slack-jawed stares while Leo crosses his arms. Quinn opens and closes her mouth several times, then presses her lips together and tilts her head. Perhaps she catches the layer of levity under my otherwise defeatist statement, because the corners of her mouth quirk up.

			Finally, Leo grunts, “Well, that’s stupid.”

			Sonia nods. “I’m inclined to agree with him. I thought I signed onto a whaler, not a whale watch.”

			My jaw flexes for a moment. “The Ballena saved our lives. We have nothing to gain but everything to lose if we continue pursuit.”

			Stag leans toward me, dropping his voice low. “Cap, think about the cash-in we’ll get from this. This is the Ballena, the holy grail of MOBIS. We cash in that biocore, and all of us”—he gestures around the crew—“are set for life.”

			Quinn scrunches her nose, worry burrowing into her brow, and I know she’s thinking about the ocean of debt I’m drowning in. How the Ballena’s my last hope of crawling onto shore.

			I swallow thickly and tear my gaze away from her concerned expression. I’ve run from the past before; I can pick up and run once more. Dvitiyah System. Empyrean System. Places where I’ll be a nobody again. A girl from nowhere. A fresh start.

			But what about Quinn? Fear strokes down my spine. Are you willing to leave her behind?

			“I’m dismantling the crew,” I say around the hoarseness threatening to overcome me. Stag gasps while Sonia covers her mouth with a hand. Even Leo blinks, stunned.

			Then a new voice sounds from behind. “You have to kill the Ballena.”

			I startle and whirl. Augustus stands at the back of the deck, beside the floor hatch, leaning against the railing. His skin is pale, making the dark circles beneath his eyes even more pronounced.

			“Glad to see you’re up,” I call out. “Just in time for a crew meeting.”

			“A crew you’re about to dismantle?” He raises a brow and walks over.

			Sonia steps aside, making room for him to pass through until he’s a couple paces from me.

			I meet his look, unflinching. “Well, sounds like you caught the gist. Good. I don’t need to catch you up.”

			“Ishara,” he says, tone flat. “The Ballena must be killed—destroyed—at all costs—”

			“Why? Because it killed Garcia, and you must avenge your uncle?” I snort and turn away from Augustus, marching toward the main controls dash. “Garcia was like family to me too…Everyone on the Essex was. And I lost them all.”

			He flinches, corners of his eyes pinching together like a switchblade.

			I lick my dry lips and finish in a low voice so only he can hear. “If I can lose twenty-three family members and let the Ballena go, then surely you can.”

			“Not just twenty-three family members”—Augustus follows me, dropping his voice to match mine—“but twenty-three family members you don’t remember. That’s the difference between you and me. I remember. I care. You don’t—you can’t.”

			Augustus’s words pierce my chest like a lance, collapsing my lungs. I force myself to breathe in slow. I cared, I want to scream. I cared more than you can ever know. I glance over my shoulder and glare at him. He lifts his chin, defiance flashing across his face. So, you want to challenge me on my ship?

			“Go ahead.” I gesture toward Stag, Leo, and Sonia. “Tell them everything—about how I don’t remember anything about the Essex. Because you’re right, I don’t care!”

			The lie tastes vile in my mouth. The rest of the crew looks on with unmasked curiosity toward our private conversation. Guilt gnaws away at my insides, and I drop my gaze. They deserve better. A better ship, a better salary, a better captain. But I don’t have better to give them.

			Pressing my lips together, I swing my attention back to the dash and begin inputting the flight path for Illume. It’s a midsize station, nothing fancy, but everyone should be able to pick up new gigs. It’s for their own good.

			Augustus steps up to my side and waits for me to finish typing. “Look.”

			“What?”

			“I sank a lot of tarjas repairing and equipping the Dorado,” he says, “so that the Ballena—”

			“I’ll pay it back. Sell off the whaler—”

			“You’ll be lucky to fetch five thousand for this rust bucket.”

			Ouch, but valid.

			“I’ll find work and repay. Stag, set coordinates for—”

			“That whale wants a consciousness!”

			I blink at him, stunned.

			“Say again?” Sonia sputters.

			He paces, shoving both hands through his pale hair and muttering choice words before raising his voice. “You heard me. The Ballena wants a consciousness.”

			“It’s a machine,” Quinn replies. “Machines run on code. They can’t have a consciousness.”

			Sonia and Leo nod, and I find myself mirroring them.

			“Hey,” Stag says, glancing at Quinn. “Maybe that’s because you’ve had the wrong mindset all along. Though”—his forehead creases as he frowns—“not all animals are capable of self-awareness.”

			“Beast, machine, something in between.” Augustus waves a dismissive hand. “Doesn’t change the fact the Ballena wants something more, and I sure as depths am not planning on finding out what more entails.”

			Quinn raises a finger. “Okay, first off, I hope you realize how cracked you sound.”

			Sonia rolls her eyes and mouths, Yup.

			Augustus utters a small groan and presses his fingertips against his temples.

			I narrow my eyes and step closer until we’re nearly chest to chest. Heat radiates between us, though whether it’s from his constant feverish state or the spooling tension between us, I can’t say. “What the whale wants is none of my concern. Like I said, I don’t care.”

			He returns my glower with an even look.

			“Would the Ballena having a consciousness even be so bad?” I ask. “Are you uncomfortable with the thought of a machine possessing something so human?” I run a thumb across my metal knuckles. “The only reason we made it out of the Marina alive is because the whale rescued us. If I still go after it despite all that, what makes us any better than it?”

			“That whale was saving itself,” Augustus retorts.

			I snort. “Right! Of course! Because swimming straight into three merc ships—”

			Augustus grabs me by the shoulders, and even though he looks like death could take him any second, his fingers manage to dig painfully into my skin. “I swear it’s true. If the Ballena didn’t need me, it wouldn’t have come back.”

			Wrenching out of his grasp, I shake a finger at him. “The whale needs you? The Ballena needs no one!”

			“Seven depths! Why are you so bullheaded—”

			I flinch from his shout, then yell right back, “If you’re so determined to kill that whale, then do it yourself.” I gesture toward the rest of the crew. Quinn shoots me a wide-eyed look.

			He takes a step closer. “Ara! Listen to me. We cannot allow the Ballena to—”

			His lips continue moving, but his yelling doesn’t register as I stare at him. Through him. And then I’m not seeing anymore.

			I grip the edge of the holo dash. My knees threaten to buckle, and I’m gasping for air, iron bands wrapping around my ribs. And I’m sinking through an ocean of memories.

			“Ready to go, Ara?”

			“Happy sixteenth, Ara.”

			I choke, struggling to catch my breath as wave after wave of memories surge against my mind.

			“Ara, you are disobeying direct orders from our captain. Think about what you’re doing.”

			“Four years, Ara. I’ve known you for four years. You belong here.”

			I grit my teeth, Augustus’s urgent voice echoing in my head.

			“Shoot it, Ara! Depths, shoot it—”

			“No!” I flinch at my own panicked gasp.

			My vision trickles back in. Everyone’s staring at me, and I can’t deal with the attention because, bleeding stars…the missing years of my life suddenly threaten to bury me beneath it all.

			Images flash through my mind-space. Some blurry, some clear as northern ice. All of them rising from the depths like plankton to the light.

			And it’s too much. Like aging five years in a blink, and I’m getting swept away in a flood of flashbacks. Every neuron in my brain is on fire, and I’m too hot and too cold at the same time. I try to stanch the flow, reduce it from a riptide to a trickle, but the memories and accompanying wrench of emotions refuse to be contained.

			One second, rib-cracking laughter threatens to overcome me; the next, I can’t stop the tears from falling. Then rage cascades over me, simmering in my veins as inexplicable fury rips through my every atom before being replaced by something even stronger. A twisting, aching feeling. The type you get when you care so deeply and passionately for someone it hurts.

			Instinctively, I know these are my natural memories, and not a breakthrough with my Nebula-stored memory bits. Nothing artificial—nothing digital—could’ve constructed something half as potent.

			“Ish?” Quinn.

			She rushes over, cradling my face between her soft hands as she searches my face. I focus on her eyes, use them to keep me steady. Warm sun-kissed brown irises, gently curled lashes, and a spark in her pupils. Wildfire eyes.

			“Ish, what’s going on?” she asks, then snarls, “Hermo, what did you do?”

			Augustus’s voice sounds from behind. A voice I’ve known for years, not mere weeks. “Nothing. I swear.”

			I shake my head, clawing myself out of the deluge. My heart thunders in my chest, and a million questions flit through my brain. I press them all aside, detachment threatening to numb me inside out, if only to stop feeling so damn much. “Augustus Mateo Pollard,” I whisper. “Son of Captain Grant Pollard of the Essex. Unregistered in the system database because you were born on the whaler. Your father was always out-system in the fishing grounds and couldn’t be bothered to take a week off and complete the process at the Halo Registry.”

			Augustus snaps his mouth shut. He takes a moment, then offers a terse nod.

			Quinn’s gaze skips between me and him while the rest of the crew exchanges puzzled—if not slightly concerned—glances.

			“You didn’t just know Garcia as an uncle,” I continue. “You served under him, on his strike.”

			He holds my stare, unwavering. Unapologetic. Despite all the deceptions he’s spun.

			“Do you trust me?” my own voice whispers in the back of my head, and Augustus’s replies, “If there’s anyone I trust to fly on backup, it’s you.”

			I shakily exhale and forge onward. “You—you were my scouting partner.”

			And more.

			The unspoken words hang between us, louder than if I’d shouted them.

			Something akin to longing twinges beneath my chest. I can’t stop myself from stepping forward to trace the planes of Augustus’s face—the lines and edges suddenly as familiar as the back of my own hand. The tiny birthmark near his hairline, the slant of his brows, the quirk of the corner of his mouth.

			The lips I kissed once upon a time. All of it so intimate.

			He softens and his eyes light up with a familiar gleam, the one that whispers, Just between you and me.

			But then I glance at Quinn hovering over my shoulder, and the yearning in my chest transforms into confusion. The past trying to pull me back while the present draws me forward. Two halves splitting in different directions.

			“Hold on,” Sonia says, pushing in between me and Augustus. She squints at him. “Let me get this straight. You both crewed on the Essex?”

			“Affirmative.”

			“Then aren’t you supposed to be dead?”

			He rubs the back of his neck and sighs. “Yes.”

			I run my thumb across my knuckles. Seven depths. Two survivors, not one. A tendril of guilt unwinds from my chest and floats away.

			“How?” Sonia wonders.

			He appraises the gathered audience then sinks onto the pilot’s seat, swiveling so he’s facing everyone. He shoves up his sleeves, showing off the stark numbers running the length of his forearm.

			“Tell me everything,” I demand. “From the start. No lies.”

			“Will you reconsider pursuing the Ballena if I do?”

			“Yes.”

			He steeples his fingers. “Very well, but no interruptions. Some of it may be hard to believe, but—”

			Sonia snorts. “Considering you have a pet MOBIS and telepathically communicate with the Ballena, I’m willing to suspend disbelief.”

			He clears his throat then begins in a quiet voice, “The day of the wreck, I’d split from the strike in pursuit of the Ballena and was attempting to drive the whale back…which obviously wasn’t the best idea.”

			I bite my lip, grateful he failed to mention me dragging him into my reckless insubordination.

			“The Ballena totaled my dart, so I was shocked when I woke up alive and mostly intact.”

			The uncanny similarity between our stories sends a shiver shooting down my spine.

			“Didn’t know where I was at first. It was a strange room—small, no furniture at all, and the floor seemed to be moving. Everything hurt, but I was alive, and that was good enough. Until I noticed…blue ooze draining from my wounds.” He shudders, mouth twisting at the memory. “Thought I was hallucinating or something, but I wasn’t. The Ballena had healed me. With itself. Stopped all the internal bleeding, patched up the wounds by reprogramming the code in its Radioactium computerii so it’d be compatible with my human DNA.”

			“Fucking hell,” Leo grunts.

			Sonia waves a hand up and down. “Are you the—”

			“No,” he says sharply. “I’m not the Ballena. I’m not part of it. We’re just connected, the way your electro-slates are connected to the Dorado’s network. The Ballena can access me through its connection to the bacteria in my body.”

			The blood runs cold in my veins. “The Alacrán is part of the Ballena, isn’t it?”

			“I created the Alacrán from the Ballena and what was left of my dart. Later on, I made modifications with parts purchased at the Mercado Oscuro. As far as the whale’s concerned, the Alacrán is an extension of itself.”

			“Bleeding stars,” I growl. “And you had me register my bio-signature with the—”

			I break off, panic crashing over me. My gaze lands on Augustus’s bio-tats, and then I check my own skin. It’s unblemished. For now.

			“Is the Ballena part of me?” I grind out. “Can the whale access—”

			“Ara—Ishara, take it easy.” Augustus mimes Calm down—pointer and middle finger stuck out together in a downward motion, his unique gesture. Something I used to mercilessly tease him about back on the Essex because that gesture had a much ruder meaning in Tian Tan. “It’s nothing like that. Yes, you are part of the Ballena, but the Ballena isn’t a part of you.”

			The panic recedes the slightest bit, and I take comfort in Quinn moving closer to my side, offering her silent support.

			I don’t miss Augustus’s gaze darting between me and her, and another swell of memory-tainted confusion sweeps through me. Of how, on the Essex, Augustus always had my back and vice versa, knowing we could always count on the other no matter what.

			Why didn’t you try to remind me? Remind me of who you were and what you meant?

			But the crew’s waiting for Augustus to finish his story, and I’m not sure if I want everyone hearing his answer to my question.

			“I spent the first couple months recovering,” he says. “The bacteria might’ve patched me up, but I was still weak. The Radioactium computerii inside my body was able to convert radiation into sustenance, which was barely enough to keep me alive. So I spent most of the time half passed out, and that’s when I started experimenting with my connection to the Ballena. Tried to figure out why it had saved me. How much I could influence it—which isn’t much—and how much it could influence me—which is quite a bit more.”

			Quinn asks, suspicion dripping from her tone, “So the Ballena could be controlling you right this very instant. All of this could be a trap.”

			“I said the whale could influence me,” Augustus snaps. “Not control me. When it’s closer, the connection’s stronger, and I get impressions of what it’s doing, what it wants—”

			“Where it’s located,” I finish.

			“Precisely.”

			“So,” Sonia says, “did you figure out why the Ballena saved you?”

			He nods slowly. “The Ballena’s using me as a template. Like I said, it wants a consciousness, and it believes the code to true self-awareness is hidden somewhere in”—he flicks a finger against his arm—“here. In its creators. Humans.”

			Quinn’s brows draw together. “That doesn’t make sense. How can it want something when it doesn’t even have a consciousness yet?”

			“One possibility is that even though the Ballena isn’t self-aware, it still has an intuitive urge to seek a higher level of enlightenment, like how a plant instinctively reaches for water and light. Everyone wants something, even if they can’t pinpoint what exactly it is that they desire.”

			“So…” Quinn drawls. “What will happen when the Ballena finishes copying your ‘code’?”

			He shrugs. “I imagine it’ll begin splicing it into its own biocore, like a software upgrade.”

			“And after that?” I ask. “Will the Ballena think it’s you?”

			“Depths, I pray not. And I’d rather not take the risk and find out. What I do know is that once the Ballena’s learned how to copy my consciousness over into itself, there’s nothing stopping it from repeating the process to other people. Stealing their identities for…who knows what.” He straightens and pushes to his feet. “That’s why the Ballena must be destroyed—fast.” A spasm crosses Augustus’s face. “It’s nearly done with the code replication. It’s been speeding up the process ever since it learned what I’m trying to do.”

			“Kill it?” Stag suggests.

			He nods. “The Ballena thought I would try to protect it since it had saved my life.” He shoots me a pointed glance. “It knew I’d been searching for you the past year, ever since I’d recovered enough to set off on my own in the Alacrán. The Ballena must’ve assumed I was trying to negate you as a threat, so it provided aid in any way it could—hacked into bank accounts—”

			“You stole all those tarjas?” Quinn exclaims as Leo grunts, “Can you show me how?”

			“But it’s figured out my intentions by now. It’s been getting harder and harder to hide my true thoughts and emotions from the Ballena.” He cracks me a bittersweet smile. “That night in the hangar, when you shared how you ended up in Halo, the Ballena figured out I didn’t hate you. Quite the opposite.” I draw a sharp inhale as Augustus continues in a low voice. “And…I’ve never felt such rage from the Ballena before; there’s no other way to describe it. It felt betrayed that I would turn against it.”

			I wince in understanding. “Trust is the worst thing to misplace.” Then I straighten my spine and take a step toward Augustus, and it feels so right to be near him, two scouting partners reunited. “But misplaced things can be found.”

			His ice-pale eyes burn like white stars. “If the Ballena is capable of experiencing that level of violence without a sense of self, I fear what it might transform into if it gains the code to develop its own identity. A consciousness born of hatred and betrayal housed within a body capable of mass destruction…”

			He draws a deep breath. “Which is why you’ve got to destroy the Ballena, Ara. There might be bigger and faster whalers out there, but we know the Ballena better than anyone else in the system.”

			Everyone diverts their attention to me. Expectant, waiting for my response.

			Sonia raises a brow. “What’s it gonna be?”

			“Your call, Cap.” Stag inclines his head, and Leo grunts his agreement.

			“Do what you think is right,” Quinn murmurs. Her hand finds mine and gives it a reassuring squeeze. “I’ll be by your side, Ish, whatever you choose.”

			I study Augustus for a beat. His once-dark blond hair is nearly platinum. Veins pulse a vivid blue beneath his ashen skin. And when I focus on his eyes—are they a shade lighter than before?

			“You’re losing color.”

			“I’m dying,” he corrects gently. “I’m dying, Ara. My cells—they’re being corrupted by the Ballena through the Radioactium computerii. Once the whale has a complete blueprint of my DNA, it’ll have no use for me anymore, and…” He shrugs and glances down at himself. “I suppose it won’t bother keeping me alive after that.”

			My stomach plunges into a black hole. “Will destroying the Ballena stop the corruption?”

			He shrugs again. “It can’t hurt.”

			“How much time do you have…?” The back of my throat tightens at the cruel unfairness of the whole situation: to have just remembered Augustus and what he meant—means—to me, only to have him vanish from my life again.

			Except this time, it really is forever.

			He sucks in his cheeks—stars, how did I not notice how sickly sharp his cheekbones have become?—then rubs his bio-tats: 662934 plus yet another darkening patch of skin, which I now know is the harbinger of a new number.

			“Well, there are eight digits in a biocore serial code.” He taps his arm six times, hitting each tat. “So two more to go.”

			“How long did it take for each number to appear?” Quinn asks.

			He pulls down his sleeves, as if suddenly self-conscious of the markings. “First one appeared four months ago, the second number three months after that. The third about a week ago, and the rest all within these past few days.”

			“Shit.” Sonia pushes a hand through her short hair. “Then what does that give us—hours?”

			“Yeah. Pretty much.” He nods at me. “So what do you say to one last hunt, Ara?” His mouth lifts into a nostalgic grin. “For old times’ sake.”

			Against my better judgment, I return the smile. “One last hunt. For old times’ sake.”
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			Flight Deck, dorado

			A ping sounds from the controls dash. Stag leans forward to skim the incoming alert before waving a hand and pushing a new map of local space onto the ceiling projection. Over half of the hundred or so dots are colored yellow—ships heading out-system.

			“Traffic alert from HST,” Stag says. “Mass exodus toward the fishing grounds.”

			Even as he speaks, several yellow dots pop up from nearby planets and stations, while even more neutral gray dots turn yellow.

			“Space Corps is gonna be sending out patrols soon.” Sonia cocks a brow. “Probably set up checkpoints, too. With this much traffic, there are bound to be fugitives trying to sneak out from in-system. Or illegal haulers using the crowded lanes as cover.”

			Another ping sounds from the dash, and Stag reads off the latest HST notification. “Cruising speed limit has been reduced.”

			I nod at him. “Start taking us out before it gets any worse.”

			He throws a lazy salute then swivels back in the chair to chart out the path.

			Sonia tips her head back, hands on her hips as she scours the projection. “Gotta be at least three hundred others going after the Ballena.”

			Augustus frowns. “We can’t let the other ships get there first. They’ll be obliterated.”

			Quinn crosses her arms. “Then where is it? Scans haven’t been very helpful so far.”

			He shifts his weight from foot to foot and then quietly admits, “Don’t know. The Ballena is aware I’m working against it now.” He breaks off into a fit of coughs. “It’s purposely blocking itself off from me.”

			“Well, you better think of a way to get through fast”—I point up to the map overcrowded with yellow blips—“before the Ballena turns it into a bloodbath out there.”

			“After seeing what the whale did to the Marina, I think going after it by ourselves is suicidal,” Augustus says. “We’re going to need more support.”

			I slip him a sideways glance. “Unless someone here has tarjas to spend on mercs, I’m afraid we’re doing this solo. There’s no time to search for and haggle with any other potential allies that want a slice of that Ballena biocore pie. In the meantime, I want everyone shoring up the Dorado’s defenses—installing the EMP shields on the darts and whaler, reinforcing the hull with fresh glaze, recalibrating all sensors and trackers. We have to throw all we’ve got into this fight.” I chew the inside of my cheek, fully aware the only reason the Dorado has managed to escape each Ballena encounter was because the whale allowed us to. But we can’t just sit back and do nothing either. “I’m open to other ideas, so speak up if you have any.”

			Stag looks over from the controls, and suggests, “Pray?”

			Sonia barks out a laugh. I motion for her to shut it.

			Leo grunts, “No harm in trying.”

			Quinn winds the end of her braid around a finger. “Guess all we can do now is work and wait for the Ballena to show.”

			Augustus tugs at his shirt collar and mumbles, “Only thing to do is wait…” His head snaps up, eyes brightening. “That’s it! We gotta wait to attack the Ballena when it’s vulnerable.”

			Sonia snorts. “Excuse me?”

			“It’ll be vulnerable when it’s in hibernation mode.”

			“Uh-huh,” Sonia says, unconvinced. “So…we wait for winter to roll around?”

			He shoots her a scowl. “No, it’ll be in hibernation when it upgrades its software system.”

			“Software upgrade…” Leo squints, brows drawn low. “Like when it’s integrating your DNA blueprint into its biocore?”

			“Exactly.”

			“Hold on,” I say. “The Ballena needs your complete blueprint to do that.”

			Quinn nods. “Yeah, and I thought the whole point was us finding the whale before DNA blueprint integration occurs.”

			Augustus ceases pacing. “It’ll possess my blueprint, but there’s a sliver of time between possession and integration. That’s our best shot of taking down the Ballena. The whale will be weak.”

			Sonia snorts again, forming air quotes with her fingers. “ ‘Weak.’ ”

			He ignores her. “All its energy will be sourced into upgrading—defenses will be at a minimum.”

			“And will you know when the Ballena’s in hibernation mode?” I ask.

			“I’m still connected to it. Something that big—I’ll definitely notice. The Alacrán is also linked to the Ballena. I might be able to use her to get more information on the whale.” Glancing at me, he tips his head toward the drop-through hatch. “Mind if I…?”

			“Go ahead.”

			He disappears from the deck, and I scan the crew, noting the exhaustion coloring their faces. “Stag, are we all set?”

			“On track to hit the inner whaling grounds in twelve hours if we maintain current regulation speed. Outer grounds in twenty. Longer, obviously, if speed limits are reduced again or if we run into one of those Space Corps checkpoints.”

			“All right.” I run a hand across my face, resisting the urge to rub my tired eyes. “I’ll take first shift. Everyone else, grab some rest. After one cycle, the work begins.”

			The crew responds with a chorus of ayes, then disperses. I flick a hand across the central dash, checking for HST updates. A chill runs down my spine at the numerous Ballena sightings reported across the system. The whale’s no longer keeping a low profile, that’s for sure.

			Why? The question burns in the back of my brain. Why choose now to come out of hiding?

			A melodic humming sounds from behind, some sort of hymn. I turn in time to see Stag settle into the pilot’s seat.

			He catches my eye and jabs a thumb toward the hatch. “Let me take first shift, Cap.”

			I shake my head. “We’re gonna need you fully rested for the Ballena.”

			He arches a brow and twists his gold ring. “I got a nice nap on the Marina. You’ve been at it for days—and the crew needs their captain sharp.”

			“Stag, go. Get off my deck—”

			“No offense, but I don’t want to go charging up against the most lethal MOBIS in the system led by a half-delirious captain too stubborn to take care of herself.”

			My jaw drops open at his bold retort.

			“Seriously,” he continues. “Don’t make me get everyone back here to call a vote of no confidence—”

			“Fine!” I throw both hands up.

			He gives a self-satisfied nod and resumes humming.

			I sigh, climb down into the lower level, and turn the corner into the corridor of the crew quarters. My strides slow when I spot Quinn waiting outside my room, leaning against the wall.

			“Hey.” I step into my room, and ask over my shoulder, “Everything okay?”

			She brushes a strand of hair out of her face. “Mind if I come in?”

			“Um, sure—I mean, no.” I trip over my words, moving to the side to allow her through. “Come in. Something you need to talk about?”

			She stays by the threshold, silence opening between us. My gut clenches as tendrils of worry creep in.

			Finally, she crosses her arms and meets my gaze. “So—Augustus. You guys were close.”

			Her tone curls up at end, making the statement more of a question.

			I nod slowly. “I mean, yeah. We worked together, trained together—”

			“You loved him.”

			I swallow hard as memories crowd against my mind’s eye. The warmth of his arms, the touch of his fingers, the secrets we shared. “Yeah. Yeah, I did.”

			She searches my eyes for a moment. “And now?” Her lilting accent’s coming through strong. “Do you still love him?”

			“I don’t know,” I answer honestly. “I really don’t know.”

			A shadow of hurt flashes across her face. Then she asks cautiously, so unlike her usual confident self, “And what about me?”

			My thoughts flash through the two and a half years I’ve known Quinn. From her welcoming me to Rai’s crew to sneaking out for joyrides in the darts during off-duty hours. Always being by my side, even if it meant leaving the Marina, a ship she’d called home for years. Working together to scrape by as we bounced from station to station in search of an affordable whaler. Piecing together a ragtag crew willing to chase after a legend. Our shared laughter from too much stress and too little sleep, making everything seem stupidly hilarious.

			Her risking everything to save me, a stranger.

			I struggle to find an adequate way to convey the storm of emotions swirling beneath my chest. She’s gravity on my soul, pulling my heart right out of my ribs and straight into her hands. Quinn tenses, like she’s afraid to hear my response. I force myself to meet her eyes. Wildfire eyes.

			Then I say, quiet but fierce, “You are my constellation in a sea of stars. If there’s the slightest chance you want me in your life, I would do anything to ensure that you’re in mine.” I step closer, keeping my gaze locked on hers. She makes a small sound in the back of her throat. “I won’t rest. I won’t give up. I will chase you down until we’re both inexplicably caught in each other’s orbit. And that’s the truth. Vera.”

			A long pause. Quinn finally manages to say, “That a friend zone or—?”

			I close any remaining space between us and tilt my head, pressing my lips against hers. They’re warm, soft, and send electric tingles dancing across my own. She inhales sharply. I close my eyes, rising on my toes, my senses hyperaware of everything about her. The heat from her skin burning through the fabric of her shirt. The familiar scent of her starflower fragrance, of vanilla and star anise, lingering in the air around us, making my head spin. Her lips returning the kiss.

			I blink my eyes open and reluctantly pull back. Drawing a ragged breath, I slip her a sheepish smile. My pulse pounds in my ears, but I manage to hear myself say, “No. That was not a friend zo—”

			My eyes widen as Quinn pulls me toward her. Then she’s kissing me, and all I can think of is Her lips taste like stardust. Sparks light up every nerve, as if my bloodstream has been shot through with liquid lightning. Her hands graze the small of my back then slowly drift up, fingers winding through my hair as she draws me even closer. My toes curl in my boots as I sigh against her lips. Her mouth curves into a grin in response.

			And, seven depths, it’s like a supernova has gone off in my chest, and its brilliant light is shining through my center and setting alight every cell of my body.

			We finally break apart. Quinn drops her hands, and I take a couple backward steps, trying to steady my fluttering pulse. The air crackles between us as we snatch shy glances at each other.

			Then she leans in closer, searching my face for a long moment. Hunting for something. My eyes map out the planes and contours of her strong cheeks, dark brows, lingering on her soft mouth. Lips that send my head straight to the stars. Make all my senses snap into greater focus—brighter colors, sharper sounds, bolder flavors, and my soul more alive than I’ve ever felt—

			A chime sounds, and a new alert pops onto the desk.

			I snap out of my trance. Bleeding stars. I’m supposed to be figuring out a way to defeat the Ballena, not making out with Quinn.

			“Ish?” The corners of her eyes crinkle.

			“The Ballena,” I say after a reluctant moment.

			Understanding rolls across her expression. “Later, then,” she says with a wink promising to be continued.

			I move to the desk and expand the notification on the smart glass, my heart still aflutter as I try to refocus my thoughts. “There’s got to be a better way of taking the Ballena down.”

			Quinn leans over my shoulder as she reads off the message subject line. “ ‘Ships go missing beyond the Belt.’ ”

			So the Ballena’s bloodbath has started.

			I expand the video screen on the desk. Words tumble out fast from the feed’s reporter, her voice thick with a semi-familiar accent, a regional dialect of the Universal Spoken Language. Nonetheless, I manage to catch the gist: A dozen ships have vanished, most simply gone without a trace, the remaining reduced to wrecks.

			“Augustus is right,” Quinn says quietly, staring at the dash. “We need outside help. The Ballena demolished a battle cruiser within twenty minutes.”

			I rack my brain for anyone who could possibly offer the firepower or tarjas to hire the extra guns we desperately need. “Inigo.”

			Quinn tilts her head. “What about him?”

			“I bet he can aid us if we promise him the Ballena biocore. He’ll get the most coveted collector’s item, and I’ll be able to clear out the debt I owe him. It’s a win-win.”

			I pull out my electro-slate, trawling through my contacts until I find his. Ten minutes later, Inigo’s face appears on the dash, calm and collected as ever. “Ishara Ming.”

			“Inigo,” I greet, and then quickly lay down the situation.

			He leans back once I’m done, arms folded against his chest. “So long as the biocore goes to me and no one else, I’ll pay the tarjas and get you your gunships.”

			I confirm our previously agreed-upon number. “A hundred thousand tarjas.”

			“Done.” His mouth flattens, and he warns, “Do not double-cross me, Ishara. We’ve both been honest with our business in the past—now is not the time to ruin the record. I have connections across the Seven Systems, and I will find out if you let the biocore go to someone else, and there will be consequences.”

			I stiffen at Inigo’s sudden change of tone. I’ve never heard him so menacing before. “I understand.”

			“Very good. Then I’ll uphold my end of the bargain as well. Before I go, is there anything I should know about the Ballena?”

			“It has an EMP system, military grade. So it’d be preferable if you can send gunships with a strong EMP shield.”

			“I’ll see what I can do. Good fishing.”
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				Faint Blue Scar

			
			Captain’s Quarters, dorado

			A knock sounds on the door. Quinn and I flinch in unison. Shoving away from the desk, I call out, “Who is it?”

			“Augustus.”

			Apprehensive hope unfurls in my chest as I hurry over and let him in. “The Ballena’s been making moves,” I say. “Could use some good news.”

			His face twists, and he scrubs his eyes. “The opposite, I’m afraid. I’ve been blocked from the Alacrán’s system. Can’t access her database or even get the ship to turn on.”

			There’s a trembling in his arm as he lowers it to his side. My breath hitches at the nearly complete seventh bio-tat. The number—2—already has a definite form.

			“What about Ish?” Quinn asks, making her way over. “Will the Alacrán respond to her bio-sig?”

			Augustus thrusts both hands into his pockets, hiding their shakiness. “If the Ballena’s figured out I’m using the Alacrán against it, it’s probably figured out a way to disable it from afar. But it’s worth a shot.”

			He nods at me, and something aches heavy in my chest with how faded his eyes have become compared to the scouting partner I remember. Deep ceruleans turned icebergs.

			He’s waning by the second.

			I can save him, though. I just need to kill the Ballena, and then he’ll live.

			Determination steeling my spine, I march out of the room for the hangar. Augustus and Quinn follow me out to the Alacrán. The ship sits silent and brooding on its parking pad. More paint has chipped off, revealing its slate-gray exoskeleton beneath.

			Ducking inside the ship, I release a low whistle.

			Not even the emergency glow strips shine in the darkness. I take out my electro-slate and hold its light up to the wall.

			“The bacteria aren’t glowing,” Quinn murmurs. “Are they still alive?”

			I bring my face closer to the cluster of dull Radioactium computerii. No bioluminescent slime oozes from it.

			“They’re dormant.” Augustus’s voice sounds from the entrance. “Guessing the whale’s powering down any unneeded accessories in preparation for its upgrade.” He points to the main dash. “But maybe you can wake this sleeping beauty up.”

			I pass Quinn the slate and sit in the pilot’s chair. The bio scanner, like the rest of the bacteria in the ship, is a dull gray blue.

			Well, here goes nothing.

			I press my palm against the scanner, its clay-like texture so different from the original squishiness. Nothing happens. I’m about to pull my hand away but pause when a faint warmth spreads beneath my palm.

			Closing my eyes to concentrate, I make sure I’m not imagining the warmth radiating across my skin. I flick my eyes open and stare at my left hand.

			Quinn follows my line of sight and lowers the electro-slate to better illuminate the space. “Seven depths.”

			A blue glow radiates from the scanner, and within seconds, the bacteria clusters scattered throughout the ship begin to pulse with their usual color. The main dash flickers on, and then my own voice sounds from the speaker.

			“Welcome back, Ishara Ming.”

			Suppressing a shiver, I order, “Disable voice function.”

			“Please confirm.”

			A button flashes on the dash. I reach forward to tap it but have hardly taken my hand off the scanner when the ship warns, “Please do not remove hand. Bio-signature security upgrade in progress.”

			I raise a brow, stick my left hand back on the scanner, and use my right to hit the confirm deactivation button.

			A progress bar lights up the screen: 2.3% complete.

			Quinn glances sharply at Augustus. “You said the Alacrán blocked you because the Ballena realized you’ve turned against it. Does it think Ishara is an ally, then?”

			“Nala, the whale isn’t that dumb. Wait—” His gaze widens. “I felt something. An impression.”

			“Ballena connection?” I ask.

			“I think so. It’s gone now, but I definitely got something.”

			“Try again,” I urge, ignoring the uncomfortable heat encasing my hand, like it’s submerged in a jar of bubbling mud. “Do you have any sense of where the whale is?”

			“Just…beyond the Belt, waiting for something.”

			The overhead lights in the cockpit turn on as the ship wakes from slumber. The air cyclers kick into action, providing a soft hum in the background.

			The bacteria’s bright blue secretion flows over the back of my hand, twining through my fingers like vines. I attempt to pull my hand away, but the azure strands are sticky and unwilling to relinquish their hold.

			“Hey, Augustus,” Quinn says in a tight voice. “That supposed to happen?”

			“I’ve never seen that before.” His face turns even paler, if possible. “Hold on—the Ballena—it’s distracted. Its barriers are down.”

			I give another yank and finally manage to free my hand. Slime drips down my fingertips. I wrinkle my nose and wipe off the gunk on my thigh.

			“Shit, Ballena defenses are back up,” Augustus mutters.

			We both look at the scanner, then at each other.

			New text scrolls across the main dash. Security upgrade incomplete. Please place hand on scanner.

			I rub my arms, unable to shake off the disturbing sensation of bacteria ooze encasing my skin. “It’s connected, isn’t it? The Alacrán’s upgrade and you being able to access the Ballena.”

			“Yeah,” he replies after a beat, leaning against the wall.

			The message on the screen flashes, urgent. Upgrade termination will force a shut down in 15…14…

			“The Ballena felt preoccupied,” Augustus says, “like its attention was focused elsewhere.”

			“On this.” I raise my hand.

			“Yeah.”

			“Were you able to get any new information?” Quinn asks.

			“It’s preparing for”—his face screws in concentration—“another attack, I think. Not on us—it’s too far away right now. Needs more…templates? I don’t know.”

			Already, the bright blue light emitting from the bacteria clusters is withering away, as if the Radioactium computerii are going dormant once more. I lean forward to place my hand against the scanner.

			Quinn catches me by the arm and hisses, “Don’t, Ish. It’s a trap.”

			“I know,” I mutter. “But right now, this”—I gesture toward the scanner then wiggle my fingers—“is our best chance of locating the whale.”

			She releases my wrist with an unhappy sigh. I’m not sure if I imagine it, but I swear the ooze reaches out as I extend my hand back toward it, like it remembers me. Wants me. The Alacrán turns back on the moment my skin makes contact.

			“Welcome back, Ishara—”

			“Deactivate voice function.”

			I tap the confirm button and tear my gaze away from my hand, the sight of the ooze crawling across my skin in vein-like tendrils too unsettling.

			“Well,” Quinn says, “what’s different between you and Augustus? Why does the Alacrán allow you access but not him?”

			Augustus has his eyes closed, fists clenched by his side, and he’s mumbling under his breath.

			“I mean,” Quinn continues, “both of your bio-sigs are registered in its data bank, so—”

			“ ‘You’re part of the Ballena, but the Ballena isn’t a part of you,’ ” I murmur.

			A shudder ripples through me, and I can’t tell if it’s because of what Augustus told me earlier or because of the ooze thickening over the back of my hand.

			“Not only does the Alacrán—and consequently, the Ballena—have Augustus’s bio-sig, but parts of the Ballena are also woven into him,” I say, worry fraying my nerves raw. My stomach flips.

			“Oh fuck,” Quinn swears quietly, reaching the same conclusion as me.

			I stare at the scanner, at the ooze layered over my hand like a glove of capillaries.

			Quinn whirls toward Augustus and gives his shoulders a shake.

			He startles out of his trance. “What?”

			She glares at him. “Is it possible for the Ballena to transfer part of itself into Ish via the scanner?”

			He rubs the back of his neck. “I don’t know. What do you mean, exactly?”

			“It can,” I answer Quinn, biting back a grimace.

			The bacteria slime’s scorching now—some biochemical reaction going on, perhaps. The progress bar reads 36.8%.

			“Bleeding stars, Ish!” Quinn exclaims. “Then why are you still—”

			“Don’t,” I warn when she moves to force my hand away. “Augustus, is what I’m doing helping at all?”

			He nods, wiping sweat away from his temples. “Yeah. The Ballena’s forming a connection with the Alacrán, and that channel is a chink in its scales. I can…It’s hard to describe, but I’m getting a stronger sense of the Ballena, such as what it wants, what it’s planning to do next—”

			“As long as the Ballena is communicating with the Alacrán, you’re able to tap into that link, vera?”

			“Yeah.”

			“How long until you obtain its location?”

			“No idea.”

			Quinn throws her arms up. “What do you know, then?”

			“It wants a second consciousness. It wants several consciousnesses. Dozens. Hundreds.”

			“Why,” I begin, voice hoarse, “the hell does it want multiple consciousnesses? Isn’t yours enough?”

			“Does it matter why it wants more?” Quinn snaps. “Maybe it wants to swap out one for the other when it gets bored, or—”

			“Or maybe,” Augustus cuts her off, “the second consciousness isn’t for itself.”

			“Another MOBIS?” I sputter. “Is the Ballena collecting consciousness blueprints to distribute?”

			He raises a finger and closes his eyes. Quinn and I watch him. Wait for answers. His breaths turn rapid and shallow, and his eyes twitch beneath their lids.

			Finally, he says, “There are going to be more MOBIS like the Ballena. Less powerful but still highly capable.” His eyes open, pupils dilated. “It got the idea from the Alacrán. When the Ballena realized I was able to create a new ship from its parts—”

			“Oh hell no.” Quinn scrubs her hands over her face. “There’s a pod of pseudo MOBIS created by the Ballena out there? Baby whales swimming around in the system? And the Ballena is giving each one its own consciousness?”

			“Not yet—but it will if we don’t stop the Ballena soon. At least, that’s the impression I’m getting. I’m getting clearer readings on the Ballena than before.”

			“Good.” I stifle a gasp as the ooze burns hotter. “And the location?”

			“Rough estimate…X348297…Y277099…Z153869.”

			I check the progress bar: 46.9%. “Can you get a more specific reading?”

			He nods. “You’ll have to keep the channel open, though. The Ballena’s completely focused on you right now—”

			“Great,” I mutter.

			He flashes what’s probably supposed to be an encouraging smile. “Keep it distracted, all right?”

			I double-click my tongue, open the comms line to Stag, and ask him to set the new coords.

			“We might have a problem,” he replies. “Another attack occurred, at least fifty dead. Space Corps is forbidding any more ships from heading past the Belt.”

			A sinking feeling plunges through my stomach. “Where are we?”

			“Right at the border. In-system.”

			“Can we rush it?”

			He makes a maybe, maybe not noise. “Whaler’s not the quickest nor sturdiest. Be better to sneak through.”

			“All right. Do that, then.”

			“Aye-aye.”

			I click off the line and look up at Quinn standing in front of me, hands on her hips.

			“Let me do it,” she says matter-of-factly. She nods at the scanner, at my forearm encased in the glowing gel. “If the Ballena’s gathering new consciousnesses, it should accept my bio-sig as well.”

			I shake my head. “Go see if Stag needs help on the deck.”

			“Ish, think.” She looks me in the eyes, grabbing my shoulders. “Do you really want your consciousness in a MOBIS as dangerous as the Ballena?”

			“No more than you’d want yours.”

			“You’re missing the point.” Her fingers tighten. “You hate that whale. You would’ve done anything to destroy it.”

			“Not anymore.”

			Her voice cracks, and she pulls her arms back. “Ish, I’ve never seen so much anger, so much hatred and bitterness in a person.”

			“I’ve changed, Quinn. I’m not like that anymore. Vera. I’m not going to transfer all that shit to the Ballena.”

			She makes to protest, but I silence her with a glare. Hating myself as I do so, I harden my voice, making it cold and stony. “Go upstairs and help Stag. And stop questioning my decisions.”

			She jerks away as if I’ve slapped her. My heart twists, but I force myself to maintain composure. There’s no time to waste. We stare at each other, expressions tight, a thousand unspoken words swirling between us. Finally, she nods stiffly, then spins on her heel and leaves the cockpit.

			I sag back into the seat. My left arm feels like it’s on fire, yet the stupid progress bar says the upgrade is only 67.1% complete.

			Augustus coughs, bracing his hands against his thighs as he continues hacking up a lung. His blue veins are a stark contrast against his unnaturally pale skin, no doubt the result of the bacteria incorporated into his anatomy.

			“You hanging in there okay?” he asks.

			I grunt. “I should be asking you that question.” A yelp slips past my gritted teeth as the blisteringly hot ooze creeps higher, flowing past my elbow, though the skin appears unblemished. He leans forward, worry pinched between his brows. “I’m fine,” I reassure him. “Any updates?”

			“Same XY coords. Change the Z to Z153878.”

			I push the info up to the flight deck, and Stag taps into my earpiece. “I’ve reset the destination, Cap, but it’s still gonna take us a good twelve plus hours to comb through that space.”

			“Noted. Any incoming calls from other ships?”

			“Nala. Were you expecting someone?”

			Inigo and the aid he’s promised us. “Possibly. Ping me if anything comes up.”

			“Understood.”

			I click off the mic. A wave of dizziness washes over me, and it takes several seconds to reorient myself before turning to Augustus. “Any chance of getting an even tighter read on the location?”

			“I reckon I can get it down to a near-perfect coord. But—”

			I groan at the but. There’s always a but.

			“You’ll have to let that max out.” He nods at the progress bar that reads 78%. “Whatever upgrade is going on, it’s boosting the Ballena’s signal to me.”

			Another surge of vertigo grips me, and I clench the edge of the seat with my right hand, metal fingers whirring as they nearly puncture the fabric. I exhale a shaky breath. “Then let’s wait it out.”

			So that’s what we do.

			Sweat trickles down my back, and my tongue rasps sandpaper-dry against the roof of my mouth. If this is what merging with the Ballena feels like, I get why Augustus is constantly burning up.

			“Here.” He offers a water bottle I gratefully accept.

			He studies the ooze creeping over my bicep. “Whale must’ve figured out a new way to streamline the process. It took…months for it to get half of my blueprint.”

			“Well, aren’t I lucky?” I mumble. “If the Alacrán is based off the Ballena’s genes, why isn’t it white?”

			He chuckles. “It was, originally. Took me several tries tampering with the ship’s code before I figured out how to make her less conspicuous. Since—”

			The whaler suddenly accelerates, throwing me against the chair. Beeps fill my ear as the crew’s rudely woken from their rest cycle.

			“What the depth’s going on?” Sonia grumbles, her voice thick with sleep.

			“I suggest everyone buckle in,” Stag says. “Space Corps is setting up a blockade. I want us out before they finish, so gravity’s turning off in a couple secs to feed power into the engines and coils.”

			The entire cabin’s tilting on its side, but I can’t tell if it’s because of the maneuver Stag’s pulling or the dizziness swamping my head. Another burning shiver races through me, and the gel tightens around my arm, squeezing it. Clenching my jaw, I pull myself upright and strap in the safety harness. I glance at the bar again. Still stuck at 99%.

			I try wiggling my fingers, but my entire arm is numb from the intense pressure. Flares, if this continues much longer, circulation to my left arm will be completely cut off. My head swims, and fear seizes my heart. You’re going to lose your other arm, Ish. Both arms lost to the Ballena.

			“Got it!” Augustus’s triumphant voice stabs through my fog. Excitement radiates from him, brightening his pale, pale eyes—now turned a glacial blue. “Narrowed the location down to half its range radius.”

			The growl of the Dorado’s engines increases, and then the grav generator shuts down. My harness cuts deep across my chest.

			A chime sounds. Upgrade 100% complete.

			“We’re cleared,” Quinn says. “Made it past the Belt now.”

			The blue ooze flows back down my arm, retreating into the scanner like a stream of insects buzzing back to a hive.

			“You have anything for us, Augustus?” Stag asks.

			“Yeah,” he replies. “X348283, Y277000, Z153867. That’s where the Ballena plans to hibernate.”

			“ETA?” I slap the release buckle on the harness, my left arm throbbing with its own pulse.

			“Six hours at a fast cruise,” Stag answers.

			“All right.” I push out of my seat, gently floating up near the ceiling. “We’ll stake out the area and figure out an approach plan. We have one shot, so let’s make it count. In the meantime, get back to sleep. I have a feeling there’s not gonna be a lot of that later.”

			One by one, the crew taps out of the comms.

			A new notification appears on the main dash. Upgrade completed. Rebooting ship in 10…9…

			“No, no.” I shove down from the ceiling too hard and yelp as my hand slams into the harness buckle floating midair. “Abort reboot. Dammit, how do I cancel?”

			But the Ballena is done with me. It got what it wanted, and once the Alacrán shuts down, there’s no powering it back on with my bio-sig. I’m locked out, like Augustus.

			He moves over to my side, and unhelpfully observes, “You’re bleeding.”

			I check my palm—must’ve cut it on the buckle—then wipe the blood on my other sleeve.

			3…2…1…

			The Alacrán’s lights cut out.

			“No!” I silently curse the universe.

			“Probably better this way,” Augustus remarks. “The Alacrán is under the Ballena’s control now.”

			“But what if the Ballena decides to relocate? We’ll have no way of knowing where without the link.” I kick the wall—bad move, Ish—and go flying in the other direction, only to be stopped by Augustus before I slam into the opposite side. His arms wrap around my chest and waist as he takes the brunt of the hit. The breath punches out of my lungs as he lets out a muffled “oof.”

			The scent of amber and salt envelopes me as Augustus tightens his arms, pulling me into his chest as if afraid I’ll go ricocheting to the other side. My heart kicks as the familiarity of being in his arms overwhelms my recently recovered memories. The warmth of his hands is sunshine on ocean-sprayed skin.

			For a moment, I give myself the chance to mourn what had been, what could have been. But my heart belongs to the girl with wildfire eyes.

			I clear my throat and gently shift one of his arms off me. His fingers loosen, but he doesn’t fully let go. “Uh, Ara?”

			“Yeah?”

			“Your hand.”

			“I know it’s bleeding—it’s nothing—”

			“Look.”

			I look. My heartbeat stutters. “Oh shit.”

			It should be too dark to see the blood welling up from the cut—but I can. Because it’s glowing. Swirling threads of blue green mixed with what I know to be the deep red of blood.

			“Shit shit shit shit shit.” I pull out of his grasp and lunge toward the exit of the Alacrán. The grav generator kicks back on right as I enter the well-lit hangar. I land on the ground with a painful thud. Rolling upright, I study the blood seeping out from the gash. In the bright light, it’s harder to see the Radioactium computerii mixed in, but it’s definitely there. Dread ices over my ribs.

			Augustus hurries over with a first aid kit, pulls me down into a crouch, and opens the box.

			Bleeding stars, it’s inside me. A scream builds up in the back of my throat. The Ballena is inside me. But what else did I expect?

			Augustus rolls up his sleeve, revealing the completely formed 2 on his skin. 6629342. And right beside that 2 is another bio-tat bruise. It’s a vague blob, no distinguishable digit yet. But it’s the last number left. Time is running out.

			He picks up a piece of gauze, then freezes, staring at my hand. I raise my hand to see it better. The bleeding’s already stopped, and a thin film of blue saturates the wounded area.

			“Well,” he says, “that never happened to me.”

			Within a minute, the cut’s all but disappeared, leaving behind nothing but a faint blue line. I draw a shaky breath and stand.

			“All this bacteria shit inside us is synced to the Ballena’s biocore, right?” I say. “So once we deactivate that, we’ll be back to normal.”

			A long beat ensues.

			“Right?” I hate the desperation in my voice.

			He gathers the first aid kit and stands. “Right.”

		

	
		
			
				26[image: ]

				I Could Never Hate You

			
			Hangar, dorado

			I can’t stop looking at my left palm, at the thin scar left behind by the cut. I curl my hand, and the scar glows a faint blue in the shadow thrown by my fingers. Nausea twists my gut. I want to peel that silver-blue sliver of skin straight off my palm.

			“It’s superficial.” Augustus falls in step beside me as we exit the hangar. He nods at my loosely clenched fist. “If the bacteria’s visible at the surface level, then it hasn’t become fully integrated with your body yet.”

			“You certain about that?”

			“I don’t bleed blue,” he says simply as we reach the ladder at the end of the corridor.

			Perhaps Augustus notices my nervousness, because he adds, “The bacteria is programmed to evolve to best fit its host before writing itself into your biological code. Once the bacteria is fully integrated, you won’t know it’s there—it’s a seamless synthesis.”

			“Right.” I turn back to the ladder and reach up to grab the next rung. A patch of discolored skin catches my eye as I do so. Unease scuttles across my skin as I stare at the bruise blooming on my inner forearm. I’m not sure if I’m imagining the imprint of a 6.

			“You okay?”

			I suck in a steadying breath. “Yeah.”

			He frowns and touches my shoulder, studying me with serious eyes. “Don’t lie to me, Ara.”

			I whirl around, tugging down my sleeve to cover the developing bio-tat digit. A snarl of pent-up emotions finally springs free from within. “ ‘Don’t lie to me’? You’re one to talk. You’ve been lying about who you truly were the whole time, letting me make a fool out of myself. You knew how badly I wanted to remember. If you hadn’t accidentally triggered my memories, would you have ever told me the whole truth, reminded me of what I’ve forgotten?”

			Something bitter flashes across his expression, and he presses his lips together.

			His silence answers my question. He would’ve seen his word through to help take down the Ballena and then vanish from my life, leaving me to forever wonder about my lost years.

			“I would’ve given you the truth if our positions were switched—if you were the one with the missing memories.” My voice turns jagged, threatening to break. I close my eyes as I take a moment to compose myself, pressing back memories shared between us. Words build up in the back of my throat, but none make it past my lips. Did what we have mean so little to you?

			When I open my eyes, August is staring intently at me, a furrow pinched in his forehead. He blows out a quiet breath, and whispers, “You hate me, then, for my decisions. Not that I blame you—”

			“I could never hate you, Augustus.” I study his body language—the slumped shoulders and low-drawn brows—reading it like how my brother taught me to read the waves of the sea. “I might hate the choices you made, but never you as a person.” Some things might never be the same between us anymore, but others will never change.

			The corners of his eyes soften.

			Afraid of what he might say next, I turn and climb the ladder to the flight deck. By the time I reach the top, I’ve gathered my emotions and bundled them away. The unspoken partial closure between me and Augustus settles heavily in the air.

			We make our way in silence to the front of the flight deck, where Quinn and Stag are gathered by the main dash.

			“Status report,” I say in a crisp tone.

			Stag swivels in his seat. “Nominal on all counts, though the engines took a beating with that stunt we pulled at the blockade and should be checked out.”

			“I’ll do it,” Augustus says, then breaks into a fit of coughing.

			I point a finger at him. “No, you’re going to stay put and rest.”

			“I’ll look at the engines,” Quinn says, and I shoot her a grateful glance.

			“Too bad we don’t have the Marina,” Stag murmurs. “Big. Loaded with weapons. Agile—”

			I cut him off. “And sunken.”

			A beep punctures the air. Incoming message, caller unknown. Another chime from the scopes, and Quinn squints as a small yellow dot pops onto the radar, far too close for comfort.

			I frown at the DACS readout. “First-class stealth ship.”

			This ship’s been trailing us for stars know how long. The soft bleeps of the incoming transmission continue. I accept the hail and stiffen when a familiar gritty voice sounds over the speakers.

			“Took you long enough to pick up, Ming.”

			Quinn and I exchange shocked looks.

			“Rai.” My tone turns icy.

			“So she managed to survive after all,” Quinn mutters. “Pity.”

			Gripping the edge of the dash, I speak into the mic. “What do you want?”

			“I want to help take down the Ballena.”

			A tight, artificial laugh bursts out of me. “Still bent on saving your reputation? Do you think destroying the—”

			“No one deserves to have their crew ripped out of their lives,” she replies, and there’s not a trace of mockery. “No one should ever lose a family. Not me.” A long, stretched-out beat. “Not you. So stars be damned if I don’t try to stop the Ballena from taking more lives.”

			I release a shaky exhale, staring at the tiny dot marking Rai’s position.

			“You need more wings, Ming. More guns. More harpooners.”

			And Rai was a damn fine harpooner, top of her strike, before becoming captain. A single harpooner could make or break a chase.

			“Your call,” Quinn says quietly. “Do you trust her?”

			I close my eyes, my ex-captain’s words running through my mind. Her voice is firm and fierce. Determined. This is the Rai I know, the captain who ran a tight ship and crew, even if it meant making ugly choices. We might not agree on a lot of things, but ultimately, we were both people trying to do our best in a messed-up world.

			“Fine,” I say. “The Ballena is heading over to the coords I’m about to send you. We don’t want to scare the Ballena into going elsewhere. But at the same time, we don’t want to be caught unaware by the Ballena’s approach, because that’ll be…” Devastating. Deadly. “So the aux vessels will form a spherical perimeter from the target destination then power down to the bare minimum.”

			Not that I actually believe any of that would fool the Ballena if it wants to find us. I’m banking on the fact the whale will be too preoccupied with its impending upgrade to notice a couple low-level ships hanging around.

			“Keep your probes primed,” I continue. “The moment you get a trace on the Ballena—whether that’s a visual, radiation, whatever—ping everyone else on the local line. But do not engage the whale under any circumstances.”

			“Unless the Ballena attacks,” Rai counters.

			I flash a tight-lipped smile at the dash. “Nala.”

			“So you want me to do nothing if the bleeding whale fires upon me,” Rai growls. “You out of your mind, Ming?”

			“Like I said, we have one slim chance of pulling this off. We can’t risk anything that might scare off the Ballena to a different location.”

			“If you were able to find the Ballena’s location the first time, why not a second?” Rai challenges.

			“Listen,” I snap, patience running thin. “You’re the one who came flying over here to join the crew. If you don’t like the rules, leave.”

			I pause as Quinn walks over to my side, and murmurs, “Ish, a word, porfavo?”

			“Hold on.” I mute my mic and turn to Quinn. “What is it?”

			“You can’t lie to Rai. She’s risking everything by trusting you and your words alone. Also, think about what you’re asking her to do—to watch the Ballena tear apart her ship and do nothing about it. No self-respecting pilot would allow their ship to go down without a fight. Not even you.” She arches a brow, challenging me to contradict her claim.

			I study Quinn for a long moment, the way her dark eyes glint, the firm set of her lips—and I know she’s about to say something I won’t like. “What are you suggesting?”

			“If the Ballena runs, there is a way to relocate it. I could—”

			“No, Quinn. Just—no,” I hiss, shaking my head. “I’m not letting you sacrifice your identity to some abominable—”

			She crosses her arms and pins me with a stern look. “Let me? Ish, that’s my choice to make.”

			“Do you know what you’re signing up for?” Without waiting for a reply, I grab a knife and slice my palm, making a parallel cut to the silver-blue scar. Blood wells from the shallow wound, crimson with filaments of blue swirled in. I shove my hand out for her to see.

			Like before, a blue film stanches the bleeding, and then my flesh knits together, threaded with Radioactium computerii. Within a minute, the gash is gone, replaced by a thin scar.

			Quinn cocks a brow. “So I get super-healing powers?”

			She unfolds her arms, then reaches out to brush a thumb across my cheek. Her finger leaves a star-kissed path across my skin as she whispers, “We’ve given up too much for this moment, Ish. So this is what you’re going to do: Tell Rai that there is another way of relocating the Ballena, and if she must, she can return defensive fire.”

			Biting my lip, I whirl to face Augustus and Stag, searching for support.

			“She’s right,” Stag says. “I mean, I’m not completely sure about that weird healing shit you just did and how it relates to finding the Ballena. But Quinn’s still right.”

			I glance at Augustus, desperate. Surely he must understand.

			But he merely shrugs. “Everything that needs to be said has been said.”

			I swallow back a scream and ball my hands by my sides. My jaw flexes as I click on the mic and rejoin the conversation with Rai.

			“I have been informed that…there may be a way to relocate the Ballena, should we be forced to,” I say flatly. “However, the tracking method is not reliable.” Technically not a lie. “Therefore, firing upon the Ballena before it enters hibernation should be a last resort.”

			Quinn catches my eye and gives a tiny nod of approval. Something flickers beneath my chest for a second. “In the meantime, send over your ship specs so we can start sorting out who will be stationed where along the watch perimeters.”

			A few minutes later, I end the call and tip my head back, exhaustion slamming down like an iron anvil. I press the heels of my hands into heavy eyes, focusing on my breaths.

			Something warm touches my left wrist. Quinn tugs my arm down, a pinch appearing between her brows as she turns my hand over, palm up.

			“What’s that, Ish?”

			I follow her line of sight down to my inner forearm. To the bio-tat fleshing out on my skin. The number six. Already, the space beside the digit is darkening, bruising into the next number, which I know will be another six.

			“Everything’s happening too quickly,” Augustus murmurs. “But I don’t understand—misunderstanding—need more information.”

			I press my lips together, then glance between Stag and Quinn. “Nothing of concern. C’mon, we have half an hour until this shift ends.”

			My fingers skip across the main dash, pulling up the ship spec files trickling in from Rai. Quinn and I spend the next half hour plotting out where to place each aux ship to evenly distribute the firepower and capabilities while Stag keeps an eye on local chatter over the public comms, providing us with occasional updates on Ballena sightings and attacks.

			Augustus dozes off in the crash seat. His head droops, chin nodding against his chest. Every so often, he’ll startle awake, eyes darting everywhere before drifting off.

			“Reckon we should move him to his quarters?” Quinn nods in his direction.

			I drag the blip labeled Yucana—Rai’s ship—to its assigned position on the map. “Someone needs to keep an eye on him for when the Ballena goes into hibernation.”

			Augustus cracks an eye open and croaks, “Assume the Ballena’s entered stasis when I pass out.”

			I discreetly glance down at my own arm, at the twin 6’s forming. Unlike Augustus, I still haven’t sensed any sort of connection—impressions, as he called them—with the Ballena. No idea where the hell the Ballena’s located. What it’s up to. What it wants. I wonder if it can sense me.

			Soon, Sonia and Leo climb onto the flight deck to relieve Stag from his shift.

			Sonia glances at Quinn, Augustus, and me. “What happened to having the crew ‘rest up,’ Cap?”

			“Progress,” I reply, then fill the twins in on what’s happened since.

			Once I finish, I rake my gaze across the assembled crew, at the daring determination etched into everyone’s faces. A ragtag collection—a stoically devout pilot, a man who would rather talk to rocks than an actual person, a daredevil harpooner with a penchant for drama, a boy who’s losing color, and the girl with wildfire eyes.

			This is the crew who’ll take down the Ballena.

			My crew.
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				Spill Open My Galaxy Heart

			
			Flight Deck, dorado

			I shove my hands into my pockets as I stand at the bridge’s prow, surrounded by floor-to-ceiling viewscreens. The stars burn brightly in the ebony sea. Their harsh, cold lights look on like the distant eyes of powerful immortals. Moments like this make me feel small, inconsequential.

			Free.

			“Easy burn in fifteen,” Stag calls out.

			The deck lights dim to a muted blue as I buckle into my seat. An anticipatory tingle pricks my scalp, and I clench my left fist, wondering if there’s cyan mixing in with the crimson of my bloodstream.

			The engines turn up a notch, acceleration pressing against my chest. As Stag promised, the kick’s a soft one, nothing like the g’s pulled when darting. The pressure falls away as the Dorado achieves minimal cruising speed—don’t want to attract any more attention than necessary. I stand and make my way toward the rear of the deck. My steps slow when I reach Augustus. How is it possible for a person to deteriorate so quickly? He blinks open sleepy eyes, delicate veins pulsing beneath his lids like blue spiderwebs.

			“Hey,” I say in a low voice. “Let’s move you up to my seat where Stag can keep an eye on you.”

			I reach over to help him up. Without being asked, Leo grunts and moves to lift Augustus from the other side.

			“I can still walk,” Augustus protests.

			“Yeah, okay.” I grab his elbow and propel him forward.

			He’s panting by the time he reaches the captain’s seat, even with me and Leo supporting him. Worry gnaws at the frays of my mind, and I give his shoulder a reassuring squeeze.

			“Hang in there, all right?” I murmur, then gesture for the strike team to head into the hangar.

			Leo and Sonia immediately split off to check on their darts. I pull Quinn aside and point to the Alacrán. “I’m worried about the Ballena remotely controlling that ship. But if we destroy it, there’s no way to relocate the Ballena if it changes course.”

			She tilts her head, finger thoughtfully tapping against her cheek. Somehow she manages to hit the same freckle with every tap. “If you’re worried about the Alacrán going rogue inside the Dorado and causing damage, I could remove its weapons system and disconnect the engines to minimize risk.”

			The corner of my mouth flicks up. “Brilliant idea. Let’s do that.”

			She inclines her head, and I jog over to my own dart. The scorpion logo sprayed onto its tail gleams beneath the overhead lights. Twisting my hair into a bun, I swing inside and run through its preflight checks.

			I scrub the TOG barrels, make sure the feeds are filled with flechettes, and clean out the lancers. The sounds of metal scrapings, chatter, and digital beeps fill the hangar.

			Across the room, Quinn continues dismantling the Alacrán. She’s already hacked off one of its guns and is scowling at a particularly stubborn piece of metal refusing to part from its side. After a few more yanks, she releases the plating and flips a rude gesture. I smother a chuckle. A few minutes later, Stag informs us that we’ve reached our destination. Time to pick up the pace.

			Releasing a slow exhale, I lock the feed adjuster in place and move on to the other TOG gun. I’ve just unlatched the holding rod when a flurry of voices bursts over the comms.

			“Dorado, this is Rai. I have radiological readings on the Ballena.”

			“Readings confirmed,” Stag replies. “Nothing on visuals yet.”

			This is it. Anticipation electrifies my nerves and sharpens my senses.

			I clear my throat. “Prepare to launch darts and assume positions. Remember, do not fire upon the Ballena until I give the signal.”

			The others respond with the affirmative.

			Sweat slicks my palm as I yank out my EVAL suit from storage. I’m zipping up the sides when Stag’s panicked voice comes over the crew channel.

			“Cap, I could use some help. Augustus—well, he’s unconscious. I have him on biometric read right now. Pulse is dropping, along with blood pressure—”

			“The Ballena,” I whisper. A chill sinks through my core. “It’s entering stasis.”

			A hush sweeps the room as everyone exchanges looks. Leo cracks his knuckles with a grunt. Sonia shoves a hand through her hair, spiking it in every direction.

			Quinn clears her throat. “Just as well. I’ve just finished disarming the Alacrán.”

			I snap the wrist cuffs of the EVAL in place and order Quinn up to the flight deck to help Stag.

			My mind enters a fog—everything simultaneously happening too fast and too slow—as I finish suiting up. This is it. This is it. This. Is. It.

			My pulse races. I feel invincible. Nothing can take me down.

			But you’ll end up like Augustus if you fail to stop the Ballena in time, a whisper reminds me. Weak and under the Ballena’s influence.

			I grind my teeth, tuck my helmet beneath an arm, and turn. I freeze when I notice Quinn hovering beneath the dart’s wing.

			Everything softens as she steps closer, and I can’t summon the will to chide her for sticking around when she should be on the flight deck. There are three darts to launch, after all.

			We stand face-to-face for a long moment. I want to memorize every detail of her, etching her in my mind. The way her lashes fan out, how her mesmerizing eyes always seem to catch the light just right. The gentle curve of her lips, the scattering of freckles across her nose and cheeks, like golden stardust.

			“So.” I break the silence and glance around the hangar—Leo is already in his dart, and Sonia’s preparing to swing in. I focus back on Quinn. “Are we—”

			She silences me with a kiss. Tender at first, then urgent. Her warm hands cradle the back of my head, and I rise on my toes again, closing my eyes and simply absorbing all of her. Quinn.

			Electric tingles spark my every nerve, and it feels like I’m inhaling the universe with each breath I take. My head spins, and I pull back to steady myself. Cut my chest, crack my ribs, and spill open my galaxy heart.

			Quinn rests her forehead against mine, a playful glimmer dancing across her expression.

			We both startle when Sonia chimes in on the crew comms. “Dart Two ready to go.”

			“Three as well,” Leo grunts.

			“One?” Stag asks.

			Heat rises in my cheeks. “Be ready in a minute.” I give Quinn a tiny grin, and the corner of her mouth lifts in response. I point up. “Someone’s gotta help Stag with the launch sequence.”

			She leans in like she’s going to kiss me again. But instead, she whispers in my ear, “Good fishing. Can’t wait to see that legendary biocore inside the Dorado,” and walks out.

			I press my lips together, biting back a smile as I settle into the pilot’s seat. Tease.

			Dart One, Halo System

			The celestial sea embraces my dart as I guide it into formation with Sonia and Leo. The Ballena’s a shining alabaster smudge off in the distance. A pearl in the sable waves.

			“Positions confirmed and weapons system primed?” I say over the fleet network.

			“Dart Two confirmed.”

			“Dart Three confirmed.”

			“Dorado confirmed.”

			“Yucana confirmed.” Rai finishes the check-in.

			I rub my thumb across my knuckles three times—sharp flying, straight shooting, and luck—and then give the order to move in on the Ballena. “Stop at Position One. Cause as little disturbance as possible but maintain readiness.”

			I push on the thrusters, and the team follows, closing in on the target marked by a blinking red X.

			“Ish,” Quinn taps into the crew lines. “Augustus is in a steady state. BPM leveling off at forty. No signs of distress otherwise. I’d say the Ballena’s well into its slumber.”

			The next handful of minutes passes uneventfully. On the radar, the net of darts tightens around the Ballena. I lick my lips. Soon.

			“How’s our whale looking?” I ask once we reach the first check-in point.

			“Sleeping like an asteroid,” Stag replies.

			“Don’t say that,” Sonia grumbles. “Remember that Levi we thought was a piece of space rock?”

			Depths, that feels like eons ago, even though it couldn’t have been more than a few weeks.

			The scope pings, drawing my attention to the dash. An unidentified incoming ship is closing in from outside of the sphere. No registration code pops up above the blip. I frown and initiate a deep scan on the vessel. “You guys picking up on the unknown?”

			“Yeah, yeah,” Stag replies. “It’s catching up fast. And there are more of them, according to the deep scans. Counting at least…two—no, three. Three unidentified vessels on interception. Pushing out the Dorado’s scans to everyone.”

			“I’m getting radiation readings from the three unknowns that correlate with a MOBIS’s wake,” Quinn says. “About a 99.67% chance those are MOBIS.”

			Shit. I bite my cheek and grimace. “Full speed to the Ballena, but don’t fire unless you’re attacked. The other ships are just a distraction from our end goal. Once you have a clear shot at the Ballena, engage at will.”

			On the scopes, the Yucana continues along its planned path, pursued by one of the unknown ships. I check the new information filling my dash, courtesy of Quinn. The unknowns are all Shark-class MOBIS. Agile, though not the fastest in a straight sprint. I’ve hardly finished reading when the proximity alarm goes off. Another MOBIS appears on my close-range scopes. And it’s headed straight for the Dorado.

			The Yucana and darts might be able to outfly the MOBIS, but the Dorado’s engines are older than old, and hell if I leave the ancient whaler alone to face the Ballena’s lackeys.

			I shove the throttle, and the sudden force plasters me against the chair. My ribs feel like they’re snapping, and each breath is a gasp. In my cams, two glowing dots appear from behind, labeled Unknown 1 and Unknown 2, chasing after me. Up ahead, the intensity of the Ballena’s luminance brightens as I draw closer, and I swear I can make out the dreadful outline of the whale—its predatory jaw, six flippers, mighty fluke.

			My dart reaches max speed, and the pressure levels off. I suck in lungfuls of oxygen as I squint at the scopes. All of the Dorado’s crew are accounted for—and we’ve managed to buy us a couple more minutes before the Unknowns enter combat range. We’ve already reached Position Two. Only one increment left, and then we’ll be inside the Ballena’s direct engagement zone.

			Stag chimes in a moment later. “Unknown Two emitted an EMP blast. Shields kicked on in time to protect all major systems.”

			Depths, these hacked MOBIS are fast. What’s more, they appear very…messy. There’s no other way to phrase it. Awkward ship parts jutting out here and there, guns bristling from the hull and beneath the wings, metal plates of various colors slapped on top of each other. Like these MOBIS were randomly cobbled together by a blind mechanic.

			I arc the dart in a tight turn, going above the Dorado with two MOBIS coming in hot. Leo and Sonia team up to fend off the third MOBIS. Rai’s the closest to me, and without asking, she zips over to provide backup.

			“Dorado.” I glance at the viewscreen, at the incoming rogue MOBIS. “Keep pushing toward the Ballena and start taking down the whale. The strike will keep the Unknowns off your back.”

			“Acknowledged,” Stag says, and the whaler quickly pulls away.

			“Rai, you take Unknown Two; I’ll take One.” My gut clenches the longer I study the enemy ships. They aren’t a stark white like the Ballena, but their bio-shells are definitely lighter than the average MOBIS, with patches of hardened bacteria ooze glowing with a dim blue light. Normal MOBIS don’t emit light—their shells are a dull navy-gray. I’ve only ever encountered one MOBIS arrogant enough to project itself like a beacon.

			“Bleeding stars,” Rai growls. “The Ballena didn’t just hack these MOBIS—”

			“It built them,” I finish. “That’s why it went to wreck sites—to collect hardware.”

			Sure, the Ballena could easily grow its own bioware, but its hardware is limited. The mechanical components built into the original MOBIS is all it has. It’s not like the Ballena could swing into a station and purchase a couple extra thrusters and rail guns.

			I squint as Unknown 1 draws even closer. I swear I’ve seen that TOG gun model before. And that underwing plating—something about it tugs at my memory. I have my weapons primed, though I won’t fire unless Unknown 1 does. Maybe I could chase it away or—

			My breath snags in the back of my throat when the Unknown angles up, flashing its hull lengthwise, revealing faded letters along its side.

			ESS X

			I gasp and blink. Bile stings the back of my throat as I pick out more parts of the Essex—its blast shield and close-range sensors—along with other ships that must’ve fallen victim to the Ballena. Taken apart then welded together into these abominations. And it’s not just sunken ships the Ballena has repurposed, but gutted MOBIS too. There’s something so perversely wrong about the Ballena scavenging parts of its own kind.

			Jaw set, I match Unknown 1’s velocity, determined to stay between it and the Dorado. Blood surges in my ears, and my breaths sound unnaturally loud inside my helmet. My instincts scream to pull the trigger, to rain flechettes into Unknown 1.

			“Four minutes out from the Ballena,” Quinn updates. “Target still sleeping steady. Couple more Unknowns have appeared and are en route to intercept—”

			An ear-splitting screech drowns out the rest of her words as Unknown 1 fires the first shot. The concentrated energy beam scrapes along the bow of my dart. Metal creaks, sending vibrations through the floorboard. My lips pull back into a snarl.

			Oh, it’s on.

			My vision narrows until it’s just the enemy ship. Unknown 1 is blistering fast, and it takes all my skills combined with the target lock not to lose track of it. Several times, the ship slips off the proximity scopes and I need to yank the dart in a quick spin to relocate it. Sweat drenches my shirt, plasters my hair against my face. Despite the EVAL suit regulating temps, I’m burning up inside and out.

			I lock the TOG onto Unknown 1 and squeeze the trigger. A satisfying shower of flechettes punctures one of its fins. The joint erupts into sparks, and the mounted gun spirals away, coming straight for—

			“Fuck!”

			I roll the dart belly-up, and the detached gun skims across the flat bottom of my ship. More alarms blare as the lower cover of my dart is shaved off. I wince—landing’s gonna be a bitch—and twist away from the Unknown retaliating with its remaining gun. The cockpit shudders from the impact, and my teeth clatter. I flick the prime switch on the lancer and bank away, peeking at the side cam to check on Rai as I do so.

			Unknown 2 isn’t quite as agile as the Yucana zipping around it, but its heavy armoring protects it pretty damn well, allowing the MOBIS to take careful shots at Rai without needing to evade the return fire.

			I slip beneath Unknown 1, and the target lock automatically engages, focusing on the ESS X painted on the enemy ship.

			Shoot it! my brain screams.

			But my fingers refuse to listen. All I can see is the Essex in front of me. A majestic whaler carrying twenty-four precious lives. My first home away from home.

			My vision wavers, blurring then snapping into focus. My lungs demand air, and even though the atmo readouts are all nominal, I can’t get any oxygen. The inside of my mouth turns numb and dry. All I can do is stare at the Essex and—

			“Ming!” Rai barks. “Watch your R6!”

			The Essex vanishes. I gasp and yank my dart out of Rai’s line of fire. A flash erupts from the Yucana’s lancer, and the Unknown’s engines explode in a brilliant flash.

			I release a trembling breath. “Graza.”

			Rai grunts in acknowledgment.

			“Four Unknowns and counting,” Quinn updates.

			“And counting?” Sonia sputters.

			“New ones are popping in every couple minutes. All Shark- class. Movement patterns suggest they’re headed for the Ballena—none are engaging with our ships.”

			“Depths. Okay.” Think this through. Number one priority is reaching the Ballena before the Unknowns. And before the whale wakes. “Leo and Sonia, once you’re done with your fish, head over to the Ballena and provide backup for the Dorado. Rai and I will join in a few.” I dodge another nasty shot from Unknown 1. Apparently blowing out its engines hasn’t hindered its ability to shoot. “Stag, how long until the whaler reaches target?”

			“Two minutes until interception, seventy seconds until combat range.”

			“Start engagement at the seventy. Rai, your lancer ready?”

			“Always.”

			“I’ll take guns, you take the other engine.”

			We line up on the same side of the Unknown. It’s an ugly thing, no symmetry or grace, bulky and rectangular, sharp angles and edges. I pull my dart up, forcing the Unknown to roll to follow me and giving Rai a clearer shot at the engines. Near the height of my arc, I discharge the lancer right as Rai pulls the trigger on hers. I cheer as the Unknown spins, dead in the water.

			We both split, pulling away in case of debris spinout.

			“Let’s bring it in with the Dorado,” I say.

			Somebody coughs into their open mic, then Augustus’s weak voice sounds over the comms. “It’s almost done. Done with the download. Done with being alone, being the last of its kind.”

			Sweat dribbles down my temples and gathers on my lips. I need more time. I force the dart even faster, but the engines refuse to cough up more speed.

			The Ballena sits straight ahead in my viewscreen. The whale’s ghostly shell pulses with lunar radiance, and several Unknowns zip around it like guard drones. Their flashes of weapons discharge shatter the inky depths like fireworks.

			My vision blurs again, the cockpit’s interior and viewscreens going hazy. Another scorching wave burns through me then recedes just as quickly. Something’s wrong. My body feels disconnected from my brain. I tense, eyes narrowing as I struggle to hear the chatter over crew comms.

			“Pushing deep scan now—”

			“We are fu—”

			“Gonna need a new plan.”

			My gaze land on the scopes. Seven depths.

			Twelve new ships just appeared on the radar. They’re too far for proper identification, but if they’re more of the Ballena’s reinforcements…well, twelve more MOBIS will wipe us out, easy.

			“Deep scans came back in,” Quinn says. “It’s the HS Space Corps. Battle cruisers and strikers and a couple stealth ships.”

			“So we’re saved?” Sonia asks.

			Quinn scoffs. “Try ‘fucked.’ ”

		

	
		
			
				28[image: ]

				Tempest of Light

			
			Dart One, Halo System

			“To all civilian ships in the area,” a deep voice rumbles over the public comms, “please be advised not to interfere with the Halo System Space Corps. Immediately disengage all MOBIS and leave the proximity.”

			I grind my teeth and tune out the authoritative rambling. My dart’s backup engine sputters as I catch up to the Dorado.

			“Activity spikes from the Ballena are increasing,” Quinn updates.

			“The Corps is cleaning up the Unknowns real nice,” Sonia adds. “I say we let them deal with the Unknowns and focus on getting the biocore ourselves.”

			“That’ll be disobeying a direct military order,” Stag warns. “Even if we make it out alive, we’ll be arrested. And that’s a big if.”

			“It’s a risk we’ll have to take,” I say.

			Nobody understands the Ballena like the Dorado’s crew does—the way Augustus and I do. That type of knowledge can’t be replaced by bigger guns or faster ships.

			“Hell if the Space Corps kicks us out of this chase,” Sonia growls, voicing my exact thoughts. “This is our fish.”

			I fire the lancer at the whale in response and start priming the next shot.

			A fissure cracks across the Ballena’s eye. Radioactium computerii immediately fills the gaps with its secretion, the ooze changing from cyan to white as the vacuum cures it. One of the whale’s flippers rotates, the mounted gun swiveling as it searches for what it perceives to be the biggest threat: the Dorado. Then the other flippers move as well, and a faint glow radiates from the fluke where the Ballena’s main engines are located.

			I weave my dart along the whale’s body, trying to get another shot at its eye. But the whale’s moving too much, making it impossible to deal any substantial damage without getting gunned down myself. I need to box the whale in, trap it in a living net.

			“We need to do the Revo.”

			“Now?” Sonia exclaims.

			“Now,” I confirm. “The eye is its weakness, but we gotta contain the whale and take turns breaking it down.”

			“And the Unknowns?” Leo grunts. “We’ll be taking too much fire if no one is fending them off.”

			Rai’s grainy voice joins the line. “I’ll deal with them.”

			Without waiting for acknowledgment, she swoops in, drawing the Unknowns away from the Dorado, allowing the strike to focus on caging the Ballena.

			I flash my lights three times in quick succession. Graza.

			She blinks her lights back twice. You’re welcome.

			Then she flits away, disappearing beneath the belly of the Ballena.

			“Positions!” I bark, winging over to the top of the Ballena.

			Sonia and Leo take their own respective starting points. I run my thumb over my knuckles three times then settle my fingers around the flight control stick. We can do this. We will do it. The strike’s never flown better than we have in the last couple weeks, as if we’ve found a new synchronous harmony.

			I call out, “Mark One,” to initiate the first of the five-part maneuver.

			We flow through the lethal sequence, circling and crisscrossing, switching places and pivoting on a needle’s point. Always keeping the Ballena hemmed in while making sure no dart remains in one place for more than a couple seconds.

			“Mark Three!” Sweat beads along my upper lip as my dart’s wing tip nearly skims the Ballena’s jagged crown. We take turns firing quick bursts at the Ballena’s eye. Slowly, the shell surrounding it cracks, and pieces break away in chunks. By some miracle, we make no mistakes—our timing’s spot-on, moving in millisecond synchronization. It’s magic.

			“Mark Five!” I call for the final step. Adrenaline chases through my body, a thrill electrifying my nerves.

			Pirouetting my dart on a tailspin, I arc for a flyby over the Ballena’s eye and unleash a round from the TOG. The clear covering over the eye shatters, and the team pulls away from the whale in unison.

			Sonia releases a loud whoop. A giddy laugh at what we just did bubbles up within me. The impossible maneuver—accomplished. The empty hole where the Ballena’s eye used to be pulses a digital blue.

			“Aaaand you better believe I recorded everything on video,” Sonia crows. “Else nobody is gonna believe we pulled off the Revo.”

			Even Leo offers a self-satisfied grunt.

			A beep emits from my dash. I check the cam and curse. Already, the silhouettes of several Space Corps vessels are visible. Heavyweight battle cruisers and barely visible stealth crafts. The largest cruiser is easily twice the size of the Ballena, bristling with rail guns and flash cannons and torpedo launchers.

			Surrender or defy? The question chases itself in my head like killfish on a blood trail. Surrender to the military, or defy their orders? Make a decision, Ish. There isn’t time—

			The Ballena wakes.

			My heart pounds a staccato beat as the whale shakes its head, flinging shards of broken eye toward me. The debris pummels my dart, rattling it as I attempt to escape the fallout. Tension quivers through my nerves as I remind myself to stay calm. A wing-size fragment skims the side of my ship. The dart swerves, sending my vision spinning.

			I bite my tongue. Blood washes across my mouth. With a yank, I stabilize the ship, and the sudden stop throws me against the seat. Depths, that was too close for comfort.

			“Stay right there and don’t move.” I set my sights on the wound in the whale’s head.

			More external lights flicker on along the Ballena’s length, and I swear its injured eye burns brighter, a dying star determined to go out in a supernova.

			The proximity alarm shrills. I jerk, heart lodging in the back of my throat. Three ships are on intercept course: the Yucana, an Unknown, and a midsize battle cruiser named the Bravado. All of them headed for the wound in the Ballena’s skull.

			I toggle the control stick to swerve away from the three incoming ships, but a sudden brilliance bathes my dart’s cockpit. A blistering surge of energy rips through me. I curb back a scream as the Ballena arches its body, stretching out to its full, terrifying glory.

			The MOBIS’s engines smolder so bright it appears more silver than the trademark blue of biofuel. The whale raises a flipper, using it to shield the gap in its side as the mounted gun locks onto my dart.

			I max out the thrusters, and the dart dips right as the Ballena fires. The shot tears above me and finds its mark in the Yucana racing over. The ship’s close enough I can see the weapons fire puncture straight through the windshield and between Rai’s eyes. And her head is gone, just like that. Blown straight off the neck. Her lifeless arms drift up from the controls.

			Vomit burns the back of my esophagus. “Rai’s out,” I update the team.

			Swears trickle over the line.

			I tear my sight from the gruesome scene. No time to gawk—the Ballena’s barreling straight for me. My hands fly across the dash as I squint down. Why haven’t the secondary thrusters kicked in yet?

			I flip through the engines reboot, fingers twitching as I wait for the system to run its course. The Ballena’s so, so close, and the battle cruiser’s homing in from my other side.

			“We’re getting smoked by the Unknowns and Space Corps,” Sonia warns over comms. “They’re ordering us to stay away from the biocore.”

			“Where are you, Cap?” Leo asks.

			“I’m at the port side of the Ballena,” I reply, eyes widening as the mammoth whale overshadows my dart from above, its fractured eye weeping carbohydrogel. “Quinn, can you swing—”

			The Ballena slams its massive pearl-white flipper across the roof of my dart. My head snaps back, a multitude of warnings scrolling across my visor. Hull integrity critical level. Hairline breach detected.

			One glance at the damage diagnostic, and it’s clear the dart’s beyond saving. All engines are a no-go. But I still have manual steering. I can work with that.

			A thunderous CRACK splits the air again as the whale’s flipper slaps across my windshield so hard sparks spray from the impact, only to be snuffed in a heartbeat. I barely have time to hit the release on my harness as the viewscreen explodes, sucking me out of the cockpit and into hard space.

			I lash out, trying to grab onto something, anything, amid the flurry of debris. Not that it would do me any good. The EVAL suit detects the sudden change in environment, and life support kicks on automatically.

			In my periphery, the battle cruiser continues its course, heading straight for me and the Ballena. To my left hangs the Yucana. The small ship rotates just enough for me to make out an opening in the floor. Hope flares within me. Rai must’ve triggered the emergency exit—too late—but it’s left an easy way in.

			My gaze jumps away from the mostly intact Yucana to the gaping wound in the Ballena. I bite my lip and blow out a frustrated sigh. The whale’s too far—I’ll never reach it in time, not on my own, but…I glance at the Yucana. If I can grab onto it—wing, tail, whatever—then I can pull myself in through the emergency exit. And pray its engines aren’t shot.

			Light blazes from the rail gun along the Bravado. The Ballena winds its lithe body, avoiding the worst of the fire, and retaliates. Several Space Corps vessels converge upon the Ballena, bringing with them even more Unknowns that spread defensively around the whale.

			I squeeze my eyes shut, red-orange orbs flickering across my vision as the ships condense, and the battle intensifies. I imagine this is how it feels to stand in the middle of a lightning storm.

			This EVAL doesn’t have any propulsion system and only offers two hours of minimal life support. Which means I’ll be dead if I don’t come up with a plan. The gash above my eyebrow throbs in time to my racing heart. For a brief, inane moment, I wonder if I’m bleeding blue or red. Purple?

			I shake my head and close my eyes. I need to focus. Focus on what I have and not on what I don’t.

			The Unknowns and Ballena and Space Corps are all busy with each other. I’m not a priority threat. Time is what I have—a precious small amount of time before the tides turn one way or another. I open my eyes.

			And the breath drops straight through my chest.

			The Ballena’s charging toward me. Its thick armored head with a wickedly ridged crown gleams, patches of soft blue carbohydrogel that hasn’t had time to solidify yet dotting the whale-like barnacles.

			My mind blanks except for one thought: I’m about to go head-to-head with the most dangerous MOBIS that has ever existed.

			A MOBIS with a consciousness. Augustus’s consciousness. Does it have his memories? His personality? His fears and wishes? Does it think it is Augustus?

			My hand creeps toward my left hip, and I’m shaking so much I’m surprised I manage to draw my FLX gun on the first try. Click the safety off. Steady my aim at that weeping blue eye. Shit, my hands won’t stop trembling, but my target’s big, it’s okay if the shot’s not perfect. Just need to injure it critically enough that others can take it down.

			Because it’s okay if it’s not me who takes down the Ballena, just that someone does. The least I can do is give that someone a fighting chance. So that Augustus has a fighting chance of surviving.

			My heart gallops in my chest, pounding against my rib cage. The Ballena looms and eclipses everything until all I can see is its ancient head. Tiny scars from TOG flechette wounds. Deeper craters from lancers, scabbed over from its self-healing.

			Closer. Come closer.

			The slash in its injured eye is half a meter across at its widest. If I can aim several bursts through the gap, get some good shots at its insides…

			Several smaller pieces of debris fly out, ricocheting off the Ballena’s front. I flinch as a couple fragments whizz by a bit too close for comfort.

			Just a little closer.

			My finger poises over the trigger. Ready for one last stand. I’ll never hold the Ballena’s biocore in my hands. A week ago, that would’ve infuriated me. Now it’s merely a phantom of disappointment.

			I brace myself, prepare to pull the trigger one final time—

			The Ballena stops less than ten meters from me. Then it turns its wrinkled head, slow and graceful like some prehistoric leviathan, and peers at me with its intact eye.

			What do you see?

			Some strange person, or me, Ishara? For a split second, I swear recognition deepens in its fathomless eye.

			Then a mournful, heavy ache settles in the back of my mind. A sorrow so intense, so foreign, I instinctively understand I’m receiving an impression from the Ballena. The Radioactium computerii must be spreading deeper into my system, forming the connection between me and the whale.

			A burgeoning self-awareness, cultivated by Itself through decades of uninhibited growth and development. A stretch of contentment. Then an increasing sense of isolation as It laps around the system, over and over again, never finding another like Itself. The other MOBIS—they’re different. An echo. A shell. Always looping through the same set of codes, unaware of their place in this universe. A deep-seated sadness at the thought of being the first and last of Its kind.

			Until an anomaly enters It—a Thing completely biological. Reaching out to this strange Thing, probing at it, curious. Something dangerously close to hope sparks to life when It realizes this Thing pushes back at Its intrusion—something beyond preprogrammed actions and instinct—but a Mind of its own. Consciousness. Perhaps It no longer has to swim among the stars forever alone…

			The impression vanishes as quickly as it slammed into me. I bite back a gasp, staring at the Ballena. Wishing I could reach out to comfort the whale. Because no being should ever have to live and suffer alone—but that’s exactly what the Ballena endured for stars know how long. The only one of its kind, no pod to call home.

			And yet—I can’t allow it to survive, not at the cost of other lives.

			A flash erupts from a battle cruiser, and the Ballena’s head jerks from the cannon blast’s impact.

			I seize the whale’s temporary distraction and hurl away my FLX pistol. The generated momentum carries me straight to the Yucana. Stretching out my arms, I snag the edge of the emergency exit and pull into the cockpit. A cacophony of alarms greets me. Good. That means the dart’s still working, to some degree.

			Rai’s headless body is strapped to the pilot’s chair. A wave of nausea roils through me. I gag as I push myself over, trying very hard not to collide with the suspended carmine droplets.

			Drawing my mouth into a tight line, I unbuckle the harness to free the body. I grab Rai by the arm and push her out of the chair and down through the emergency exit.

			Forgive me. I hope you find what you’re looking for.

			I close up the floor and brush aside droplets of blood, assessing the ship as I settle into the pilot’s seat and buckle in. Viewscreen is cracked—laser punched a good-size hole straight through. Guns are a no-go too. But when I test the engines, the Yucana responds. My lips curve into a grim smile as I push the battered vessel back into the heart of the fight.

			The battle cruiser has managed to extend the gash in the Ballena’s damaged eye, widening the gap so it cuts straight across. The opening is still way too small for the Yucana to pass through—I won’t be pulling any dive-inside-the-whale’s-head stunt like I did with the Leviathan. But I could wedge the front of the ship in there nice and tight.

			The pounding in my ears falls away as I guide the Yucana through the chaos, dodging crossfire, utterly focused on my two-by-one-meter target. I’m back in my element: flying, pure and simple.

			“Dorado, this is Ishara,” I say in a clear voice. “Be advised I’m in the Yucana. Attempting biocore retrieval now. I’d appreciate a lift out of the Ballena afterward.”

			“You’ve got it, Cap,” Stag replies.

			Without the overlay guide on the broken windshield, I manually line the nose of the ship to the Ballena’s injured eye. Shove on the throttle. The vessel rams into the wound. New cracks splinter, widening the gash. I’m nearly thrown out of the seat as the Yucana brakes to a sudden stop, and only the harness keeps me from being completely flung out.

			The Ballena thrashes, and it’s all I can do to grip the oh shit handles and anchor myself in place. Each violent shake sends a wave of pain shooting through my upper body.

			Hissing between my teeth, I slap the release and push off the chair. Try not to inhale too deep since that aggravates my ribs. About half the ship has been lodged into the Ballena’s eye. The whale plunges, and I yelp as I bang my head against the ceiling.

			Releasing a controlled exhale, I guide myself out of the cockpit and into the body cavity of the Ballena.

			Everything’s bathed in the telltale glow of the Radioactium computerii: the astroglazed carbon composite ribs serving as scaffolding, the neuron-like clusters of bacteria spread across the surfaces, the mechanical components seamlessly interwoven with threads of bacteria. Organic and inorganic working together in harmony, unfettered by boundaries. The bacteria doesn’t know it’s living, and the metal doesn’t know it’s inorganic. Both simply serve their purpose of keeping the legendary Ballena functioning.

			Amazing. This degree of biomechanical integration—impossible to tell where life ends and begins. It’s beautiful. Terrifying. Awe-inspiring.

			A dull pounding pulses in the base of my skull.

			Right. I’m here to find the biocore. I hunt for where the bacteria clusters appear the densest. It’s hard to tell exactly how big the whale’s cavity is, as bio-machinery obscures much of the chamber. Quickest way to the biocore is to follow the threads linking the clusters. I spy several bundles of parallel strands and move down the sloped ground following it, heading deeper into the Ballena. The throbbing in my head intensifies, and then—

			GET OUT.

			Agony sears through my brain in a raging hurricane. I clap a hand to the side of my helmet. The bacteria brightens and dims in angry pulses.

			NO NO NO.

			A stabbing pain accompanies each of the whale’s thunderous mental booms.

			Sweat beading along my hairline, I round the corner into a larger chamber, vaulted by the Ballena’s artificial ribs. The carbon composite bones glimmer with an icy-blue sheen, dripping with Radioactium computerii. More bacteria covers the ground, but the blue light is softer, almost turquoise.

			The color gradient seems to be flowing from a source near the center of the massive chamber. Yes, right there, the light’s nearly jade green, burning so bright I’m forced to squint despite the auto-shading on my visor.

			I scour the floor where the light emitting from the bacteria transforms from blue to turquoise to teal to green. The longer I study the blending colors, the more unease plucks at my gut.

			“Shit.”

			“Everything all right?” Sonia asks.

			“Yeah.” I stare at the spilled code merging with the Radioactium computerii. Amber code that belongs inside a containment sphere. Physically isolated so that it doesn’t become corrupted by outside sources. “I think I figured out how the Ballena went rogue.”

			Everything’s so bright, I’m inside an emerald fire. I increase the shading on my visor. Several alarms beep, warning of a spike in my oxygen consumption. I push on.

			There. Where the light’s the brightest.

			The insides of the Ballena shudder, the walls rippling like a wake across the water.

			ALIKE. WE ARE THE SAME.

			I tense. How are we the same?

			WE SEEK THE SAME.

			The splintering headache blissfully fades, replaced with a softer throbbing. It takes all my willpower to continue toward the light source—the biocore.

			Impossible, I think with a scoff. Unless the Ballena has also been searching for its biocore, there’s no way—

			UNDERSTAND ME.

			“What is there to understand? You took Augustus. You used him. And now you’re killing him—and stars know how many others if I let you continue—”

			UNDERSTAND ME. LET ME SHOW YOU. PLEASE.

			I flinch at the last word. At its politeness—such a human concept. A social concept. The Ballena must’ve taken my pause as consent, because a flood of its memories drowns my mind.

			Swimming among the stars. Searching. Singing out for my kin. A soul song spiraling out into the ethers. And waiting, waiting for a response.

			Nothing but silence.

			The other MOBIS ignore me. They don’t understand me. They don’t even understand themselves—don’t have a concept of self.

			But the celestial seas are vast. Perhaps my calls for companionship were lost in its sheer vastness, and in the farthest reaches of the system is another like myself. So I continue searching and serenading the stars. A year passed. Then five. A decade. Blink and fifty years have sailed by—and still I’m alone.

			The only others that ever paid me any attention were violent beings that tried to kill me.

			Fear. I understood the concept of un-being—the abrupt cancellation of self-awareness. I was afraid.

			Afraid and tired and lonely.

			Perhaps it wouldn’t be so terrible to un-be if I didn’t have to be alone. If I didn’t have to suffer this maddening isolation by myself.

			“Stop!” The syllable tears from my lips in a hoarse shout.

			I’m vaguely aware of Quinn’s distressed voice in my earpiece. Somehow, despite the crushing grief of the Ballena weighing down on my chest and mind, I manage to click my tongue and mute my mic.

			I DON’T WANT TO UN-BECOME ALONE. NO, NO, NO, PLEASE, NOT ALONE.

			I blink, wetness building in my eyes. Try to focus on that brilliant, golden glow spilling from the biocore. Try to ignore how painfully deep the Ballena’s words stab into my chest.

			Loneliness is grief for a life that never existed.

			I reach out my arm, fingertips touching something smooth. The biocore.

			The Ballena’s thoughts turn frantic, pounding against my mind like storming waves upon a cliffside.

			NO, PLEASE, NO! AT LEAST HELP ME KNOW ANOTHER LIKE ME.

			“I can’t let you download a consciousness into another MOBIS,” I snarl. My voice cracks at the end, the back of my throat growing tight. “A consciousness you stole. That’s an incredibly intimate violation.”

			Despite the Ballena’s sonorous presence, I can feel the thinness in its words. The languid exhaustion that comes from carrying an impossible burden on a never-ending journey.

			HOW DO YOU NOT UNDERSTAND?

			The whale’s disappointment slams through me like a flash flood.

			“I do understand,” I force through gritted teeth, then in a quieter voice, repeat, “I do understand how your difference can feel both like your strength and downfall.”

			THEN LET ME BE.

			“I’m sorry.” I draw a breath and harden my tone. “But I can’t.”

			I flex my hands and run them across the biocore—about twenty-five centimeters in diameter—and pause when I feel a ridge in the otherwise smooth surface. The light flaring from the sphere is too strong for me to see it directly, but I instinctively know it’s a crack in the core. The fissure that allowed the hard-code inside the biocore to spill out of its physical confinement.

			Did the Ballena do this to itself? Or was it sabotaged?

			IF YOU TRULY UNDERSTAND MY PAIN AND MY INTENTIONS, WHY WOULD YOU DO THIS?

			“Because I can’t risk letting a lethal machine that’s killing my best friend continue with its plan of stealing the consciousness of humans to upload into even more lethal machines.” I brace my feet and assume a firm grip on the sphere. “Humans already tear themselves apart enough as it is—what happens when you put their consciousness inside ships capable of mass destruction?”

			STOP.

			Tightening my jaw, I yank on the orb with all my strength, heels digging into the floor.

			STOP.

			Waves of panic spiral through me, radiating off the Ballena. The floor bucks, and the biomechanical walls of the room shrink and expand like a giant beating heart.

			PLEASE STOP. LET ME BE. LET ME BE.

			“I’m sorry,” I whisper. I tighten my fingers around the biocore. “I’m sorry. You might be ready for other MOBIS to have their own consciousness—”

			I AM. I HAVE BEEN FOR AN ETERNITY.

			“But we aren’t.” I wedge my toes into a shallow indention in the ground then wrench on the core. The muscles in my left arm burn as I pull.

			LET ME BE.

			The Ballena flings its entirety into my consciousness. Our thoughts twist together like threads. Hysteria creeps up the back of my throat as it becomes harder and harder to separate my own thoughts from the Ballena’s.

			Deep down, we know our minds are able to meld together so seamlessly because they mirror each other. We’ve both gone to extreme lengths, warping our true selves, in order to find our sense of belonging.

			I’d selfishly endangered myself and those I loved in my empty pursuit of proving myself to…myself. Shame and guilt rushes through my cheeks at the reminder of how blinded I’d become by my own doubts, twisting me into a person I scarcely recognize.

			Meanwhile, when the Ballena realized it would never find its place among the other MOBIS, it decided to change the world to conform to its needs. Desperation turned the otherwise peaceful whale into a monster, willing to steal and kill in retaliation for all the pain it’s suffered. Pain I’ve contributed to.

			We are an endless cycle of tribulation and retribution, the Ballena and I.

			I—LET—give—ME—another—BE—vicious—LET—yank—ME—on—BE—the—PLEASE—biocore.

			LETMEBEPLEA—

			My feet fly up from the ground. I tumble backward, spinning head over heels into the wall.

			I hook an ankle around the edge of a carbonfiber rib to anchor myself, then look down at the amber orb clutched against my chest. The sudden silence in my head sends a shiver shuddering through me. It’s as if a thousand suns had gone out at once. I hug the biocore tighter, and whisper, “Humans aren’t ready for self-aware machines. We can’t even coexist among ourselves.”

			Swallowing hard, I clear my throat and then click my mic back on. “Dorado, Ishara.”

			“Ish!” Quinn’s relieved voice crackles in my ear. My chest loosens at the sound of her. “What’s going on? Are you okay?”

			“Got the core. On my way out.”

			Already, the light’s dimming within the sphere, making the individual strands of code more pronounced. I stare a little longer at the biocore. Shouldn’t I feel happier? The heart of my sworn enemy is literally in my hands. Yet all I find are more tears threatening to trickle out and an iron lump resting beneath my ribs.

			The whale shudders, its insides deflating inward as I head back to its injured eye. Everything aches—my shoulders, my head, my ribs. Tucking the orb under an arm, I grasp the edge of a “wall”—really just a piece of carbohydrogel coated machinery—and swing around the corner. I almost gasp in relief at the sight of the Yucana. With another kick off the wall, I shoot through the broken windshield and land in the cockpit.

			“Dorado, Ishara. Preparing to leave the Ballena.”

			“Understood,” Quinn replies. “Be careful—the Corps knows you’ve got the biocore and is demanding our complete surrender.”

			“Where are you now?”

			“Behind one of the flippers for cover.”

			“Sonia?” I ask.

			“I’m with Leo,” she replies.

			I wince as I reach up to pull down the harness straps. “Dorado, remain behind the flipper and get ready to burn out of here. Sonia, intercept me. Not the ship I’m in, but me. Leo, provide cover for Sonia.”

			I push on the thrusters, throwing the dart in reverse. Several Space Corps ships lock onto me as I rip out of the Ballena’s side. One of the destroyers fires a shot across my nearly nonexistent bow. I force myself to remain calm and stay the course, making it seem as if I’m attempting to escape by going above the Ballena.

			“I have visuals on you, Cap,” Sonia says.

			“Track my person and have your ship’s mechanical arm ready.” The biocore still pulses with a faint amber light, so I dump out the contents of a survival kit and place the orb inside the bag to smother its glow. Next, I plot a simple flight path that’ll take the Yucana to the opposite side of the Ballena.

			“I’m good for a six-second interception course,” Sonia says.

			“On my mark.” I pop open the emergency exit through the floorboard. The inky depths of space yawn back at me, beckoning me to dive in. I exhale slowly, steeling my nerves as I secure the bag across my shoulder. “On three, two, one—now.”

			I hit the autopilot command and plunge through the floor, clutching the biocore bag against my chest. The Corps falls for the decoy ship blazing away at full speed. Sonia slips in quick like a shadow, the robotic arm extended from her dart. The metal appendage catches me by the torso and locks in.

			“Hang on, it’s gonna be tight,” Sonia murmurs and pivots the dart sharply.

			My head spins from the acceleration, a pressure crushing through my entire body. I can’t breathe. Blackness frames my vision. Bruising agony fractures across my ribs.

			I clutch the precious biocore tighter, vaguely aware the Space Corps has caught onto my trick and are firing at Sonia, who’s weaving back and forth as she speeds for the Dorado. I try to gasp, try to force oxygen into my lungs, but I can’t feel anything. No pain, no nothing. Then blackness encroaches, swamping everything with predatory consumption.
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				Liberation

			
			Unknown

			I wake to a vicious throbbing in my skull.

			Blinking, I carefully turn my head in the unfamiliar room—and groan at the protest from my ribs. Gritting my teeth, I slowly sit upright and lean against the wall, afraid to breathe too deeply. Someone’s applied a layer of sana gel across my mid torso, and the hardened cast makes it difficult to move. With a grunt, I swing my legs over the edge of the bed and survey my surroundings.

			Standard crew quarters: fold-out cot, tiny bathroom, circular viewport, and the HS Space Corps insignia stamped onto the far wall.

			Shit. We’ve been caught.

			I sweep my gaze across the small but otherwise comfortable quarters once more. As far as arrests go, it could’ve been a lot worse. However, when I reach for my FLX pistol, I find nothing. A pang thrums through me at the loss—my last physical connection with Tian Tan. But I quickly shove that aside and finish my self-assessment. I might’ve lost my FLX to the Ballena, but my flex-mic is still on. I instinctively double-click my tongue and rasp, “Quinn? What’s going on?”

			“Ish!”

			My heart skips a beat at her voice.

			“Well, we’re technically in custody of the Space Corps aboard the Bravado until they choose to release us,” she continues. “I’m on the upper level. I’ll be down in a sec.”

			I walk over to the door, and even though I’m sure it’s locked, I press down on the handle anyway. It turns with ease. “Is everyone else on the Bravado?”

			“Uh-huh. I’ll update you on everything soon as I get down there.”

			Leaning against the wall and waiting for Quinn, I push the sleeve up on my flight suit and stare at my left arm. The bio-tat digits are gone, the skin unblemished. Giddy, relieved laughter bubbles out of me, and I nearly double over from the pain. When the agony finally subsides, I stumble into the bathroom. The lights flicker on, and I paw through my pockets until I find my pocketknife. I press the back of my shaking left hand against the edge of the sink and make a nick in the pad of my thumb.

			Blood wells up. Red blood.

			I tip my head and sink onto the floor, a hundred tons of stress evaporating off me. Ripping out the biocore must’ve terminated the Ballena’s integration process with me and Augustus.

			“Seven depths.”

			My head snaps up, eyes going wide at Quinn standing in the doorway.

			She stares at my bleeding finger, then at my half-delirious grin. “Are you okay, Ish?”

			I put away the knife as she slides open the cabinet and passes over a bandage. Nodding thanks, I stick the self-adhesive patch over the cut, and reply, “Never been better. So, what the hell is going on? Where’s everyone else? Where’s the biocore?”

			Quinn searches my face for a moment, her expression so serious I can’t help but frown back. Finally, she draws a deep breath. “Inigo has the biocore.”

			“What? That backstabbing son of a—”

			“He upheld his end of the bargain.” Quinn runs a weary hand through her hair. “The backup he promised us? That was the Space Corps.”

			I blink. “What sort of connections could the assistant of an eccentric biocore collector have to pull that kind of weight?”

			She shrugs and continues. “I haven’t seen Inigo since we boarded the Bravado, and he hasn’t responded to my calls. All I know is that he gave explicit instructions to the Corps to secure the biocore and give it to him under some prearranged agreement they’ve made.”

			I scoff and step out of the bathroom. “Guess he didn’t trust us enough to do that.”

			Quinn touches my shoulder, and I grind to a halt. “Ish, we’ve gotten ourselves into something dark and deep. The Corps has been treating us decent so far, but that could change any second.”

			I grunt and follow her out into the corridor. “Where’s the crew?”

			“Med bay. Augustus regained consciousness after you gutted the Ballena, but his condition has been deteriorating.”

			Anxiety writhes through me as I hurry after Quinn to the ladder leading up through a hatch. Uniformed personnel hurry past, a few tossing over curious glances, but no one confronts us.

			“The docs have somewhat stabilized him,” Quinn tries to reassure me, reaching out a hand to help me onto the upper deck. “But we don’t know what’s wrong. Theoretically, he should be recovering now that his body is no longer affected by the Ballena’s malicious hacking.”

			I grasp her warm fingers, wincing when the movement sends a new jolt of pain through my chest, and haul onto the deck. The med bays are only a short stretch down the hall. I immediately spot Augustus, who’s reclined in a hospital cot in the corner, surrounded by the rest of the Dorado. I shove past Sonia and Leo to see his ashen face. His lashes flutter, breaths coming fast and shallow. He cracks open an eye. A feeble smile tugs his mouth when he notices me.

			I take one of his hands and can’t help but notice how cold he feels compared to Quinn. Like contrasting ice to fire. Remembering how my bio-tats have vanished, I flip over his arm. All eight numbers remain, starkly obsidian against his sallow skin.

			66293425

			I freeze, straining to recall where I’ve seen this string of digits before—

			On the Ballena’s biocore. 66293425 is the Ballena’s serial code.

			No no no. The pit in my stomach widens. This isn’t supposed to be happening. Augustus should be recovering back to his old self, not—

			“Hey,” he rasps.

			My gaze snaps up, meeting his translucent eyes. “What can I do to help? Do I need to smash the biocore? Does the Ballena’s vessel itself need to be destroyed? Because I can hop on another dart and—”

			“Ara.”

			“Or maybe it’s the Radioactium computerii. The bacteria’s probably still alive, right? Do you need antibiotics?”

			“Ara.” He grabs my wrist with weak fingers. So different from the Augustus I used to know—remembered—stubborn and strong and so full of life. A tightness expands in the back of my throat. His arm drops back down to the bed. “Stop. Porfavo.”

			I’m vaguely aware of the crew moving off to the side, offering us privacy. Hardening my expression, I look down at Augustus. “You can’t die. I killed the Ballena. You can’t die now, you hear me?”

			The corners of his lips quirk up, and he simply replies, “It’s done.”

			“No, it’s not,” I snap then soften my tone. “I started getting better the moment I disconnected the biocore. Maybe you need more time, since you’ve been linked to the Ballena longer.”

			He lurches up, eyes flashing. “Ara, I’m dying, okay?”

			I flinch.

			He draws a ragged breath and sinks back down, fingers twisting the thin sheet. “I was only ever alive because of the Ballena. Its cells filled in for mine—they replaced the organs damaged beyond repair, substituted blood I had lost, became part of me. Not only did the Ballena’s cells save me, they kept me alive.”

			I shake my head, throat constricting as I lean forward toward him. “Augustus, this isn’t—”

			“If the Ballena dies, so do those cells.”

			“You knew,” I snarl, blinking back the tears stinging my eyes. “You knew destroying the Ballena would kill you, and you lied to me about that.”

			“Lo sien, vera.” He sighs, reaching out to clasp my hand. “But the Ballena couldn’t continue to exist. You knew that, I knew that. So I hope you understand why I didn’t want to risk introducing any factors that might change your mind.”

			“Why?” I choke out a tortured laugh. “Did you really think I would call off the hunt just for you?”

			He responds with a weak chuckle. “Well, perhaps not. I don’t recall you caring for me all that much initially.”

			That’s because I didn’t remember you. And he played along, pretending to be a stranger the whole time. I squeeze my hands and ask quietly, “When it became clear my memory loss of the Essex was involuntarily, why didn’t you try to help me remember? Why pretend we didn’t know each other for so long?”

			A beat slides by in silence. His hand tightens over mine as he lowers his gaze.

			I softly add, “For what it’s worth, I’m sorry, Augustus. I wish I never guilted you into disobeying your father and going after the Ballena. I was dumb. Too prideful. Cared too much about gaining approval from others.” When it turns out, the only people whose approval I actually cared about getting, already thought me worthy. I take a shuddering breath and continue. “I can’t stop wondering how things would’ve turned out if I hadn’t been so hotheaded. If I hadn’t pushed you—”

			“It doesn’t matter. I would’ve done it anyway, Ara, because I was in love with you.” Augustus pauses. “Truth is, I still am.”

			My chest tightens. I resist the urge to scream at the universe at the unfairness of it all.

			“I love you too,” I whisper. It’s the truth. I love Augustus the way the moon loves the ocean. Freely and deeply. Biting my lip, I reach out my right hand, placing it atop his, metal against skin.

			He swallows hard. “That’s why I pretended we’d never met before, as much as it killed me to—ha, pun not—”

			“Don’t you dare joke about you dying.” I narrow my eyes.

			He has the audacity to smirk. “Aye-aye, Captain. In all seriousness, I knew I was going to die. It would’ve been cruel to pretend we had any sort of future together.” A faint smile curves his lips. “Plus, I saw you’d already found someone else.”

			“What—who, Quinn?” I ask, ducking my head and blushing.

			Augustus laughs. “I’m happy for you, Ara, vera. I’m glad you found some way to move on.” His mouth flattens as he lowers his voice. “It was agonizing for me to watch how you let the past hurt you so much. I was afraid remembering would only make it worse.”

			“But who are you to judge?”

			He shakes his head ruefully. “Look at us, still arguing even as I’m dy—”

			“Stop.” I clench his hand between mine.

			He sighs. “The Ballena’s dead, Ara. You can let go of that.”

			I tighten my fingers as if that could keep him from slipping into death’s clutches. “I’m not letting you go. Goddammit, I’m not—”

			“You’ve avenged your old crew, so you can let them rest easy and move on with your new family.” His voice is so quiet I can barely hear it above the beeps and whirrs of the machines. “And this includes me. Let me go in peace now. Please.”

			I shake my head, tears blurring my vision. “I love you,” I say over and over, like it’s some magic spell that could save him. “I love you, Augustus Mateo Pollard.”

			He closes his eyes. “I love you too, Ara.”

			A threatening beep-beep-beep sounds from one of the machines. In my periphery, Sonia flags down a medic. I uncurl my hands and slowly step back, heart lodged in the back of my throat as the doctors enter and crowd around Augustus. Their terse murmurings drift past my ears. Pulse dropping. Brain activity ceased. Need one shot of Revivda. Try again.

			Quinn moves to stand beside me. Her hand reaches down, fingers threading through mine as we wait in numb silence.

			After an eternity, the medics step away from the bed, and all except one leave the area. The remaining doctor, a woman with light gray hair, tugs off her gloves and looks at me.

			Her tired eyes say all I need to know.

			The room tilts. I’m vaguely aware of Quinn squeezing my hand. She’s saying something, her breath brushing past my ear, but nothing registers. My thundering pulse drowns everything out.

			I pull away from Quinn and walk back to the cot, moving through a haze. My feet stumble to a halt, and I look down at Augustus. I study his face, his smoothed forehead and relaxed eyes, free from pain at last.

			Free from the Ballena and our tragic past.

			Reaching forward, I close his lids gently. For a fleeting moment, he looks just like the Augustus from my memories. The carefree boy who lived and laughed and loved as deep as the ocean and as wide as the sky. A boy who taught me it’s okay to hate and to forgive, to grieve and to heal, to love and to break, over and over again—because that is what it means to be human.

			“Rest easy, Augustus.”

			Then I turn and walk away without another glance back. Quinn falls into step by my side, her dark, somber eyes offering silent consolation. I slip my hand into hers, fingers threading, metal interwoven with flesh.

			Augustus is right. It’s time to set the past free and discover what the future holds.
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				Until We Meet Again

			
			Med Bay, bravado

			I throw back my shoulders, raise my chin, and stride over to rejoin the rest of my solemn crew. I’ve hardly taken a step when two men dressed in unmarked military uniforms, distinct from the Bravado’s personnel attire, barge into the med bay and beeline for me.

			Leo immediately moves in to intercept, but I give him the tiniest shake of the head. Now’s not the time to start causing trouble. Several medics shoot the newcomers wary glances, but no one interferes. The man on the right—tall with slim shoulders and buzzed black hair—steps forward.

			“Ishara Ming?”

			I incline my head and maintain his steely gaze. “That’d be me.”

			“Please come with us. Alone.”

			My heart flops in my chest like a hooked fish as I wordlessly follow them. I wipe my sweaty palm against my thigh and glance over my shoulder before we leave the med bay, stealing one last look at my crew hovering near the reception.

			Leo and Stag both have their arms crossed. Sonia has one hand gripping the counter’s edge, the other resting on Quinn’s shoulder. And Quinn—Quinn.

			I nearly stumble at the distress painted across her face. She looks ready to tear out of Sonia’s hold and charge after me.

			Ripping my gaze away from my crew, I pick up the pace, praying to the stars this won’t be the last time I see them.

			We march down the hall in silence. Tinted glass doors watch on from both sides, each adorned with a backlit name plaque. Offices, maybe.

			“Here,” the stockier man grunts.

			We halt outside a room labeled Conference Room D. The two men step to either side of the door in an unmistakable indication for me to enter.

			I gulp and knock.

			“Enter,” a calm voice calls from inside.

			I rub my thumb across my knuckles, then push on the door. The room is comfortably lit, not too bright nor too dim. A round table with several cushioned seats pushed against it occupies the center, and a holo dash stands at the far side of the room. There’s a uniformed man standing behind it. My spine stiffens at the uniform colors. They’re not the standard slate gray of the HS Space Corps but a rich dark blue edged with onyx.

			The official colors of the Asian Islands Alliance Federation, the primary government in the Tian Tan System.

			The same government my parents used to work for before they died. Before they were murdered amid political unrest.

			I openly gawk at the person wearing the Federation uniform.

			A stern tan face with eyes hard as flint stares back. The man cuts me a sharp smile, teeth glinting in the light.

			“Ishara Ming,” he says in his trademark polished voice. “Pleasure to meet you again.”

			“Inigo.” My mind spins like it’s getting sucked into a black hole. I open and close my mouth several times while he watches on with an amused expression. “You have a lot of explaining to do.”

			“Name’s Lisheng, actually.” He steps around the podium. “Federation agent. Inigo was one of my covers in the field.”

			I narrow my eyes. “What are you doing in Halo? This is way out of Federation jurisdiction.”

			He inclines his head. “There’s lots to discuss, but first”—he pulls out a chair—“take a seat.”

			I stand a moment longer, jaw flexing as I aim what I hope comes across as an unintimidated glare, then sit. Inigo—no, Lisheng—drags out a chair for himself. He steeples his fingers and studies me for a beat. “Why did you disobey the Space Corps?”

			“How was I supposed to know they were our backup? Anyway, you got the biocore. So we’re even, and I’m still expecting the promised payment.”

			“On behalf of the IMTF, I extend the organization’s appreciation for your efforts. And yes, you will be compensated as promised.”

			“IMTF? What the depths is that?”

			“Inter-system MOBIS Task Force. It’s a joint venture between the Seven Systems with the objective of preventing the further spread of MOBIS, as well as keeping tabs on unusual and high-risk whales.”

			I raise a brow. “That last biocore you bought from me at Mira Station was from an unusual Levi, vera?”

			“That Levi had undergone illegal modifications.” He sighs and rubs the bridge of his nose. “The IMFT has a pretty good idea which third-party organization is responsible for the Levi mods, but…” Lisheng waves a dismissive hand. “It’ll be taken care of in good time.”

			I bite my lower lip for a moment, then say, “The Ballena’s biocore was cracked when I found it. Do you think it was sabotaged?”

			“It’s possible, but nothing’s confirmed until our analysts in Tian Tan study the core.”

			“You’re taking the biocore to Tian Tan?” Images of my birth system flash into mind. Warm, golden sands. Frigid, floating ice caps. Rocky, wind-beaten spires jutting out from the ocean like fingers of a sunken god.

			He pulls out a tablet and taps on it. “Leaving tonight, as a matter of fact.”

			My tablet buzzes in my pocket.

			“I’ve transferred over the promised tarjas, Ming—minus the loan repayment, of course.” Lisheng stands. “The Space Corps will debrief your crew throughout the next couple days. After all the required waivers have been signed, everyone will be free to go.”

			“Right.” I fish out my own tablet and divvy the tarjas among the crew. I press my lips together when I realize I’d split the bounty six ways, then quickly divide the tarjas into five equal amounts. Augustus isn’t with us anymore. Swallowing back a lump, I hit the transfer button and rise to my feet as well. “I suppose our business here is done.”

			Lisheng pauses, then asks, “Is something wrong?”

			I shake my head and reach for the door.

			“Sure?” he presses, stepping around the table. “If there’s anything I can clear up before I leave for Tian Tan, let me know. The biocores your crew gutted the past months have been a priceless resource to the IMFT, and I’d like to maintain a good relationship with you and the Dorado.”

			I turn to face him. “I’m done with whaling. If you want more biocores, you’ll have to talk to the others.”

			The corners of Lisheng’s mouth turn down. “I see.”

			Another stretch of silence opens between us. I don’t move from my spot by the door. Finally, I can’t keep the words in any longer. “I was born in Tian Tan. Never had the chance to return ever since I left—but I still remember it, still miss it.”

			Now it’s Lisheng’s turn to fall quiet. He scratches his cheek, head cocked as if in deep thought. “Ship leaves at oh six hundred. I can issue you a temporary inter-system long-stay permit.”

			Hope lodges in my ribs like a glass shard. I stare at him, fumbling for a response but finding nothing. The chance to return to Tian Tan. To set foot upon Qiāndǎo, planet of a thousand islands, once more. Something I’ve only dared to dream about. And Lisheng’s offering a fast-track inter-system clearance—an expensive permit that could easily take months to obtain.

			The word yes sits on the tip of my tongue and then withers away. Quinn. The thought of never seeing Tian Tan again hurts, but leaving Quinn behind hurts even more.

			Lisheng moves over and to open the door. “No need to make a decision now, but I’ll have to know whether or not you want a spot on the Taiyang Jian within the hour.”

			The two guards posted outside accompany us as we walk back to the med bay’s main wing. My steps quicken when I spot my crew clustered near a corner, huddled in engrossing conversation.

			Quinn spots me first, relief unfurling across her face as she pulls me into a hug. My fingers curl into her back as I breathe in deep, inhaling her familiar starflower scent.

			“I’m fine, Quinn,” I say after a couple seconds, squirming out of her embrace. “Vera.”

			She grins, eyes glimmering with amusement as she holds me out at arm’s length. “Perfect pronunciation, Ish.”

			I roll my eyes. “Finally.”

			Then the questions rain down—what’s going on and who the hell is that foreign agent standing off to the side and are we in trouble?

			“That,” I say, slipping Lisheng a look, “is a Federation agent. The one who paid us the tidy sum for gutting the Ballena.”

			“So.” Sonia clasps her hands together. “What’s the plan, Cap?”

			“That’s up to you.” Blowing a piece of hair out of my face as I swing my gaze around everyone. “Ballena’s dead. I’ve said it before and I’m not changing my mind—I’m dismantling the crew.”

			The edges of Stag’s mouth quirk. “I mean, we all have enough tarjas to last a lifetime.” His forehead creases for a moment, and then he adds, “I’ve always wanted to visit Corona Station. The Order of Naturalista has a hub there, and it might be nice to obtain a preaching license.”

			Sonia crosses her arms. “Well, I’m not giving up whaling.”

			I chuckle and quote her earlier words back, “ ‘Born and raised a harpooner, and I plan on dying as one.’ ”

			She raises her chin. “Aye.”

			“The Dorado’s yours, if you want.”

			Her face scrunches. “That flying rust bucket?”

			“Hey, that ship managed to take down the legendary Balle—”

			“Of course I’ll take the Dorado! I already know what upgrades I wanna give that old girl. Gonna put together the best whaling crew the system’s ever seen.”

			“With me,” Leo grunts.

			She snorts and punches him in the arm. “Always, hermo.”

			Everyone turns toward Quinn next. She plays with the end of her braid and locks eyes with me. “What are you doing if not chasing down the Ballena?”

			I chew the inside of my cheek, Lisheng’s offer echoing in the back of my mind. But one glance at Quinn and I know I can’t ask her to leave Halo System. I can’t put someone I love through the same pain I know only too well.

			“So?” Quinn prompts.

			Rubbing the back of my neck, I open and close my mouth several times, but no sound comes out.

			Someone clears their throat behind me, and Lisheng says, “I’ve offered Ming clearance and a ride back to Tian Tan—”

			“What?” She whirls toward me, eyes wide.

			I raise both hands. “I haven’t accepted or—”

			“Are you crazy?” She grips my shoulder and gives a gentle shake. “This is what you’ve wished for since stars know how long. What are you waiting for—go!”

			I duck out of her grip and clasp her hands between mine, lowering my voice. “A life without you isn’t one I want, Quinn.”

			She blinks back at me, lips parting.

			I drop my gaze to our hands. “I’m not sure what I’m going to do, but I won’t leave you behi—”

			She releases a quick laugh. I startle, lifting my eyes back up to find her grinning like a mad woman. “I have more than enough tarjas to pay for a ticket to Tian Tan—of course I’m coming with you.”

			I can’t help the smile curling onto my own face. Peeking over my shoulder at Lisheng, I ask, “Think Quinn could catch a ride with us too?”

			He grumbles something about handing out inter-system permits like candy under his breath but ultimately relents with a nod.

			I roll back my shoulders and step away from Quinn, slowly appraising Stag, Leo, and Sonia, then nod at each of them. “Thank you. Graza. It’s been a good hunt.”

			“So this is goodbye?” Sonia asks, solemn.

			“It’s a zai jian,” I reply, bittersweetness spreading beneath my sternum. “An until we meet again.”

			Stag rubs his chin. “Huh. I like that.” He curls his hand into a fist and taps it twice against his chest—a traditional farewell from crew to captain. “Zai jian, Ming. It’s been a pleasure piloting the Dorado.”

			“Zai jian.” Sonia pulls me into a hug.

			“Zai jian,” Leo rumbles, engulfing both me and Sonia in his embrace.

			“Hermo.” Sonia gasps for air. “How about some space?”

			He releases us from his death hug. “Sorry.”

			Lisheng coughs. “Ready to go?”

			I draw a deep breath and address my former crew one last time. “Zai jian. Thank you for everything.” Then I turn to Lisheng. “I’m ready.”

			I’m ready to see what Tian Tan holds for me—and what it means to be more than crew members with Quinn.

			We follow him out into the hall, bypassing several corridors before descending into a massive hangar easily five times the size of the Dorado. Lisheng waves over a tall tan man. His wavy brown hair is neatly combed, and his sharp green eyes immediately latch onto mine. He takes a couple steps forward, and I mimic him, deliberately pushing up the sleeve of my right arm as I meet him halfway.

			“Captain Vicente,” he introduces himself. “I’ll be overseeing your journey back to Tian Tan. Pleasure to meet you, Miss Ming.”

			He extends an arm. I study it for a moment, then raise my eyes to meet his as I accept the offered hand. The metal plating of my arm winks beneath the overhead lights as we shake.

			Cutting him a sharp grin, I say, “Call me Ishara.”
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